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SCIENCE

Old Cities, New Cities, Nd Cities

As people congregate story-on-story and freeway-on-freeway the acid-
ity of the human solution rises catastrophically. Nature is etched away
bit by bit; soon cities become indelible scars on the face of the planet.
Not only is nature destroyed in the heart of the modern city, but man’s
own wastes—smoke, garbage, sewage—threaten to asphyxiate and poison
their maker.

This view of the city is the “apocalyptic” interpretation of modern
urban trends. The future is not really so bleak. With imagination and
a liberal dose of optimism, we can foresee our old cities remade in more
human molds and new cities built with man in mind. The cities of the -
future could, if men insist, be the utopian centers of culture and inspira-
tion we have read about ever since men began to write. Perhaps we
would not care to dress for dinner every night or wear top hats per-
petually as the city dwellers do in Bellamy’s Looking Backward, but we
do like to congregate with our kind. Given these social instincts, there
is no technical reason why these places of congregation—the cities—
cannot be stimulating, healthy, and aesthetically pleasing as well as
economically sound investments. ‘

What are the problems? The main problem is that 50 percent of the
people in the United States live on 1 percent of the land. More move
to the cities every day. It is already worse in some foreign countries.
Rome’s traffic is nearly impossible; Tokyo is a solid mass of humanity.
The symptoms of overpopulation are air pollution, water pollution, high
crime rates, short tempers, and encroaching ugliness, to name a few.
As presently applied, technology leads to big garbage dumps, foul air,
and cesspool-like lakes; but it does not have to be this way. Industrial
wastes can be treated and smokeless fuels can be developed, to give just
two examples. Technology can be turned easily to cleaning up the urban
mess originally created partly through the misuse of technology and
partly through gross underestimation of humanity’s capacity to breed
and consume, and to expel wastes. In fact, technology properly used
may be the only short-term answer to the city’s problems because it
will take time to check population growth. More significant than old

" cities in the long run are the brand-new cities that are now possible,

cities in which man and machine are no longer at each other’s throats.
Even the wastes of the city will one day become valuable lodes of
minerals and chemical compounds.

_ Aspirin may relieve a headache and bring down a fever; technology
can treat the symptoms of urban ills. The patient, however, is still sick
in both cases. The disease is simply too many people in areas that are
too small. Urban renewal cannot solve this problem; it is merely aspirin.
Athelstan Spilhaus has said, “The overgrown urban complex must be
selectively dismantled and dispersed if we are to cure the ills of the
megalopolis.”

Building brand new cities, the “minilopolis” instead of the mega-
lopolis, is a good intermediate solution, possibly akin to substituting
sulfa drugs for aspirin. The penicillin for urbanitis, the sure cure, though,
is either population reduction or the complete elimination of the city.
Why cannot people live wherever they wish and congregate electroni-
cally? Sight, sound, the sense of touch, and, in the near future, even the
sense of smell, can be transmitted anywhere in the world. Many of the
business and cultural advantages of the city can be re-created equally
well in a study high in the Rocky Mountains or in an artist’s studio out
on Cape Cod. Thus, the title of this [editorial] spans the spectrum: from

_old cities refurbished to brand new cities to no cities at all.

Adapted from Glenn T. Seaborg and William R. Corliss, Man and Atom (Dutton, New’
York, 1971), pp. 144-146.



