
Plan 

Book Review 
Towards Cosmopolis 

Planning for Multicultural Cities 
by Leonie Sandercock 
(John Wiley and Sons, 1998) 
Reviewed by Sylvie Grenier, MCIP RPP 

In Towards Cosmopolis, Leonie 
Sandercock argues that the emerging 
cultural diversity of cities is producing a 
global disorder, and that this disorder 
must reshape the way in which planners 
approach their work. Many people 
perceive the multicultural city-region as 
more of a threat than an opportunity. The 
threat is economic, cultural, religious, and 
psychological. Fears produce rising levels 
of violence against those who are 
different, increased racism, and restrictive 
responses to the claims of citizenship. 

Despite promises made by right-wing 
parties that we can return to a simpler 
life, there is no way back. Sandercock 
maintains that the dilemmas of difference, 
in all their cultural, social, and spatial 
manifestations, are a challenge to the 
current way of thinking in the planning 
profession and to our ideas of urban 
governance and politics. 

What does it mean to be a planner in a 
multicultural city? Sandercock questions 
the pillars of modernist planning -
rationality, comprehensiveness, scientific 
objectivity, centralized processes, and the 
notion of public interest. She argues that 
modernist/mainstream planning cannot 
solve the dilemmas of difference which 
arise as " multiple publics" replace the 
homogeneous "public interest." To realize 
the future multicultural city, we need to 
replace the myths of modernist planning 
with new concepts of social justice, 
citizenship, community, and multiple 
publics. 

Towards Cosmopolis explores how six 
cities - New York, Paris, London, 
Frankfurt, Istanbul, and Jerusalem -
" manage difference." Sandercock finds 
that not one of them deals well with the 
dilemmas of difference. She describes 
how the modern metropolis could 
become a postmodern utopia: the 
"cosmopolis," an always-unfinished 
construction site of the mind, a city
region with a common civic culture that 
embraces tolerance and accepts 
difference. 
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Sandercock also examines what 
constitutes valid knowledge in 
planning. Although traditional 
planning draws its authority from 
quantitative methods and analysis, 
she argues that appropriate 
knowledge in planning can be 
gained in many alternative ways, 
including dialogue, the 
acquisition of local knowledge, 
and the ability to read the 
symbolic evidence in stories, 
songs, visual images, and 
speech . She maintains that 
the "artistry" of planning 
requires an understanding of 
people 's emotional and 
financial stakes in the built 
environment. 

According to Sandercock, 
planners have to find a 
new way of building the 
multicultural city. She 
advances an utopian 
vision, grounded in 
examples drawn from a 
wide variety of 
countries, to 
demonstrate how 
postmodern planning 
can be sensitive to 
community, 
environment, and 
cultural diversity. 
Well documented 
and attractively 
illustrated, Towards 
Cosmopolis expands the language and 
concerns of the planning profession. It 
argues for an ethically driven profession 
and makes useful suggestions on how to 
improve education in the field so that 
planners are prepared for the twenty-first 
century. 
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We in Canada have long been accus
tomed to the idea of multiculturalism, as it 
has been the national policy since 1971 . 
Our multiculturalism has contrasted with 
the " melting pot" ideal of the United 
States, giving us a feeling that we are 
more tolerant of cultural diversity. Yet 
reality seldom fits neatly into stereotypes. 
Ethnicity has thrived in the United States 
and minorities have not always felt appre
ciated in Canada. 

Undoubtedly, there are ambiguities about 
the place of cultures and subcultures in a 
society. How can cultural diversity be 
incorporated in a nation state? How are 
cu ltural differences to be expressed in the 
same public space? How do cultural 
beliefs and norms relate to national values 
such as equality, individualism , freedom of 
expression, or women's and children's 
rights? When the two diverge, which set 
of values prevail? We side-step such ques
tions when we put too much faith in the 
planning process. 

The rediscovery of multiculturalism in the 
United States has added culture to race, 
class, gender, and sexual orientation as 
the bases of defining community needs. A 
flurry of books and articles about multicul
turalism and urban planning is beginning 
to emerge. Michael Burayidi 's edited col
lection of articles is a recent addition to 
this literature. 

Like most edited books, Burayidi's book 
also offers convergent as well as divergent 
points of view about accommodating cul
tural differences. Howell Baum, for exam
ple, points out the ambiguities of the term 
"culture" and differentiates between 
political and anth ropological multicultural
ism. He shows that even within a purport
edly homogeneous ethnic community, 
interests and stakes may diverge. He cau
tions against taking cu lture too literally by 
entitling his article "Culture matters - but 
it shouldn't matter too much." 

Robert Beauregard probes into the plan
ning implications of identity politics and 
teases out the contradictions implicit in 
the assumption that "the needs and 
desires of multicultural groups not be sub
ject to an universalistic resolution" (p. 57) . 
Burayidi's holistic planning waves aside 
these doubts and maintains that " there 
are no universal norms" and that "the 
planner acts as a faci litator, helping com
munities to write their own plans" (p. 45). 

Stanley Stein and Thomas Harper seem to 
be arguing against extreme relativism, 
pointing out some fundamental values 
(such as equality and non-oppression of 
women and minorities) embedded even in 
pluralistic conceptions of society. This 
probing of the meaning, scope, and limits 
of multiculturalism is, by and large, illumi
nating. Yet, like most such exercises, it 
ends up suggesting more complexities 
than it resolves. A planner or policy-maker 
looking for guidance in accommodating 
multiculturalism is unlikely to find much 
help here. 

The theme that emerges in almost every 
article in the book is the admonition to 
planners to be more sensitive and respon
sive to cultural differences. And the sug
gested mechanism to ensure this sensitiv
ity is the open, trustful, and mutually 
accommodating process of public discus
sion among various communities. John 
Forester, for example, refers to the prac
tices of two mediators as models for con
verting adversarial parties into communi
ties of collaborative inquirers (pp. 
164-165). David Allor and J.T. Spence, 
along with Stephen Ameyaw, have faith in 
communicative processes to tailor plans to 
different communities. Siddhartha Sen's 
promise of introducing a multicultural per
spective into urban design education ends 
up being another plea for greater sensitiv
ity to cultures and beliefs. 
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Ameyaw's article describes Canadian 
examples of dealing with diversity issues, 
including the issues surrounding mega
homes in Surrey, B.C., and single-room
occupancy housing in Vancouver. The 
moral of these examples is expressed in 
the title "Appreciative Planning." This 
notion is based on "mutual respect, trust 
and care based action " to create contexts 
in which planners and multicultural groups 
can continuously learn and experiment (p. 
101). This is another plea for a commu
nicative planning process. 

I, for one, am sceptical of relying on indi
vidual sensitivity and communication to 
resolve substantive and emotionally 
charged differences among client commu
nities. The planning theorists are putting 
their faith in the goodness of process and 
in the magic of open discourse among 
contesting communities. Is this faith justi
fied, or is it another academic romance? 
It's a question worth asking. 
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