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malism. The charge of superfi ciality, however, was not simply an or-
thodox Modernist riposte to historicist architecture; it was meant to 
resonate with the social program embedded in CIAM’s discourse— 
the sputtering effort to globalize European styles of rationality in its 
putative project of amelioration— and to concretely realize insights 
shared with planners who lacked the inclination and the means to 
produce architectural responses.

This constellation of arguments— that cities were important to civi-
lization, that abandoning centers for sprawling suburbs was no answer, 
that design could reify, for better or worse, social arrangements, and 
that “correct” and deep architectural projects that commanded all the 
physical components of city building could solve their problems— has 
dominated the fi eld of urbanism from the early nineteenth century to 
the present. And the critique of this discourse has also had a consis-
tent focus: we must be wary of all totalizing schemes, especially those 
that propose universal formal solutions to complex social and en-
vironmental problems, that obliterate human, cultural, and natural 
differences, and that usurp individual rights through top- down, com-
mand application.

Many of those gathered at the conference clearly felt some disquiet 
not simply at the 1950s America of conspicuous consumption and 
sprawl but also at the America of urban renewal, then in the years of 
its raging glory. Strikingly, the nondesigners in attendance— including 
Charles Abrams, Jane Jacobs, Lewis Mumford, and Lloyd Rodwin— 
were those to voice the claims of the intricate social city, to decry 
the racist agendas of urban renewal, to argue for the importance of 
small- scale commerce, and to denounce the “tyranny” of large- scale, 
market- driven solutions. Indeed, the presence of this group— none 
of whom was a member of either the architect- dominated CIAM or 
Team 10— represented the seeds of doom for the constricted urban-
ism promoted by CIAM, the inescapably contaminating other that 
continues to haunt the narrow project of urban design.

This critique of the CIAM project was scarcely news. In his indis-
pensable volume on CIAM, Eric Mumford quotes a letter from Lewis 
Mumford that sets out his reasons for declining Sert’s invitation in 
1940 to write an introduction to what was eventually published as 
the remarkably fl akey Can Our Cities Survive? in 1942. As with the 
demurral of the nonarchitect conferees of 1956, Mumford’s disagree-
ment was with a reading of the city that seemed to exclude politics 
and culture, to reduce the urban function to the schema of housing, 


