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Introduction

There is nothing so practical as a good theory
Kurt Lewin (1951)

This is a book designed to inspire critical thinking about urban design. Of course it is
also hoped to inspire a better quality of urban design but it is not a book about ‘best
practice’. The subtitle of the book suggests a particular way of thinking about theory
as the invention of concepts to be used as tools for thought. Thus an urban design
theory is something to be applied to the city for the purpose of better understanding
it and changing it. Like any tools, such concepts may work well or badly in different
contexts — a hammer is no use for digging a hole. While understanding the city and
changing the city are always integrated in practice, my concerns here are mostly
with understanding the city as a basis for change. While it is conceived as a toolkit
these are tools for thinking and not recipes for practice. Those who seek a ‘how
to’ manual for urban designers will be disappointed. Cities are far too complex for
formula-driven approaches and good urban design requires a complex mix of quite
different kinds of approach. The key premise here is that poor urban design is always
based on poor urban thinking — on an inadequate conceptual toolkit.

Urban studies is a vast field and this is a relatively modest book that is designed
to open some windows onto various ways of seeing the city and urban life. It is
not a textbook in the sense of summarizing received knowledge but it does bring
a range of existing and contested approaches together into a framework that can
be loosely described as assemblage thinking based in the work of Gilles Deleuze
and Félix Guattari (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). This is not the only framework | am
interested in but it provides particular capacities for rethinking the city in ways that
prioritize connections between things over things—in—themsélves: differences over
identities, co-functioning over functions, complex intensities over simple densities.
Assemblage thinking involves understanding the morphogenetic processes through
which the city emerges. It is based in a philosophy of becoming rather than of fixed
forms and identities.

Assemblage is variously termed assemblage thinking and assemblage theory,
which reflects the fact that it is at once both a means of engagement with the world
and a more formal theoretical discourse. One of the paradoxes is that assemblage
thinking does not necessarily require assemblage theory — the finest of urban
design thinkers, Jane Jacobs, simply wrote about how the city works — she was an



assemblage thinker par excellence. The corollary also holds in that a focus on theory
as the end rather than the means can inhibit one's thinking. My point here is that
while this is an urban design theory book, it is a book about urban design rather than
about theory. Ultimately theory must be judged on its usefulness, so | will introduce
it as necessary in the context of the critique.

The book is a product of many years of teaching urban design theory to students
of architecture, urban planning, landscape architecture and urban design. This has
been a period of rapid expansion in the field of ideas in urban studies and urban
design. A primary concern has been to establish connections between the academic
abstractions of urban studies and the specific urban outcomes that are the concerns
of urban design. The book also stems from a range of research projects focused on
different urban place types and issues: shopping malls, corporate towers, housing
enclaves, neighbourhoods, centres of power, creative clusters, informal settlements
and transit-oriented developments. A concern for the concept of ‘place’ threads
many of these together — a multi-scalar concept that is treated so uncritically or so
sceptically by so many, yet one that has considerable significance in everyday urban
life and a key role in the discourses of urban planning and politics.

The book is organized into thirty short chapters and is conceived a bit like a city
that the reader might explore one street at a time, not necessarily in order, while
drawing connections between them. The book begins by exploring a range of
conceptual lenses through which we might understand the city, and proceeds to
explore the application of such thinking-to a range of particular urban issues and
project types. | begin with the question of what is Urbanity, what is urban design
and what might we mean by the ‘right to the city’? The chapters on Access, Mix and
Density introduce what | call the urban DMA. These are the morphological principles
of concentration, co-functioning and connectivity based in the work of Jacobs that
| suggest are the necessary, if insufficient, conditions for urban intensity. Action and
Drama explore ways of understanding everyday life, discipline and performance in
public space. Formal patterns and typologies emerge in the chapters on Interface
and Type. Those on Image, Discourse and Memory explore the world of represen-
tation and meaning — the construction, legibility and transparency of urban narratives.
Place and Character explore the experiential dimension of the city, the emergence of
a sense of place and urban atmosphere, the pursuit of character and authenticity.
In Authority and Resistance | examine the role of urban design in the legitimation
of political order and the use of urban space in practices of resistance. These are
followed by critiques of Globalization and the Privatization of public space. Shopping
Malls, Enclaves, Towers and Tourism explore major global urban types. | then turn
to questions of urban governance through a discussion on Codes, Graffiti and
Advertising. Issues of urban informality are explored through a focus on the Informal
Trading and Informal Settlements of cities of the global south. Temporary/Tactical
explores the movement towards the informalization of formal cities. Creative Clusters
asks why creative industries incubate in particular kinds of urban morphology. Transit
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Urbanism outlines the challenge of transforming low-density car-dependent cities.
The book closes with a discussion of the city as Complex Adaptive Assemblage.

The framework of a large number of short chapters is designed to provide a
broad range of very concise windows onto particular kinds of urban design thinking.
These short chapters are not academic papers and cannot replace the more detailed
research in these areas. The danger is that the reader learns a little about a lot but
with little depth. Yet the detailed research is necessarily specialized and rarely draws
the horizontal interconnections between different ways of thinking about urban
design. The reader learns a lot about a little but with little breadth. These disparate
lenses are not gathered under any overarching framework, indeed | suggest that this
condition of conceptual multiplicity is the condition of urban design theory — urbanity
is a condition of multiplicity. The book is also intended as a multiplicity and a learning
assemblage.

My hope is that readers may find their own threads through this work — the index
may be a useful place to start. Another place to start is through the photographs
and diagrams, many of which are selected to illustrate multiple parts of the text and
the interconnections between them in a more spatial language. While some of these
interconnections are pointed out, many are not and the text would ultimately become
inaccessible if they were. While there is no single narrative progression through these
thirty chapters, the book moves from formalities towards informalities, from analytic
lenses to global issues and project types. The goal has been to move constantly
up and down in scale, from the particular to the general and back again. It is in the
interstices between these chapters that many of the key lessons can be found.

There are a number of conceptual threads that extend through most chapters of the
book. First is the concept of an urban DMA — an alliance of density, mix and access -
that is introduced in the early chapters and then resonates through many others. This
is a synergy between the ways cities concentrate people and buildings, the ways
they mix differences together and the networks we use to get around the city. This
work is strongly based in the early work of Jacobs (1961) but updated, expanded
and linked into assemblage thinking. There is no formula for the urban DMA but it
does set limits to what is possible — a low-density, mono-functional cul-de-sac is an
anti-urban form. Minimum levels of concentration, co-functioning and connectivity
are necessary, if not sufficient, to any form of urbanity.

A second thread is to draw out interconnections between objective and subjective,
measurable and non-measurable dimensions of the city. These are the material and
expressive poles of the urban assemblage. Material forms incorporate both spatial
morphologies and the actions and flows of bodies in public space — the things we
can measure. While density, mix and access, based in urban morphologies, are
relatively measureable, the ways we experience, imagine and remember the city
are much less so. Urban design thinking is at once science and art. This is a matter
of drawing connections between the morphologies and experiences of the city: of
understanding the relations of urban forms and flows to the emotional, social and
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political affects of everyday urban life — the sense and poetics of place, character,
home, atmosphere; the urban buzz or intensity. The real city is not limited to data.

One of the key threads drawn from assemblage thinking is a set of twofold
concepts that resonate together in urban assemblages. Primary among them are
formal/informal, organized/self-organized, tree/rhizome and striated/smooth. This
involves an engagement with one of the great dilemmas of urban design thinking —
how to organize the city while enabling its self-organizing capacity: how to plan for
the unplanned, how to govern for spontaneity? This is a key aspect of assemblage
thinking that is latent in the urban DMA and particularly pertinent to later chapters
on governance and informality. Formal/informal is a twofold concept of intersecting
forces — the relationship is neither binary nor dialectic. It is a key framework for under-
standing practices of powér in everyday urban life.

The critique of tree-like structures in urban design stems originally from Christopher
Alexander's seminal essay ‘A City is Not a Tree’, another form of assemblage
thinking, the implications of which have not been fully explored (Alexander 1996
[1965]). With a background in mathematics Alexander argued for the importance
of lateral connections and an understanding of the city as a 'semi-lattice’ — a mix
of hierarchy and network. Within assemblage thinking the tree-like structure is
contrasted metaphorically with rhizomic modes of practice — migrating laterally and
sprouting between the interstices of a larger order. While the tree has a stem upon
which the whole depends, the rhizome is a distributed network that cannot be easily
killed or uprooted. As Deleuze and Guattari (1987; 15) put it: ‘Many people have a
tree growing in their heads, but the brain itself is much more a grass than a tree.’
So is the city. '

The distinction between the ‘striated’ and ‘smooth’ has a key role in assem-
blage thinking. The striated is linked to the strict or stringent, contrasted with the
smooth — a slipperiness where one slides seamlessly from one point to another.
Striation involves the inscription of territory and identity where ‘being’ has become
stabilized, as opposed to the smooth space of ‘becoming’. The ‘smooth’ is identified
with/contrasted with the ‘tree-like’ strictures of hierarchical control. Smoothness
is identified with flows; striation with structures and strategies. The smooth and
the striated are not types of space or place so much as tools for thought; every
real place is a mixture of the two in a reciprocal relation where they are constantly
‘enfolded’ into each other (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 486). All spaces are at once
smooth and striated; all urban design involves forms of striation. As Deleuze and
Guattari (1987: 500) put it; ‘Even the most striated city gives rise to smooth spaces
... smooth spaces are not in themselves liberatory. But the struggle is changed or
displaced in them, and life reconstitutes its stakes ... Never believe that a smooth
space will suffice to save us.” The twofold is a not a binary nor a dialectic but a
condition where one folds into the other. The fold is not a ‘crease’ or boundary,
rather it involves a focus away from things and onto movements and ‘flows’ rather
than points of stability — particularly onto flows of desire as the primary productive
forces in any city.
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Another key concept that recurs throughout the book is the ‘diagram’. This is at
once the most difficult and the simplest of concepts. At the simple level it is a graphic
representation of a set of relationships or forces. A diagram shows how something
works in an abstract way, but unlike numbers or words it is a form of spatial
knowledge. It is close to a map in that it represents a territory; it is not a plan nor a
design yet it often reveals capacities and possibilities for the future. In assemblage
thinking a diagram is also called an ‘abstract machine’ — abstract like a diagram but
machinic in that it is productive — not merely an abstract ideal but immanent in the
world. Diagrams are certain alignments of forces that work in a particular way. The
concept can be traced in part to Foucault’s notion of the dispositif or apparatus — a
set of forces that in his theory was primarily engaged in the production of a disci-
plined subject. There are a number of figures in the book that are diagrammatic,
intended as tools for understanding how different urban assemblages work.

A final thread is a focus on the dynamics of change and adaptation, escalations
and paralyses, resilience thinking. This involves a linking of assemblage thinking to
complex adaptive systems theory through the idea of the city as a ‘complex adaptive
assemblage’. Resilience thinking involves a focus on the properties that enable or
constrain regime change, the emergence and dissipation of identity. This involves
an understanding of the morphogenetic and adaptive processes that drive the
dynamics of urban change. Under what conditions can urban change escalate out
of control or become paralysed? Resilience is not necessarily a good thing since the
most intractable of urban problems are oﬂen'deeply resilient.

Much of the theory here is not new but | suggest that this is a new way of bringing
it together and drawing out the connections between disparate concepts. Koestler
(1964) famously defined creativity not as an act of invention from nothing but as
the act of creating an intersection between two previously unconnected frames of
reference. My goal here is to intersect many different ways of thinking about the city.
The chapters are metaphoric windows or lenses because they inevitably frame and
distort the city as they engage with it, selecting some things to see while leaving
others hidden. | seek to draw both contrasts and synergies between existing theories
since it is often the space between theories that is most fertile for new thinking. | have
conceived the book as an assemblage of approaches that the reader might engage
with at a variety of levels in different orders and with different outcomes. Assemblage
thinking is not an umbrella under which disparate theories sit, rather it is a means
of connecting them and particularly of understanding the alliances, synergies and
dynamics between them. The goal is to produce better ways of thinking rather than
formulae.

The book is written primarily to demonstrate the application of particular ways of
thinking rather than the exposition of theory. Theory is the toolkit, the means rather
than the end — once the hole is dug or the frame is built, then the shovel or the
hammer go back into the toolkit, where it may become useful for something else
entirely. The writing is intended to be as concise and accessible as possible. In this
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