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Imagine aland, spacious and relatively empty, where acivilization creates itsdlf in ashort time.
Waves of sttlers, from the coast and from a variety of different lands abroad, clear the forests and
Settle the plains, wiping out the native population, most of which had no urban settlement pattern.
Natural resources are extremey abundant. It isavigoroudy commercid population, whose officid
reigning ideology is strongly libertarian, both economic (liberalism) and civil (procedurd). It constructs
abuilt environment. Its earliest settlements, clinging to the coasts, become its segports. Initidly, they
are dense frontier ports, windows on arough continent. Farms develop in the “interior,” and there are
the usud farming towns, central places for ther agriculturd hinterlands.

Thismay sound like any settlemert pattern in the Western world. But early on, certain
peculiarities emerge. For one, the cities develop with aspatia order which is digtinctively modern, such
that the connections between buildings are “looser” than those of older civilizations. Urban land is
divided up into modern, big, sizes and shapes, facilitating changesin land uses, and the transportation
infrastructure permits awide range of spatid connections. In addition, the resdentia population of the
city expands rapidly outward, and the population of the country is on the move, from city-region to city-
region, both of which generate a very high demand for land-use change.

Meanwhile, the settlement of the land is not based on manor houses+ peasants, whether on the
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demesne or in dense agricultural hamlets or villages, but on the independent farm -- frequently with very
few persons present (afamily grouping and, at best, afew workers) with only occasona connectionsto
the nearby agricultura centra place. Therurd landscapeis characterized by reatively low dengties
and long-distance -- if rdatively infrequent spatia interconnection.

All in dl, the functiona organization of this built environment, whether urban or rurd, comesto
incorporate three digtinctive features: ahigh degree of spatial selectivity in contacts (facilitated by a
modern trangportation grid from the beginning); alower intensity and frequency of contact with the
externa environment than in corresponding environmentsin other countries, and a tendency, for agiven
leve of dendity of proximity, to maximize theinternalization of functions within individua units,
whether resdentid, commercid, indudrid or agriculturd, in the built environment. * Spatia sdectivity”
refers to the degree to which proximity is acondraint in the choice of interactions in the built
environment. Low sdectivity is usudly a consequence of strong congraints to choose the most
proximate possible interaction for a given need; high sdectivity exists where these constraints are
weeker. “Interndization” refers to the degree to which functions are carried out ingde a given unit of the
built environment; where interndization is high, many things hgppen indgde such aunit; whereit islow,
services and functions tend to be procured from the externa environment, and are thus provided by
other units, involving interaction.

But function isn't the end of this Sory, for aesthetics and vaues develop apace. On the land,
farms and towns develop without the structure and weight of ether noble domains nor traditiond village
architecture. In the early years, a certain economic and natural determinism (availability of materids;

building skills) isat work in determining the look of architecture, but with greater wedth, these



condraints are removed, making al kinds of experimentation possible. In addition, the more rapid
turnover of population and functions leads to less durable building, and in turn facilitates building and
rebuilding rather than adding-on of maintaining/restoring existing buildings.  In the cities, vast modern
grids are congtantly expanded, giving rise to arate of change -- building, moving on, abandonment, land
use transformation -- which is very high by historica sandards. Thereis acomplex aesthetic pattern,
with large- scale devel opment permitting a certain degree of interna, neighborhood homogeneity, but
between neighborhoods, there is awide variety of styles. With greater wedth and bigger plots,
commercid architecture becomes increasingly heterogeneous and there is an increasing diversity of
resdentia architecture styles between neighborhoods or developments. A wide variety of styles
becomes the norm, and everything from extraordinary examples of modernism and innovation to
extraordinary kitsch and bandity, are the result. There are so increasing gaps, empty spaces and bad
spaces, between these heterogeneous constructed spaces, the counterparts of rapid land use changein
acontext of expangon, with rdatively low building cogts. The overdl impresson is of low levels of
coherence, epecialy when compared to classca norms of city building. Nonethdess, aestheticdly this
is celebrated as the outcome of popular and individua expression, while the gaps are the necessary
outcomes of the mobility permitted by the modernist grid laid down on the nation’s landscape, the
ideologies and routines of individua expression, and the incentive structure associated with speculative
investment and easy credit*. Sometimes beauttiful, often sumptuous, private and public buildings can be
found in great profusion in thislandscape. Y et the connecting tissue is dmost universaly admitted to be
dangerous or ugly, except within very strictly demarcated spaces (often privatized).

Viewed in an evolutionary perspective, it can be seen that there is functiond rationdity to the



routines -- big spaces, separability, need for salf-containment, efficient interconnection, mohility and
turnover -- which lead to both the bits of aesthetic excellence and the overdl lack of “tight” coherence:
both are outcomes of ways that builders and consumers of the built environment evaluate what it is
possible (physicaly and economically) to do, and how they form their expectations of what othersin
that same built environment will do (snce the actions of others impact them directly through locationd
externdities and interdependencies).

Thereis dso an aesthetic value system at work, in concert with the economic-functiond action
system described above. The higoricaly-developed, geographicaly-stuated routines we have
described underpin the ways architects, builders and consumers are socidized, i.e. the ways the set of
choices around them become normative for them. These actors are not mere passive recipients of
socidization, however. The heights of excdlence found in such an environment are, in many ways,
potentiated by the chaos and seeming disorder of the “whole,” understood as a spatid grid in which
radica expressons of individua experimentation are possible, and facilitated by the habit of building
sdf-contained projects. These circumstances exist in relatively few urbanized built environments around
the world. But when it comesto the architectures of mass lodging and consumption, this same
possibility set leads to radica experimentation involving frequent chegpness, ugliness and vulgarity, and
there are neither physica congraints nor aesthetic authority congraints to hold it back. Still, evenin
these spaces, the individud initiative which is possible leads sometimes to reinvention of beauty.
Aesthetics, in other words, are intimately related to functiona routines and the possibility sets of the two
evolve together through strong mutud influence.

We have told a stylized story for the case of the USA, which is very likely an historica-



geographica exception, not a pattern-setter.  In other countries, with other historical- and
geographica- evolutionary pathways, there will be different combinations of beauty and ugliness, linked

to different functiond routines.

The*Value’ of the City

Inthe USA, journdigts, socid scientigts, and paliticians avoid discussing the “vaue of the city.”
Itislargely taboo to say that Americans just don’t care about cities while, for example, Europeans do.
This doesn't seem scientific, and it doesn’'t seem “possible,” given that the USA is an urban civilization.

And it tends to represent Europeans mere products of their history, negating the role of human action
and reflexivity in society and economy..

Beauty or uglinessin the urban, i.e. built, environment, used to be dedlt with viaa sort of
unguestioned aesthetic hierarchy, handed down from that class of persons -- architects, urbanists,
philosophers -- who were listened to as definers of the aesthetic hierarchy. The notion of striving for
such a consensus about what is beautiful or valuable has been strongly criticized, most epecidly in the
United States, but €lsewhere aswell, for two reasons.  The populists claim that vernacular architecture
and city environments are interesting, and they extend thisto claim that because they are expressions of
the tastes of ordinary, non-dlite people, we should celebrate them, i.e we should “learn from Las
Vegas.”? Others are less demagogic, noting simply that occasionally, vernacular architecture and
urbanism are the real equals of what has been crested by salf-conscious crafters of the beautiful.®> The

populigts -- who run the gamut from paliticaly Right to paliticdly Left -- have mostly won out,
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however, and it iswidely considered to be dlitist to say that something is beautiful or ugly, especidly if it
concernsthe spacesreserved for the middle classes. And there remains a surprising lack of aesthetic
criticiam of the rampant kitsch built by the armies of America swedthy to livein. Thisisthe
“normetive’ dimengion of our fal from aesthetics

The second reason we have become reluctant to return to hierarchical aesthetic valuesis
“positive”* quite smply, most of what we produce in the built environment has very little to do with the
hierarchy defined by the authorities. In many countries, this distancing assumes overwheming
proportions, where the vast mgjority of what is built and lived in is decidedly “low brow” or “middle
brow.” These are established functiond routines of building and consuming, and “high architecture’ isin
araified specidized circuit. In certain European countries, the routines are split into center city versus
the rest and high versus low, which are conscioudy acknowledged not just by architects and critics, but
by the generd public. Though both societies produce mostly low- and middie-brow architecture, the
roleswhich low and high occupy in the public imaginary are quite different.

Thus, in the USA, though many people deplore the obvioudy ugly dimensions of our
landscapes, large numbers of people appear to like much of what is produced, at least when it comesto
individua objects such as buildings, while they are more reserved about the effect whenit isdl put
together into cities, neighborhoods, or regions. In “Europe’™ on the other hand, there are more people
who deplore the character of individua buildings, but fewer who didike the ensemble: there is frequent
pride in and pleasure taken in architecture and the overdl built environment of cities. Moreover, in
Europe there isawdl-developed culture of both historical and high- modern architecture (even though

they have proportionately less of the latter than the USA), and of public space. Thereisahint, in these



mirror-image circumstances, that thereisadrong relaionship between “postive’ forces-- i.e. red
socid practices by which the built environment is produced -- and norms, i.e. the vauation of what is

produced.

Social Theory: Value(s) as Action(s)

Socid theory lurches from one extreme to another when it comes to the positive explanation of
vaue, with some theories seeking va ue as an objective outcome of socid forces, others seeking values
aswhat isfelt, experienced, or believed. Economics, of dl gtripes, “under socidizes’ the actor, while
sociology and other human sciences tend to “over socidize” Neoclassical economics has afairly good
mechanics for underganding prices. thereisthe form of agood or service, i.e. itsintringc physica or
intangible characterigtics, and these characteristics drive conditions of production. Neoclassca
economigts like most goods to be what they cal “rival goods’ -- they can be easily reproduced,
permitting many producers to exist -- because this permits competitive price formation to teke place.
Then the consumer entersin: neoclassica economics, asiswell known, derives price -- equd to vaue,
in agate of equilibrium -- from the aggregation of individud utility functions, which in turn are the
expressions of the buyer’s precise ranking of different desires (“choice’), under a given income
congtraint.

For classica economics, by contrast, value is the expression of producer prices as they add up
through the input chain; the Marxigt theory is avariation on this theme, with producer prices now

divided into labor vaues and surplus, the former determined by |abor time, and the divison between the



two fixed by the “higtoricaly-determined” standard of living. The actor haslittle agency in these
approaches, for the weight of historica-structurd forcesis what determinesvaue. Moreover, in
Marxist and Smithian economics, it is assumed that “ superstructurd” eements of socid life -- such as
bdiefs and politica subjectivities-- are largely congtrained by the structurd, objective, interests of the
parties, something which has turned out to be only partidly true, if that. The actor is“over socidized.”

Much of sociology doesthe same. In both the socidization tradition coming from Max Weber
or the functiondist American tradition, the actor is“produced” by forces that are much bigger than shhe
is. Yet these traditions have little to say about where a given set of values, now imparted via
socidization or rationdly reproduced via functionalism, came from in the first place. Neither position
shows much interest in the problem of action: the former carries abdlief in universd, rationd
utilitarianism; the latter abelief in the power of externad norms. Modern socia theory is peopled by
caculating machines or bearers of structures. The notion that action exigts, by contrast, implies that we
conceive of people as capable of doing things which are not mere products of structures or socidization,
and in which the nature of their caculation or rationdity cannot be known perfectly.

It does not imply that people are free to do whatever they want to do, but rather that they have
ared, non-trivia margin of maneuver under condraint. This problem, of reconciling true structure with
true agency, giving red weight to both terms, has been the subject of some recent work, notably by
Anthony Giddens, Pierre Bourdieu, and others, but rather little of this has reached economics. Asone
sociologist put it recently:

At the top of the agendalis the requirement to circumvent the perennid dudismsthat split socid

scientific thought and mutilate our grasp of redlity: those between subject and object, choice and
constraint, consent and coercion, or between purposive and meaningful activity through which
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agents congtruct their world on the one hand, and the impersond compulsion and limits that the
gravity of socid structures impose on them on the other.®

Thisisdirectly pertinent to the question of vaues, for true vaues are only of interest if they are the
outcomes of action; if they are outcomes of automatic calculations or structures which themselves do
not incorporate vaues (but only, for example, interests), then values have no independent effectivity and

thus exigt only as unimportant reflections of deeper forces.

Action in the Economy

The way to rgect the duaism mentioned above is to recongtruct our definition of human action
in the economy. Thereislittle point in atempting to isolate human actions andyticdly, and ether
seeking the universdl intentions and rationalities behind them or seeking the structures (norms, interests,
etc.) which generate specific intentions and rationdities. It ismore fruitful to approach to problem by
imagining the fundamenta dilemmas which are faced by persons as they try to carry out pragmatic
activity. In any given pragmétic Situation, each actor is subject to uncertainty with respect to what
others, upon whom hisher own actions are dependent, will do. Interdependency isreferred to herein
the sense that in most Stuations of pragmatic action, we need others to respond to what we do in away
which is coherent with the action we take in order for our initid intentions to be redized. The particular
form and nature of that uncertainty vary according to the contours of the particular Situation (in this case,
the production of the built environment), as do the sets of waysto resolve it o asto go forward and
succeed in the collective activity of the economy. This makesthe centra problem of action one of

producing coor dination among interdependent actors. Such coordination is neither the product of
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atomism nor of norms and Structures.

This coordination can only come about when actors come to a sort of "agreement” about what
isto be done -- in the sense that what each person does meets the expectations of the others on whom
he or she depends. Such agreement -- specific to the pragmatic Situation at hand -- is required between,
say, buyersand sellers of acommodity, between input-supplier and purchaser, between one worker
and another on the shop floor, between manager and worker; without it, the collective, mutualy
interdependent activity cannot go forward.

Of course, thisis not an "agreement” in the sense of aforma contract or explicit rule, but rather
in the sense of acommon context; aset of points of reference which goes beyond the actors as
individuas but which they nonetheless build and understand in the course of their actions (and which
they may or may not like; and over which they may or may not experience conflict). These points of
reference for evauating a Stuation and coordinating with other actors are essentialy established by
conventions between persons. Conventions emerge both as responses to and as definitions of
uncertainty; they are attempts to order economic actions in away that alows production and exchange
to take place according to a set of known expectations.

The forma notion of convention as daborated by David Lewis’ isasfollows

A regularity, R, in the behavior of members of a population P, when they act ina
recurrent Situation, S, is aconvention, if and only if, for each example of S, for the members of

- Each conformsto R;

Each anticipates that dl otherswill conformto R;
Each prefersto conform to R on the condition that others do so. Since Sisaproblem

of coordination, the general conformity to R resultsin a coordination equilibrium.®

Lewis definition supposes that each person identifies, at least for hersdf or himsdf, R as aregularity, as
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well asthe nature of the Situations S, their recurrent character, and the relationship between Sand R.

Conventions resemble "hypotheses’ formulated by persons with respect to the relaionship
between their actions and the actions of those on whom they must depend to realize agod. When
interactions are reproduced time and again in Smilar Stuations, and when particular courses of action
have proved successful, they become incorporated in routines and we then tend to forget ther initidly
hypothetica character. Conventions thus become an intimate part of the history incorporated in
behaviors.

The word "convention” is commonly understood to suggest a one and the sametime: arule
which istaken for granted and to which everybody submits without reflection, the result of an agreement
(acontract), or even afounding moment (such as the Condtitutiona Convention). Thus convention refers
to the smultaneous presence of these three dimensions. (@) rules of spontaneous individuad action, (b)
congtructing agreements between persons, and © inditutions in Situations of collective action; each hasa
different goatio-tempora extent, and they overlgp in complex ways a any given moment in any given
gtuation. In practice, it isonly by initidly assuming the existence of acommon context and by
formulating expectations with respect to the actions of othersthat it is possible to engage in coordinated
collective action: these are the dimensions of inherited, longue durée conventions, some of which take
the form of formad inditutions and rules. But a any given moment, the context is evauated and
re-evaluated, re-interpreted, by the individua who must choose to practice or not practice according to
agiven convention. Common contexts are therefore not the same things as norms or structures, and the
points of reference therefore do not appear as results of the encompassing socia order, but rather

through the built-up coordination of Situations and the ongoing resolution of differences of interpretation
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into new or modified common contexts of action.

In this process of establishing a common context, there is no reason to suppose that the actor
separaes the pogtive from the normative. On the contrary, when coordination is successful, it generaly
incorporates both mutualy coherent expectations and afaith that the actions undertaken are consistent
with our principles of the fair and the good or, a leadt, the satisfactory, in such away that we can judtify
our actions to ourselves and others® In other words, conventionally-coordinated actions incorporate
values.

The actor isno longer over socidized or under socidized in thisandyss. Sheis responsible for
understanding and interpreting the circumstances which surround her, and this means understanding
what the margin of maneuver is, with respect to the conventiona expectations which she understands to
exig with another actor. At the limit, certain actors can reason drategicaly enough to know when the
margin of maneuver is, such that a new pattern of conventiond interactions can be established when they

bresk with the exigting convention. At the same time, such an understanding is a redlization of
limitation and condraint, the weight of existing conventions,

We are now going to see how conventions, and their incorporated notions of value, coordinate

action in the production of the built environment.

Action in Producing the Built Environment: Spatial and Temporal Interdependencies

There are strong interdependencies between actors which frame the production of a built

environment. The spatid nature of the built environment imposes these interdependencies among
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producers (builders, investors), between producers and consumers, and among consumers. The
interdependencies are both spatid and temporal.

Spatid interdependencies fal into two main groups. the effects of proximity and the effects of
postion. What is built in the environment is extremely sengtive to what is around it: in cities, there are
positive externdities (“non-excludabilities’) and negative externdity effects from what surrounds a
building or plot. If our lawn istrimmed but the neighbor’ s is strewn with garbage, there is an aesthetic,
psychologica and pecuniary negetive externdity of the neighbor’s action. Vice-versa in acump of
“noble’ buildings, each will have positive spillover effects and the whole has a super-additive(non
linear) pecuniary dynamic.

Spatid proximity is tricky in economics, because it refersto the built environment as an effect
of technology: when things are proximate, it is-- probably -- because something about the technology
of relations between activities (or their cost- price characteristics) do not permit them to be pulled gpart.
They are, therefore, in agtuaion of indivighility. A given configuration of proximity can be dtered by
technologica change or market forces, and thisis the ongoing locationa dynamic of the economy.

Postion isthe other dimension of spatid interdependence and isimplicit in what we have
dready said (and what real estate agentstdl us: “location, location, location”). In asystem of
interdependent locations, there is afixed stock of a given location or like locations. Unlike many goods,
the supply is not infinitely expandable. Location or space are “positiona goods,”*® (aform of “non-
rival” goods) whose price is directly dependent on the position defined by its relations of proximity and
degree of indivighility with other land uses, such that one location cannot be exactly substituted for

another, and where sometimes there is no functionally equivadent location a al. Postion amost dways
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makes certain goods (locations) “scarce” precisely by opening up supplies of new locations which do
not have the positionally-unique attributes of old locations.™ Thisis a degp paradox for economic
thought.

Tempord interdependence in the development of the built environment ssems from the fact that
the effects of proximity at one moment dter the choice set for those who come after, perhaps
irrevocably. Space economies do not develop like a*norma” economy, viathe smooth substitution of
goods, tempora reversibility, and flexibility of outcomes. Brian Arthur's® parable for evolutionary
economics shows why thisisthe case. Take anidand where cars are introduced, dl of them at more or
lessthe sametime. Drivers are free to choose between the left-hand and right-hand sides of the road
and have no in-built preference toward either. Each sSide possesses increasing returns. as a higher
proportion of drivers chooses one sSide, the returnsto that side rise quickly. If one Sde gets sufficiently
ahead, driverswill “fal in” on that Sde, so that eventudly dl carswill drive on that Sde of theroad. The
sde that wins, i.e. comesto dominate, cannot be predicted in advance.

Severd aspects of these outcomes are worth of note. Firgt, in contrast to the usua Situation of
diminishing returns, the outcome need possess no superior efficiency properties; the sde that wins
need not be the better of the two. Second, driving is now locked-in to the chosen sde. The outcome
isstructurally rigid, in that margind inducements to driversto change sdeswill be ineffective. Third,
even though we know drivers preferences and possibilities, ex ante the outcomeis not predictable.
“Smadll events’” outsde the moded -- perhaps some drivers' reactions, perhaps a dog running into the
road, perhgps the timing and pogitioning of traffic lights, may be crucid in deciding the long run outcome.

Fndly, it is hard to assign causality, even in retrogpect, and it would be a mistake to read into it
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some innate superiority of the outcome. One might think of the recent victory of DOS-based computer
systems over Macintosh systems as an example of these issues.

The built environment shares some of these characteristics morein its overdl form than in the
particular nature of each of its components, i.e. buildings. The overdl structure of the built environment
-- the size and shape of parcels, ther interrelations to each other, the arrangement of functions -- are
strongly subject to the kinds of scale-induced path-dependency dynamics described. Though it may be
possible to change what is done on agiven parcd, it is extremdy difficult to dter the overd| patterning
of the spatiad system. This patterning, through proximity and indivishility effects, srongly affectswhat is
practical on given parcels, though does not determine it. The feedbacks are of great interest, since there
isan increasing return to scale to the overall choice set of spatial proximities and interdependencies,
a consequence of the developmenta pathway of the built environment as awhole, over time.

Spatia and tempora interdependence in the built environment-- and in-between the “whol€’
and itsindividud parts’ -- make it behave very differently, in developmenta terms, from the ways
standard economic models represent productive economic activity : instead of congtant returns to scale,
severahility, and subgtitutability, hence the possibility of change a la carte, the built environment is
characterized by spatia and tempora path dependency, the “wholeness’ of a system of actions,

reactions, and outcomes, and hence, the difficulty of change.

Interdependency and Convention in the Making of Built Environments
Built environments, therefore, involve actors and actions which are hugdly interdependent, in the

gpatia and temporal ways we have suggested. Y et the dependence on others which this necessitates
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for each action taken with regard to the built environment aso implies uncertainty. In order to proceed
with the practica activity of building or creeting a built environment, actors must therefore find away to
abate their uncertainty. For the producersand consumers of the built environment, this uncertainty is
abated by understanding the reigning practices and habits of others, i.e. by having correct expectations
of what otherswill do in agiven stuation of action which affects the built environment. Conventions are
not evidence of gags, of actors blindly following roles. Instead, given the higtoricaly- and
geographically-established parameters of the built environment a hand, particular cumuletive learning
dynamics are set into motion.

Aswe noted earlier, there is no reason to assume that convention is solely about a “positive’
explanation of why a given built environment becomes what theway it is. Conventions aso
incorporate the development of collective judgements about what is produced and consumed: mutualy
coherent notions about what is good or bad, ugly or beautiful, and a what price“Vaue’
smultaneoudy has postive roats, in that it reflects the particular, conventionally-constructed way's that
groups of actors coordinate in order to produce goods of given qudities, and normative roots, in that it
reflects the way's those actors justify™ their actionsin production and consumption of the built
environment. The two sides of convention, positive and normative, are locked into atempord diaectic
which makes ther effects mutudly reinforcing.

Thisis dso why different mixtures of high and low are produced and justified and hence why American
so-caled “anti-ditis” populism has not taken hold in European tastes about cities.

Thisis, of course, just atheoretica retelling of the story we presented in the opening section of

this paper. Now we shdl try to turn it into amore general modd and compare the stylized facts of the
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American and European built environments, and the reaionship of thisto different “vaues’ in cities.

Pathways of Conventionsin the Built Environment

Since we're going to build a“modd,” let there be two axes and a bunch of boxes which
different positions dong these axes will define, asin Figure 1. And let’s put on these axes two aspects
of the built environment which are fairly sandard in such exercises. On the verticd axis, dengty and its
correlate, proximity. On the horizontal axis, the patio-tempord interactions of the built environmert,
i.e. between individua buildings or land parcels and their environments (in traditiond modds, this axisis
usualy cdled “trangport” or “trangport costs’). In the approach defined by standard urban economics,
there isa set of never-ending negative feedbacks between these two factors. density reaches a point
where it bids up land prices so high that it either makes possible the use of transportation modes hitherto
economically unfeasible, or it induces technologica change in trangport so that density can be reduced
by increasing the supply of available land. Cities develop viaaback and forth movement between
density levels and land supply, through the development of transport, such that the downward-doping
dengty gradient from center to periphery, and the functiona alocation of land to land uses, is
determined.

There are two problems with this reasoning. Oneisthat while increasing pressure on existing
land does drive up prices and induce decentralization as cities grow, it does not do so necessarily viaa
decreasing dengity gradient: thisis just the American modd. The other is that the modd sheds no light on
what may be the most important factor, interms of the look and fed of the city: the qualities and nature

of interactions between a given building or site and their immediate environments, which do not seem to
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be entirely driven by dengty or “trangport.”

The spatio-tempord interactions between parts of a built environment mean everything in terms
of look and fed. Do we interact many times aday, or few, with what it around us? Do we do so via
large-scdle or small-scale transactions (e.g. purchases?). Do we do so in aplanned or -- at least partly
-- unplanned manner? What modes of transacting are used (foot, voice, car, metro, etc). A given
pattern of such spatio-temporal interactionsislikely to be associated with specific dimensions of
built form, such as the extent to which functions are internalized within a given unit (household,
business) or “ externalized” into the local environment (thislatter is known as“scope’ in
contemporary economics, in the sense of the range of activities/functions, narrow to wide, carried out in
agiven firm or, in this andogy, in agiven unit of the built environment)™.

Standard approaches would suggest that for a given transport cost “function,” we could derive
the nature and degree of such spatio-tempord interactions: thus, chegp car transport leadsto low
density leads to big-scae infrequent contacts with the externd environment, and “loose” connections, in
the sense of spatia selectivity due to cheap car transport (sounds like an American suburb, no?). But
this story which seems so economisticaly perfect for the American suburb does not hold everywhere
else: even cheap car transport does not dways lead to ataste for patia salectivity, looseness, and
internalization of functions, nor islow densty necessarily associated with these characteristics. For

example, in the contemporary suburbs of some big European cities, though dependence on the car is
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much gregater than in old centrd cities, the notion of strong economies of proximity is conventiond.
Thereis a preference for dengty and localness, through locdlities are now vastly more open to
interaction at the metropolitan scae for the journey to work. Thus, the pattern of spatio-temporal
interactions, and its corrdate in terms of the qualities of built unitsin the built environment, does not
seem to be determinigtically related to the dengty-trangport dialectic so preferred by urban economics
(adthough nothing in this argument denies that a diaectic of dengty-transport-urban expansion does
exig).
| would congtruct the argument differently. To do so, we can draw from industrid economics,

an argument which is owed to W. Lazonick,™ and ask the reader’ s indulgence for this excursion into the
world of industry. Lazonick argues that British and American indudtridization followed fundamentally
different evolutionary pathways. Britain inherited a dense, highly interconnected tissue of smdl firms,
America gtarted from scratch. With industridization, British entrepreneurs could adopt a graduaist
drategy, drawing on dense networks of externa suppliersfor their needs, building up capacity gradudly.
This hed the advantage of sparing them high up-front investments, reducing their exposure. He cdlsthis
the “low-fixed cost” (LFC) drategy, made possible by a high degree of externdization. In America,
lacking such tissues, the only way to indudtridize rgpidly and well was to interndize, to provide for
onesdlf what one could not find externdly. Thisrequired “high fixed cogts” (HFC) with the attendant
problem of amortizing them. The only way to get around this was to undertake extraordinary
reorganizations of the enterprise so asto make it extremely efficient, and this American producersdid in
building the modern, vertically-integrated corporation which was considered to be the pinnacle of

capitalist economic organization until about fifteen years ago.’® In both cases, Lazonick shows, once on
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agiven pathway, learning was cumulative: the British going the LFC route increasingly, the Americans
the HFC route and eventualy triumphing over the British in many markets. In both cases, the respective

logics became sdlf-reproducing, akind of conventional wisdom.

Something smilar can be said about the American built environment: it has followed something
equivaent to a high interndization pattern, with both positive and negative consequences, functionaly
and aestheticdly. It is quite probable that, at certain formative moments, there were strong interactions
between land availability, trangport, and density. In our stylized story at the beginning of this paper, it
was argued that extensive settlement patterns coupled to long distance transportation probably induced
Americansto develop interndization strategies in the built environment, i.e. drategies of low spatio-
tempord interconnection. In American cities, a different process occurred: the modern and relatively
efficient trangport grid of those cities enabled bigger plots than in European cities and much greater
Spatio-tempora sdectivity, leading around to asmilar result, i.e. greater interndization than would be
found in the Old World cities. Once set in motion, the system of spatial interdependencies thus
constructed became conventional and cumulative, because collective learning dynamics were
oriented toward this strategy of spatio-temporal selectivity and internalization. Moreover, such
learning reinforced itsdlf viaiits effects on the technica aspects of the built environment, i.e. technologies
permitting grester and grester spatio-tempord selectivity. Beyond this, such learning reinforced itself
through the negative consequences which it requires builders and consumersto avoid, namely
the gaps, dead spots, and abandoned places which are an inherent part of this way of building.

In addition, these conventions of building became associated with aesthetic conventions, with beauty
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attached to building for internalization and spatio-temporal selectivity, and toward subjectivistic
expressions of individuality: thus the potentia to create great built objects, surrounded by lots of
bandity, and an overdl gppearance which isless coherent than in Old World cities, this latter adirect
correlate of spatio-tempora selectivity. And these behaviors and outcomes are conventiond by now;
they are not driven exclusvely by cost-density gradients and transport choices; rather, these

conventions also drive cost-density gradients and transport choices.

If we take astylized “ European” case, the results are quite different. At most levels of density
and proximity, there is a preference for less spatio-tempord selectivity, and -- dl other things being
equd -- lessinterndization of functionsin agiven ste (thisis changing somewhat, but remains, grosso
modo, a good generdization). There are undoubtedly complex historical-geographicd rootsto this; if
we go back to late middle age settlement patterns, trangport condraints were definitely guiding forcesin
producing dengity, and income levels required externdization, at least in cities. Inrura operations,
things were more complex, of course, involving high interndization for certain things, and high
externdization for others. But the spatid selectivity waslow. Thiswas true even for the chateaux
which dotted the landscapes of certain regions. With the development of modern transport
infragtructures and the high spatid sdectivity they should permit, and with risng incomes and the higher
interndization they should permit, European city and regionbuilding has continued to be based, to a
much greater extent, on the principles of lower spatia sdlectivity and lower interndization than in the
USA. In pat thisisreflected in the non-abandonment of city centers, which are something like prisons

for these kinds of relations. But that is not the end of the story, because these conventions for
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building and consuming space are reflected in the rebuilding of center cities and the building of their
contemporary extensons. They have mutualy reinforcing conventiona existence which haslittle to do
with their initid “causes” And, very importantly, they are reinforced through aesthetic conventions,
judgements about what is good and bad in the environment, notably a preference for highly organized,
well-taken care of public space and awillingnessto pay for it. There are consequences, of course:
amdler dwdling spaces, and frequently a certain mediocrity of comfort. And it isnot asif this
environment isal one of splendor; far from it. The paradox is that many of the buildings making up
European urban landscapes are themsalves quite ordinary in terms of architecturd vaue. Moreover, the
quasi-fixed nature of the building stock in certain places creates extreme congraints on the ability to
reconfigurate individua spaces. To re-do an gpartment is likely to be extremely expensive and there will
be absolute limits on what can be done. As aresult, middle class spaces insde these ensembles are
often characterized by aesthetic bricolage, which rubs shoulders with the splendors of restored city
centers and the showcase chateaux. The difference between the two environmentsis thet in the
“European” (our Stylized facts version of it) the mediocrity is more internaly contained, hence more
discreet, while in the American it is flamboyant and obvious owing to the possibility of congtructing it
externdly from the bottom up. Still, these are aesthetic and politica vaues, not just outcomes of
conventiona-functiond interactions, in the sense that in one, the flamboyance of the other would be
regarded as smply impaossible, while in the other, the congraints of achieving coherence would be
regarded as impossible limitations on liberty and comfort. In other words, these patterns become part
of the way we conventionaly interpret and judtify the world around us.

Figurel illustrates what is meant by the tendency for the spatio-tempora relaionsin the



23

American built environment, whatever the level of density and pure physical proximity, to be
characterized by looseness and spatia sdectivity and for buildings to tend toward interndization. These
are tendencies that apply to the low-densty “noble’ suburb; the medium-density middle-class suburb,
traditional downtowns, or the new “fortress” downtowns. The European pattern, suggeststhe Figure, is
of amore differentiated and hierarchica organization of the environment. High-density town and city
centers reflect the spatid tightness, openness to the immediate environment, extremely frequent and
extremely locd transactiond structures to which we have referred above, and building styles are
oriented to lower degrees of interndization than in the equivaent American space. Part of this, aswe
have noted, is the smple inheritance of the past. Buit thet is not the end of the Sory, for such building
syles-- upgraded, modernized, and with somewhét greeter interndization -- are being re-created in
today’ s European cities,

With increasing metropolitanization, Europe is developing “family” suburbs. These are not the
post-war high-rise environments by which Europe tried (unsuccessfully) to solve its housing problem,
but true residentia suburbs with strong affinities to their American counterparts. Medium-density and a
fairly high proportion of single-family homes can be found in these places. But the rdationship to the
immediate external environment is not the same as that which can be found in the American suburb. In
some cases this is because such suburbs are constructed around old town centers (reminiscent of early
post-war suburbs in certain parts of the Northeastern USA). Even where they are not, however, the
degree of openness to the immediate environment is higher and the level of spatid sdectivity of contacts,
and the leve of interndization within the household are lower than in the USA.

It isaso here that we can see one of the great successes of the American built environment.
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The interndization Strategy appliesto what is now caled the PUD (planned unit development), the
development which internalizes and spreads infrastructure costs and imposes uniformity on the individual
units. Some of the more attractive US suburbs and commercid developments, as well as many of our
college campuses, are results of this quas-interndization strategy (there are so aesthetic horrors
imposed on whole PUDs). Such devel opments are much less known in Europe and they are usudly not
asnice as American versons. In virtudly every European version (e.g. technopolis parks, or
industrial/commercid “activity zones,” such as the French ZACs), the quasi-internaization is not carried
through to the extent known in America. Instead, the deeply-rooted convention of opening out to the
world, connecting with the urban, generates a syncretic version of the PUD, one which -- perhaps
paradoxicaly -- isusudly uglier than the American PUD, precisaly because it has not excluded
heterogenaity to a sufficient extent, yet isnot “tightly” structured asisared city. It isan unsatisfactory
syncretism of two different principles. On the other hand, the problem of inserting these PUDs into a
functioning urban or regiond environment is much less dramatic there than in the USA, where the
landscape is a collection of these poorly connected bits of development, with dead and dangerous
spaces in-between.

In one sense, the European chateau dans son par ¢ resembles the American noble suburb. In
the better areas of Brentwood or Beverly Hills, Westport, Princeton, Hillsborough, and the like, the
emphasisis on sdf-containment and scale, a managed and manicured environment. The comparison is
probably even stronger when we come to “gentry in the country” environments such as can be found in
the Shenandoah Vdley of Virginia, PAm Springs, West PAm Beach, the Hamptons, Aspen, etc. The

limitations of the Figure are reveded by this functiond modeing, however, for thereis ultimatdly little



resembl ance between these environments. In the American upper-class subdivison and in the country-
gentry settlements, interndization is reflected in big houses and big lots, but these were never
constructed to be as internaly- coherent as a chateau property, whether of the military-fortified type or
the later, productive type. On the other hand, both these American examples -- true to the overdl
pattern we have been describing -- have little coherent aesthetic link to aregiond aesthetic tradition, as
does the chateaur style European building.  We might just put this down to history, but this seems
inadequate, for in most continental European countries, the bourgeoisie today abstains (except for beach
houses) from congtructing American-style country estates, preferring to renovate the old. Perhgpsthisis
samply because thereisagood old stock of buildings to renovate.

Whatever the reason may be, there are very different functional and aesthetic standards. In the
American case, in spite of class, lot Sze, and infragtructure uniformity in the noble suburb, there are wild
extremes of aesthetic heterogeneity (and not just in Southern Cdifornia). The American gentry-in-the-
country try to express themsdves flamboyantly by choosing their architecture a la carte, and they admire
each other’ s flamboyant individua creations. Some of these creations are excdlent in architecturd
terms. The European bourgeois (and their hefty quotient of middle-class imitators, reflecting the socid
and aesthetic hierarchy il in place there) emphasize the genuine: the traditiond is the pegk of the
aesthetic hierarchy. One of the implications of this system is that the room for experimentation with
noble domestic architecture is, in genera, consderably more limited in continental Europe than in the
USA (perhaps the Cote d Azur is an exception). Traditiona means conformity with the environment, in
the aesthetic sense, and in the functiona sense this frequently implies preserving some of the old

functiond links with the immediate environment, albeit updated viaradica transformationsin technology,



the decline of agriculture, and the totd refashioning of the class system, i.e. of who inhabits these places.
Stll, the upper right-hand box of the Figure conced's very important differences which, | am arguing, are
not mere resdues of history, but creations and re-creations of today’ s actors, via their conventions
about functions and aesthetics of the bult environment.

In the end, the built environments produced by these systems -- both overlain by modern
technology and mobility and modern class structures and dl that today -- are quite different, functiondly
and aesthetically.

One of the points that should emerge from thisandytical framework is that there are strong
tendencies to the evolutionary, path- dependent reproduction of each of these patterns, i.e. low-
interndization, low spatid sdectivity or high-interndization, high spatid sdlectivity. There are poditive
feedbacks for those actors who follow the conventions in existence, and big barriers and risks for those
who do not, quite independently of whether they like the result or not. The American who triesto
break with existing conventionswill run risks of asorbing dl the negative locationd externdities from
which ghe will not be protected by virtue of unconventional locationa and architectural choices. The
public goods which are necessary to assure the functiondity and economic vaue of hisher investment
arelikely to not be present, or to risk being withdrawn or degraded at any time. She will encounter
architects who do not know how to design to another pattern, and builders who know little about the
little things which make a different kind of building work in functiona and aesthetic terms.  Quite an
opposite set of consequences will result for the European who tries an American dsirategy. 1n the end,
then, the American who may deplore the Sate of things, or the European who deplores the state of

things, tends to understand what others expect him/her to do, that others will mobilize resources for this



and not that, and hence, the actor will justify what they do according to these understood conventions
and, for the most part, will congder the action taken to be of value. The production and use of these
different built environments, then, are the results of comprehengve worlds of action, i.e. frameworks by
which actors conventionaly evauate what is possble and what is good within whet is possible.

These worlds of action are not, however, locked-in-- once and for dl -- to an evolutionary
pathway, as some of the comments above might be interpreted as suggesting. Aswe noted earlier in
outlining the evolutionary way of thinking in economics, there are branching points, junctures a which
the pathway can be dtered, and it isimpossible to predict, from a point of departure, where things will
end up. Thisis especidly the case because conventions are not iron-clad rues or routines, but
frameworks of evauation and expectation, within which thereis dways a degree of indeterminacy with
respect to the action a given actor will decide to take.

In certain parts of Europe today, for example, there are experimentsin the invason of highly-
interndized and spatialy-sdective built environmentsin the exising hierarchical tissue, with the
development of alarger upper middle-class and the relaxation of certain traditiona cultural norms. How
thiswill develop isimpossbleto say. In country aress, thereis strong culturd resstance; it is difficult to
find builders, and it is difficult to maintain the property with the existing supply structure of contractors.
But it is hgppening, to some extent.

In the USA, much has been said about the need to return to “neo-traditiond” building Syles, to
get away from suburban sprawl and dienation, and dl that. Thiswould involve, as we have seen, the
“invadon” of the existing built environment with structures characterized by lower interndization and less

possibility of spatiad selectivity in their externd rdations and higher levels of those rdaions. But the



forces which discourage this, both from investor’ s and user’ s stlandpoint, are enormous. there are Smply
prohibitive negative externdities at the present time, ways in which the conventiond pattern cannot be
broken in an incrementd way. It might be broken in adramatic way, but dramatic change isvery
difficult to bring about because of the scale and coordination it requires.

More importantly, we cannot discuss the built environment asif it were amere container for
society and palitics. In andyzing the built environment as aresult of conventiond patterns of socid
interaction, | have tried to show that the values which are redlized through this environment are much
more than about aesthetics. they are tied to socid practices involving forms of persona expression,
ideologies of freedom, sandards of comfort, and levels of mohility, as realized through the built
characteristics of internalization, spatial selectivity, and levels of contact. These are big parts of
the American poalitical culture and collective psychologica make-up. These “vaues are srongly
intertwined with the economic vaues of the built environment and are mutudly reinforcing.  The built
gpace of any society isacontainer for an expresson of politica, economic and socid forces, not in the
trivia metaphorica sense often claimed by the experts on the subject, but in the literdl and andlytica
sense that these forces exist as spatid practices in the form of conventions of building and using the
environment, and they exist amultaneoudy and inextricably asvadues. Thisiswhy mere gppedsto
borrow what is obvioudy good from elsewhere fal asflat as appeds, in economic paolicy, to borrow
German or Jgpanese forms of economic organization or inditutions. Ther indivighilities, contextudity,

and judtifications or vaue contents cannot be changed a la carte.
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Notes

1.Michadl Benedikt suggested this point, in writing: 1t seems to me that one reason there are holds - -
empty lots -- dotted about the landscape has to do with the use of land as speculative investment vehicle
by banks, red estate consortia, and even individuds, with degp enough pockets to wait for more
favorable (for them) market conditions. There are o large transaction costs when it comes to land,
which meansthat ‘favorable conditions cannot be only marginaly so. The ‘degpness of investors
pockets has to do with American genius at free-forming financia associations that effectively spread

risk. If transaction costs were smdll, and pockets shallow, dmost dl land would quickly be traded to
the point of profitable use/development and there would be rather little left falow.” (Persond
communication to author, February 15, 1996).

It may aso be that transaction costs are an outcome of deep or shallow pockets. In many
European cities, pockets are very deep because indebtedness is held to alesser degree than in the USA
through more restricted credit. Those who own, therefore, do not own as much on credit and can
afford to wait. Asareault, they trade less, and they keep transactions cogts ingtitutionaly high. This
means that land has to be devel oped to profitability and that empty Soaces are not easily permitted in
such asygsem.

2 Venturi, R. and Scott-Brown D. 1972. Learning from Las Vegas. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

3.Reyner Banham, in Los Angeles: The Architecture of Four Ecologies, (1971, Harmondsworth:
Penguin) makes this argument for certain eements of the Los Angdes environment.

4.” Positive’ isin quotation marks because it is the term commonly used in socid science, but | want to
sgnd my skepticism with respect to the notion of “positive’ knowledge in socid science.

5.When | use the term “Europe,” | mean astylized facts verson of urbanism in France, Itdy, and
Scandinavia, with dl gpologies which such exercises in generdization do to the richness of higtoricd,
geographical and architectura diversity, and in full awareness that Europe hasiits abundance of
architectural mediocrity, more concentrated in some countries than others, and particularly in the urban
fringes and suburbs of that continent.

6.Wacquant, L. 1993. “On the Tracks of Symbolic Power: Prefatory Notesto Bourdieu's * State
Nobility.”” Theory, Culture, Society 10: 1-19.
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10.Hirsch, F. 1976, The Social Limitsto Growth, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press; and
Scitovsky, T. 1976, The Joyless Economy; An Inquiry into Human Satisfaction and Consumer
Dissatisfaction, New Y ork: Oxford Universty Press.

11.This does not mean that a given consumer of land/buildings does not subdtitute. Indeed, positiondity
means that they are often denied access to certain locations by the high price and extremely limited
supplies of those locations and, hence, must subtitute, in order to go esawhere. But thisgivesriseto a
Spatia patterning, not to standard increasing supply effects.

12 Arthur,W.B. 1994. Increasing Returns and Path Dependence in the Economy. Ann Arbor:
Universty of Michigan Press; and, Nelson, R., and Winter, S, 1982, An Evolutionary Theory of
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