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Can We Make the Cities We Want?

Susan S. Fainstein (Published in Sophie Body-Gendrot and Robert Beauregard, eds., The Urban Moment. Thousand Oaks: Sage, 1999), pp. 249-72..

       The profession of city planning was born of a vision of the good city.
 Originating in nineteenth century radicalism and utopianism, its program responded to the evils of the industrial city (Fishman, 1977; Hall, 1988). City planners aimed at creating a city where the insalubrious environment and social structure of industrial capitalism would be defeated by a reordering of physical and social arrangements, even while its bounty continued. The hope was that all citizens could attain the benefits of beauty, community, and democracy not through revolutionary means but through the imposition of reason.

Today planning practitioners conceive their mission more modestly. The concept of visionary leaders who will impose their views upon the urban populace is in disrepute, while the notion of an identifiable model of a good city meets skepticism. The aim of creating the good city could not maintain itself against the intellectual and practical onslaughts of the succeeding century. Both premises—of a unified vision of the good city and of a disinterested elite that could formulate and implement it—fell before attacks from across the ideological spectrum (see Fainstein and Fainstein, 1996; Lucy, 1988; Fischer, 1990). In crudest form, people on the left argued that elites under capitalism would always represent the interests of the upper class (Harvey, 1985), while thinkers on the right contended that any effort by the state to direct urban outcomes would constitute an infringement on liberty (Hayek, 1944) and a deterrent to efficiency (see Klosterman, 1985). Or, to put it another way, leftists disputed the possibility of finding a common good for a class-divided society, while rightists feared that state intrusion would interfere with individual decisions and market allocations. Meanwhile, more centrist thinkers focused on the inadequacies of planning processes and methodology, arguing that comprehensive planning was inherently undemocratic and unattainable (Altshuler, 1965; Lindblom, 1959). And planning in practice, as it became embodied in exclusionary zoning, urban renewal, highway construction, and public-private partnerships, served only to confirm the jeremiads of its critics (Toll, 1969; Anderson, 1964; Gans, 1968; Squires, 1989).

Even, however, while their critique of traditional planning undermined the foundations of its normative framework, progressive urban theorists continued to cling to an ideal of a revitalized, cosmopolitan, just, and democratic city. Most did not specifically attempt to justify their value criteria but rather, as in the words of the US Declaration of Independence, simply deemed certain truths to be self-evident.
 Recently though there has been a revival of explicit discussion of the appropriate values that ought to govern urban life (Harvey, 1996; Swydegouw, 1997; Healey ,1992, 1997; Fischer and Forester, 1993; Sennett,1990; Beauregard, 1989; Environment and Planning D, 1997). These contemporary efforts, with varying success, have had to take account of the post-modernist/post-structuralist assault on the existence of a unitary ethic and its emphasis on the situatedness of the speaker. Thus, thus recent work has both attempted to recognize the divided, perceptual nature of social concepts of the good and still to lay out a broad common value structure, even if that structure embraces difference itself.

This chapter extends this contemporary discussion of what kind of city we want and who should determine the goals of urban planning. Urban planning, in this context, refers to the conscious formulation of goals and means for metropolitan development, regardless of whether these determinations are conducted by people officially designated as planners or not.  It begins with the premise that a city should be purposefully shaped rather than the unmediated outcome of the market and of interactions within civil society—in other words that planning is a necessary condition for attaining urban values.
 Whether or not planning does actually produce generally beneficial outcomes, however, depends on the goals selected and the mechanisms through which policies are devised and implemented. The next section examines the values that underlie some principal tendencies in contemporary progressive urban theory, then looks more specifically at the works of certain prominent thinkers. After that the cases of Amsterdam and New York are briefly presented so as to reveal the forces which enable or block the realization of these values. Finally I argue that, while one can erect a pantheon of values, the strategies for achieving them and the priorities to be accorded to each vary according to historical context.

Values and Urban Theory

In an earlier paper I identified three theoretical approaches taken by contemporary critical theorists of urban development: political economy, post-structuralism, and urban populism (Fainstein, 1997a). Beneath each of these was a dominant value, which I classified as, respectively, equality, diversity, and democracy. Although theorists within each tendency would not repudiate the other values, they give priority to one and tend to gloss over the tensions among them. I will not recapitulate my argument here, except illustratively. For example, the value of democracy is particularly problematic when democratic participation results in exclusion and the preservation of privilege; while moves toward equality founder when political actors become so concerned with ethnic and gender identity that, in focussing on the situation of particular groups and the goal of symbolic recognition, they ignore economic processes.


Efforts at reconciling these beneficent yet discordant principles become further complicated when other widely desired aims are also brought in. The conservative values of order, efficiency, and economic growth may clash with those of equality and diversity, at least in the short run. Although thinkers on the left may dismiss the former as simply supportive of the status quo and legitimated through propaganda, transgressing them is still anti-democratic, if it requires opposing beliefs held by popular majorities. Even what seems the strongest oppositional grass-roots popular movement affecting cities and regions—environmentalism—fits at best uneasily into the rest of the left program, as the difficulty of sustaining “red-green” political coalitions in European cities attests. The tension here derives precisely from the priority given to employment and economic growth among those for whom economic equality is the highest value, as opposed to the “small is beautiful,” preservationist, quality-of-life emphasis of the environmentalists.


Theorists have wrestled with the difficulties of offering prescriptions for urban betterment without falling into the absolutism that characterized their much-criticized predecessors. In doing so they have responded to the post-modernist attack on Enlightenment thought. I will summarize some of these efforts to illuminate the problems involved with the attempt. My choice of works is necessarily arbitrary in an essay of this length and can be justified only in that they represent what I regard as the most provocative of recent writings specifically concerned with the urban realm.

 Contemporary Theorizing about Values among Urban Scholars


Commonalities among critical urban theorists arise from their repudiation of certain of the methods and values of conventional social scientists and their concern with social injustice. They thus share a critique of positivist methodologies as distorting and superficial; a questioning of typical measures of benefits like aggregate growth and consumer choice; and allegiance to the claims of the socially marginalized and oppressed. They largely acknowledge that social science has traditionally universalized the viewpoint of the white Western male. At the same time, they differ across a number of dimensions, most notably the sustainability of Enlightenment-based concepts of reason, the relative importance of class vis à vis other identity groupings, the possibility of locating normative systems that transcend cultural particularities, and the usefulness of utopianism. Although some accept the post-modernist viewpoint of irreducible subjectivity, others, while conceding the post-modernist attack on previous efforts at universalism, maintain a commitment to discover overarching values.

David Harvey has confronted head-on the post-modernist challenge to political economy in several of his works. He has also sought to deal with the issue of environmentalism, incorporating it into his general argument concerning distributional justice. In The Culture of Post-Modernity he brilliantly develops the post-modernist argument concerning the inadequacies of modernist discourse, using many of the techniques of cultural studies (textual analysis, references to film and fiction, etc.) to substantiate his argument. He acknowledges the importance of history, gender, race, and ethnicity in directing action and creating meanings. He convincingly shows that post-modernism is a further development of modernism, which always recognized the fragmentary, ephemeral quality of life (see Berman, 1988). But, in continuing to cling tenaciously to his Marxist underpinnings, he never gives up attributing ultimate explanatory power to economic structure and ultimate value priority to economic equality. Similarly, in his most recent book, Justice, Nature, and the Politics of Difference, he critiques the management-of-nature approach that has characterized almost all post-Enlightenment thought, including Marxism. He then, however, slips from a problematizing of the tension between human comfort and respect for the environment to a defense of environmental justice that shifts the focus from the relations of humans to nature to the relations among human groups. 

Essentially, for Harvey, economic equality is so fundamental to all forms of justice that, while he raises profoundly important questions which seem to lead to other criteria of value, he always returns to the same point of judgment. In an essay summarizing his views on social justice, he states:

 Only through critical re-engagement with political-economy, with our situatedness in relation to capital accumulation, can we hope to re-establish a conception of social justice as something to be fought for as a key value within an ethics of political solidarity built across different places. (Harvey, 1996, p. 360).

Likewise, when dealing with conflicts among identity groups or, in fact, with any issue of social power, he invariably regards power as an outcome of ownership of the means of production. Thus, he both minimizes the significance of non-economic forms of subordination and refuses to accept that economic dominance can be a consequence of power rather than the cause of it.


The great virtue of Harvey’s analysis, however, is that it never loses sight of the implications of economic inequality and the material obstacles to overcoming dominance hierarchies. Like all the thinkers described here, Harvey finds injustice in the social construction of subordination. Unlike most of them, however, he remains a structuralist and thus considers hierarchy as deeply embedded within economic relations and not susceptible to uprooting through symbolic activity. He perhaps underestimates the importance of perception in propping up economic structures and therefore the role of discourse in maintaining the status quo. Still, Harvey does not indulge in either the utopianism or naive exhortation that seems to characterize much of contemporary theory. While social discourse can be “read” in order to discover underlying inequalities, reveal injustice, and demystify hierarchy, rewriting the discourse does not in itself reconstitute the structure. Thus, in the typical case, deconstruction does not even result in a reconstituted text:

Power determines what counts as knowledge, what kind of interpretation attains authority as the dominant interpretation. Power procures the knowledge which supports its purposes, while it ignores or suppresses that knowledge which does not serve it. (Flyvbjerg, 1998, p. 226)


Unlike Harvey, John Friedmann (1987, p. 343) embraces utopianism but characterizes his particular form of it as realistic.
 Although he mentions equality as a necessary pre-condition to human fulfillment and condemns the dehumanizing effects of capitalism, his emphasis is on activity not condition. He calls for transformative planning within the context of a movement toward the recovery of political community. The latter is defined in terms of  a set of relational goals: widespread citizen involvement; territorial autonomy (i.e., removal from the market economy); "collective self-production of life"; and individuality within the context of social relations (p. 387). Friedmann occasionally refers to particular places or examples, but he mostly develops his argument ahistorically. He gives few clues as to where and how his idealized community will come into existence.


In contrast, Patsy Healey (1997), more than most writers about urban ethics, concerns herself with actual planning practice. She thus avoids utopianism; at the same time, however, she indulges in a certain amount of sermonizing, and it is questionable whether her admonitions toward compromise and understanding constitute an effective strategy. She privileges the post-modernist value of diversity, along with the populist goal of participation, as her guiding norms, explicitly rejecting the political economy viewpoint. Thus, she dismisses what she calls the “pluralist socialist project,” even when it respects difference, because it requires “a particular interpretation of what ‘living together’ and ‘difference' mean . . . and thus cannot escape the critique of scientific rationalism” (Healey, 1996, p. 242). That is, such a philosophy denies experiential knowledge by subordinating it to an abstract, general analysis of economic inequality. Healey, like John Forester (1989), builds on Habermas’s theory of communicative action. She gives up on formulating any collective vision of the good city and instead falls back on a mediated, situational pluralism: “ 'Right’ and ‘good’ actions are those we can come to agree on, in particular times and places, across our diverse differences in material conditions and wants, moral perspectives, and expressive cultures and inclinations” (Healey, 1996, p. 243). She thus repudiates the scrutiny of outcomes characteristic of political-economy critiques and instead restricts herself to the evaluation of practices. Presumably practices conducted in conformity with her model will produce good outcomes, at least according to the perceptions of the participants.

 Healey herself notes the objection that social cleavage blocks consensus through debate but does not really answer it. Instead she prescribes the “appropriate practices” of an “intercommunicative planning” (p. 246). Fundamental to her prescription is “respectful discussion within and between discursive communities” (p. 247). But this is not a realistic possibility within seriously divided societies. In the face of the deepening economic polarization of restructured capitalism, the call for respectful discussion is unlikely to provoke a meaningful response from the possessors of social power. And even when participants verbally assent to a compromise and can agree on long-term goals, a negotiatied consensus may fail to produce the desired outcome. An illustration of the difficulty comes from South Africa, where a diverse group of stakeholders devised the post-apartheid government's housing policy:

The loudly acclaimed 'consensus' [on housing policy] supposedly hammered out by the stakeholders in the National Housing Forum which should have been achieved by hard bargaining among the parties was, in fact, the result of fudging vital differences between them. Faced with a conflict of vision between those who favoured a market-oriented strategy led by the private sector, and those who preferred a more 'people-centred' approach in which 'communities' would be the central players--or at least retain a veto--the forum parties opted for both, despite their incompatibility. Thus all parties wanted immediate and visible delivery--but some also wanted 'empowerment'. So both were included, despite the fact that they would prove to be contradictory in practice.


By the second year of implementation of the housing subsidy scheme the consensus hammered out at the National Housing Forum had not, as its architects hoped, succeeded in binding all key housing interests to the policy: some key political actors had not been party to its formulation--and therefore did not feel bound by it--while crucial private interests proved ready to abandon it if it conflicted with their interests, or if it did not seem to produce the rate of delivery that they had hoped to achieve. (Tomlinson, 1998, pp. 144-5)

The result of the unworkable consensus was inaction and failure even to approach the one goal on which everyone agreed--high levels of production.

The reliance by Healey and Forester on the works of Habermas as the philosophical basis of their prescriptions for city planning shares in his evasion of the issue of social domination by capital. Indeed it is puzzling that Habermas, rooted in the Marxian tradition, can propose truthful speech as the remedy for social evil. As put by Michael Greven (199, p. 186), "Habermas' opinion that practical questions could be solved by true answers is the crucial point of his epistemology as well as of his theory of society; both coincide in this respect."

To a certain extent Habermas was originally addressing Marxists in his opposition to state bureaucratic domination. But if the greatest threat to human welfare arises not from the now-vanquished red bureaucracies or the beleaguered administrators of local government but from the impersonal power of capital, Habermas’s rediscovery of liberal principles, albeit in more dialectical form, offers few improvements on John Stuart Mill’s discussion of the marketplace of ideas. The classic criticisms of liberal pluralism point to the inability of relatively powerless groups to set the agenda for discussion and the unequal resources that different groups bring to the decision-making process (Bachrach and Baratz, 1962; Judge, 1995).  These do not make liberalism's stress on rights and on the need to mediate among conflicting interests invalid but simply show it to be insufficient in the context of great inequalities of wealth and power (see Katznelson, 1997). Given, however, the political weakness of the poor and marginalized, exhortations to mediating officials that they ensure transparency and a multiplicity of viewpoints respond only feebly to widespread social injustice. Unless the politically weak mobilize, they cannot insert themselves effectively into the debate. But strong mobilization rarely, if ever, comes out of the moderate, consensus-building rhetoric prescribed by proponents of the communicative turn. Flyvbjerg (1998, p. 229) comments: "Power knows that which Nietzsche calls 'the doctrine of Hamlet,' that is, the fact that often '[k]nowledge kills action; action requires the veils of illusion.'"  Flyvberg is referring to the protective ideology of those in power, but his allusion applies equally to those pursuing empowerment. They must inspire fervent belief in order to overcome fear over the riskiness of oppositional action; reasoned counsel--undistorted speech--may indeed kill action. In this respect the language of rights offers a vehicle for mobilization.

Frank Fischer’s (1990) critique of expertise in public policy picks up the participatory strand that runs through the repudiation of bureaucratic decision making by Habermas and his successors. He stresses the hidden assumptions incorporated in the claims of experts and argues for the wisdom of those who have experiential knowledge of the terrain on which decisions will be implemented. Searching for a path toward a sustainable environment, he urges that policy makers forswear any special access to knowledge. His stress on the inherent insight of ordinary people, derived from their situation, partakes of the same rebellion against formal rationality and Enlightenment-rooted science that defines post-modernist discourse (Fischer, forthcoming; see also Lindblom, 1990). His work combines a populist vision with environmentalism. While such an approach is necessarily unsympathetic with capitalism, as producer of environmental degradation, it does not involve an explicit analysis of the workings of the economy or of class relations. The exclusion of the interests of ordinary people from environmental decisions has the appearance of resulting from the hegemony of experts rather than of capital. If, however, experts limit the range of alternatives that they analyze and skew their data, the underlying cause usually can be traced back to the financial interests at stake, not the methods and biases of the observers. 

Increasing citizen oversight into the process will not overcome the biases toward economic power built into the present system. Democratic values and recognition of the willingness, often unconscious, of experts to be bought point to alternative, participatory forms of decision-making as a means to counter bias. But if these forms are created within the existing economic structure, their scope will necessarily be limited; decisions will conform to dominant ideologies, which, in the United States at least, derive from capitalist individualism.  Moreover, public participation produces its own set of difficulties: NIMBYism (not in my backyard), lack of accountability of community representatives, susceptibility to demagoguery. 

The work of Iris Marian Young (1990), a philosopher who has attempted to reconcile the politics of difference with ethical precepts regarding justice, is frequently cited within the geography and planning literature. She outlines a vision of the good city within the framework of a group-identified society. For Young differences among groups give the city its character, while acceptance of difference provides the moral basis for urban life.
 Such a stance fits well with certain depictions of the American city—for example, the “gorgeous mosaic” described by New York’s former mayor David Dinkins or the picture drawn by Glazer and Moynihan (1970) in Beyond the Melting Pot. But even in the United States it fails to come to grips with the endemic competition among identity groups for power and privilege. And in countries with stronger indigenous cultures than America’s—where the national culture is the primary identity group for most citizens—the adoption of diversity as a guiding value clashes with the preservation of identity. The ideal of multi-culturalism, while certainly opposed by many in the US, is at least relevant in the framework of the American metropolis, as well as in some other multi-ethnic locales, and is itself part of the American mystique. But in societies with “deep cultures,” the notion of cultural diversity has little resonance. Furthermore, multi-culturalism, which requires respect for the norms of others, offers few clues for dealing with different cultures that demand homogeneity. And, everywhere, to the extent that economic privilege is tied to group membership, the issue of group relations can only be addressed in tandem with that of economic inequality.

In her discussion of the politics of difference, Young implies that urban division—what Katznelson (1981) calls city trenches—springs not from economic relations but from race, ethnicity, neighborhood, gender, etc. She rejects the old, assimilationist ethic that provided the framework for absorption of immigrants in earlier times, arguing that it made unfair demands on the affected populations and that it was used for invidious discrimination. In an analysis of the principle of meritocracy in hiring, she persuasively contends that it was never applied fairly and that it is, in fact, highly flawed as a governing principle.  Consequently she favors explicit recognition of difference and the adoption of affirmative action procedures in hiring.  Despite the effectiveness of her critique and the appropriateness of her defense of affirmative action, however, she does not provide a fully convincing alternative to meritocratic selection procedures. In cases where appointments to positions cannot be justified on an affirmative action basis (i.e., where no candidate meeting minimum standards belongs to a previously discriminated-against group), what principle substitutes for meritocracy? Is the person or committee doing the selecting justified in picking someone on the basis of  “fitting in”—that is being like the rest of the work or client group—or on the basis of being different—that is, unlike the rest of the group?  In other words, should teachers be selected simply because they share racial or ethnic characteristics with their students, or social workers because they are similar to their clients? Or, should an effort be made, among both teachers and students, to achieve as much diversity as possible? Ironically a shift toward non-meritocratic bases of hiring and promotion may even injure women: "Just as women are gaining access to formal examinations and professional credentials, the formal criteria of access to positions of power and status are becoming less valued" (McDowell, 1997, p. 210).

Young agrees that no individual should be forced to accept a nominal group identity. Nevertheless, her view of the world leaves little opening for free individual choice of affiliation since escape from primordial identities becomes highly problematic in an urban world without a dominant ideology of commonality. Even if, as Glazer and Moynihan long ago argued, the melting pot is a myth, it may indeed be a desirable one, allowing individuals to transcend both internal and external labeling and providing a path to social peace through a sense of shared community. In a multi-ethnic urban society, where bonds are already tenuous, emphasizing difference can produce the ungovernable city, a milieu in which consensus is unachievable and in which forms of behavior emerge that others find unendurable. Thus, for example, Massey (1997, p. 110) describes young men in a low-income housing estate stealing cars for the fun of driving recklessly:

Here was a clear establishment of an 'us' and a 'them' which demarcated both space-time and personal identity. . . . Such moves to establish exclusivity further debilitated any efforts to organise resistance to the deterioration of material and imaginary life [on the estate].

Whether the outcome is a fertile disorder or the “wild city” (Castells, 1977), with each group hunkered down in its fortified enclave (see Davis, 1990), depends crucially on whether group differences correlate with extreme economic differences. Thus, an ethos of diversity cannot be developed separately from an understanding of the economic bases of inequality.

The Lessons of Experience
Critical urban theory had its birth in the 1970s with the publication of works by Lefebvre, Harvey, and Castells. To a great extent the writings discussed above trace back to the arguments presented by these authors. But whereas Harvey and the others summarized here continue to search for prescriptive formulations and justify their theorizing in terms of implications for action, Castells has categorically rejected the role of theorist as prophet. It is worth quoting at length his argument, presented in the conclusion of his magisterial trilogy, The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture. Under the heading "What is to be Done?" he states:

Each time an intellectual has tried to answer this question, and seriously implement the answer, catastrophe has ensued. . . . Thus, . . . I shall abstain from suggesting any cure for the ills of our world. But . . . I would like to explain my abstention. . ..

    I have seen so much misled sacrifice, so many dead ends induced by ideology, and such horrors provoked by artificial paradises of dogmatic politics that I want to convey a salutary reaction against trying to frame political practice in accordance with social theory, or, for that matter, with ideology. Theory and research, in general . . . should be considered as a means for understanding our world, and should be judged exclusively on their accuracy, rigor, and relevance. How these tools are used, and for what purpose, should be the exclusive prerogative of social actors themselves, in specific social contexts, and on behalf of their values and interests. (Castells, 1998, pp. 358-9)

Castells, who, in The Urban Question, began his career committed to class struggle and the triumph of urban social movements, now repudiates his youthful idealism. He leaves behind as well the use of abstract systems of analysis. His approach, while certainly driven by normative concerns, is almost entirely inductive. His theoretical structure thus also differs from that of the other authors discussed above, who proceed mainly from abstract analyses developed deductively. Their arguments are derived from sets of premises and assumptions concerning governing values and operational possibilities (although Harvey and Healey do refer extensively to historical and practical examples in various of their writings).  Castells, on the other hand, does not commit the errors of unrealizable utopianism nor does he have any expectation that urging moral behavior is a particularly effective way of achieving it. Yet, ultimately his backing away from any formula for improvement, given his evident value commitments to equity and diversity, can only be unsatisfactory.  Even Max Weber, the scope of whose work Castells is emulating in The Information Age, while deeply pessimistic about the future of European society, offers a moral code for political leadership and expresses a moderate faith in the usefulness of liberal institutions for promoting social well-being.

Castells deliberately offers us little assistance in answering the question of whether we can make the cities we want, and he has no shortage of evidence to support his stance. Doubtless a continued belief that theoretical ideas can assist in producing a better world requires a resolute optimism. But, despite differing from Castells in this regard, we can still imitate him in using the inductive method as a complementary approach to addressing normative questions, for any meaningful effort in this direction must work within the context of economic, social, and political forces. This means coming to grips with globalization, increased spatial and economic inequality, identity politics, and the contested role of the state as agent of reform. It particularly means that arguments concerning planning and policy processes should not be made in isolation from analysis of the urban and regional system. We can begin with particular examples of success and failure in city building and ask whether these cases give rise to any general lessons, although such lessons still must be examined in the light of abstract categories. Like any search for best practices, the effort of identifying successful cities raises questions of the transferability of findings—is it the practice or the particular history of a place and the character and effectiveness of its leadership rather than the specific principles adopted that produces desirable outcomes?  Thus, investigation of examples is not sufficient without including also a logical analysis of their general applicability. And, of course, it cannot transcend the limits of what already exists. But empiricism at least allows some measure of the flexibility available for social restructuring within the boundaries of the world capitalist system.

Planning and Policy in Some Global Cities

New York is incontestably a global city; Amsterdam, when considered as part of the Randstat, can be regarded as similar if not in the same league. Both are financial centers and have endured the recent restructuring of their economies with the decline of manufacturing and port facilities and jumps in the size of their service, especially business service, sectors. They each have ethnically diverse populations and have absorbed major flows of immigration within the last thirty years, although Amsterdam differs from New York in the tapering off of that flow. A very brief comparison of the two offers some clues toward the possibilities of combining equality, diversity, participation, and sustainability in a cosmopolitan urban milieu.

Amsterdam

Amsterdam offers the best available model of a relatively egalitarian, diverse, democratic city, with a strong commitment to environmental preservation.
 Its geographic situation, presenting the constant threat of inundation and requiring construction on land below sea level, means that urban development has, for centuries, proceeded as the result of conscious decisions. Within a country possessing a long tradition of bourgeois paternalism and a more recent one of working-class organization and social democratic leadership, Amsterdam deviates from the rest of the Netherlands in its greater population diversity and more extensive range of life styles. In this respect, Amsterdam also differs from other relatively egalitarian northern European cities:

The most extraordinary quality of this city [is] its relatively . . . successful achievement of highly regulated urban anarchism, another of the paradoxes  . . . that two-sidedly filter through the city's historical geography in ways that defy comparison with almost any other polis, past or present. This deep and enduring commitment to libertarian socialist values and participatory spatial democracy is apparent throughout the urban built environment and in the social practices of urban planning, law enforcement, popular culture, and everyday life. (Soja, 1996,  p.285).

During the nineteenth century the Dutch reached a compromise between their antagonistic Protestant and Catholic fractions. The form of this consensus, termed “pillarization,” involves separate sets of civic institutions, including state-subsidized schools, based in the different religious communities.  In the twentieth century, working-class mobilization and trade-union militancy produced a typical European multi-party system with coalition governments and socialist representation. After the Second World War demands for income security and better living conditions were accommodated through corporatist negotiation. In the 1970s and 80s, urban social movements, especially as embodied in large-scale squatting, broad-based resistance to the eviction of squatters, and popular opposition to urban renewal, caused the Amsterdam municipal government to retreat from top-down planning methods.

Within the city of Amsterdam the overlay of struggle and compromise has offered a framework in which contemporary difference is negotiated. Amsterdammers, to use Patsy Healey’s phrase quoted earlier, live together but differently. They do so within a city remarkably integrated spatially by class, less so by ethnicity (Musterd et al., 1998). The state, both national and local, relies heavily on intermediaries, rooted in different communal groupings, as agents for the dispensation of social welfare. Although religion has faded in importance as a fault line in Amsterdam society, religiously based institutions continue to play a significant role. The philanthropic tradition that derives from them combines with leftist political commitment to create a milieu resistant to marketization. Although there are now moves in that direction, they are limited.
 By and large, the upper strata of Amsterdam society accept high levels of redistribution, mixed neighborhoods, and cramped housing in order to experience the benefits of a cosmopolitan, egalitarian city. And residential property developers are willing to accept planning and the security of assured profits instead of  riskier, if potentially larger, speculative gains.

The willingness of Amsterdam’s citizens to tolerate their neighbors is part of a virtuous circle resulting from a generous welfare state. There is no severely impoverished lower class and even the most ghettoized areas of the city are neither homogeneously low-income nor populated entirely by immigrant groups. Consequently difference is less frightening than in other locales, where it is more strongly associated with crime and danger. Tolerance of the use of soft drugs, medicalization of addiction, and police intervention to prevent hard-drug sales from getting out of control inhibit the association between criminality and poor communities that exists elsewhere. It is hard to imagine that similar conditions could exist if Amsterdam had the kind of income inequality found in New York.

The situation of Amsterdam bolsters the case of those who argue that local autonomy is possible and that globalization does not destroy the capacity of nation-states to achieve social goals. Although Amsterdam depends heavily on the Dutch national state to maintain income support for its inhabitants, local decisions on housing policy--including the legalization of squatting and of berthing of houseboats in central locations--contribute markedly to the city's heterogeneity. Amsterdam in many respects does incorporate the values of equality, diversity, democracy, and respect for the environment.
 The explanation for its success lies in the intertwining of elements of politics, civic action, ideology, and planning. Whether this amalgam is transferable elsewhere and can be used to demonstrate the possibility of attaining the city we want is a vexing question. Indeed, whether Amsterdam itself can continue to sustain its current commitments in the face of middle-class demands for centrally located housing, the withdrawal of the central government from subsidizing new construction, the forces of international competition, and developmental pressures on open space remains to be seen.

New York offers a troubling contrast to Amsterdam. Despite an economic boom income inequality worsens, basic infrastructure deteriorates, the housing problems of low-income people worsen, school buildings crumble while class sizes grow, and a steady stream of incidents involving the police and people of color mark the racial divide. At the same time crime has dropped dramatically, survey results show New Yorkers feeling their city is improving, and the city has absorbed an astonishing number of new immigrants. 

New York demonstrates that ethnic toleration can be quite compatible with economic inequality and, in fact, can foster it. Despite continued occurrences of racial and ethnic hostility, the city has readily absorbed millions of immigrants, mainly of color, in the last two decades. Its otherwise conservative mayor, Rudolf Giuliani, has welcomed them, and conservative thinkers have credited new immigrants with reviving deteriorated neighborhoods (Winnick, 1990). Unlike their Los Angeles counterparts, New York politicians rarely use nativist sentiments as a basis for electoral appeal.   Although residential segregation persists, New York's public spaces display an astonishing mixture of physical types, and except in certain ethnic enclaves, inter-racial relationships provoke little hostility. The city's public bureaucracy disproportionately incorporates African Americans, and the school system celebrates the rainbow of identities represented in it.

New York shows the limits of diversity and tolerance of otherness as a basis for social reconstruction. Extreme income inequality and the persistence of "hyperghettos" (Wacquant, 19xx) coexist with verbal recognition of multi-culturalism and a highly absorptive political system. Words cannot overcome inequalities in power fundamentally rooted in access to resources, even though a public rhetoric of exclusion and vilification would obviously make matters worse.
 

Can Something Be Done and What Should It Be?
Healey (1997) argues that the battle between political economist and communicative action theorists that has been conducted within US planning theory circles reflects a particularly American take on the world. She probably is correct, although not in precisely the way she meant her comment. It is not, however, simply, that the American value tradition, as incorporated in the works of Dewey and his successors within American pragmatism, frames the debate. Certainly American communicative action theorists do root themselves in American traditions of individualism and emphasis on rights. They tend to argue from the individual case and to examine the roles played by particular planners rather than, as Healey (1997, p. 66) puts it, referring to the "wider systemic context," starting with the broader public, as European theorists more often do. But, it is also the American socio-political context, with its absence of a strong welfare state and the ontological security such a state creates, that forestalls a common meeting ground of the communicative and political economy approaches. Habermas is operating in a situation where there is sufficient social equality and national community that consensus is at least imaginable (although Flyvbjerg's [1998] protrayal of a Danish case questions this potential even in the most egalitarian of European states). American political economists focus on distributional issues because these issues are so salient within the United States, where social citizenship has not yet been won (cf. Marshall, 1965). 

The Amsterdam case implies democratic procedures and just actions flow from situations where rough social justice already exists. And even in Amsterdam there is a movement toward reduction of social benefits and privatization of social provision. It is possible to develop a view of social justice that transcends a particular social context, but its implementation requires that elements of realization be already present. To put this another way, achievement of the city we want is a circular process, whereby the preexistence of equity begets sentiments in its favor, democratic habits produce popular participation, and diversity increases tolerance.

Substance and procedure are thus inseparable. The just city incoporates just outcomes not simply open processes: "political and economic social relationships are intrinsically intertwined and can not be torn asunder" (Lauria, 1997, p. 41).  Proceeding from a situation lacking in supportive values to a more enlightened state presents baffling strategic problems, because mobilizing a force sufficient to overcome barriers to change demands a messianism that contravenes undistorted speech and can provoke fierce reaction. But, just as substance and procedure must be contemplated simultaneously, so must desirable end states and the forces to achieve them. If Amsterdam presents a rough image of a desirable urban model, strategies and normative emphases will differ in respect to reaching that goal depending on starting point. In American cities it requires the dampening of sentiments based on group identity, greater commitment to common ends, and identification of institutions and policies that offer broadly appealing benefits. The most effective approach uses group identity to bolster unity. During the 1960s successful movements were based on groups that shared racial, territorial, and client statuses (Fainstein and Fainstein, 1974). In the new century effectiveness means organizing around work status when it overlaps with immigrant or gender situation. It also means continued organizing around affordable housing, but this must include recognition of the housing needs of the middle class not simply a call for assistance to the poorest. Narrowly targeted policies, however efficient in producing redistribution or righting past wrongs, lack a sufficient constituency and seem unjust to those who do not benefit from them (see Sayer and Storper, 1997). Whereas the urban social movements of the past centered on collective consumption (Castells, 1977), future movements need to address the organization of work and to concern themselves with the consumption issues of new types of workers. The changing nature of work calls for unions of temporary workers, household workers, and the self-employed rather than traditional organizing around the workplace. Such unions would have to emphasize their service role: job training and placement; establishment of benefit pools and portability of benefits; provision of legal services; credit unions and mortgage assistance.

In most cities on the European continent, absolute need on the American scale is not present. Especially in France and Germany, with traditions of a strong state and strong pressures for homogeneity and immigrant exclusion, the plea for citizen participation, negotiation, and a less authoritative government makes sense. European theorists of communicative action trace back to Hegel rather than Dewey. The sense of the collectivity is already present. Within this context a more transactional approach represents reform. But in the United States, where most cities are dominated by business-led regimes (Stone, 1993), individual citizen participation will not provide a path to social transformation. Urban citizen participation, as it is conducted now, mainly involves participants demanding marginal changes in the status quo or benefits that respond to their narrowly defined interests.

Movement toward a normative vision of the city requires the development of counter-institutions capable of reframing issues in broad terms and of mobilizing organizational and financial resources to fight for their aims. As is, in the US no broad-based media exist to communicate alternative approaches to questions raised by urban economic development, metropolitan inequalities, and environmental preservation. The inherently divisive character of identity politics cuts against the building of such institutions and therefore can only be self-defeating. Neil Smith contends that demands based on group identity initially countered possessive individualism. By provoking those already in relatively privileged positions to demand their rights, however, "it [identity politics] becomes a vehicle for a reassertion of individualism: a hallmark of the revanchist city" (N. Smith, 1997, p. 134). In such a context, there is no shared vision of a desired future.

 Smith is dubious that any abstract conception of justice can, or even should, provide such a vision. Without one, however, we have no means of persuading people that they should follow any guidance beyond their own narrow self-interest or that anything can be gained from the collective enterprise. Amsterdam's achievements are not simply a response to a militant working class. Rather they depend also on a widely felt sense of justice. Enough of the upper social strata accept a moral code such that they do not resist , and even support, redistributional measures.

Concepts of justice can be relational to context--that is, not purely abstract--without being wholly relative (D. Smith, 1997). It is on this tenuous middle ground of being able to compare, of being able to say what is better and what is worse, even if we cannot say what is good and what is bad, that we must land if we are to develop the cities we want.  
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� This chapter calls anyone who is explicitly concerned, in an official capacity, with shaping the city a city planner. 


�  Sayer and Storper (1997, p.1) comment: "Any social science claiming to be critical must have a standpoint from which its critique is made. . . . It is strange that this [recent] critical social science largely neglects to acknowledge and justify these standpoints." See also Fainstein (1997a).


� Obviously  many would not accept my premise. To enter the debate over the usefulness of planning, however, would constitute too lengthy a digression from the main theme of this chapter.  See Fainstein and Fainstein (1979) and Klosterman (1985).


�  Similarly Anthony Giddens (1990) refers to his vision of a post-modernist world (by which he means a quite different concept than the usual definition) as "utopian realism."


�See also Sennett (1990) and Jacobs (1961) for similar moral stances.


� The discussion of Amsterdam is drawn from my article "The Egalitarian City: The Restructuring of Amsterdam" (Fainstein, 1997b). It is based on research conducted while a visiting professor at the University of Amsterdam within the framework of the Wibautchair, sponsored by the city of Amsterdam.


� For example, the Dutch government has largely retreated from the construction of social housing. At the same time, however, it has substantially increased housing allowances (Priemus, 1998).


� Amsterdam, of course, is not utopia. It does display income inequality and ethnic segregation. Moreover, the substantial housing rights of sitting tenants make it very difficult for newcomers to enter the city. Much of its postwar housing stock, which is occupied primarily by Turks and Moroccans, is well below contemporary standards and is deteriorating, and few funds are earmarked for its upgrading. The Green Heart, the large area of open space that forms the core of the Randstaat and, along with the dominance of bicycle transport within central Amsterdam, represents the city's environmental values is suffering from encroachments of various sorts. Still, relative to other cities, Amsterdam does strongly embody progressive values.


� Judith Butler (1997) explains why speech injures despite its immateriality. The argument that New York's public discourse is one of tolerance is not intended to disguise the fact that private discourse and personal behavior do not conform to what is said in public.





