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recreation, transportation, and industry. “The organs of political and 
cultural association,” wrote Mumford about an especially conspicu-
ous lacuna in Sert’s polemic, “are the distinguishing marks of the 
city: without them, there is only an urban mass.”

In 1961— a year after Harvard formally established its degree pro-
gram in urban design— Jane Jacobs published The Death and Life 
of Great American Cities, still the defi nitive critique of functionalist 
urbanism. As the 1960s progressed, this attack on the forms and as-
sumptions that comprised the pedigree of virtually every aspect of 
contemporary urbanism came hot and heavy from various quarters. 
The civil rights movement exposed the racist agenda behind much 
urban renewal and highway construction. The women’s movement 
revealed the sexist assumptions underlying the organization of subur-
ban and other forms of domestic space. The environmental and con-
sumer movements showed the toxic ineffi ciencies of the automotive 
system and the selfi sh, world- dooming wastefulness of U.S. hyper-
consumption. The counterculture protested the anemic expressive 
styles of Modernist architecture and the homogeneous spatial pat-
tern of American conformity. Preservationism celebrated the value 
of historic urban textures, structures, and relationships. Advocacy 
planning and the close investigation of indigenous “self- help” solu-
tions to building for the poor espoused user empowerment, demo-
cratic decision making, low- tech, and private expressive variety. And 
the assault on functionalist orthodoxy fomented by both rebellious 
visionaries and liberated historicists within the architectural profes-
sion made the CIAM writ seem both sinister and ridiculous.

All of this called into question the form the new urban design 
would take as well as what urban ideology it would defend— its re-
sponse to the complex of social, political, and environmental crises 
everywhere exposed and exploding. New York City was to be the 
most visible battleground, and 1961 opened the decade with a clari-
fying statement of thesis and antithesis: the simultaneous publica-
tion of Death and Life and the passage of a revised bulk- zoning law 
that overturned the pioneering regulations of 1916— with their codi-
fi cation of street walls and setbacks— in favor of the paradigm of 
the slab in the plaza, the offi cial enshrinement, at last, of the Ville 
Radieuse. This was controversial from the outset— such planning 
had already dominated public housing construction and urban re-
newal for years— and the atmosphere in the city was roiling. The tide 


