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The New Urban Crisis (2017)
By Richard Florida

Silvia Gugu

Fifteen years after his bestseller, “The Rise of the Creative Class And
How It’s Transforming Work, Leisure, Community And Everyday Life”, Richard
Florida makes a u-turn. The urban theorist, writer, professor and Director of
Cities at the Martin Prosperity Institute of the University of Toronto built a
consulting empire on his deeply resonating message about city regeneration
and success in a postindustrial, globalizing world. He is now focusing on the
unintended consequences of his sermon and untangling the dark externalities

of urban achievement.

Responding to critiques that accused his creative class theory of
focusing only on the elites at the expense of the majority of the population,
he admits in his 2017 book, “The New Urban Crisis: How Our Cities Are
Increasing Inequality, Deepening Segregation, and Failing the Middle Class—
and What We Can Do About It” that the same forces fueling urban growth
also generate mounting inequality. Most of the book is dedicated to showcasing
the author’s research on the dimensions and forces at work in this paradox,

with one last chapter left to put forward a list of policy solutions.
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What motivated Richard Florida’s change of heart? Back in 2002, in
The Rise of the Creative Class, he had suggested that growth is spurred by
the concentration of the creative class. This innovative, knowledge-based
elite, representing roughly a third of the population, chose to settle in areas
that catered to its potential. The ingredients proposed by Florida for developing
a creative place were the famous 3T — talent, technology and tolerance, which
translated into investments in cultural and technological infrastructure, as well
as amenities conducive to an active and participative lifestyle (experiential
activities). This place-based development model, which justified a vast array
of legacy projects, proved extraordinarily seductive to mayors all over the
world. Florida did warn of the inequality dangers posed by an approach that
focused policy on an elite representing only 30% of the population, and critics
promptly amplified this concern. It wasn’t until now though that he attempted

to deliver a comprehensive response to this problem.

“The New Urban Crisis” starts by proclaiming a full-blown metastasis
of urban polarization (p.xvi), reflected by spiking concentrations of wealth and
the quasi-complete dissolution of middle class neighborhoods. Captured by
an index that aggregates economic segregation, wage inequality, income
inequality, and housing unaffordability, this phenomenon is “positively and
significantly correlated with the size and density of metros, their concentrations
of high-tech industry, their share of creative-class workers and college
graduates, and their levels of economic output, income, and wages” (p. 187-

188). In other words, it is the dark byproduct of urban prosperity.

After an introductory chapter, the author shows how a handful of
superstar cities concentrate disproportionate shares of high value industries
and wealth, leaving the others behind, in a “winner-take-it-all” dynamic that

creates sharp regional inequalities. Apart from that, he notes, these very
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alpha-cities are falling victims to their own success, developing extreme
inequality, which ultimately slows down growth. As the creative class moves
in, competing for the most desirable neighborhoods, housing becomes
unaffordable for everybody else, because of staggering differences in income
and wages. He then discusses how patterns of gentrification further contribute

to the gap between poor and rich neighborhoods.

Chapters 5-7 illustrate the new American class geography. Moving
from aggregated to more granular data that captures neighborhood dynamics,
Florida maps spatial divisions according to income, education and occupation.
He distinguishes between the creative, working and service class. The
patchwork patterns emerging from his analysis, he shows, are shaped by the
creative class control of the advantageous locations — in proximity to the urban
cores, transit, knowledge-based institutions and natural amenities. This pushes
the working and service classes away from conveniences, giving birth to
concentrated pockets of poverty. In turn, these neighborhoods cannot sustain

good schools, and adequate services financed by local property taxes.

In Chapter 8, the author sketches the grim picture of mounting suburban
poverty, crime and the opioid epidemic. Chapter 9 captures the extreme of

the urban crisis, by providing a brief incursion in the developing world.

The last chapter discusses policy solutions towards a more inclusive
urbanism. He suggests replacing property taxes with land value tax (tax on
undeveloped land) or local tax increment transfers (redistributing tax revenues
from new development among the neighborhood residents) to fight opposition
to new construction. Diverting a larger share of the gas taxes towards mass
transit would help cluster people and economic activity closer together.
Redirecting the home mortgage tax credit from homeowners to low income

renters should discourage suburbanization and prevent people from being
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burdened by housing costs. Citing New Deal policies that turned low paying
blue collar jobs into middle class salaries, Florida also suggests increasing
the pay of service workers, bringing minimum wage to reflect the local cost
of living, and a universal basic income. To help bring down inequality at global

level, he calls for directing foreign aid to cities rather than nation-building.

After the painstaking critique of the inequality fueled by clustered and
concentrated urban development, readers may find it surprising that Florida’s
resolve is strategic investment in “more clustered and concentrated urban
development” (p. 189), which, the author admits, will be both expensive and
unpopular. However, in defending his theory, Florida is set to convince his
audience that clustering can work for and not against us, if redistributive
measures are put in place. And this, he is again forced to admit, is highly

implausible under a Republican government.

Unlike the rest of the book, which shows a systematic effort to
thoroughly dissect urban inequality, the last chapter is not supported by any
compelling data teased out in graphs and charts. The author makes no attempt
to convince us that his policy solutions have worked elsewhere in similar
contexts, or that they would even stand a chance to be adopted in the US.
Why, for example, doesn’t the availability of public transportation seem to
tame down inequality in London or Paris? Furthermore, arguing for deregulation
while warning against “too much vertical sprawl!”, “deadened condo canyons”
(p. 193), and warning that “urban economies are powered not by extreme
residential density and huge towers, but by the mid-rise, mixed-used density
that promotes mixing and interaction” (p. 193) will not leave the reader with
a clear path to follow. Pleading for affordable housing policies just to admit
that they “are admirable, but they can be costly and inefficient” (p. 202) is

bound to have a similar effect. Moreover, Florida informs that affordable homes
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are actually more available in sprawling suburbs than dense urban areas, with
housing costs almost double in the latter (p. 190). This is unlikely to sell his
proposed reform of redirecting homeowner subsidies that “stimulate
suburbanization” towards affordable rentals; after all, property ownership is

instrumental in social mobility, and rentals are not.

Even more discouragingly, Florida’s suggestions are intertwined with
pessimist reflections on the futility of his hopes under Donald Trump’s
presidency. He confesses that his initial aspiration to pen a national urban
policy was replaced by a 180-degree twist towards more decentralization and
local leadership, and reliance on the private sector, state and city governments.
He does not hesitate to link geographical class divides to inflammatory political
consequences such as the rise to power of populists like mayor Rob Ford
and Donald Trump or phenomena like Brexit. His New Urban Crisis Index is
“positively and significantly associated with the share of votes for Clinton in
2016 and negatively associated with the share of Trump votes” (p.188),
suggesting that the growing poverty in the suburbs is fueling more anti-

progressive sentiment than inequality in urban centers.

If its last chapter may seem half-baked, the book is accomplishing its
goal of depicting urban inequality and its relationship with urban growth. Its
data provides a lot for researchers to pick on. As for Richard Florida’s
impressive following of mayors and urban planners, it is bound to deliver a
very clear message of what is going wrong in creative cities and what the

consequences may be.
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Happy City: Transforming our Lives
through Urban Design (2013)
By Charles Montgomery
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Enlivenment

Towards a fundamental shift in the concepts of nature,
culture and politics
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By Andreas Weber

Enlivenment — Towards a
fundamental shift in the concepts of
nature, culture and politics (2013)

By Andreas Webher

Stefan Sylla
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The world, as we know it, as our grandparents, parents and teachers
have explained it to us, the world that we believe in seems to come to its
end: climate change, species extinction, economic crises, famine, armed
conflicts, ... These are not just empty phrases but serious matters supported
by numerous reports and long-term observations. For example, the “Living
Planet Report 2016~ of the Worldwide Foundation for Nature (WWF) presents
heavy evidence that we are facing the 6" large species extinction of the Earth’s

history, caused by the exponential increase of human pressure on the planet.

What has happened? How have we come this far, that life on Earth
and, with that, humanity is at stake? And: is there anything we can do about
it? Is it enough to find technical or political solutions for these problems, or

are we dealing with a systematic error that is nested within modern civilization?

Andreas Weber (PhD, Biologist and Philosopher) asks these pressing
questions in his book “Enlivenment”. For sure, he is not the first one, his book
might be found in a long shelf with other books about “Global Change”, “The

» o«

Anthropocene”, “Climate Change”, etc. However, already the subtitle indicates
that he will be looking at these questions from an uncommon perspective:

“Towards a fundamental shift in the concepts of nature, culture and politics”.

Weber summarizes the “multiple crises” that humanity is currently facing
under the term “crisis in global sense-making”. He profoundly deduces that
this crisis is not simply caused e.g. by economic inequalities or lack of
education, but that it is deeply rooted in the structures of modern scientific
thought, the way we are looking at and understanding reality. Modern science
was brought forth by a complex mix of influences, dominated by Newtonian
thought and, later on, Darwinism. At the heart of it stands the claim that there
is only one reality which is “objective reality”. Therefore, Weber refers to modern

science as the “Science of dead matter” as it systematically excludes
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subjectivity, the felt human experience of life. The consequences are alarming:
“[...] Science, society and politics have for the last 200 years lost their interest
in understanding actual, lived and felt human existence. [...] Should it be so
surprising, then, that the survival of life on our planet has become the most
urgent problem?” (p. 11). Separating reality through statistical analysis and
algorithms has become the most common way of “creating” knowledge in
modern science. From that perspective, whatever science “touches”, becomes
dead matter. This “ideclogy of non-living” neglects life by not valuing the

human experience of lived reality.

These critical insights of Weber’s presentations are pointing to the
question, why, after 30 years of “sustainable development”, we are still
consuming the biosphere of the planet, at an even higher rate than ever
before. Here, Weber introduces the term “bioeconomics” and argues that
economics, the major driving force behind global change and human pressure
on the Earth, is deeply related with the concepts of biological science. The
idea of the “homo economicus”, the human “struggle for existence” was
inspired by Darwinism. It is not by accident that the terms “eco-logy” and
“eco-nomy” seem to share a similar heritage. Even though there are numerous
new findings questioning these rather orthodox concepts (Weber cites multiple
examples especially from biology), this ideology, that couples biological and
economic thought, still is, maybe more than ever, the world-ruling framework
of how things are being done. The ideal of “universal competition” gives
justification to the ever ongoing theft of life-giving resources and the destruction
of the biosphere. Meaningful structures of human- and human-nature
interactions are replaced by monetary transactions and, ultimately, inner

emptiness.
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Clearly, Weber’s book does not give the impression that it aims to be
a harsh critic or an attack on mainstream science and global economy. It is
rather guided by a sense of deep concern, care and an ardent search for
profoundly new ways of living. It is not pointing towards a complete replacement
and revolution of existing structures, but an enhancement that will correct for

its flaws.

“Enlivenment”, the title of his book is a word creation of one of his
colleagues, based on the term “to enliven”, which means “to give life, action
or spirit to something, to make it more interesting, lively or enjoyable” (Merriam-
Webster Dictionary). It suggests to focus social, scientific and political activity
on the question of how to nourish “life”, e.g. to produce more meaning,
participatory experience and beauty. Enlivenment is permanently present like
a lighthouse throughout the whole book, and around that Weber starts to
carefully weave a fine web that includes his own ideas and those of many
other renown authors, of how a future society, science and an economy,
where humans are nourishers of the biosphere instead of exploiters, could
look like. With a well-founded and knowledgeable account of existing thought,
experiences and frameworks Weber presents a set of diverse building blocks
that could be a foundation of a life-enriching humanity: Commons &
commoning, biopoetics, first-person science, biospheric house-holding, re-
embodied thinking, wild naturalism, shared experience, empirical subjectivity,
interbeing, nature writing, to name just a few. By presenting various examples,
he shows that “Enlivenment” is not a totally new idea but that it is actually

already being practiced in different ways all around the world.

Even though it is a hard task to formulate something that is outside
current frameworks of scientific and economic thought, Weber masters to

shed light onto a path into an almost completely unknown world. Therefore,
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in some parts, reading his book is challenging and it feels like being in a foggy
landscape with some short glimpses of a bright, sunlit spot. In that sense his
book also pictures the depth of the cultural shift that he suggests: it will not
be another technological solution or a political revolution, but it will be a deep
turn in our way of thinking, in the way we are looking at reality. It will be a
fundamental shift, because our current way of thinking has been shaped for
at least the last 200 years by the dominating paradigms of Newtonian thought,

Darwinism and economic Liberalism.

Weber’s book encourages the reader to dare stepping out onto these
untrodden paths of new thought, where we can learn again to recognize the
truly essential, the living in this world. More than that, Weber manages to
carefully formulate a dynamic web of ideas that are well-founded enough to
act as a guidepost towards a future science and society, which builds up,
instead of contributing to the ever-widening destruction not only of the planet,
but of humanity itself. His book is a profound contribution to bring about an
end of being separated from nature (“more-than-human world”) towards a

poetic, embodied and truly felt relationship with the Earth.
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