
176|    M
ichael Sorkin

of advocacy planning’s more successful tools)— seems most often used 
not to produce new ideas or to give citizens entrée to the process of 
design, but to manufacture consent for New Urbanist predilections. 
No matter what the input, the outcome always seems the same.

Such remorseless formal orthodoxy is what killed Modernism, and 
it is not exactly surprising that the New Urbanist charter and congress 
are structural vamps of the Charter of Athens and its organizational 
vanguard, CIAM, nor that New Urbanism relies on charismatic, 
evangelizing leadership, the star power that is such a uniform object 
of CNU derision. This is the very defi nition of old- fashioned utopian-
ism. The net effect is a vision that reproduces the self- certain, uni-
versalizing mood of CIAM both formally and ideologically, but that 
offers a new, if equally restricted, lexicon of formal behaviors. The 
ideological convergence of Modernist and “New” Urbanism is strik-
ing. Both are invested in an idea of a universal, “correct” architecture. 
Both are hostile to anomaly and deviance. Both have an extremely 
constrained relationship to human subjectivity and little patience for 
the exercise of difference. Both claim to have solutions for the urban 
crisis, which is identifi ed largely with formal issues. Both purport to 
have an agenda that embraces an idea of social justice, but neither 
has a theory adequate to the issues involved. Finally, both are per-
suaded that architecture can independently leverage social transfor-
mation, become the conduit for good behavior, the factory grinding 
out happy workers or consumers.

It is not surprising that the two most celebrated formal accom-
plishments of the New Urbanism— Seaside and Celebration— are both 
fi guratively and literally Disneyesque. That is, both are programmed 
and designed to produce a specifi c visual character held to conduce a 
fi xed set of urban pleasures. Such pleasures are encoded in stylistic ex-
pression and heavily protected against deviancy, in a privileged typol-
ogy in which the single- family house is the invariable alpha form, in 
highly static and ritualized physical infrastructures of sociability— 
the porch, the main street, the band shell— in compaction and the 
careful disposition of cars, and in an idea of sociability rooted in 
homogeneity and discipline. These are model environments for a lei-
sured class, and they do produce both a dull serenity and a set of 
spaces for “public” activity with clear advantages over the thought-
lessly cul- de- saced McMansions whose pattern they interrupt.

Seaside is the Battery Park City of the New Urbanism, its fi rst com-
prehensive codifi cation and expression, and a clear expression of its 


