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tradition of places like Brook Farm, Fourierist phalansteries, the
Oneida Community, Shaker settlements and Drop City. But
more often they re�ect simply the desire for strong social bonds
and a broad family circle — the same desire that animated the
Schindlers and Chaces eighty-�ve years ago. 

A thousand-acre ranch in California’s Napa Valley, owned and
inhabited by seventeen shareholders and their partners, gave
me the opportunity to test a co-op project. Initiated in the late
1980s by a wealthy San Franciscan, Green Valley Ranch has
been placed in a land trust that limits development to preserve
open space for grazing and viniculture. The shareholders have
built three communal houses that center on large, shared
kitchens, dining rooms and patios, but o�er di�erent combina-
tions of private suites and shared facilities. The houses provide
members (a mix of full- and part-time residents) a choice
among di�erent degrees of interaction and seclusion. To
participate in one of their collective dinners — or in their famed
New Year’s Eve party — is to experience a compelling
alternative to conventional modes of domesticity. 

Another model of communitarian life is o�ered by Crossroads
Community, a feminist endeavor started in the 1970s by artist
Bonnie Ora Sherk. One in a series of art projects that explored
the relationship between ecology and social life, Crossroads
combined intelligence, ambition and pragmatism. Working with
city agencies and arts organizations, Sherk and a team of
volunteers transformed a barren seven-acre site adjacent to a
San Francisco freeway interchange into The Farm, a community
center that functioned as both an alternative art space and a
demonstration of urban agriculture. Gardens, livestock pens,
classrooms, a theater and a preschool formed what Sherk called
“a life-scale environmental and social artwork that brought
many people from di�erent disciplines and cultures together
with each other and with other species — plants and animals.”
Now a city park with community gardens, The Farm revealed
how a marginal site can become a catalyst in urban
development and social life. [8] 

and even to the development of larger settlements. Take the
example of Drop City. Inspired by Fuller’s teachings, a group of
artists created a commune in the southern Colorado desert
during the Vietnam War as a place where they could drop out
of the consumer economy to experiment with low-tech
“natural” living. They constructed a village of geodesic dome
homes, jerry-built of material like scavenged car hoods,
salvaged lumber and recycled insulation. With its crazy-quilt folk
aesthetic, quasi-sustainable design, and free lifestyle, Drop City
has come to symbolize the dream of living outside the
mainstream. Collaborating on a building project can be a step
toward re-founding society. 

At the other extreme of scale and sensibility is Co-op City, a
mega-development of apartment towers in the Bronx that
houses some 60,000 residents in 15,000 apartments. Built in the
late 1960s, Co-op City is the largest cooperative housing project
in the United States, and it exempli�es both the promise and
the pitfalls of such big-scale endeavors. The United Housing
Foundation, a nonpro�t organization a�liated with the
Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America, developed the
project with funding from the New York State Housing Finance
Agency, which lent the UHF millions of dollars through the
Mitchell-Lama program. A typical Rockefeller initiative, the
program aimed to subsidize housing for middle-class New York
City residents who might otherwise move to the suburbs. The
product of a rare convergence between labor-union idealism
and the mechanisms of the Keynesian state, Co-op City was
promoted as an outer-borough Shangri-La of spacious
apartments at low cost for its cooperators, mostly Jewish
workers who were moving out of dilapidated 19th-century
housing throughout the city. But poor planning, incomplete
land reclamation, shoddy construction and outright theft by
some construction companies jeopardized the project from the
start. Enraged by rapid escalation in monthly maintenance fees,
the cooperators staged a payment strike. Their stand-o� with
city and state was resolved only through the infusion of
hundreds of millions more in state funding. Today, Co-op City is
a functional if not especially vibrant neighborhood of African-
American, Latino and white households. It inspires awe for the
scale of its ambition and disappointment for the gap between
that ambition and eventual realities. Like Empire State Plaza, it
memorializes the ambiguous legacy of modernist social, urban
and architectural innovation. [7] 

Cooperative initiatives of recent years are typically modest in
scale and fully or partially self-built. These include the barn
raising-like work of Habitat for Humanity, Design Corps and
Architecture for Humanity. These nonpro�t organizations build
houses and community facilities, one at a time, through
volunteer labor and sweat equity from bene�ciaries. Belief in
the value of community also anchors the growing sector of
small- and medium-scale ventures often called co-housing. In
co-housing, private units are clustered together and share
communal facilities. Typically developed by middle-class
residents, these intentional communities can evoke the utopian
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Throw a Party

Maybe you don’t have the money to build the house of your
dreams, or the doggedness to found a commune? Throw a
party! Ephemeral events can project possibilities beyond reach
in daily reality. 

A century ago, progressive reformers used pageants,
processions and festivals to portray ideal social orders. Few
events were as grandiose as the history pageant staged by the
city of St. Louis in 1914 to celebrate the 150th anniversary of its
founding. Contingents from the city’s ethnic and social groups
performed an allegorical masque narrating their diverse
histories and envisioning a glorious future unity. Such
spectacles intensified civic pride even as they helped to link
disparate groups so they could work together to govern the
city and plan its future.

One year earlier, the National American Woman Suffrage
Association held a pageant in Washington, D.C., that used the
colossal Doric colonnade of the Treasury Building as the setting
for dance and theater performances representing advances in
women’s liberation. Appropriating the neoclassical architecture
of a government building, the organizers identified their
modern cause with the democracy of ancient Greece. That
same year, the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People employed a similar strategy in honoring the
fiftieth anniversary of the Emancipation Proclamation. With sets
that evoked ancient Egyptian architecture, “The Star of Ethiopia”
mobilized an alternative tradition to legitimize African-American
history, culture and political claims. Another influential pageant
of 1913, the Paterson Strike Pageant, used public drama to
promote the cause of striking silk workers in New Jersey.
Through architecture, art, drama, singing and dance, all these
events engaged spectators and participants alike in
reimagining history and redefining the social order. 

Maybe this progressive era pageantry is a bit earnest for your
taste. What about disco? Discos and other throbbing dance
parties create immersive, affective environments that excite the
full spectrum of human senses — and most of our body parts.
In a lively account of disco culture, Peter Shapiro contended

The barn raisings of nonprofit housing groups, co-housers and
similar partnerships usually matter less for their formal qualities
than for their social impact. Sherk’s Farm reminds us that archi-
tecture’s transformative capacities are activated through social
elaboration. Plan, space, form and materiality: all are just
potential until a building is occupied and really used. 

Concept drawing, Bonnie Ora Sherk, used beginning in 1974 to gather support for the
founding of Crossroads Community, San Francisco. [Credit: Bonnie Ora Sherk] 

Suffrage pageant, with Hedwig Reicher as "Columbia," at the U.S. Treasury Building,
Washington DC, 1913. [Credit: Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division]
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By convening a particular alternative public for a communal
ritual, such events can remap the city in perception and
memory. They create topographies of feeling that resonate long
after the music has stopped. So dive in. Party on. You could do
more to change the world, but also less. 

Credit

“Five Ways to Change the World” is part of a collection of essays,
Learning from Harlem, Port-au-Prince, Urobo, Filadelfia,
Marcovia, Aranya, Malawi, Gambia, Pretoria, edited by Hansy
Better, and forthcoming from Periscope Publishing.

Notes

1. See Chapter 6, George Chauncey, Gay New York: Gender, Urban
Culture, and the Making of the Gay Male World, 1890-1940 (New York:
Basic Books, 1994).

2. For pointers, see Worldchanging: A User’s Guide for the 21st Century,
ed. Alex Steffen (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2008). For a discussion of
the affective dimension of our relation to waste in the sustainability
era, see Gay Hawkins, The Ethics of Waste (Oxford: Rowman and
Littlefield, 2006).

3. Fuller unfolded his semi-brilliant, semi-delusional thinking in books
such as 4D Time Lock (Albuquerque: Biotechnic Press, 1972), and Nine
Chains to the Moon (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott, 1938). See also my
own analyses in “Buckminster Fuller’s Cybernetic Pastoral: The United
States Pavilion at Expo 67,” Journal of Architecture, 11:4, September
2006, 463–483; “Necessary Beauty: Fuller’s Sumptuary Aesthetic,” in
New Views on R. Buckminster Fuller, ed. Roberto Trujillo and Hsaio-Yun
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Abrams, 1998).

5. Schindler’s statement appears in his essay, “A Cooperative Dwelling,”
T-Square 2, February 1932, 20-21, reprinted in Kathryn Smith, Schindler
House (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2001, 81–82).
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Creating the American Landscape (London and New York: Routledge,
2003). See also Felicity D. Scott, Architecture or Techno-Utopia: Politics
After Modernism (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2007), especially Chapter 7.

7. On Co-Op City, see Ian Frazier, “Utopia, the Bronx,” The New Yorker,
June 2006, 54.

8. Sherk describes Crossroads Community on her website. See also
Wack! Art and the Feminist Revolution, ed. Cornelia Butler (Los Angeles:
Museum of Contemporary Art; Cambridge: MIT Press, 2007), 297–298.

9. Peter Shapiro, Turn the Beat Around: The Secret History of Disco
(New York: Faber and Faber, 2005). 

that gay scenes of the 1970s embraced a Deleuzian mode of
political resistance that creates alternative order through the
multiplication of desires and pleasures. “The group grope of the
disco dance floor, the anonymous antics of the back room, and
the heedless hedonism of the bathhouses,” Shapiro wrote, “were
probably as close to such a polymorphously perverse paradise
as humans will ever get.” [9] 

Ecstasy takes many forms. It is commercialized and
commodified in theme parks and vacation resorts. It is ritualized
as carnival in São Paulo, New Orleans and Nevada’s Black Rock
Desert, where the Burning Man Festival convenes an alternative
art community every August. And it is institutionalized by art
organizations, as is the case with the Summer Warm-Up parties
hosted by P.S.1, the contemporary art center in Queens, New
York, since 1999. At their best, the P.S.1 parties draw festive
crowds that gather energy from innovative installations in the
center’s courtyard. My favorite so far has been the first, for
which the Austrian art collective Gelatin turned the courtyard
into a ludic landscape imaginatively constructed from salvaged
artifacts and animated by music from a changing roster of DJs.
Participants danced in a fog-filled, plastic bubble, climbed a
tower built of old office furniture to survey the crowd, and
chilled in an igloo-like pavilion created by stacked rings of air
conditioners and door-less refrigerators turned to face one
another. Aided by architecture, music and alcohol, the crowd
turned the grounds into a distinctively sociable pleasure-
ground. 

The Flux events staged by artists at desolate sites in and around
Pittsburgh offer edgier experiences of festival mixed with
industrial salvage. At a recent event in the distressed steel town
of Braddock, my friends and I wandered through art installa-
tions in an empty Carnegie library. Bands played in an old
church across the street; adjacent buildings filled with festival-
goers drinking beer, watching film art or dancing to mad beats.
Projected images animated building facades while fires burned
in oil drums in the street. I will forever remember the
abandoned center of this depressed town as the vital heart of
western Pennsylvania. 

Gelatin installation, P.S. 1, New York, Summer Warm-Up, 1999, showing office-furniture
tower and fog bubble. [Credit: Courtesy of Gelatin]
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Code

Each creature carries a genetic code that describes the design
of the species.

Growth

Through a process of cell sub-division, creatures grow by
making more cells. At each stage of growth, the specimen is
whole and complete.

Replication

Every form of life has the ability to replicate without the
involvement of any ancestral specimens that are replicating.
Ancestors may die and be forgotten, but still, the current
specimens can replicate, spreading the genetic material of the
species.

Disease

Disease can come, in general, from two sources: It can originate
from outside the creature: in this case, a foreign life form which
works against the purpose of the organism enters the organism
and reproduces. Or it can originate from within: in this case, the
cells within begin to work against the purpose of the organism.
Often, they reproduce wildly as cancerous growths, spreading
across the organism, eventually killing it.

Death

Death occurs at three levels: Cells of a creature live for a short
period of time and then die, giving place to new cells during
the life of the creature. The death of the cells is a natural and
healthy part of the life of the creature because it allows the
creature to renew itself, lengthening its life. Individual
specimens within a species live for an intermediate period of
time and then die, giving place to their descendants. The death
of individual specimens is a natural and healthy part of the life
of the species because it allows the species to strengthen itself.
Species exist for a long period of time, but eventually go
extinct. The extinction of species can also be a natural and
healthy process when it is due to naturally-occurring reasons,
because the extinction of one species might make room in an
ecosystem for the ascent of a more advanced species.

A LIVING URBANISN 
BY STEVE MOUZON

“Living Urbanism” seems at first glance to be an oxymoron.
Urbanism is composed primarily of things that are not alive, like
bricks and stone. Other than trees lining the streets, what
aspect of urbanism is alive? But if “life” includes things without
flesh, bone, fur, or feather that can nonetheless take on a life of
their own, independent of that which created them, then the
term “Living Urbanism” has meaning. Several things are required
in order that something might be considered alive.

Characteristics of Life

Purpose

No form of life is completely self-serving. Rather, each species is
useful in some way to some of the other species of its
ecosystem.

Form

Every species has a recognizable physical form. There is great
variety amongst individual organisms of the species, but only
within a very narrow range. This combination of great variety
within a narrow range is a characteristic of all life.

Completeness

The entire creature is alive, other than certain protective
structures such as nails and shells.
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primary purpose. For example, New York began as a Port Town,
but that purpose is now only one of many, and so its form is
now more complex than before the city’s most recent meta-
morphosis.

Completeness

A living urbanism is produced by a culture at large, not just by a
few specialists. If the citizens are not participating in the
building of their town to a significant degree, then the
settlement that is being created is not alive. Urbanism may be
created either through a living process or through a mechanical
process. The mechanical process for creating urbanism focuses
on the specialties of the specialists that make the system. The
New Urbanism admires and aspires to the old places, of living
urbanism, but nearly all New Urbanist developments are still
built by a mechanism comprised primarily of specialists. We
cannot yet claim, therefore, that New Urbanism contains the
pervasiveness of life found in a truly living urbanism.

Code

Each type of settlement, each type of Transect zone, and each
type of building in a living urbanism springs from a genetic
code that contains the essential character of the settlement
type, Transect zone, or building. But today, our codes are not
helping to create living urbanism because they are based on
the mechanical model rather than the model of life. For
evidence, consider this: today, there are only a handful of
planners alive that can plan a medieval (organic) town to a
competent level. Yet in the medieval era, the townspeople built
their towns.

Often, these townspeople were illiterate, and they certainly did
not draw. So how were they able to build places so great that
even the best planners alive today cannot exceed them and
seldom even match them? How were they able to transmit the
wisdom to the next generation? This transmission device
remained a mystery for many years. Some assumed that is was
some sort of mystical force that post-industrial people could
not understand. Now, however, some believe that the transmis-
sion device has been rediscovered and that it is something very
simple, based on the purpose of each pattern: “We do this
because…”

Because there is a purpose and a form for each type, and
because the culture at large must be part of the process of
creating a living urbanism, the code must be simple so that it is
easily communicated and easily understood. Each pattern in
the code of a settlement type, Transect zone type, or building
type should be framed as “We do this because…” “We” signifies
that this is a place “we” are building, not a place “they” are
building. “Do” signifies that the code is not just theoretical, but
that it requires action. “This” signifies the particularity; the code
is not just some vague collection of good intentions. “Because”

Characteristics of a Living Urbanism

Urbanism is analogous to life in many ways. That is to say, a city
is not a living creature; a city is like a living creature in useful
ways. Types of settlements are similar to distinct species. A
farming hamlet, for example, is far different from a metropolitan
borough on many counts. They have far different habitats, food
sources, life cycles, metabolic rates, waste materials, and
appearances. So if types of settlements are like distinct species,
then a particular city, town, village, or hamlet is like a single
creature, and individual buildings within the city, town, village,
or hamlet is like individual cells within the creature.

The idea that settlement types are like species was first
proposed by Christina Miller; many characteristics of her model
are incorporated here. A living urbanism exhibits all of the char-
acteristics of biological life listed below:

Purpose

Each type of settlement has its purpose. The purpose is often
communicated explicitly: Farming Hamlet, Fishing Village,
Market Town, etc.

Each individual settlement must also have a purpose if it is to
be considered living urbanism. That purpose must include all of
the functions of daily life if the settlement is to be considered a
living thing. If people can’t live in a settlement without leaving
for the necessities of life, it’s not a living place. Suburbia is
comprised primarily of warehouses for sleeping humans and
cannot be considered a living thing because you can’t live
there; you can only sleep (and do a few other related activities)
there. A liver or a spleen cannot live on its own, nor can
suburbia.

Individual buildings also have their purposes, and therefore
their types. But just as most cells in a body have multiple
functions, the best buildings are those which have many
possible uses. There are very few cells in a healthy body that
have only a single function. An entire body composed of
single-purpose cells could not remain alive for very long, if it
could live at all. And a city composed only of single-purpose
buildings is not living urbanism, nor is it sustainable.

Form

Every type of settlement has a particular form. A River Port City,
for example, snakes along both sides of a river, with one side
built more intensely than the other. A Market Town has its heart
at an intersection where two or more roads meet. The form of
each settlement type begins with the thing that feeds it (the
river, the ocean, the roads, the mines, etc.) But settlements are
species that can undergo metamorphosis. Hamlets and villages
usually have a single initial purpose, as do towns. But as they
metamorphosize into cities and metropolises, they take on
more and more purposes until they no longer reflect their
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growth impossible. With no chance of growth, there can be no
life. So the best that the New Urbanism can do under these
conditions is to create portraits of living places, but these
portraits are no more alive than any canvas on the wall.

Replication

Our system of higher education is the best structure that exists
today for spreading wisdom. This structure requires students to
spend years in classes, working through countless problems,
showing their work and eventually earning a degree. But it is a
terribly inefficient structure, as can easily be determined by
looking at the proportion of PhDs in a particular population to
the total population.

Nature has a better way. Consider humans: each one contains
the most complicated code ever contemplated, the human
genome. Yet this incredibly complicated genetic material is
replicated hundreds of thousands of times every single day, and
almost always by humans with no formal training and nothing
more than experience learned through observation. Human
replication begins when two humans consider each other to be
attractive. If the attraction is strong enough, they mate, they
breed (not necessarily in that order,) and the genetic material is
passed on.

Living urbanism was once built by a very similar process that
has now been lost: the Living Tradition. Every tradition begins
as a great idea by a single person about how to build
something better. If the pattern efficiently achieves its purpose
and resonates with their neighbors, it is replicated, and
therefore becomes a local pattern. Later, when the local pattern
has existed long enough that other people in the region have
seen it, they may say “We love this pattern; we want to adopt it
into our family of regional traditions.” Most architects today
equate tradition to history, but a living tradition bears about as
much resemblance to an historical tradition as a living creature
does to a fossil; they may both have a similar shape, but one is
alive while the other is dead.

signifies that each pattern has a purpose. If every pattern of
every code is framed in this manner, with the plain-spoken rule
of thumb of the pattern connected to the reason for the
pattern with “We do this because…” then this activates
everyone in the culture, and everyone is allowed to think again.
Until very recently, this aspect has been missing from nearly all
codes, or has been only tenuously attached by a separate
commentary document.

Growth

A living urbanism grows through a natural process that approxi-
mates cell division. Low-Transect-Zone lots are subdivided to
make Higher-Transect-Zone lots. This method of growth drove
human settlements until about a century ago, having entirely
disappeared in new developments. One of the many benefits of
the former method is that a settlement is complete at all times,
just as an organism is complete at all stages of growth. You
don’t see children walking around with one arm until a certain
age, nor are they missing fingers or toes as infants. Living
urbanism begins with a community of farmsteads. Each
farmstead is complete, as is the sub-urban neighborhood block
that it is divided into, as are the general urban lots that are
further subdivided from the sub-urban lots, as are the Main
Street lots that those are further subdivided and densified. This
is a quick description of the Sky Method, which has only
recently been proposed to approximate the old methods of
growth of a living urbanism. This may sound like an entirely
foreign concept to anyone steeped in modern development
methods, but look back at a series of maps about a century
apart showing the growth of an old city. You will see that this
was the normal method of growth of living urbanism. So it is
our recent system of development that is the foreign interloper
instead.

The way we build today attempts to jump straight to final
completion of a town by anticipating its climax condition,
including that work of new urbanist firms. Until an entire town
is complete, it looks like a stage-set. The corollary of a
development in its early stages would be a creature missing
most of its limbs, muscles, and organs. The only thing it would
have in full supply is its bones, because the municipalities insist
that the entire infrastructure for a phase be complete before
lots can be sold. A skeleton with only a few pieces of tissue
attached obviously could not be alive. Nor would you make it
alive by continuing to add tissue here and there.

Lest there be any doubt about this poor creature’s inability to
live, we have devised the Homeowner’s Association, which is
Urbanism’s Chloroform. Because we are terrified of uncertainty,
we want to make sure that the climax condition the planners
tried to create at the beginning is perpetuated forever, so we
immerse the entire place in Urbanism’s Chloroform, ensuring
that it never has any chance of taking on life by unknown
means in the future. By making change impractical, we make
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And so, we must revive living traditions, because they are the
operating systems of living urbanism. Today, millions of people
are working furiously all around the world to try to figure out
how to live sustainably. Once we figure it out, (and I’m
optimistic that we will,) we simply do not have the luxury of
time to spread that wisdom using only the higher education
system because it is far too inefficient and slow.

But there is an even worse way to fail. Modernism has at its core
the precept that if you are to be significant, your work must be
unique. So each significant architect is expected to reconstitute
architecture into a personal style like nothing quite seen before.
The problem is obvious: millions of the best minds are working
today to figure out sustainability. Once it is figured out, if we
then require each architect who would be significant to re-
invent sustainability in their own personal style, then we can
expect nothing other than catastrophic failure. So the
requirement of uniqueness goes far beyond the ludicrous to
the globally treasonous. It must not be tolerated any longer. We
must be allowed to share wisdom! The most effective way of
sharing wisdom ever devised and proven is nature’s way: it is a
living tradition. And it is the operating system of a living
urbanism. We must re-awaken them now!

So living traditions work because people resonate with, or find
beauty in, a particular pattern. Just as nature’s system works
because one person resonates with, or finds beauty in, another.
But just as people breeding have no need of any detailed
knowledge of genetics, people who are replicating a beloved
detail have no need of the detailed calculations of the person
who first designed the detail. A living tradition embeds wisdom
in beauty, just as nature does. So the people only need to know
the general “we do this because…”, not the specific details the
originator had to work out.

Disease & Death

Disease occurs in a living urbanism just as it does in living
creatures. Patterns designed by specialists rather than
generalists should be considered highly suspect as potential
disease agents. Thoroughfares designed by traffic engineers are
a classic example of a specialist’s solution with a single purpose:
getting as many cars as quickly as possible from point A to
point B. But in doing so, they make no contribution to the
overall health of the urbanism. So almost everywhere such
patterns are inflicted by the specialists — beginning in the
teens, 1920s, and 1930s — they cause disease in the living
urbanism.

The rapid, cancerous growth of the very fabric of urbanism is
sprawl. Bloated, super-sized cells replicate rapidly, sucking up
the resources of the living urbanism until the life of the place is
sucked out and the living urbanism dies.

Today, our world is in crisis. We have a pandemic of global
proportions of not just one disease agent, but of every sort of
specialist-driven virus imaginable. And cities all over the world
are eaten up with the cancer of sprawl, so much so that few
places remain with any signs of true living urbanism. Many
places are preserved in Urbanism’s Cryogenic State: the Historic
District. They may appear alive under casual inspection, but will
they ever actually live again? And all around them, we can
usually find nothing except the sickening, bloated carcass of
what might once have started out as living urbanism, but now
is just cancerous sprawl. And so the living urbanism died in
hideous fashion, and we watched it happen. And as the
urbanism died, sustainability died with it.

What can be done? If we are to have any hope of living
sustainably again, we must realize that sustainability goes hand-
in-hand with a living urbanism. As a matter of fact, so long as it
is understood that buildings are as much a part of urbanism as
cells are of a body, it’s not too great a stretch to say that sustain-
ability is a living urbanism. The two are inextricably linked; you
cannot have sustainability without a living urbanism.




