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INTRODUCTION

I was SITTING at my desk one evening in front of my office
window overlooking the city of Athens which extended in all
directions. The sun, nearing its setting to my right, was show-
ing the city in full relief. The western walls were bright, the
eastern ones hazy, the narrow streets dark like elongated pits,
full of cars and people; and the whole was covered by a cloud
which was at its darkest where Plato had taught in his olive
groves and at its lightest to my left, far away over the sea.
This is the city of Athens, I said to myself, one of the many
cities of the world which do not satisfy us in any way, one of
the cities that man has built and animated and which he con-
tinues to build though they have gotten out of his control.

The last rays of the sun fell on the ancient Acropolis lying
in the middle of my picture. This great natural projector,
leaving the modern city in the twilight, helped me to travel
back into the past and to remember the beauty of classical
Athens, the small city of fifty thousand people built on the
northern slopes of the Acropolis, where democracy was born —
Athens, the cradle of western culture. This Athens of the past
is now an empty shell, as beautiful as any natural one on a
beach, but as dead as the people who animated it. There is no
life in an empty shell — only the existence of the snail keeps
it from dying.

It was dark now. The modern city was illuminated by mil-
lions of multicolored lights, and where the Acropolis had been
only a great black spot remained. By sunlight the ancient shell
crowns the modern city, but when modern technology enters
the picture it is either erased from it or it becomes its brightest
spot — all depending on the engineer of the power company
who decides when the Acropolis will be illuminated. Today



X Between Dystopia and Utopia

the natural relationships of old and new, important and un-
important, depend on how we use a switch! This last thought
is worth exploring. Technology does not simply change the
lights of the city, it changes the city itself. A new railway line
divides those who were neighbors and forces people not to
open their windows any more because of the noise. If a new
factory is built near my residence, the only solution may be
to move to another area — but what are we doing about the
exhausts of the cars? We simply breathe them.

The night was progressing, many of the lights were turned
off, but I was sitting there thinking that the city we are build-
ing is worse than yesterday’s city. In this sense it is definitely
a bad place, a dystopia. Why then build it? What is the justifi-
cation of my professional activity?

Then came a voice: “Why not build my Republic?” I recog-
nized Plato. Sir Thomas More stole my answer: “It is too
small. You had better turn to my Utopia.” I then realized
that my room was full of voices of the past and present repre-
senting dreams of the ideal city — philosophers, statesmen,
architects, and many others — everyone looking at it in his
own way. J. V. Andreae proposed Christianopolis, Etienne
Cabet his Icaria, Edward Bellamy his America, Le Corbusier
his Ville Radieuse, Frank Lloyd Wright his Broadacres City,
and Aldous Huxley his Island. I was following them through
the ages as they built with words and drawings their dream-
land for which there was no place — their Utopia. It was a
long discusion which lasted twenty-four centuries.

Then, the first light of the day appeared to my left, behind
Hymettus. The lights of the city faded, the people woke up and
revitalized the city and its machines! To my right the chimneys
of the plants began their pollution of the air, and in front of
our building the cars of the arriving employees created the
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first noisy and disturbing traffic jam. “I now understand why
you want your cities underground.” I discovered that this was
my voice and that I was addressing H. G. Wells. “We have to
turn to Big Brother for a decision,” said George Orwell.

It was at that time that my assistant came in to call me for
the eight o’clock meeting. I had to obey and go into our opera~
tions room to hear about the last cables from the cities we are
building and to make decisions on what had to be done — be-
cause we were not dealing with no-place but are planning
always how to build cities which actually exist.

This morning our official projections for the city of Rio de
Janeiro would move into the computer —from five million
the population will jump to eighteen million by the year 2000;
and the slum dwellers, if their rate of increase continues as at
present, will be four million. How are we going to face this
problem and how can we prevent the new university buildings
in Athens from climbing the steep hills? How are we going to
house the growing industrial population of Ghana or save the
Georgetown Waterfront in Washington, D.C., from the inter-
locked highways which spoil the Potomac landscape?

These are the cities, I said to myself, which we are supposed
to ameliorate by adding new buildings and more modern high-
ways, and what is the result? We turn them into bad places —
into dystopias. We are certainly not successful! What is wrong
with us? Here is reality and here are our dreams — why don’t
they lead anywhere? And then I came to the realization that
they are not properly connected, because reality and dreams
move on different planes and at different scales and speeds.
What we need is a place where the dream can meet with re-
ality, the place which can satisfy the dreamer, be accepted by
the scientist, and someday be built by the builder, the city
which will be in-place — the entopia.
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Sitting later alone, I came to the conclusion that this is the
problem of humanity today: it builds cities which are bad, the
dystopias; it dreams of cities for which there is no-place, the
utopias; while it needs good cities for which there will be a
place, the entopias.



Lecture 1

TOWARDS DYSTOPIA

WE BUILD bad places —we build dystopias and we live in
them! I must now justify this statement, but I also must do
something more; I must prove that if the situation continues
as it does at present, the human settlements — urban and rural,
of all kinds — will turn into much worse places than at present,
even threatening the survival of man; because if it is not so,
if the situation were to be better tomorrow, then we need not
worry so much about the dystopias of the present.

This then is my task: to prove that we live in bad cities and
are heading towards even worse ones, towards a dystopia of
the worst kind.

The Static Settlements of the Past

True hominids have perhaps existed on this Earth for about
two million years, and during the last ten thousand years, that
is, only during the last one-half per cent of their life-span, have
started settling in permanent rural settlements, in villages.
These villages were small agricultural communities with prob-
ably never more than a thousand inhabitants, consisting of
huts which turned gradually into permanent houses, without
any facilities other than a primitive network of roads and
public spaces.

This situation lasted for about four thousand years until the
first cities appeared about six thousand years ago. These cities
had more people, more developed houses, the first organized
road networks — a city plan — the first primitive networks for
water supply, sewers, and drains, and carried out a much
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greater number of functions. Their normal size was up to five
or ten thousand inhabitants and gradually even more, but they
seldom exceeded some tens of thousands of people. Famous
cities of the past like Athens never had more than fifty
thousand people; and as far as we know only three cities came
close to the one-million mark before the nineteenth century:
Rome, Constantinople, and Peking-—all capitals of great
empires.

The most important characteristic of all these cities was
that they were static, they did not grow beyond a certain size,
they were in balance with the surrounding countryside, and
this quality was even physically expressed by the walls around
them. In the same way as the cities, the villages were always
in balance with the land they exploited — the technology of
cultivation led to a certain limit in the production of food
which again could sustain only a limited number of people.
The cities relied on the neighboring villages for food, provid-
ing in return various services to them, and could thus only
support a certain number of people. Land, technology, pro-
duction, population, and settlements were in a static balance
and man gradually became adjusted and used to it.

Because of this static characteristic of his settlements, man
understood them and developed them so thoroughly that we,
today, admire their qualities, mention them with pride, and if
we have any time free for our enjoyment or education, we flee
into them even when they are in ruins — much more when
they are still alive, like Venice.

The Dynamic Settlements

The seventeenth century brought the scientific revolution,
followed by the industrial one, and the revolutions in transpor-
tation and communications in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Science opened new horizons, industry helped man
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to increase his production, and new technology in transporta-
tion and communications brought people much closer to-
gether. A rapid increase of the numbers of people and a high
productivity in the rural areas meant much greater concentra-
tions in the urban settlements.

fig. 1 urban growth
dynamically growing cities merge into one another
creating large urban areas

In the year 1800, the population of the city of London
reached the one-million mark, and thus London lost the char-
acteristics of the static city for good. London became a me-
tropolis which continued its growth until today it has passed
the ten-million mark. The same thing happened to other cities
of the world; once the new forces reached them they turned
from static into dynamic settlements, growing continuously.
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They merged with others, absorbing the smaller ones in their
course, eliminating all signs of pre-existing rural developments
(fig. 1). The city turned into a metropolis, which has now
grown into a megalopolis, and we have no reason to believe
that this phenomenon of growth has begun to be checked.

The importance of this growth can be understood if I
mention that in my home town of Athens seven people, three
cars, and four dwellings are added every hour, and three
square feet of area every single second. I could present this
pulse of the growing city by knocking my hand on the table
every second, twenty inches away from where I knocked last.
The result is that the city of Athens, which for three thousand
years remained below the fifty thousand mark, has in the last
one hundred years jumped to two and a half million.

This is just one (and still among the best) of the many dy-
namic cities of the world within which people suffer from the
growth of the total organism and the new tensions that are
created within them, but quite a typical one as the problems
are the same in all dynamic cities — problems created by their
growing pains.

The Natural Container

If we try to understand how our cities suffer, we must look
carefully at all five of the elements which constitute them, We
very often forget one or more of them and we lose the real
picture. The elements are: nature, the container; man who
settles in it; society formed by man; the shells (houses and
buildings) created by man; and the networks (roads, water
supply, power, etc.).

Nature, the container, is now in a worse condition than it
ever was in the past. Not only is natural beauty being elimina-
ted by the bulldozer, but also the air that we breathe is con-
taminated and the water that surrounds us polluted — we can-
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not drink it or even swim in it. Medical societies warn us that
breathing the contaminated air is as dangerous as smoking,
but we still allow the process to continue, and the contamina-
ted layer of air which is half a foot thick if spread evenly over
the entire surface of the earth increases year by year. Certainly
we purify the air in some of our buildings, but we throw the
contaminated part into the streets and breathe it when we go
out to get some fresh air. In what way is this different from
the medieval city where the sewage was thrown into the
streets? Certainly the air in the countryside is still pure; but
we do not live there!

Man

Man becomes more and more a slave of his environment.
For the first time in his history he is less safe in his cities than
in the countryside. For the first time in his history he is de-
prived of a basic freedom — the freedom to walk in his streets
and to sit in his squares. For the first time in his history he
has to close his windows in order to protect himself from the
noise and lights of the streets. Within his city he must become
a troglodyte, or flee from it. Age-old values and love affairs
like the one between man and art have been broken by the
machines, while the statues of the generals looking like traffic
policemen watch the fleeing man over the tops of the cars.

We do not yet know how many of our phobias are due
to the fact that as children we are not free to walk in our cities
and how many of our nervous diseases to the fact that we have
lost our privacy — even in the outskirts we are deprived of our
compound walls, our quietness, and therefore our freedom
to be by ourselves —our independence. Physically we are
gradually turning into centaurs, half-men, half-cars. At the
end we will admire only the machines and thus we will be
intellectually tamed by them.
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Society

Society does not function as well as in the past. I will try
to explain this very complicated problem in a mechanistic way
which, if properly understood, can lead to very useful con-
clusions. I must first object to a contemporary myth, that we
are now living at higher densities. On the contrary, where a
few centuries ago man lived in densities of about 80 persons
per acre, he now lives at continuously lower density as, for
example, 26 persons per acre in the built-up area of London.
Much lower densities mean much greater distances between
people (fig. 2); they mean that a much greater effort is needed
for daily contacts between people. These, however, are the
contacts which create the city and civilization.

fig. 2 number of contacts in different densities

% ceanXacks 2% coxnYacks

A‘- L. O\ \n /Qc_"_'_ Az'= 60.\“\“, acwee



Towards Dystopia 7

We certainly have motor cars, but it has not yet been proved
that, because of them, the daily contacts of all members of
the family are as many, as effortless, and as pleasant as they
used to be. This could theoretically be done if every person —
including small children who used to run to their grand-
mother’s house — had a car, but again this would work only if
this car could cover all distances in the same length of time
as it used to take people to walk in the past. Certainly the car
gives to its owner in a metropolitan area a much greater num-
ber of choices for contacts, but how many of them can be
actually used, and how about the housewife and the children?

We certainly have telecommunications, but does the tele-
phone replace the contact between sexes, or the television set
the talk with a father who is driving back home at the time in
the evenings when his children need him? Until it does, we
cannot say that telecommunications replace all-important
daily contacts, and we cannot avoid remembering that they
lead to a mass culture which eliminates many opportunities
for the proper development of individual identity.

We could speak about criminality, delinquency, and other
criteria, but their interpretations are quite often erroneous, and
it will be better to limit ourselves to the safe statement that
while our cities grow, the distance between man and man
increases. I remember a young friend of mine who said that
every year more and more people spend Christmas with less
and less people. And at the same time man’s opportunities for
privacy decrease. We have less social contacts and less pri-
vacy. We lose on both the social and the personal fronts.

Shells

The shell is the only element of the five where some posi-
tive progress has been made, as houses and buildings are in
several respects now much more satisfactory than they were
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in the past. But this is true only inside them, and they tend to
enclose us more and isolate us from our natural surrounding —
by creating an inner space which is much more pleasant than
the public space and by connecting us with the world outside
in a mechanical and not in a natural way.

We now have much more efficient and pleasant interiors
than in the past, but this fact should not lead us to forget that
if we continue turning our back on the world outside the build-
ings, architecture will cease to be necessary — caves could be
equally good homes with the same interiors.

Networks

The clement which has been developed more recently is the
element of all sorts of networks for transportation, communi-
cations, and facilities. We develop more and more elaborate
systems, but we cannot pretend that they are serving us more.
Let us think of the highway systems and our traffic networks.
Some are electronically controlled, but have we today a better
opportunity to cross our cities than in the past? The answer
is no, because we still cross our big cities at nine miles per
hour, which was the speed of a horse-driven cart at the begin-
ning of the century.

Actually, the situation is worse as we can now state that the
faster the means of transportation, the longer it takes man to
reach the center of the city. In the past it took a maximum of
ten minutes to walk to the center of the city, then thirty min-
utes to reach it by train, and now more than an hour by car.

Public transportation could not be mentioned as having yet
been satisfactorily operated for man, who is often dealt with as
a parcel, and the elevated railways and highways cannot be
mentioned as a successful contribution to the creation of a
better urban environment,

With other networks, especially in telecommunications and
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power, the situation is much better now, but how dangerous
our dependence on them can be has been recently illustrated
by the complete blackout of the eastern part of the U.S.A,
and Canada. A lot more has to be done in order to make such
dependence quite safe in peace and war.

Suffering People and Cities

Both people and cities suffer today from great strains — but
does this mean that they are worse than in the past? I do not
believe that we have yet any system which permits us to com-
pare past and present objectively, but if we try not to concen-
trate on only one of the five elements, as we often do, on only
one part of one of them, then I believe that by computing the
totality of the manifestations of our life which is related to our
city, we will come to the conclusion that cities of the past of-
fered a more humane life than the cities of the present and a
much better chance for man to be happy and to survive as a
member of a society. This opens the question of the definition
of humane — to which we will come back after looking at the
city itself.

Not only man (as an individual and as a member of soci-
ety) suffers more, but so does the inanimate city. If we only
look at it and understand its strains, we will understand how
much it suffers (fig. 3). Looking at one aspect of its structure,
at the pressures exercised on its center, we can understand
how much they increase because of its growth, and how they
finally break the old central tissue which is not able to stand
present pressures. How can a child whose heart is enclosed in
a steel frame grow to become a man? It will die as the centers
of our cities do.

But if the container suffers from strains, how can the con-
tent, man, avoid them? It is apparent that he does not, and he
loses his freedom to live in a humane way. The cities were
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built in the past on a human scale — which was gradually de-
veloped by man after trial and error to correspond to his body,
his senses, his desires. Because of the intrusion of the machine,
this scale was lost.

Now man is forced to accept his cohabitation with the ma-
chine, disputing the same space with it, breathing its exhausts.
We like to say that man is easily adapted to new conditions;
this is as true as saying that man is prepared to adapt himself
to a dictatorship. But at the beginning he may not have under-
stood the yoke that closes around his neck, then when he does,
he does not have the power to revolt, and then some day he
either revolts or dies. Where then is the adaptation? I think
that Dr. René Dubos is right when he states that it is “errone-
ous — if not meaningless — to state that man must adapt him-
self to the new environments created by scientific technology
unless one states first the limitations imposed by the biological
characteristics that define the human species.”

As long as we do not achieve this, as long as we cannot de-
fine the real meaning of the concepts “humane” and “human
scale,” we cannot be certain of our behavior within our cities —
whether we are adapted for good or for evil — adapted for the
development into a better and happier human species or just
tamed into slavery and misery.

Personally, I believe that the latter rather than the former is
the case and that this will continue as long as we do not know
what city we want to build. Instead of defining human goals
and building the city to achieve these goals, we let it happen
almost by chance as the result of the action of those who can
design and build — sometimes even in perfection — some net-
works whose design is based on the best flow of sewage or of
trucks! Man suffers from this situation and he tries to over-
come some of the problems. His most usual thought is for
surgery — to cut through the old city. He does so, he attracts






