
Article:
 
Porta S. (1999), The Community and Public Spaces: 
Ecological Thinking, Mobility and Social Life in the 
Open Spaces of the City of the Future, «Futures, 
The Journal of Forecasting, Planning and Policy», 
31 4.

Disclaimer: 
This paper not necessarily reflects the final definitive 
publication: it might be a pre-copy-editing or a post-
print author-produced .pdf or in any case a different 
version of that. Therefore the reader is advised to 
refer to the publishing house’s archive system for the 
original authenticated version of this paper. 



FUTURES 

Pergamon FUlUres 31 (1999) 437-456 

The community and public spaces: ecological 
thinking" mobility and social life in the open 

spaces of the city of the future 

Sergio Porta· 
Department of hmd (llId City I-'lal1l1;lIg. PU/Y/eclll1ic of Milan, Mila/I, hll/Y 

Abstract 

The rootS of the present crisis of public urban spuccs in Ihe modem and cOnlernporary city 
can be traced back nO{ only \0 the history of Ihe early vision of the planning movement \0 
which the cily planning discipline dedicates much atlemiOIl, but also 10 the hi story of scientific 
thinking, the measuring eye that all of us-specialists. ndmi nistralors, intcllectuills and citizens 
alike-have used on it from the [71h century up to the present day. Rcwgnition of these roots 
allows us 10 distinguish the fruit fu l fro lll the steri le among the many directions offered by the 
various projects for thc city of today and thc city of the fU lUrc. In the recent emphasis pl:lced on 
thc concept of comll1Ullity~in the intcrprcilltion offered here-lics the oo!\is and motivatioll!\ of 
somc of the most intercsting guidelines for an in-depth Mudy and really innovative approach 
to the prob l em~ of city traffic 11nd the closely associtltcd problems uf the rc3ppropriation of 11 
social dimcnsion of public space for the city of the fu1Urc. © 1999 Elsevicr Science Ltd. All 
rights reserved. 

Can we llctually "know" the universe? My God, iI' s hard enollgh fi nding your 
way around in Chinatown. 

Allen W. Getting Even. Random House, New York, 1966. 

1. The assussination of the ur ban public space ' 

"In the history of the 20th century city an assassination has tllken place. The name 
of the victim: the urban street." Wilh these strong words Giancarlo Consonni recently 
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0016·3281N9fS - see rrum rnancr 0 1999 Etse\'icr Science LUI. ,\11 rights !eSerocd. 
PIT: SOO 16- 3 2 81 (99) 00004· X 



438 S. PQTla l Fulllr~s 11 (/999) 437-456 

called our attention to the destructive action of modern contem porary practices of 
urban development in respect to the street as a synthesis of the "many ways of 
tampering with and degrading open public spaces that aim at murdering the living 
body of the city, taking ilway its very essence, what it represents in the history of 
civilization" [2](p. 9 1, 93). The opening words of Joseph Rykwert's contribution to 
the very well-known and. in many ways seminal, collection edited by Stanford And­
erson, continue in the same vein: "For nearly a century, the street has been under 
persistent attack from seve ral directions: the designers of Siedlungen and Garden 
Cities, the ClAM modern masters, and local government and welfare architects of 
Anglo-Saxon/Scandinavian countries have all attempted to postulate forms of urban 
settlement in which the street was deprived of its past function or analyzed out of 
ex istence. There has been II correlative attack by those followers of Haussmann who 
have subordinaled all functions of urban settlement to the street itself, particularly 
to the street as a carrier of traffi c." But on the other hand to attack the street means 
attacking "the most important component of the urban pattern: a pattern that is on ly 
consumed, learned, and acknowledged by its use" [3]. 

Even if the organization of culture has its degrecs of autonomy and if the organiza­
tion of adm inistration and politics, as well as technology, have their own fields of 
autonomy, the convergence of all these towards such a generalized and profound 
phenomenon leads us to look for its causes in something other than a current of 
thought, even than suc h a powerful one li ke the architectural modernism. For that 
matter even the interpretation emphasizing the importance of technological inno­
vation- in this case the invention of the automobile-is open to attack as a manifes­
tation of a naturalistic approach to the social phenomenon [4,5], If such a historical 
convergence has been able to suiface, the reason should first be sought in the struc­
ture of thought rather than in that of economy. According to Carlo Sini, today we 
are li ving in the third phase of the history of the city: after the classical city- built 
as a materialization in stone and earth of a symbolic sacred order- and the medieval 
city, "a place of rhetoric, that is to say of the word',? today's third phase links the 
Baroque to the Enlightenment city and to the bourgeois city, up to info-city, the city 
of today, Ours is the city of writing: "The usc of the alphabet, connected with the 
impact of the invention of printing, has been decisive in the origin of the world of 
communicatjon. ( ... ) (Here man) demonstrates he no longer needs a city of monu­
ments or a city with space for orators and listeners because public communication 
takes place through writing and printing, Not to mention today, in the age of elec­
tronic communication" [61(p, 9). 

Sini' s synthesis allows us to sketch a broad, but correct, outline of the macro­
history of urban development and to find a beginning in the 17th century: the begin-

2 "To the city of monumentS which has thc sacrol si1:nificance of man's life on e:mh :md in the prescnce 
of the God~ carved in it, the ci ty as a place of rhetoric. that is of the word, is now to be added ( ... ) 
lCiti c~l arc built with calculated di~tances, so that words cxchanged can be heard. Hom;cs talk to one 
another. Narrow streets. wide avenues are Ihe places whcre public truth scores u~ing the voice" [6[Cp. 8). 
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ning of Descartes' interpretation of the world as a machine,] which still guides us. 
We'll start from here focussing on the interpretlltion of two authors who in different 
ways and with different targets refl ect on three decisive aspects of the newborn 
scientism: Giancarlo Consonni explains the central role of "separation" and "simpli­
fication" in Descartes, and AlCX:'lIldre Koyre describes "abstraction" in Descartcs and 
also in Huygcns. ' 'The central inu ic:lIion of ' DiscOUTS de la methode' [I O]-to reaeh 
elementary and absolute truths and on them to clabor:.lIe only those certainties that 
can be obtained through rigorous demonstration--offers for the firs t time one of thc 
pill ars of modern science together with two of its typical aspirations: to separate and 
simplify" [21(p. 31~. To sepllr:!te and simplify: first of all the su bject from the object, 
the observer from what is observed, and ascribe 10 the domain of the mind the 
faculty of reaching truth by a method of rcasoning based on the rationali ty of logical 
demonstration. A method that does 1101 rcquire any check in the fi e ld of perceptible 
experience, of "life-world":' of memory and of values. In the 17th century for the 
first time an image of the world appears founded on a few elementary ideas, thus 
summarized by Fritjiof Capra: "The vision of the universe as a mechanical complex 
made up of basic bricks ( ... ); the corresponding conception of the human body as a 
machine. which is still at the basis of theory and praxis in medical research; the 
vision of socia l life as compet ition and struggle fo r ex istence ( ... ); fa ith in unlimited 
material progress to be pursued via technological and economic growth" [141-

In panicular, Descartes' intcrpretation of the world as a mach ine has led us for 
the first ti me to consider the destiny of nature as separate and conflictual with that 
or man; Ihi s separation is embeddcd witl"fin man as a distinction bctween "reason"­
placc of truth-and "emotional sphere", place of imprecision and error, of the 
irrationality we share with beuSfS, of the negutive part of nature. From here derives 
the tendency to\vards the dominion of nature which draws on the rational spiri t' s 
desire for power. This dominion passes through a pri nciple of <lccess to the laws of 
nature, according to which there are no conceptual limits to the visual capacity of 
the rational cye which is able to see, know, discover and measure everything- ami 

., Des<:ar1es' imerprctation calls to mimi not only the metaphor of the world ,IS a rn3ch ine but ~ISQ his 
being !he maker '·of the finit modem ma~hine-the parabol i~ J;hlss-cllller'· 171. For an intcrc~ti ng elabor­
at ion of thc samc metaphor, see the d istinction be twccn '·banal nW1;h ine and non-banal milchine" analyzed 
in L81, and especially its appt ication 10 the problems of land policies [91 . 

• Thlls Huss~rl: ··Wc have twO diffe rent things: life-world and ohjcctive-scientifie world. though of 
COUI>C the), are related to each other. The knowledge of the objectiv~·:>cientifie world is grounded in the self 
evidence of Ihe life-world. The laller is pre.given to the scicnti fic worker. 01" the working community, as 
ground; yet, :as they buitd upon this. wh:ll i~ buitl is somelhinJ; different. If we <.-ease being immersed in 001 

:>cicntifie thinking, we become awn th ~t we scientists are. ~ft er all , human beings. amI a~ ~\lCh amoog tllc: 
componenl~ of thc life·wor!d which always ~xi st for U~, ever pre·given: and thus :Ill of science is pulled. 
along wilh us. into the merely subjccti \,c.re lot ivt! life-world" I I ! I. The woccpt of life-world is at Ihe ecnter 
of the recent recodification of planning policies aimed at HchicvillS stnlc tured intcraction with social groups 
and consensus. In the va~t bibliogr:1phy (lvailahlc, we can qllutc ill particlliar Innes (12. 13J. 
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therefore master it and forget nOlhing.5 The metaphor of the eye has not been chosen 
by chance: the mind's eye looks beyond the limits of spacc and with it goes the 
measuring eye o f geomet ry and lastly that of perspective which pursues and captures 
the infi ni te: "T he perspect ive represented by 15th century ::artists anticipates the world 
di scovered by the 16th century explorers and the universe studied by the 17th century 
scientists" [16 J. Without the tens ion towards what Benevolo in his splendid book let 
calls "capturing the in fini te" we would never have registered in city planning the 
great geometric:11 and perspecti ve layouts of the Baroque citics, nor the grid form 
imposed indifferently as a ru le on cities, swamps and hills. so typical of US cities 
and thcre codilied since 1573. But the rational eye is 1101 only able to penetrate the 
static laws of nature, but also the dynamic laws, or rather history's evolutional laws 
on the basis of which future forecasts can be made. Even the threshold of time 
presents no obstaele for Descartes' interprct::ation of the world as a machine6 which. 
thanks to ration::ali ty lead tiS to cross what Carlo Cananeo. at the thresholds of indus­
trialism. called "the two chasms of human strength. space and time" [ig l. Consonni 
re marks thal Descartes himself offe rs an extremely precise idea of whnt infl uence 
the predominance of hi s abstract logi c. scpnrntion and simplification. mny have on 
the terri tory nnd the city: "There is oftcn not so much perfection in the works com· 
posed of seveml p .. rts and done by diffe rent masters as in those done by one alone. 
Thus those ancient urban agg lomerations which staned as vi llages ;md in time 
became large cities are usuaJJy so badly di stributed if compared to those geometri­
cally neat pl aces laid out by an engineer in his imaginati on that-although examining 
their buildings one by one we fi nd i'nuch arl in them. cven more than in some others 
nevertheless, on examining their distribution (here a big one, over there a smaller 
one) and how thcy render the strcets so winding and unevcn-one wou ld say they 
havc been thrown together by chance and not by any plan of rational man" f21 
(p. 3 1). The city is here seen as an individ ual creation of rational man-significantly 
identified with the new figu re of the specialist in construction techniqu es, the engin­
eer-a machine which must conform to the model through a single command. If and 
when reality differs greatly from the abstract model than it must be adjusted. Reali ty 
corresponds to ev il, the abstract model to good. Nobody like Deleuzc, in his interpret· 
al ion of Nietzsche, has highlighted the fundamental opposition between knowledge 
and life which is caused by the inversion of values, assigning truth to the modd and 

.~ Koyre A. From the Closed World to the Inlinite Univerr.c, Baltimore, 1957. des.cribc.~ in H mas ter ly 
fashiun the his lory of the crucial passage from the pre·mod~m nnimalcd world to the in fi nite lllliverse of 
S<.:i~ nce; nalural!y. Ihe lack of eOllccptunl limits in sdentific vision is dll ~ to the t~ndellCY 10 ratify only 
acquisitions wi thin a Biven paratligm. The scientiSI'S ullproach to th~ world is "nonnally" wlmt Thoma~ 

Kuhn h;ls defincd as that of a "pu7.7.lc solver" r 151. Ihm is uf one who faces a probtcnl bcing perfeelly 
convinced thai nOI onty doc.~ Ihe solution cxi~t bill he has all the conceptual i n~t rulllenis neecssa.ry 10 
lind it. (lor the puale solver, then. the !imils to knowledge depend essentially on the lack of informm ion 
or re~ourees. nothi ng that cannot be remedied with more work. morc time and mon: commitment. 

r. Abstraction. simplificat ion and ~cpal"llt i oll also involve the notion ()f time, quile >cparate from Ihe 
idcnlilicalion with man's existencc and Ihe cycles of nature. The pa!;~asc from a pre-modem concepl of 
lime as experience, life and divine gin. 10 the modem one of time as ;1Il abslr:tet un il. ;1Il expendable 
v31 uc (" time is moncy". as the saying goes). has .. Jready hccll wel l described (1 71. 



S. I'emu I F IliI/u S 31 (1999) 437-456 441 

error to life to such a poinl Ihat "Iife,becoming smaller and smaller, rolls fu rther and 
further away".1 An abstmction of reality, or of how il ought to be, dominales reali ty 
itself, or the way it is: and this also, according to Koyre, is a historical produci of 
17th century scientism, In spite of the emphasis on experimental data, in fact , scien­
tific thought puts "abstraction" and not "experimen tation" at the cemer of lhe study 
of nature. "Not by observing the great lamp swinging in the Cathedral of Pi sa did 
Galil eo discover the isochron ism of the pendulum, ( ... ) but thanks 10 his mathematical 
studies beginning with the law of accelerated mOlion, which he had established by 
a rational deduction: the downward fall of bodies along cords of a vertically placed 
circle. Only then, after the theoretical deduction, could he consider verifying il exper­
imelllally ( .. ,). In exactly the same way, thaI is through purely theoretical sludy, 
Huygens discovered the mistake in the Galileian eXlmpoimion and demonstmted Ihal 
isochronism takes place not wilh a circle but with a cycloid.(,.,). At that same 
moment he was faced with the same problem as Galileo, the technical , or better the 
technological difficulti es in the material realization of the model he had conceived" 
(IO](pp. 110- 111). Exactness, the reign of abstract thought and of mathematical lang­
uage, for the first time ceased to be the prerogative of the heavens; science led it 
on earth , in its measurements and tools, it imposes its models on the irregular hil ls, 
the capricious swamps, the elusive flow of time and the irrational cities. Consonni 
notes again that the Descartes construction has fragile bases. assu ming as it does 
that the geometrical city is more rational that the organic, medieval sty le one, taking 
a simple order-the geometrical- to be the only possible one, and a complex order­
the organic-Io be synonymous with disorder and chaos, This brings to mind the 
well-known comparison which Jane Jacobs used in the early Sixties when disposing 
of the "pseudo-science of planning", placing it on the same level as the "pseudo­
science of bloodletting": "As in the pseudo-science of bloodletting, just so in the 
pseudo-science of city rebuilding and planning, years of learning and a plethora of 
subt le and complicated dogma have arisen on a foundation of nonsense" [20](p. 13). 
Jacobs' derogatory ex pression can be justified by the si mple fact that Descartes' 
"machine-world" has come 10 us intact through history, in our routine, in tech nical 
knowledge, in work organ ization and public administration, so much so that it has 
permeated the style of intervention in public space Ihroughout the 20th century. It 
has led 10 a systematic destruction of the complex life Ihat historically took place 
in these spaces invoking the priorily of circulation on li fe, on the social dimension 
of cities, on memory, in short on the many dimensions of man. Separalion, simplifi -

7 For its impon ancc in revealing thc fundamcn tal reasons which. in modem and contemporary praxi~. 
reduce life in public ~pace to jusl one of ils many componenlS. the d rcular onc, it is wonh quoling 
el( te n~ivcly;"11 est enlcndu que ' ta \'ie vise il egarer, ~ duper. 11 d i ~si muler. it eblouir.;t avcugler'. Mili s 
celui 'lui vcut Ie vrni veut d'abord ueprecie r ceUe haute puissance du faul(; il fait de I .. vie uno 'orreur". 
de ce monde une 'apparcocc'. II oppose lIone a 101 vic 101 cOl1naissance, il oppose au monde un ~Utl re 

monde, un outre-monde. prccistment Ie montle verid ique. (, .. ) Cclui qui veUI un autre mondc, une auU"!: 
vic, \'eut quclque chose tie ptus profond: 'L:l vie conlre 10. vic'. ( ... ) Celie volonte de nicr dcfinit '10. 
valeur' des valcurs superieures. Son amlC: fa ire passer to. vic sous to. dominat ion des forces reaelivc.~. de 
telle maniere quc to. vic IOUl emiere roule 10000jours plus loin. separee de ee qu 'elle pout, faisanl de plus 
en plus pol it, ' .. ;ver.; Ie n ~ 3n1. vers Ie sentiment poign3111 de wn nl!am" [191. 
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cation and abstraction have led llS to consider the problem of circulation as separate 
from that of socialization, and this separately from that of walking or of slaying put. 

In the same way the urban transport poli cies have been dcnned in total autonomy: 
for instance from the form of housing developments. the continuity of social net­
works, the hi storic-cultuml values o f urban fabric , of environmenl:lI values- in olher 
words. from Ihe complex processes of ident ification and integmlion of man in the 
environment he fomls. The inllucnce of mobility on economic interests has determ­
ined a significant pre-eminence of tram port policy over any other aspect of com­
munity living. In the mid 19th century the c rti ciency dimension was already noticc­
ilhlc in the rna~sive demoliti ons and in the cyclopic technological constructions of the 
bourgeois city (its slaughter houses, its cemeteries, hospital s, sewerage and lighting 
systems, railways and SHlIions and its standardi zed working-class quarters); but aI 
the same time it was still mitigated by the bourgeois tendency to find in the splendou r 
of the city, hence in public space, a way of self-representation (lnd social jwaifi­
cation.8 Public space in its "passages" , "galeries", "boulevards" , "promenades" and 
parks still represented and narrated the flow of hi story and in thi s specific case the 
arrival on the scene of the mass and of goods: it made the idea of bourgeoi s progress 
and ils criteria of rationality seem a great manifestation of a collective nature. How­
ever, by the end of the century this precarious equilibrium was already disturbed 
and the complexity of public space, wh ich up to then had been supported by its 
symbolic and spectacu lar aspects,9 was defini tively disintegraled by a mdical func­
tionalist ic simplification: the street is just ~pace for circulation , the square ajunction; 
the criterion for judging what is good and what is bad is transport efficiency, that 
is the capacity to carry the maximum quantity of people and goods, considered on 
a par from their origins to their destinaLions, in the sh0l1est possibl e time. Already 
at the end of the century the interruption of the historical dialogue between strcets, 
squares and quarters had received the official blessing of urb3nistic culture in the 
passionate vision of the fat hers of German ci lY planning. of {he Italian Futurists, and 
lastly of the champions of the Modern Movement. 1O Now we can understand where 
these visions came from: thi s heritage is obvious in the words of Ihe "Master" him­
self, so similar to those of Ihe man of three centuries earlier, the philosopher who 
inspired him: "the hannonious city musl fi rs t be planned by cxpcns who understand 
the science of urbanism. They work out their plans in tolal freedom from p:utisan press­
ures and special interests; once their plans are fonnu lated. they must be implemented 
without oppositions" [23 J (p. 210). The assa~sination of thc street, beller of the "rue 
corridor"-that is the street as complex public space. seat of multiple human activities 
and multi-stratifkation of meanings and culwl"es-opcrated by Le Corbusier in 1931 
l24-26], was, to all intents and purposes, "commissioned" by Descancs. (Fig. I) 

• C~,risl i:m Norbl'rg~'ichlllz. i.."Ommemillg the saHle ~:Ige by Dcscane.~ quoteu by Consonni, roc .. lil~ 
on Ol ": ilTe l1:nt meaning now crucial here: "Thcrc:rore in Ihe Baroque ci ly the single building lo$eS its 
plastic individual ity and b~comes part of a supt'rior sys tem. This means that Ihe space belween buildings 
acquires new importance as a true clement constituti ng the urban total ity" 12 l] . 

9 The persistence of the rcprcscntOltiveness of the urh:H1 street as social .'cene even during the radical 
positivism of early indl.lstri a li zmion is emcociou, ly described in 122J . 

' ~See (21 in porticuJar chap. IV: 'The street. between f~e l ing and fu nction". 
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Fig. 1. In this image. housing is complctely ~cp:lrnte from all o ther Uril:!U functions. Morcovcr. it is the 
ci ty itse lf that disappears in a utopi:l of isolatro obj"&:l~, linked only by technological and wle-info connec­
tions, symhoo1i7.ed by the elimination of the st reet. The machinc.utopia here ~lIudes to its poss ihle I~te­

motlern re,u lts, to the cybercity of the prescnt and tlmt of the futu re. Jeanncrct CEo '"Le Corbusicr"'. In : 
Benevolo L. La casa dc ll 'uomo. Lmena, Bari, 1976. 

2. Innovations in the forms of management of urbnn mobility 

The question of urban mobility, seen in the light of th is rapid digression in the 
dcplhs of time, takes on a role which goes beyond the purely lechnical dimcnsion. 
Urban mobility is the place whcre Descartes' mach ine-world has unfolded itself and 
permealed our lives, our very way of concei ving and usi ng public space. The dehu ­
manizing and destructive visions of the masters of fhe Modem Movement permeated 
by technicistic rhetoric, ond also of those who were trying to recover the human 
dimension of space in the name of a reappropriation of the values of the neighbour· 
hood and of natnre, are based on the concept of the street a" a mere "infrastructural 
corridor". These visions encouraged the separation of the function of "traffic::" from 
that of "socialization" along the same lines as Howard' s "Garden Cities" (1902), the 
Radburn "Super Bloc k", the so-called "motorage suburb" (1928), Perry' s "Neighbor­
hood Un it" (1929) and the German "S iedlungen" in the Weimar Republic, the "Grcen 
Bell Cities" of Rooseve ll 's New Deal , the English "New Towns" of the immediate 
posi-war period and the "corporatc" US towns, concluding wilh the last season of 
Scandinavian and North·Europcan "new-empiricism" in Ihe Sixties and Sevcntics. 
Thu" it was hoped to save socialization with the offer of naturalistic space-in parti-
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cular parks- thus confirming the usc of streets and squares exdusivcly for transport. 
Socialization, that is, the public and collective life of the community, was detracted 
from urban public space and moved to a completely different kind of public space, 
a suburban space. With their tendency towards simplification and separation , the 
distortion in Descartes' machine-world interpretations unconsciously triumphed in 
these models: here you have space for circulation but nOI for residence, there space 
fo r residence bUI nOI for soc ialization, farther on you can wei •• lize but you cannot 
work, somewhere else you can work but you cannot consume. There is space for 
the car and for the bicycle . space for walking und for playing, but only LIp to a certain 
age, because ' after that there are other spuees, specifically "equ ipped" in anOlher 
neighborhood, in another satellite city. 

These models called for so many and ex pensive infrastructures that they were not 
feasible, save in some exceptional cases and even in these cases the space was unliv­
able and, ironically, led to soc ial segregation. In a word, these models, in so rar as 
they were general models, did not work in the real world of man , they only worked 
in the numerical world nf the planners. The complex system of life and its aggre­
gat ions rebell ed: urban criminality increased where social COnTrol of public space 
di minished sensibly, recreati on structures fell into disuse, poveny-stricken urban 
gheuos triggercd off widespread social and environmenta l decay, people abandoned 
the streets and squares which were then fi lled with automobiles and trucks. The city 
structure spread out and fe ll apart under the assault of tr..tffic facilities: parking areas, 
guardrails, freeways, gas stations, plurileve l junctions, eaeh ill tLlrn worsened the 
traffi c congestion. But the solution"-reproduced the cause of the problem: more space 
dedicated to traffic, a greater separation between lhe street amI residential areas, 
between circul ation and soci ali7.ation and between one function and another. Enor­
mous resou rces have brought both the urban structure and the communi ty dimension 
of the neighborhood to a more marked collapse, and :II thc same time led to an 
en vironmental crisis in safety and even in the effi ciency of traffi c network. And that 
is not the end of the story . To this day abstraction, simplification and scparation 
guide the answers to the new and important phenomena of uprooting due to the end 
of the industrial age and the entrance into the info age, II phenomena to be considered 
in some aspects as a continui ty of the fundamental structures of economics and a 
past school of thought. Il 

An attcmpt to fonn a different culture starts in the Sixties, as part of a general 
revision of consolidated criteria of value and the explosion of a few contradictions 

II Manuel CastclL~ write. : "Y~ 1. wbat lcnds to disappear is Ibe mcaning of places in [lCoplc's consciousness. 
Each place. each d ly. will receivc its aclual social Illcanins frum its lucalion i l\ the hicr.m:hy of ~ network 
whose ~'Qnt rol alllJ rhyllun will CSl';'PC f!'\)lll each Ilt:l(C and \!\'en 1II0f'C from the peopt\! of each place" [271. 
Peler Hall summaril.cs the eomrodiCtiOlt~ on !he soci>ll level or soch a mO\'\! froUl an economy of "manipu­
lation of Soods- to >In 'infonnational- economy in two diffcrent erises on thc labour markd. a tcmpor:uy 
:md a ~tructuw t one 123 1. For n critica l inlerpretmirnvrcad ins of "In ronl1:lIi on~ t e il}''' sc:e also 128,29). 

" "The growi ng disgreg,llion or space imo separalC objects witholl l a dialogue is at the !>arne tillle 
l\ccdcral~d and compcm;ed by Illc enormous machinc of the nctwork of Irnnspon. communiealion 3nd 
information. intercolln~~l i ll g nil tho_o,c objecl •. Thi s machinc tenth to iden1ify itself wilh Ihe spaee of 
re l atio ll ~ hi ps" [2J (p. 27). 
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on the lines of unlimited progress with particu lar reference to the environmental 
crisis: 13 this wi ll lead to an innovation in the models of urban mobility so radical 
in its fu ndamental contents as it is reali stic in its solution s. The core of this culture 
is a new attention to the community: "The cost of mobi lity and the lack of consider­
ation for the neighborhood were immediately evident. The less well-off were the 
fi rst to rebel against the society of 'unlimited choices'. The neighborhood protests 
during the latc Sixties and Seventies demonstrated the power of local groups again st 
plans aimed at uproot ing peop le" [36](p. 16). In two fundamental texts, both written 
in the early Sixties, the central themes of what is now a radically alternative system­
atic model of urbani mobility management were extensive ly ex plained. The two texts 
arc Traffic in Towns by Coli n Buchanan, published in 1963 [37], ;lIld "The Death 
and Lifc of Great American Cities" by Jane Jacobs, 196 1 l20]. The two themes are 
the "cnvironmental area" and "allrilion" ; the body of technical culture I speak of 
can be defi ned as "Tmffi c Calming". With his "environ mental area" Buchanan broke 
the aUlonomy 01" trasp0rl engineering and indicated the need \0 verify street planning 
within the sphere of Ihe envi ronmental equilibrium of urban areas. According to the 
well-known metaphor or the corridor and the room, an "environmental area" is an 
urban area subtracted from crosstown traffic and on ly se rved by roads passing ii, 
just as a room is served by a corridor. )'; This "area", or " room", has a capaci ty of 
its own to absorb a certain amount of urban and environmental problems and the 
evaluation of this c:lpacity is to be given priority. "Even a minimu m knowledge of 
preselll day conditions in ou r ci ties reveals that tmffic congestion has already endang­
ered the well-being of mnny inhabitallls 'find the efficiency of many acti vitics. Con­
ditions are destined to become extremely serious in relatively few years unless drastic 
measures are taken against the poten tial increase of vehicles circulating in our streets" 
l37J(p. 15). Moreover, Buchanan analyzes the situation of traffic in Great Britain, 
studies the implementation of the models normally used to separate vehicular traffic 
from every olher human act ivity, verifies them within general dimensions, and 
reac hes the conclusion thm the infraslrUClural level requested in a fulure project ion 
would not be proposable, not only fo r envi ronment:l l reasons but for the limited 
resources of space and money. All illlegmtion concept is suggested instead of (r::arlic 
scpamtion wh ile policies of intervention in the demand for mobility are put forward 
instead of the ever-increasing offers of street spilce. Thcsc policies involve a radically 
new solution: through traffic is deviated, bypassing the "arcas" through a reorganiza-

13 This innovativc culture of the ci t)' has today dcveloped around a few con.::ep ts of grcat impacl and 
dcpth. like the one of a "Suswillabte City". of "H~nllhy Cities". of a "City of Chilllren··. and has to a 
great e.ltcO! been confimled by some importalll documents of EUroPClUl and World level: [30-35 ). ;md 
a !llrge number of resolutiou~ and dd iberat ions in thc same ~piri t. 

,. It is importan t to underline that in Buchanan's idea there i~ not II specific re f<:rence to the concept 
or nn autonomous qU"rter or neighborhood unit. The "are,," is defined only in lenus of :lccessibili ty (you 
c;,n gel in and out, but nOI :.cross il), not or o;crviccs Of correspondence rc.~idcncc·wori:. 111e city is not 
divided into urban autonomous ;ind hier.lfchic un its, a..~ in the G:m.kn Cities-New Towns trad itio!! . but 
into road·tr..lffic au tonomous units. This w~y the city can still be considen!d substantially unimrian ~nd 
ph>'~ic~ lIy continuous. 



s. Po"(/ I Fu/llr~.< 31 (l999} 437-156 

lioll of lhe city traffic regulations based on narrowing the streelS and a programmed 
reduction of the servicc level of intersection s. 

Thi s is another revolutionary concept, in so far as traffic jams can be conceived 
as a positive instrument to discourage vehicular traffic. The opermional capacity of 
a street no longer depends on the demand, on the contrary Ihe demand is regulmed 
through a deliberate policy limiting the network capacilY"s Only two years carlier 
Jane Jacobs had reached the same conclusion following another line of reasoning. '(, 
According to "the Hudson street balleri na" '7 the urge seen at the basis of the econ­
omic vitality of a city is the same urge that renders its social life so agreeble: the 
co-exi stence df a variety of activities, characters, peoples, initiatives, relationships 
and the scenario of this extraordinary show is, and remains. the street and, in parti­
cular, the sidewalks. The concl usion, only an apparent par.ldox, is that the continuity 
of the connec tive tissue of sidewalks and public space is ind ispensable to allow the 
cilY of today to meel the changing general contest with flex ibility and readiness in 
order 10 survive in the global competition. Incidentally, in my opinion. Jane Jacobs' 
theory is an ex tremely efficacious critici sm of the seientistic interpretation of plan­
ning in il new "ecological"' R vision where the conception of the urban phenomenon 

I~ ·111i~ kind of argumcntation is still periodica lly rc iterJted. For instance, "The answt:r to the ' r:lflic 
increase has 100 often been tht: ~"Onst ruelionlopcn i ng of new parkways which, in tum, have caused ;.n 
incrc:tSC in traffic. To kc:ep up with demand of Imffic incrca.r.c is not tht: proper solution 10 Ihe problem: 
Iraffic eongestiun re prescnt~, ill some c~st:s. a u.scful instrument of dis s ua~i (lI\. ( ... ) The multiplication of 
roads, tunnels. Cle. to face the increasing tmffic, product:s the bad effect of increasing pollution and noise. 
When the infras tructure is complcted. traffic will increase rapid ly so as to reach the saturation k ve l which 
brought to the opening of ncw roads. ( ... J" 132J: "From the la te 1950s onwards. the transjXl l1 planning 
onhocloxy was Ihat future truffk was forecast and then the ro."Id space huil! to :H:comodate it. ( ... ) Thb 
'predict and provide' approach has become largely discred iled and the road progr.unmc has been progress­
i"t:ly CUI back. It is now acceptcd Ihal rood cap.1city cannot be malched 10 fo reca.\t dem;md and other 
solution hnve 10 be round. Quite apart from the envimmncnlal objections. fund ing from Ihe publ ic purtle 
is Mrict ly limited :lnd it wnuld be impossible tn huild rO:lds to cope with the projected increao;.c in the 
volumes of c nr~ fnrecast. ( ... ) It is 11 0t just the cost of bui lding new roads which is under d is.cu"ion. but 
whether they should be built at al l. II is accepted. however. that more TOad capncity will only provide 
tC!II1Xlrn l), rel ief to urban conge .• tlon problems. a~ the re lief initio!!}' afforded will be eroded over time 
by cllduced lranic·' (38j{p. t I). BUI evell if thc..c conclusions have now beCII accepted in scicnt ific ci rc1~, 
they hO "<:: II " yct acquired legitimacy in political circles :lnd in a gCller..!1 awareness in vast are;os of the 
progres.~i\'e weslern world. 

Ih'llli~ Illay nol be ent irely ca~ ua l . J;me Jacobs had ulre<luy known lluehamm's twO winning ideas 
before he published ,hCIII., the cn\·ironment:ll (Irea and the impossibi lity of the ~p(lr.ll io n 

automobi lc/[lCdemian as a long-range strategy. In h~r book she credit , Willimn McGrath, traffic com­
mi ssioner in New Haven, with the firs t and Victor Gruen with the second, ill his Fort Worth Plo ll of 
1955 . However, il was Buchnllun's book that met illtcm:llioll(ll success in thi ~ mailer. 

"This was the nickname Morton HOPllCnfcld ga\<e Jane J(JC(lbs in a mock r~view of "Dcalh and Life ... ". 
in which 1acobs described the everyday life o f the sireel where she li.'ed. Hud.on siree t. describing il as 
a "ha llet" [39J. 

"On "ecological" thought J slill rder to [14J. while, for its anticipalioll in J(me J3cobs's book, it muSI 
be specilled that, although she has frequently been accused of eulluml so ti psism. the whole 22ml ch~p tcr 

of her book-beari ng the meaningful ti tle ''The kiml of prohlem a c ity ii'-has been ded icated to clarifying 
the 0108t correct epistemological hn ri :wn; in this chapter there is one of the vcry few IOl1g quotes of the 
whole work. in which Warren Weaver illustrates hi~ macro-histo ry of .scientifi c thought os a succcssion 
of three ph~ses, idemificd th~lnk s to the "typc.~" of problem science has had to fxc in time: simple 
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Sians from thc strict interconnect ion of its innumerable aspects. 19 The sidewalk <lnd 
the automobile dispute the same space. Both uses <Ire and always have been naturall y 
competitive, although both necessary. The con fli ct is not due so much to the presence 
of automobiles in the streets as to their "excessive number" . Jane Jacobs' target 
therefore is to reach an efficacious equilibrium2ll between the needs of automobi les 
and pedestrians: "Allrition of automobiles operates by making conditions less con­
vcnient for cars. Allrition as a steady, gradual process (something that does not now 
ex ist) would steadily decrease the number o f persons using private automobiles in 
a city. If properly carried OUI-;ts one aspect of stimulating diversity and intensifyi ng 
city use- allri tion would decrease the need for cars simultaneously with decreasing 
convenience for cars, much as, in reverse, erosion (of cities, by automobiles) 
increases need for cars simultaneously with increasing convenience for cars" l20J 
(p. 363). Although some experi ments for local traffi c deviation within gridiron urban 
fabrics had already been carried out in the US in the Fifties, it is with the Delft 
"Woonerven" in 1971 that the idea of "allrition" was carried out properly for the 
first time. Without going into the history of the tradition of "Traffic Calming"- fo r 
wh ich a rich bibliography can be consulted2 1- it is necessary to clarify the main 
poi nts of this history. The first point is that "Woonerven" started as a community 
movemen t. In fact , it WllS the citizens of Delft who imposed the idea that residential 
streets should be conceived in their entirety as spaces for chi ldren 's games and soc ial­
ization, space wi th pedestrian priority but with access for automobiles, spaced in 
wh ich a controlled co-ex istence between automobilcs and pedestrians should be 
imposed through a re-plann ing of the str~ts, change of levels, Slreet furniture, green 

problems. comple:\: d isorganiz\!d probl<,ms and comple:\: org~nized problems [40] . These Ia~l are "~II 

prob lems d<,aling simuitaneou<; ly with a si:wble number of faclOr~ which nrc interrelated into an o rg~nic 
whnle. C .. ). City. again like the life ~e i el1 ces, do not exhibit any problem in nrgani?ed complexity. which 
if unden; tood explains all. They ~(In be ll nalyzed into many Silch problems or _~cgmcnts which, as in the 
case of the life ];Ciences, arc also n:la led 10 one another" [201(pp. 432-433). 

,9 The direct consc:quencc.~ of the ecological thought on the govcrnmcnt of the social system ;md physi. 
ca l world have been studied with a ~peci fie cnphasis on "illterconncctioIlS": "( ... ) there are no isol;ltcd 
acts. Just as there is no place 10 SI:1I10 and observe that docs not itself move as time unfolds. so there is also 
no protected place to act. All that we do and alllh~t we fail to do affects everything. This understanding of 
interconnections is relatively new to the modern west. many of whose social, poli tical and even medical 
theories arc still based on a somewh;u n1C(:hanistie, Newtonian world view in which subject an t! object 
(IrC r.!dieally separate an t! 'objec li vity' is poss ible" [4 IJ. 

1Q The point of equi libriu lll , wherever it m~y lie. lies beyond the point where problems even morc 
~c ri ou s 11wn traffic holl lencds arc generated. It lies lx:yond the poi llt of safety from other human being 
fo r pemms afoot upon stree ts. It lic~ beyond [he point of casual c ity public life. [t [ics far beyond the 
point of any re lationship between investment :md productivity [201(p. 354). This reminds me of a recent 
TCmark: by Allan Jacobs during a Iccture on his work at the College of Environmental Design at Berkeley 
ear ly in 1998. On that occasion Allan J:lCohs told us (I remember) hc had rcached two important COn­
dUSlons afte r Inng years of study ll nU concrcle planning on the subjec t of city street.s: I: lraffi e bottlenecks 
an: no problem; 2: parking is no problem. In my opinion, this dctrtchmenl from the Ir.Jditional po.~ ilion 

emphasizing in traffic janis and parking. should be read as a jll.st rc-equ il ibrium of valucs. as a return of 
trnnsj1Of1 engineering to the field of the urban phenomenon in its entirety. 

l' A eomp[ete ami upd:lted bibliogrnphy on '"Trnffie Cdminy" can be fou nd in [42J, an excellent bibli­
ogr.!phy can also he found in {431, particularly at Chapter V, "SlreetS for Living" . 
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arcas, in short, through the c;lpacity of facilities to influence social behaviour (bolh 
of the pedestri ans and the drivers) . This point is important because it reveals how 
deeply em bedded in the r.:onccpl of community itself is the comp lex and "qualitative" 
idea of the world, together with the tendency to consider relationship between the 
components themselves more important than the single components and lastly an 
.lIIent ion for the " li fe-world" lead ing to a style of aclion just the opposite of func­
tionalism and specialism. It was not by chance Ihal the dear and revolutionary aim 
of the fi rst generation of "Traffic Calming" was the "integrat ion" or the different 
uses of pub lic space. T he modifications involved were the abolition of the sidewalk 
(street space \\las leve lled. and was to be adopted pro miscuously by the di fferen t 
users), the diversification of paving to indicate the different function of spaces, sev­
eral types of embellishments, even bolanica\. z.ig-zag routes and narrowing of the 
traffic I:mes. speed reducing dev ices (such as bu mps) over long stretches, and play 
areas fo r chi ldren in the slreet itself. Besides these modifications the main admi nis­
trati ve di sposit ions were the reduction of the speed limit to 30 Krnh and the abolition 
of the ban on chi ldren playing in the streets. The Woonerven experiment was highly 
success ful because of its effi cacy in reducing the aggressiveness of tram e in residen­
tial quarters2~ and in the Eighties it was adopted in many European countries wilh 
some interest ing conceptual modi fications wh ich led to the defi nition of the second 
generat ion uf ' 'Traffic Calming",2J 

< 
~~ /I.·tll(:h monitoring ""berm.: nne! aflCr"" has been doriC to check the validity of n1(xlcmtiun in terms of 

security and envirumnent~l improvemcnt: amollg the most il11po rt ~\\l . the following :m: worth mentioning: 
County Surveyors' Sock ty, .. Tr.. rri~ Calming in Practicc"". Landor Publishing U d., Londun. 1988 (~ 
SUI"\'CY un 85 ca.~es· ~I)Qrts in Engbnd, cach one S(p:lr~l.tely and system<l tica lly monitored "before and 
after""); Cenu. Villc PillS Store. Cenu. Lyon, 19')4 (~ survcy on o,'cr 40 c~~-rcpor1 s in Fmnce. each 
one scpamtcly ami systematica lly moni tored ""before and after" ): Hoenig M. S:Il11mcr G. Gencml 30 kph 
speed limit in the city of Gml, Insti tute of Transport SlUdil:S. Univc~i ty BWcnkulmr. Vienna. 19') 5. ,\ 
concise cV:lhlation can be found in Assoc i ~zione "La Cin1l. Possibilc··. La rnodel"l1zione tiel tmflico. 
Regiune l'iclllonte: From tllc ellviromnental point of view the effects of the 1\1e:ls u re~ for Traffic Moder­
:ltiol1 ar~ now very clear. ~hout 20 yean; after thci r ~pplic at ion , and ~fter CXpcrilllcntS ~\\d survcy of the 
hcforcl:lftcr type: lhe number :1I1d gr:1\'ily of car accidenlS ( I .:crea.~~ eonsitl~mbly (up 10 70%). Tliere is 
~n import:II1! reduc tion of pollut ing emission: all exh~us t dischar<,;e and £~s consumption is dmstic~ lI y 
reduced (from 10 to 50%), Aceele!"".!tion is in r~ct the gre:ltesl c~usc of pollutiun: in thc eh~nge frum 
constnll t speed to <lccelcmled speed noxious eJJ\ i.,,-~ions inl"reasc lip 10 10 timcs. 11'e lraffic nows mon:: 
smooth ly, and there is nl . .-.o a nuist rct.!ue tion up to 5 db. with eft"ccts equal 10 cutting by h<llf Ihe traffic 
volume. Ar~hitee touic barriers h ~\'e hcen climin~lcd . According to r~ s<:arch olld experiments, the effect 
on the urh~n environment of e xten~ive moder:lt ion of traffic is ~qu i v~lcnt to a trarric reduct ion of up 10 
40-50'k. A slIlmnari7.at ion of the subject for thc l3urupc:ul context. with wunderful graphic charts on 
Getman c:. S<:-~ tudi es , is inclUl.kd in l44 j. 

:J TIl is w~\'C of re\'ision of url);]n tranie policies ~Ild technical Il\~n~gemcnt bttw\.'eu thc second h;M 
of the Eighties and thc Ni l\ctic~ h:.s (m rt icu l~rly i nlcrest ~'d France. 1·lollant.!. Germ~ny. Ausui;l. Gre~t 

IJ rilaill and. in p~n. Swilleri;lnd. Hcre it is wonh ID.:nlioniug the c:\perimem of "Ville plus si,re, qu~nicr.~ 
sans accidems", ~n i ntenninisteri~ 1 program st:,ned in 19R4 all o,'er Francc which lasted up to 1992 in 
two pl l~~es li nd brought to 56 projects. 43 of which carried out ; and ~I.-.o the re'lli l nl ion in the Au~tri an 

city of Gr,lz where n complex plan of ~cologica l policics includi ng every aspc~1 of the economic and 
social life of th~ communi ty has tcd to the gencrulilcd introduction of th~ 30 kmh limit in all bui ll-Up 
~reas uml a good m~n~gemcnt of th ~ cilizens' purticipat ion in dceisional procc~;.c~ evcn about mOhility. 



S. Poria I Ftlltlfi's 31 (1999) 437-456 449 

In the context of the development of the afore-mentioned ahemati ve urban culture, 
this second generat ion proceeded from a model based in single residential units to 
a generalized model ai med at the whole ci ty. This model. on one hand, aims at 
cutting the costs of mod ificutions, limiting them to a few specific elements (chicanes, 
chokers, gates, mini -roundabouts, raised platforms ... ), on the other hand, it aillls at 
extending these modificati ons over wide areas of urban fabric through a network of 
30 Kmh speed limit areas, the so-called "30 zones", and lastly the model aims 10 
knit these areas in an urban system, such as the room-corridors mentioned by Buch­
anan, where the "3D zone" can be identified with the environmental area (room) and 
the crosstown streets (corridors) giving priority to pedestrians only at the crossing 
points from area to area or where there are speci fi c activities on the street fronl.z-I 
The techniques of "Traffic Calming" have been diffe rentiated according to the degree 
of moderation of traffi c to be aimed at, in a hierarchy of a nelwork Ihat has many 
servicc levels. These techni ques are implemented on 011 levels of urban streets and 
no longer only in residential areas. Two further points arc to be underlined. Firstly 
the implementation of these strategies ends by offering urban socialization a consist­
ent quantity of urban space subtracted from vehicular use:25 from street space, Ii 

space of enormous valuc bccausc adjacent to street leve l activities. Thi s space is 
vital both for the construction of an efficient network of alternati ve mobili ty 
(particularly for bicycles) and more in general for the valorization of what best rep­
resents the collecti ve identity of the community- the historical monuments, the ci ty 
architecture, socialization spaces, parks, the sealS of institutions and centers of public 
interest, which today are almost always reduced 10 traffic crossings . Secondly, these 
strategies have a privileged ground, the existent publi c space. They aim at the resu lt 
of re-qualifying what is already there: the streets, the squares, the urban fabric. This 
in open contradiction to the usual policy of bu ilding new streets and new urban 
fabric. In a word, these are non-expansive type strategies, 

Like on the comer of Powell and Market, we hear a blast from a pre-MTV past. 
Hard drivin' '60s R and B tunes are being played by a guy who looks like Fats 
Domino and sounds like him too, pUlling down a heavy beal on a sct of rusty blue 
drums, singing with a deep bass voice that puts into songs the wail of America that 

l-O Schools fi rst of ~Il . The project "iiChool rou tcs"- see the initia tive "S~fe routes to iiChool" .<;turted in 
England ill 1995 by a pool of locut authori ties-aim at creating safe and pleasant pedestrian routes be tween 
home and school. It is a specific application of great importance s incc it works contemporaneously on 
three fronts: it has an intrinsic. indisputable value; it has great symbolic efficacy and is highly effective 
in involving the communi ty; 1:lstly it cuts urban traffic with di rect inte rven tion lighting one of its main 
components: the homc-school tri ps. 

2' Transport enginc:ers object: if cars arc 110 longer running on these modified streets. where can they 
have gone"! The most convincing answer to th is question of "divers ion". comes again from Jane Jacobs: 
" they have not noticeabty gone anywhere else instcad.( ... ) For is thcre no absolute immutable number of 
pri V",lIe automobile riders; rather. the number vary in response to current diffcrent ia ls in speed alll.! con­
venience among ways of getting arouoo" [201(p.362- 363). 11tc same conellL~ions are achieved by Etizab­
eth Deakin in her more recent and cases-based "Diversion AnalysesH 142]. In more technical terms: the 
att rition policies at the &amc lime are based on and stimula1e ill!ervention pol icies on modal .<;pHI. 
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has trave led from the plantations of the SOluhc rn delta to the slauglucrhouses of 
Chicago, and met fu turshock in SF. Ihis ci ty at the end of the western cOnlincntal 
migration of the body. He's gal two sidemen, bot h Silting on speakers, the car 
battery for their electric guitars inside a white plastic garbage can. A compact. 
wired guy steps up front and yells: "Just teU the story , brother, tell the story, tell 
the story, tell the story". There was something about the music that just pumped 
the cynici sm right out of the air. And it did tell the story. 
Kraker A, Kroker M. Singing the Blues in Cyber-City. In : Idem, Digital Delirium, 

St.Mm1in's Press, New York, 1997. 

3. The study of socialization in public space: contributions and perspectivcs 
of city-planning 

Up to now city planning has contributed little or nothing to this different interpret­
ation of public space based on ecological thinki ng, the integration of variolls types 
of llse, innovative management of urban traffic, cmphasis on relationships and life­
world . On the contrary, at the start this interpretation had to struggle against the 
dominant dogmas of city planning, which cou ld propose nothing better than models 
of a specialistic-functionaltype. Howcvcr, in the Sixties, one scctor of urban theorists 
began to study themes deali ng with the complex ity and unccrtainty of decisional and 
implementation processes. but the sector that was actually engaged in urban studies 
and design reacted to the Modernist"Crisis by taking refuge in the autonomy of arch i­
tectural fo nn. These contributions led to decisive progress in the relationship between 
architectural fornI , symbol and languagc, and 10 a revaluation of the importance of 
non-monumental fabrics, its types and rules, part icularly in thc context of historical 
European citics. Nevert heless, this sector has come in for much the same cri ticism 
that had already been expressed aboLlt some aspects of the Modernist heritage: its 
elitism, its abstraction. its basic anti-humanism. its prescriptive nature and ils recalci­
trance to social cOlltroJ.l6 

26 Sec again [2] (I'. 19). for a cri ticism of '·JK:O-r.n ion~ lism··, Ihal i~ of Ihe ir..dilion of ··Urb:l •• analysis" 
in Spain am.! It .. ly: "I ackoowlooBc Ihat in restricted spacc·t ime arc .. s bui ld ing types and TCBulations h .. ~e 
\eft .. decisive mark Oil ~nle city parts. What I objcct to is the autom~tic transfe r of this hiswrical datum 
into the theory of architectuml design to the extent tha t it becomes a fixed ru le: the sore point is the 
relationship between histOry and planning. The presumed morphogenetic strength of the type- that is its 
presumed eupadty to generate the shape of the city- is actually the fru it of the physical shapes assumed 
by a se ries of hi storical conditioning. ranging fmm ceonotn i ~ and social structures to cultural and 
behavioral aspects. Now. (Iuribul ing to buildings (presenled as innovalive and typical) the capacity 10 
define Ihe entire urban shape is Ihe equivalent of fonnu lating an abstmel ion. It is like attributing 10 an 
architecl's proposal all the strength of thai historieat condit ioning which. on Ihc contrary. he faces when 
actually working". For a more spedfic criticism of the Anlerican version of Ihis tendency see instead 
145J. 111c nOlion of the continuity of tile formalist "mainstream" with the "'hemic" character of modernism 
is C)lpressed in 1461: -Coutd it be th"t loday's theory. which ~pe"ks lirst :md foremosl only 10 its own 
ci rcle. is lkJi vered from the same a\l~nl- !larde as has been the case for lhe pa~t hundred ye~rs"! ( ... ) 
Today's av~nt-garde falls into Ihe snme Imps as did its predecessors, hc lievi llg that it rests atop the 
pinnacle of history, poi>t:d as nonc before have ever been poised to lenp inlo Ihe future. Such:) view 
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In my opinion it is necessary to highlight a line of research that historiography 
of city planning does not seem to read as a whole, limiting itself to partial contri­
butions within specific historical circumstances. 

This area of research, which I call "observation", emerged in the Sixties with Jane 
Jacobs' seminal text, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, and includes, 
among others, works by William H.Whyte, Oscar Newman, John Fruin, Clare 
Cooper-Marcus, Donald Appleyard, Raqucl Ramati, Project for Public Space, 
Michael Southworth, Peter Bosselmann, Allan Jacobs and Jan Gehl. These studies 
bear the sign of tensions generated during the struggles for the defence of local 
communities agaiml the aggressive "Urban Renewal" projects in the US. The aim 
was to revaluate the manifold wealth of human communities annulled in the name 
oj" abstract criteria and simplifying efficiency covering enormous real estate interests. 
Here too, as in the field of mobility, cultural innovation is guided by a renovated 
interest in the community. So it is no surprise then if the common characteristic is 
a considerable emphasis on the observation of human activities, on social relation­
ships in public space, and on the tension between these and the physical shape of 
space itself. "Observation" is a central issue in these works: it is a kind of ethno­
graphic observation, fo unded on what Nan Ellin called "immersion"27 in the local 
context, and is strictly related to experience, to direct participant observation of the 
events of life, to interaction on the field.2~ So it is not scientific observation, involving 
data collection, a tendency to objectivity, the representation of reality through simpli­
fied abstract modcls, and spccial istic language. In scientific observation the route is 
from abstraction to the realization of lhe model, in ethnogr<lphic observation the 
route follows a complex and personal interaction on the f1cld,29 and only subsequently 
concludes with tentative meanings. In fact, there is a dichotomy between the "ethic" 
or rational route, proceeding from abstraction towards reality, and the "emic" or 

was thc principal cause of lnrgo: bliml >pot> >~~tt~r~d throughout the often brilliant histories and theories 
of Giedion, Pevsner and Le Corbusier. as well as thc work of lesser pllrveyor~ of th", modernist gospel" 
and in Nan Ellin >ays ··De>pite its efforts to counter the negative aspects of modern urbanism" ... "post­
modern urbanism falls in to many of tlie sarno: tr~ps. D~spit~ it, ~agernes, to counter the human insensi· 
tivity of modern urbanism. post-modern urbani,m·s preoc~upation witli sur fa~es and irony makes it equ­
ally guilty of neglecting the human component. lJy denying tmnsformations which hnvc tnkcrl plnee [in 
eontcmpornry people·s n~",ds ~ompan:d to those of pre-indumial ages]. post·modcrn urbanism may cven 
he accentuating thc mOSl criticized elem~n ts of modem urbanism. such a, the emphasis on formal con· 
sidemtions and elitism" [47J(p. 162). 

" Ellin s~ys; 'The challenge posed to the scicnti fie pursuit has rendcred thc metllod ami theory impli~d 
by ctllnogrnphy increasingly relevant to a variety of scholarly and professional undertakings_ Traditionally 
a tool of eullUml unth ropo\ogists. ethnography entails the c!o>e study of a group of people particularly 
through immersion (involving prolonged participant obscrvation. langunge acquisition and lInstl1lctur~d 

interviewing) in order to underst~nd the ·nmive·s point of vicw'" 147 [(po 251-252); on this subject. see 
the ten poillls for an "Arehitcetu ral Ethnogrnphy·· [48](p. 204). 

, g Peter I1osselmann·s interest in ,imulation is founded on tlie conc~pt of "experience··; thus simulation is 
se",n as an instrument to increa,e the possibilities of pre·expericncing urban space as yet unbuilt 149 [(p. 2(4). 

2'J Thc constructive (;har~(;t"'r of th", relmion,hip between the oh,erver and what is observed is fundamcn­
tal in what, in morc speeial istie t",nll> W,lS ··negotiat ion of meanings on the field" within ··crmenelllic 
circularity between ethnographcr nnd informer"· [501(p. 205). 
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ethnograph ic rou le, proceed ing instead from re;lJi ty to a range of possible abstmc­
tions.30 Even in the speci fi c fi eld of the relationship between space and acti vities, 
this dic hotomy creates a subtle but fundamental difference between the previollsly 
defi ned "observati on" and the wide area of Env ironmental Psychology, of E,D.R.A. 
(Environmental Des ign Research Association), that is to say of the methodologica l 
analysis of human behavior in spaec,31 In the Fifties and Sixties thc lal1er shared 
with systems analysis and regional sciences a dominat ing seicntistic matrix experi· 
menting it in the field of spacefbehavior relationship, 

The result of more than thirty years' research in the "observation area" is a descrip­
tion of people "6 activities in city streets and squares. of how their social relationsh ips 
start and how they change. Attention is :l lways foellsed on how the shapes of space 
affect people' s activities or on how people fcel towards these shapes. In this way 
movements and activi ties in ordiu:lry spaces and in everyday life h:lve been examined 
in :In effort to sort out the different themes and interpretat ions. Cooper-Marc us, Gehl 
and Whyte dealt with the configuration s encnuraging exchanges, contact and verbal 
communication; Allan Jacobs with thc physical chara-.:leristics rccurrent in urban 
spaces genera!!y considercd to bc sllccessful; BosseJman, Allan Jacobs and 
Southworth dealt wit h how to represent some space attributcs generally overlooked, 
merely foreseen. or with the graphic confrontation of urban spaces; Whyte and P.P,S. 
(Project for Publ ic Space), with innovative techniques of activity surveys; Appleyard, 
the didactic acti vities of Allan Jacobs and Bosselman at Berkeley with thc specific 
relationsh ip between some physical characteristics and some social indicators; Fmin 
with measuring pedestrian spaces and movements; Oscar Newman with environmen· 
tal and physica l [,lctors fa vouring or contrasting urban criminali ty through socia! 
control; Bosselman with safety and climatic comrOrt in the streets; Cooper- Marclls 
with how to evaluate even socially the level of success or fail ure of a projcct aftcr 
its realisation; Southworth with the relationship between the street pattern shape and 
the city shapc and the specificity of public space and its use in suburbia; Ramati 
with thc possibiliti es of renovating dccaying areas through the requalification of pub· 
lie space and citizen participation, We are probably indebted to Jan Gehl for his 
systematic analysis of acti vities in public space [58-60], His work, Life between 

JO "An emie slandpoinl i~ olle lhat is oriented toward Ihe ac to~ or ~ubj ccl5 unoJer study, ami their 
in terpretation of the cvent.~ that take place. It is the clns..~ico l anthropolo£ical approach. (. .. ). Thc ethic 
approach, in COnlm~l, i ~ cxtcrn,lI or al ien, nlC ethic ~tandJXlin1 calls for observations fmm the out~ idc 

and from far enough aw,ty to s~c Ille ~ hapc of the cvents (, .. ) e\'~n if the meaning of the saille ~ven t s to 
lhe ' nat ives' d ilTers from your~" [5 1\(p. 2l!1). Once again, pnssing from the ab~ tract to reality ra ther lhnn 
from reality to lhe abmnct in "CiCllt ilic rC>l"arcli, see 152J. 

J' l:nr a ~ynthc > i s ~e (51 .53-55 \: sec also the fondamcnt;tl (..'Qntribut ions of Ihc Procecdins~ of E. D.R.A. 
(Environment~l Design Research Associat ion) Annuat Confel'CllCCS, covering the entire period from the 
lale Si~ties up 10 loday: lUI excellent introduction to the posj l i ve.~ystemic approach 10 behavior in orch ilcc, 
tuml s(lllCe is Bill Hillicr's work, in [XIr1ieular [56,57 [: fronl the ear ly Sevenlies even lhc most fOr1tuwtc 
of IhC!\c ~lUd ies mel wi lh oJoubls of tegi timacy and effi cacy of th~i r scienlific stalu le applied 10 soci:lI 
slUd ic~. The distinct ion bo:lwccn what can he called the "Bdl~viom l Research Methods" area ~nd whnt 1 
have ca lled the ··Omer\'aliO Il" on.:a placc.~ the forme r in lhe lieJoJ of sdentifie \'ision and the latter ill IhOt 
of cthnogr.lphit: observatioll. 
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Buildings provides us with a general interpretat ive outline in whic h he recognises 
three Lypes of human acti vities in public space: necessary, option:!! :md soc ial activi­
ties. People engage in the lirst type more or less when they are obliged to do so 
because o f thei r jobs or studies. lo r shopping. for distribut ing 1ll:lil. to wait for Ihe 
bus. and so on. They partici pate in the optional acti vities if they feel like it, lime 
and environmental conditions penni lling. by taking a breath of fresh air, watching 
a street show, sunbath ing. Social acti vities are 10 some extent an outcome of the 
previous one. since they depend 0 11 the physical presence of Illany people at the 
same time in the same space. This division into three types is aimed at understanding 
the possible rehltiol1sh ips with the shape of the spaces. T he shape of space. in fact . 
has li llie or no innuetlce in the case of necessary activities. while it is crucial in 
opti onal ones. For ex ample, if one is obliged 10 follow a certain route 10 get 10 work, 
one docs so no Illaner what the environmental conditions are like, whil e this is 
Obviously not the case when it comes 10 a leisurely stroll. The influ ence of environ­
mental conditions on soci al activities is indirect owing to the dirferent degrees of 
intensity involved. ranging from a simple human contact to a close fri endship; and 
the passage from the lowest to the highest comes about spon taneously. 

Must human conl<1ct that can be observed in public space are of a low intcn .~ i ty: 
seeing and watc hing others. a L/uick remark on the go, giving or rece iving info r­
mation. But th is fi rst step is fundamental to trigger off a variety of interpersonal 
re lationships. 1\ setting that favours optional activities al so greatly fa vours the con­
solidation of wides pread soc ialisation. Whenever a network of social contacts at the 
lowest level disappe:lrs from public space, it cannot be replaced otherw ise: a formal 
invitation, in (".let. establishes a more dem:mding relationsh ip. The mere shari ng of 
public space wi th other people offers low level contacts. potent ial growth of intens ity 
for some of these contacts. to maintain previously established cont:lcts to exchange 
information on the outs ide world. to be inspired by new and diverse ideas. Children 
playing is a typical example o f spontaneous contact wh ich can ri se to higher levels. 
but is also exemplifies anOlher importam fact: people arc attracted by other people. 
Just as children congregate spontaneously when a game starts . adults adore the sight 
of everchanging human acti vities . Children play more will ingly in driveways and 
parking lots than in separate green areas, while adu lts invariably sil where il is poss­
ible to watch li fe go by, rather than in private back gardens or encl osed parks. Even 
city traffi c is a great pole of attraction for adults and children alike. when it is not 
excessive. We can observe that chairs in sidewalk cafes are always facing the street 
and never towards the cafe or an empty space. people who SlOp to watch builders 
at work go away during work breaks, those watching a pavement arti st wal k over 
the picture without a second thought as soon as the artist leaves. More systematic 
observations accompan ied by simple statistics confirm these resul ts suggested by 
common sense but always ignored in city planning models . To get this virtuous circle 
of activities and contacts, the various kinds of llctivities have to t:tke pl;lce in the 
same space. Th is co-presence is fundamental: (X:ople moving around for their jobs, 
stopping for a breath o f fresh air or to meet someone at a cafe, sidewalk players, 
street vendors or ch ildren play ing, each one of these activities promotes the others. 
Ci ty planning can do a lot to regulate human activities in space. Urban public space, 
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for instance, shou ld nOI be 100 big so as not 10 inh ibit the firs t level of optional 
activities, watching, listen ing to and being seen by others. This means thai both 
horizontally-the width of the street- and vertically-the height of the buildings­
distances must enab le one to see and lO be seen clearly, according to the quality 
which Sioi has already noticed in "the city of words" of medieval times. This is 
connected to the need ror social control of space, that is Jane Jacobs' "eyes on the 
street" and is confirmed by research carried OLlt by Oscar Newman and others in 
the area of "Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design" and in the morc 
comprehensive area of "Safe Cities" [61-63]. The possibilities of soci al contact can 
be inhibited by physical obstacles-preventing passing, stopping, seeing, playing­
or they can be made possible or even promoted. II is vital that the sequence of urban 
spaces is as continuous as possible, without any gaps-from the more open public 
ones to the semi-public , to the semi-private up to the private inner space. The " inter­
face" between public and private space should be a transitional architectural space, 
li ke the front porch, like shop windows, li ke walk-up entrances or like the wealth 
or details on front fa9ades, Just noting which are the most or the least attractive 
far;ades at ground level in u city area can tell a lot about improvement policies for 
the fu ture. Long series of blank wall s or mirror fU9udes or drab buildings without 
embellishments or lobbies arc a powerful deterrent to the enjoyment of publi c spuce. 

4, Conclusions 

Considerations of th is nature, and in much greater detail, cou ld natura lly be con­
tinued. They lead to II description of public urban space open to the establi shmcnt 
of social relationships. The allusion is to the policies of reintegretatiol1 of the human 
dimension in the city of today. These policies aim at the recuperation of subtl e and 
multiform ties, at the formation of roots, forming a togetherness first of all within 
the community and then in the local area. The human being, independem ly of mce, 
age or status, likes to have the possibility of socializing a lot in public sp<lce: he 
loves his city and his street and cares for them when this possibility of socialization 
is given. When the urban setting is friend ly, streets, sidewalks and city-squares arc 
crowded because man enjoys togetherness and the extraordinary variety of soci al iz­
ation that can take place only here. He appreciates its regenerating and pedagogic 
["unction and he cannot do without its incessant originali ty. It should be remembered 
more often that in order to move from onc place to another-something ever more 
frequent in this age of generalized nomadism and global webs- places mu st still 
exist, rooted in their local dimension. This is necessary so that the info-mall' s grow­
ing tendency to move doesn' t clash with Ihis local dimension and its riches but, 
quite to the contrary, it draws on them and their infi nite possi bilities. This is a target 
to be kept riveted in our minds, so th <l t the city of the future will not orrer us as 
the one and only sight " los interminubles trenes de lechcJlos interminables trenes de 
sangre/y los (TeneS de roses maniatadas." of Federico Garcia Lorca's New York l64J. 
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