
11 

• I 

1.,.-

John Friedmann. 
The Prospect of Cities. 

Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press; 2002:224 pages. [ISBN 0-8166-3884-5] $29.95 

Reviewed by Jill Grant 

I f you graduated from planning 
school during the 1970s or 1980s, 
chances are that you have a John 

Friedmann book in your collection. One 
of the eminent planning theorists of our 
times, Friedmann has written voluminously 
on the past, present and future of our 
profession. He has spoken to our 
conscience in his search for the good 
society, and has challenged us to promote 
mutual learning and empowerment. In 
his latest book, The Prospect of Cities, 
Friedmann revisits his main concerns, 
explains the trajectory of his thoughts 
about planning, and looks to a future in 
which cities have greater control over 
their own destinies. 

Always simultaneously provocative and 
learned, Friedmann begins with a cryptic 
line, "The city is dead." The rest of the 
work clearly replies, "Long live the city 
(structured as a region)." While the 
chapters are derived from a series of 
lectures given in 1999, for the most part 
they flow elegantly, one to the next. The 
major theme uniting the work is the 
tension between the forces driving cities 
to compete in a global context of capital 
accumulation and the right of citizens to 
be able to meet their needs in the local 
spaces they occupy. Friedmann's proposed 
resolution sees "cities structured as 
regions, incorporating vast areas that 
are needed to sustain urban life." He 
says that it makes little sense to draw 
arbitrary boundaries around our cities: 
their future is everyone's future in a 
world that continues to urbanize. 

Chapter 2 argues for a model of 
"endogenous" regional development 
that gives cities some hope of controlling 
their own destinies. Friedmann proposes 
what he calls "a model of a quasi city
state", and develops his ideas about 
autonomous city regions. As he notes, 
"City-regions cannot hope to procure a 
sustainable development from outside 
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themselves." His is not an argument 
against external investment, but rather a 
call for local control of the direction 
and means of development. 

In chapter 3, Friedmann looks at issues 
created by transnational migration 
between cities. This chapter seems the 
weakest link among a collection that 
otherwise has considerable coherence. 

Perhaps because of my interests, I found 
chapter 4 especially compelling. Here 
Friedmann discusses citizenship: what 
does it mean to have a city where people 
take democracy seriously? He describes 
a model of "insurgent citizenship" that is 
voluntary, achieved through active 
participation in transitory political 
communities, and engaged in projects 
that expand "the spaces of democracy". 
Democracy is, he asserts, an "unfinished 
project", a continuing battle for autonomy 
and empowerment. The discussion 
offers a welcome expansion of ideas 
that he expressed in earlier books. 

"The City of Everyday Life", chapter 5, 
talks about cities as people experience 
them and as city marketers sell them. 

Chapter 6 offers a defence of utopian 
thinking. Friedmann's faith in the city 
and in planning to help people achieve 
good cities comes through strongly. He 
sets about imagining the good city and 
considering what may be necessary to 
achieve it. He makes a case that few of 
us could dispute. In this, he achieves the 
key purpose of good theory: to give us a 
model of what we may achieve through 
our actions. That the prescription may 
be idealistic or derivative is no critique. 
Friedmann pulls the concepts together 
in a coherent and accessible form. 

As a teacher of planning history and 
theory, I found chapter 7, "A Life in 
Planning", particularly illuminating. 
While several planners have written 
autobiographies, few planning theorists 
have given us insight into their thinking . 
Friedmann's discussion of the 
development of his ideas helps us to 
place his considerable contribution to 
the profession in context. 

While I did have to look up a few 
words and found myself reading some 
passages twice to get the point, the 
book seemed to me to be among the 
most enjoyable of Friedmann's work. 
His ideas generally come across clearly 
and succinctly. Although practitioners 
may find it difficult to implement 
insurgent citizenship or to create 
autonomous city regions, a new 
generation of planning students will add 
this book to their collections and be 
inspired by it for years to come. • 
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