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Abstract
We present evidence that New Urbanism, defined as a set of normative urban characteristics codified in the 1996 Charter
of the New Urbanism, reached a seminal moment—in mission if not in name—with the 2016 New Urban Agenda, a land-
mark document adopted by acclamation by all 193member states of the United Nations. We compare the two documents
and find key parallels between them (including mix of uses, walkable multi-modal streets, buildings defining public space,
mix of building ages and heritage patterns, co-production of the city by the citizens, and understanding of the city as an evo-
lutionary self-organizing structure). Both documents also reveal striking contrasts with the highly influential 20th century
Athens Charter, from 1933, developed by the Congrès Internationaux d’ArchitectureModerne. Yet, both newer documents
also still face formidable barriers to implementation, and, as we argue, each faces similar challenges in formulating effec-
tive alternatives to business as usual. We trace this history up to the present day, and the necessary requirements for what
we conclude is an ‘unfinished reformation’ ahead.

Keywords
Athens Charter; Charter of the New Urbanism; New Urban Agenda; new urbanism; sustainable urbanism

Issue
This article is part of the issue “New Urbanism: From Exception to Norm—The Evolution of a Global Movement” edited by
Susan Moore (University College London, UK) and Dan Trudeau (Macalester College, USA).

© 2020 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

The New Urban Agenda—the outcome document of the
United Nations’ (UN) 2016 Habitat III conference on
housing and sustainable urban development—was sub-
sequently adopted by acclamation by all 193 member
countries of the UN (UN, 2016). As such, it stands as the
de facto charter of a global movement to address the
challenges and opportunities of urbanism in the present
day and beyond.

Less well recognized is that many of the elements of
the document incorporate concepts earlier advanced in
the 1996 Charter of the New Urbanism. As we discuss
herein, a number of these concepts had antecedents
in earlier publications, but none previously brought
them together into a single widely disseminated char-

ter of an identifiable global (thoughUS-originated)move-
ment. As such, the adoption of the New Urban Agenda
stands as testimony to the pervasive status of these New
Urbanist concepts, by any other name, and further sup-
ports claims of the increasing mainstream status of New
Urbanism in addressing the challenges of contemporary
urban development.

Both documents also stand in telling contrast to an
earlier seminal document, the 1933 Athens Charter, a
landmark of modern urban planning published by the
architect Le Corbusier in 1943 on behalf of the Congrès
Internationaux d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM; Sennett,
Burdett, Sassen, & Clos, 2018). The Charter of the New
Urbanism in particular aims to deliberately reverse key
tenets of the Athens Charter, while at the same time
building on its similar format (Moule, 2002).
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Here we explore the substantive relationships
between the three documents, their background con-
texts and theories of city form, and the implications
for New Urbanism in particular as an increasingly main-
stream global movement. We then turn our attention to
the implementation issues faced by the twomore recent
documents, and what they reveal about the remaining
and formidable challenges of implementation.

2. Historical Development of the Athens Charter, the
Charter of the New Urbanism, and New Urban Agenda

What we today refer to as the ‘1933 Athens Charter’ was
in fact written by Le Corbusier and published in French
ten years later (subsequently translated to English, see
Le Corbusier, 1973). Harvard’s Jose Luis Sert, a colleague
of Le Corbusier in the CIAM, also published a similar
text in English, Can Our Cities Survive? (Sert, 1942). Both
documents reflected key ideas discussed at a seminal
CIAMmeeting that did in fact occur ten years earlier. This
famous meeting was held on a cruise from Marseilles
to Athens (hence ‘Athens Charter’). Many key concepts
of Le Corbusier’s text (and Sert’s) had already been
developed in a previous series of CIAM conferences,
culminating in this fourth plenary conference of 1933
(Gold, 1998).

In fact, as has been demonstrated by Gold (1998),
the outcome in 1933 was merely a series of discus-
sion points, drafts, and drawings, not an agreed-upon
‘charter.’ Le Corbusier later developed his own list of
95 points—perhaps as a nod to Martin Luther’s 95
Theses—covering his and his colleagues’ exhaustive pro-
posals for the planning of modern cities.

One of the most significant issues of divergence,
according toGold (1998),was Le Corbusier’smore restric-
tive definition of ‘functionalism,’ in contrast to the more
generous definition preferred by his colleagues. For
them, the term included not only physical ‘functions’ but
also intellectual, emotional, and spiritual ones as well.
Le Corbusier was far more interested in responding to
the dictates of that era’s standardized production, and
hence his idea of ‘functionalism’ was more mechanical-
ly focused (Gold, 1998, p. 228). This technical agenda
also ran closely with a political agenda for Le Corbusier:
to develop a consensus between disparate CIAM par-
ties that included unionists, collectivists, Italian fascists,
technical experts, and others (Holston, 1989). In the end,
it was Le Corbusier’s formulation of functionalism—and
of the guiding ideas of urbanisation—that became the
authoritative formulation known as the ‘1933 Athens
Charter.’ In turn, it was this document that exercised a
profound effect upon the patterns of urbanisation for
much of the century to come.

In this sense, Le Corbusier’s goals were almost per-
fectly aligned with the dictates of early 20th centu-
ry industrial technology, and almost perfectly poised
to move into successful implementation. Indeed, that
implementation happened most powerfully in the US,

where Le Corbusier’s CIAM colleague Walter Gropius
became dean of Harvard’s Graduate School of Design,
their associate Mies van der Rohe became the head
of the architecture programs at both the Art Institute
of Chicago and Armour Institute of Technology, and
they and others began to play an increasingly promi-
nent role in shaping the emerging urbanisation policy
of that generation. In fact, Le Corbusier’s urban vision
for the post-war future captivated a global audience
at the 1939 World’s Fair, in a design by his admirer
Norman Bel Geddes for an exhibit by General Motors
called Futurama.

Thus, the CIAM vision did in fact become the mod-
el for much of the post-war development in the US
and increasingly around the world: the ubiquitous free-
ways, superblocks, and towers set back from streets. The
model also features uses segregated by function, domi-
nance of mechanical modes of travel, and replacement
of ‘obsolete’ buildings and neighbourhoods with gleam-
ing new structures designed to precise technical specifi-
cations by technical experts. This was a functionalism in
Le Corbusier’s definition of the term: The citywould func-
tion like a precisemachine, precisely combining separate
mechanical elements.

That this scheme was effectively implemented is evi-
denced by the vast stretches of urban structure created
profitably according to this model, and still being created
inmany places today (Figure 1). However, what was over-
looked by the CIAM model was the web of human inter-
actions and relationships that formedwithin the network
of public and private spaces. The Athens Charter model
fatefully separated the street from the building, as well
as the home from work and school, disrupting the nor-
mal course and social mixing of everyday life. The conse-
quences of this fateful segregation were evident as this
experiment went forward in the 1950s and 1960s.

2.1. The Era of Reform Begins: The 1960s and beyond

As a result of the evident weaknesses of the Athens
Charter and Le Corbusier’s vision in particular, a num-
ber of reformers began to voice their criticisms begin-
ning around 1960. In that year, the CIAM breakaway
group known as Team 10 embraced amore ‘structuralist’
understanding of architecture as a setting for human life
and culture. This was in strong contrast to Le Corbusier’s
more ‘rationalist’ approach to urban planning, which,
they argued, ignored the patterns of life and the com-
plex relationships of inhabitants (van Eyck, 1954). One of
the most prominent structuralist advocates was (and is)
the Dutch architect John Habraken, an early pioneer of
the co-called ‘participation movement’ in which users
were seen as active co-creators of the urban environ-
ment (Habraken, 2019).

Another highly influential critic around that time was
the journalist and urbanist Jane Jacobs, whose landmark
book The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961)
becamewidely influential, notably for both the later New
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Figure 1. A model built by designer Norman Bel Geddes for a Shell Oil advertisement (left) shows many of the principles
of the Athens Charter: zoning by use, segregation of automobiles onto functionally classified roadways, buildings floating
loosely within superblock systems, replacement of historic patterns, and the city as technically determined creation. Barely
a half-century later, this model of urbanism had become ubiquitous the world over and remains so—as this Google image
search demonstrates (right). Source: Google Search (‘labelled for reuse’ filter on).

Urbanists and the framers of the New Urban Agenda
(Mehaffy, 2017). Her book attacked the functional seg-
regation of the Athens Charter as well as the Garden City
movement before it. Her criticism of Le Corbusier’s ideas
in particular was withering:

His conception, as an architectural work, had a daz-
zling clarity, simplicity, and harmony. It was so order-
ly, so visible, so easy to understand. It said everything
in a flash, like a good advertisement….But as to how
the city works, it tells, like the Garden City, nothing
but lies. (Jacobs, 1961, p. 23)

More than a criticism, Jacobs’ book was a passionate
defence of the under-appreciated human connections
and interactive processes occurring within the urban
places she observed. She saw these as under great
threat in the era of ‘urban renewal,’ wherein the older,
messier parts of cities were to be replacedwith rationally
planned environments following the recipe of the Athens
Charter. But instead of the Athens Charter’s machine-
like functional segregation, Jacobs advocated diversity
and mixing. Instead of what she called “project land ooz-
ings” and “loose sprawls” around Le Corbusier’s mod-
el of towers in a park (Jacobs, 1961), she argued for
well-formed streetscapes and buildings forming coher-
ent public space systems. Instead of ‘projects’ on super-
blocks, cut off from the wider city by dead zones
that she termed “border vacuums” (Jacobs, 1961), she
argued for a continuous evolving network of intercon-
nected urbanism.

This network conception of cities came to be a major
theme of Jacobs’ work and the work of many others
to follow—including, as we will see, the New Urbanists
and the creators of the New Urban Agenda. In this new
model, the city was no longer a static work of art and
engineering created by rational methods, but instead
was a dynamic place of social mixing, interaction, co-
creation, and self-organization. Jacobs’ later work on
urban economics emphasised the economic processes
that occurred through spatial network interactions and
“knowledge spillovers” (Jacobs, 1969). Cities, by their
structures and their processes, generate the capacity
for creative interaction and human (including economic)
development, she argued. They do this through the web-
networks that form and transform between people and
resources. All of these social, economic, and resource
networks are rooted in a city’s physical networks of pub-
lic and private spaces, together with their connections.
These may be physical connections or other kinds of
connections (e.g., data), but all of them ultimately are
grounded in the physical framework formed by a city’s
networks of public space. Get that wrong, Jacobs said,
and your city will be in trouble.

A similar focus on networks in urban relation-
ships and their spatial forms came from the architect
Christopher Alexander, whose Cambridge training includ-
ed mathematics (Mehaffy, 2017). His widely influential
1965 paper “A City is Not a Tree” argued that the ele-
ments of a city were not optimally connected through
the rationally segregated, hierarchical (tree-like) concep-
tion of the Athens Charter. Rather, the best cities con-

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 4, Pages 441–452 443

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


tained ‘semi-lattices,’ web-network relationships that
could not be neatly sorted into hierarchical schemes.
This was not a defect of cities, or a form of disorder, but
on the contrary, a deeper form of order:

It must be emphasized, lest the orderly mind shrink
in horror from anything that is not clearly articulated
and categorized in tree form, that the idea of over-
lap, ambiguity, multiplicity of aspect and the semi-
lattice are not less orderly than the rigid tree, but
more so. They represent a thicker, tougher, more sub-
tle and more complex view of structure. (Alexander,
1965/2015, p. 16)

Alexander later argued that these overlapping web-
network relationships formed ‘patterns’ between peo-
ple and their environments, which evolved and could
be shared much like a language—hence they formed, as
a later book proposed, a shareable ‘pattern language’
(Alexander et al., 1977). Among these important pat-
terns were a number that defied the Athens Charter’s
neat scheme of functional segregation by use and mode:
“Scattered Work,” “Web of Shopping,” “Street Cafe,”
“Building Fronts,” “Private Terrace on the Street,” and so
on (Alexander et al., 1977). These and other patterns
also described a more traditional urban fabric of mixed
buildings framing the edges of mixed streets and oth-
er public spaces. The book also emphasized, through its
very design and aim, the co-production of the city by
users who might participate in applying these or other
patterns, and the evolution of city form through these
small and large acts of accretion. This was a city evolv-
ing and self-organizing over time, retaining many exist-
ing patterns and structures, while continuously adding
to and transforming many of them.

2.2. The Emergence of ‘the New Urbanism’

By the 1980s, a number of practitioners had begun
to apply Jacobs’ and Alexander’s ideas in the field.
Architects Andrés Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk,
two of themost energetic figures of what was to become
known as the New Urbanism movement, designed and
participated in the construction of Seaside, a 1980s
Florida resort town that broke early from the Athens
Charter logic. Duany later referred to Alexander as “one
of the most influential people who has ever been in
the design world. His influence on us, operationally, has
been enormous” (Project for Public Spaces, 2008). At the
same time, Jacobs’ ideas on mixed use, walkable small
blocks, diversity of buildings and compactness of urban
form also greatly influenced the emerging New Urbanist
practitioners and theorists, who frequently honoured
her by name (Talen, 2005).

What we now know as New Urbanism was first
developed as a set of principles created at a confer-
ence convened in 1991 by California’s Local Government
Commission, which had been set up by former Governor

Jerry Brown. The reformist group of architects and
planners (including Duany and Plater-Zyberk) pro-
duced the “Ahwahnee Principles for Resource-Efficient
Communities,” named for the lodge in California’s
Yosemite National Parkwhere themeetingwas held. Like
Jacobs and Alexander, the group’s document promot-
ed mixed use, mixed transit, fine-grained streets, public
spaces defined by buildings, and involvement of citizens
in creating their environments, all in stark contrast with
the Athens Charter.

Energized by the effort and by a companion book
titled The New Urbanism by Peter Katz (1993), the group
later formed a non-profit organization and developed its
detailed ‘Charter of the New Urbanism.’ The document
includes 27 principles sorted by scale (from the region-
al to the building) following a preamble describing its
reformist intent:

We advocate the restructuring of public policy and
development practices to support the following prin-
ciples: neighbourhoods should be diverse in use
and population; communities should be designed
for the pedestrian and transit as well as the car;
cities and towns should be shaped by physical-
ly defined and universally accessible public spaces
and community institutions; urban places should be
framed by architecture and landscape design that
celebrate local history, climate, ecology, and build-
ing practice. (Congress for the New Urbanism [CNU],
2020, Preamble)

2.3. The Development of the New Urban Agenda

In 1976, the UN began the first of a series of high-level
conferences on urbanisation known as the Habitat con-
ferences. Habitat I, held in Vancouver, Canada, estab-
lished goals for improving the quality of urbanisation and
its human outcomes, particularly for rural areas. Habitat
II, in Istanbul, Turkey in 1996, aimed to address the envi-
ronmental issues surrounding urbanisation. Habitat III,
in Quito, Ecuador in 2016, focused upon trends of rapid
urbanisation, quality of life, inclusion, ‘cities for all,’ and
the goal of articulating a ‘New Urban Agenda’ for better
quality urban development (UN-Habitat, 2020).

The New Urban Agenda text emerged from a num-
ber of conferences, regional and thematic meetings,
policy papers and issue papers, and preparatory com-
mittee meetings, beginning in 2013. A number of
prominent New Urbanists participated in these events,
notably the ‘Future of Places’ conferences featuring the
first UN-Habitat ‘Urban Thinkers’ Campus,’ attended by
Andrés Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, Doug Kelbaugh,
Charles Bohl, and Victor Dover (Future of Places, 2020).
A ‘zero draft’ of the New Urban Agenda was released
in May 2016 and subsequently edited. The UN General
Assembly agreed on the final draft in September 2016,
and it was adopted by acclamation in December 2016
(UN-Habitat, 2020).
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Like the Charter of the New Urbanism, the New
Urban Agenda calls for deep reform of urban planning
and design practices:

We commit ourselves to working towards an urban
paradigm shift for a New Urban Agenda that will:
(a) Readdress the way we plan, finance, develop, gov-
ern and manage cities and human settlements, recog-
nizing sustainable urban and territorial development
as essential to the achievement of sustainable devel-
opment and prosperity for all. (UN-Habitat, 2020)

As we will discuss below, the New Urban Agenda
also reflects a number of the shifts in thinking about
the nature of cities and the challenges of good-
quality urbanisation that occurred form the time of the
Athens Charter.

3. From the 1996 Charter of the New Urbanism to the
2016 New Urban Agenda: Maturation of a New Global
Movement

When we search for parallels relating to urban form in
the two more recent documents, we readily find signifi-
cant correspondences. The New Urban Agenda calls for
“urban spatial frameworks” that are “well-connected”
and featuring “compactness and density” (UN, 2016,
para. 51-52). The Charter of the New Urbanism like-
wise calls for “interconnected networks of streets” that
offer “supportive physical frameworks” and urban pat-
terns that are “compact” (CNU, 2020, Preamble). The
New Urban Agenda calls for “polycentrism” (UN, 2016,
para. 51, 98) while the Charter of the New Urbanism
articulates “multiple centers that are cities, towns, and
villages” (CNU, 1996, para. 1). Most notably, both doc-
uments stipulate ‘mixed use’ in contrast to the segrega-
tion of uses (residential, commercial, civic, etc.) that was
common in earlier 20th century planning.

Another striking parallel is in the key role of open
and accessible public space, which both documents high-
light, with the CNUCharter arguing that “cities and towns
should be shaped by physically defined and universally
accessible public spaces” including “interconnected net-
works of streets” (CNU, 1996, Preamble) while the New
Urban Agenda lists the goal of “well-connected and well-
distributed networks of open, multipurpose, safe, inclu-
sive, accessible, green and quality public spaces,” “includ-
ing streets” (UN, 2016, para. 67).

Common to both documents are provisions for multi-
modal streets for pedestrians, bicycles, transit, and cars.
Communities in the CNU Charter will be “designed for
the pedestrian and transit as well as the car” (CNU,
1996, Preamble) and “transit, pedestrian, and bicycle sys-
tems should maximize access and mobility throughout
the region while reducing dependence upon the auto-
mobile” (CNU, 1996, para. 8). The New Urban Agenda
sets the goal of “safe, inclusive, accessible, green and
quality public spaces, including streets, sidewalks and

cycling lanes” that are “multifunctional areas for social
interaction and inclusion, human health and well-being,
economic exchange and cultural expression” (UN, 2016,
para. 37).

In both documents, buildings play a supportive role
in defining and connecting to streets as key public spaces.
The Charter of the New Urbanism declares that “a pri-
mary task of all urban architecture and landscape design
is the physical definition of streets and public spaces as
places of shared use” (CNU, 1996, para. 19). The New
Urban Agenda calls for “measures that allow for the best
possible commercial use of street-level floors, fostering
both formal and informal local markets and commerce,
as well as not-for-profit community initiatives, bringing
people into public spaces and promoting walkability and
cycling with the goal of improving health and well-being”
(UN, 2016, para. 100).

Another notable parallel occurs with the topic of
urban heritage. In both cases, heritage is seen not as
a mere cultural relic but as an active resource pro-
viding patterns and solutions for modern challenges,
including sustainable development. The New Urban
Agenda calls for “prioritizing renewal, regeneration and
retrofitting” (UN, 2016, para. 97) while the Charter of the
New Urbanism places a priority on “reconfiguration” of
existing neighbourhoods, and “preservation and renew-
al” (CNU, 1996, Preamble). The CNU Charter decries
“the erosion of society’s built heritage” (CNU, 1996,
Preamble) while the New Urban Agenda calls for “lever-
aging of cultural heritage for sustainable urban develop-
ment” (UN, 2016, para. 38, 125).

Both documents also place an emphasis on empow-
erment and capacity-building of excluded populations,
with the New Urban Agenda advancing “equal rights and
opportunities” (UN, 2016, para. 12) and “socioeconom-
ic and cultural diversity” (UN, 2016, para. 14) while the
Charter of the New Urbanism opposes “increasing sep-
aration by race and income” and argues instead that
“neighbourhoods should be diverse in use and popula-
tion” (CNU, 1996, Preamble). Both emphasize the impor-
tance of safety and security while also maintaining open-
ness to all. The CNU Charter argues that “the design of
streets and buildings should reinforce safe environments,
but not at the expense of accessibility and openness”
(CNU, 1996, para. 21) while the New Urban Agenda pro-
poses “public spaces that…foster social cohesion, inclu-
sion and safety” (UN, 2016, para. 25). Both also empha-
size public involvement, with the CNU Charter commit-
ting to “citizen-based participatory planning and design”
(CNU, 1996, Preamble) while the NewUrban Agenda pro-
poses “enabling the participation and engagement of
communities and relevant stakeholders in the planning
and implementation” and “supporting the social produc-
tion of habitat” (UN, 2016, para. 31).

Lastly, both documents see design within the larg-
er context of an evolving and self-organizing urban sys-
tem. The CNU Charter argues that the role of design is
to provide “a coherent and supportive physical frame-
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work” for the sustained growth of “economic vitality,
community stability and environmental health” (CNU,
1996, Preamble) and that “architecture and landscape
design should grow from local climate, topography, histo-
ry, and building practice” (CNU, 1996, para. 24). The New
Urban Agenda speaks of “the evolving needs of persons
and communities” and the role of “incremental housing
and self-build schemes” among other evolving aspects
of the city (UN, 2016, para. 107). Clearly, design has an
important role, but one that is continuously engaged
with the challenges of the city at many scales of space
and time.

More broadly, both documents express an urgency
in the unacceptable status quo and propose an aggres-
sive reform agenda to counter it. The Charter of the New
Urbanism starts out by proclaiming:

The Congress for the New Urbanism views disinvest-
ment in central cities, the spread of placeless sprawl,
increasing separation by race and income, environ-
mental deterioration, loss of agricultural lands and
wilderness, and the erosion of society’s built her-
itage as one interrelated community-building chal-
lenge. (CNU, 1996, Preamble)

It then lays out five reformist preamble paragraphs, fol-
lowed by twenty-seven detailed principles of revitalized
or ‘new’ urbanism, grouped at regional, neighbourhood,
and building scales.

The Charter of the New Urbanism is careful to quali-
fy the importance of urbanism in meeting the challenges
of the future, but at the same time, it offers a vision
of cities and towns as essential physical frameworks for
human well-being: “We recognize that physical solutions
by themselves will not solve social and economic prob-
lems, but neither can economic vitality, community sta-
bility, and environmental health be sustained without
a coherent and supportive physical framework” (CNU,
1996, Preamble).

Taking a similarly reformist tone, the New Urban
Agenda calls for “readdressing the way cities and human
settlements are planned, designed, financed, developed,
governed and managed” (UN, 2016, para. 5) to achieve
the “sustainable urban development” (UN, 2016, para. 9)
and “cities for all” (UN, 2016, para. 11). These reforms
are necessary because:

We are still far from adequately addressing…existing
and emerging challenges, and there is a need to take
advantage of the opportunities presented by urban-
isation as an engine of sustained and inclusive eco-
nomic growth, social and cultural development, and
environmental protection, and of its potential contri-
butions to the achievement of transformative and sus-
tainable development. (UN, 2016, para. 4)

In both documents, then, urbanism offers powerful
opportunities to humanity—but our current methods

are inadequate, and in urgent need of the structural
reforms specified by both.

4. Comparing All Three Documents: Tracing the
Threads of a Century of Urban Thinking

Both the New Urban Agenda and the Charter of the New
Urbanism stand in striking contrast to the Athens Charter,
particularly on six seminal topics:

• Mix of uses (in place of functional segregation of
uses);

• Walkablemulti-modal streets (in place of function-
al segregation of streets and travel);

• Buildings defining public space (in place of open
patterns of buildings and vegetation);

• Mix of building ages and heritage patterns (in place
of demolition of most historic buildings);

• Co-production of the city by the citizens (in place
of city creation solely by technical experts);

• The city as an evolutionary self-organizing struc-
ture (in place of the city as a static end state of
design).

These specific points are part of a deeper century-
long change in the model of urbanism and urbanisa-
tion, gradually embracing its open, incremental, and
informal aspects, and the emergent characteristic that
Jane Jacobs (1961) referred to as ‘organised complexi-
ty.’ Yet this transformation has not yet been fully made,
according to Joan Clos, Secretary-General of Habitat III,
writing with a group of co-authors including the sociolo-
gists Richard Sennett and Saskia Sassen:

Many of the 94 recommendations of the 1933 Athens
Charter still determine the generic forms and physi-
cal organisation of 21st century city. (Sennett et al.,
2018, p. 3)

For Clos and his co-authors, this is a problem: “The pat-
terns of urbanisation today require a re-framing of the
discourse and practice of planning, one that questions
the very tenets of the Athens Charter and challenges the
value of anachronistic ‘bottom-up vs top-down’ models,
so heavily rooted in western urbanism” (Sennett et al.,
2018, p. 114). TheNewUrban Agenda begins this project,
they say. However:

More work is needed to complement the New Urban
Agenda, helping to mark a paradigm shift away from
the rigidity of the technocratic, generic modernist
model we have inherited from the Athens Charter
towards a more open, malleable and incremental
urbanism that recognizes the role of space and
place—and how they are shaped by planning and
design—in making cities more equitable. (Sennett
et al., 2018, p. 66)
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It is also clear that the Charter of the New Urbanism is
a rejection of the modernist approach to urban design
embodied in the Athens Charter, as one of the founders,
Andrés Duany, has stated: “Our ideology is different”
(Duany, 1997, p. 48). At the same time, the NewUrbanists
acknowledge their debt to the modernists, at least in
part: “In important ways the Congress for New Urbanism
is modelled on CIAM [Congrès Internationaux d’Architec-
ture Moderne, for whom the Athens Charter was writ-
ten]….Ourmethodology is the same” (Duany, 1997, p. 48).

The magnitude of the ‘paradigm shift’ described by
Clos and others can readily be observed by comparing
the Athens Charter with both the New Urban Agenda
and the Charter of the New Urbanism. In place of the
‘mixed use’ of the two later documents, the Athens
Charter states that “zoning is an operation carried out
on the city map with the object of assigning every
function and every individual to its rightful place” and
“by taking account of the key functions—housing, work,
recreation—zoning will introduce a measure of order
into the urban territory” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 15).
In place of streets as multi-modal places of shared use,
the Athens Charter proposes “a radical separation of
pedestrians from mechanized vehicles” (Le Corbusier,
1973, para. 60). In place of buildings aligning to streets
as public spaces, it commands that “the alignment of
dwellings along transportation routes must be prohibit-
ed” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 27).

Similarly, heritage is not a candidate for ‘renewal’
in the Athens Charter, but on the contrary, for destruc-
tion, especially in the case of older buildings occupied
by the poor: “An elementary knowledge of the principal
notions of health and sanitation is sufficient to detect a
slumbuilding and to discriminate a clearly unsanitary city
block. These blocks must be demolished” (Le Corbusier,
1973, para 36). While a few historic monuments are
to be kept as relics, their surrounding historic fabric,
characterised as ‘slums,’ is slated for wholesale demoli-
tion: “The destruction of the slums around historic mon-
uments will provide an opportunity to create verdant
areas” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 69).

The Athens Charter also does not elevate the goal of
promoting diversity and social justice as the later docu-
ments do, but rather considers these topics in only the
limited context of modernisation. While historic preser-
vation is seen in the later documents as a shared pub-
lic good and a tool of regeneration and opportunity, for
the Athens Charter its obstruction of modernization is
seen as inherently unjust: “By no means can any narrow-
minded cult of the past bring about a disregard for the
rules of social justice” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 67).
A second reference comes from the alleged “injustice”
of the “arbitrary constraint” of walking, to be liberat-
ed by the vehicles of the new machine age: “Arbitrary
constraints gave rise to flagrant injustices. Then the
age of machinism arose” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 6).
References to ‘diversity’ are limited to technical require-
ments, like those for streets: “Confronted with mecha-

nized speeds, the street network seems irrational, lack-
ing in precision, in adaptability, in diversity, and in confor-
mity” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 6) Elsewhere, the issue
of cultural diversity is defined only as a “biological and
psychological constraint” to be overcome with universal-
izing design solutions: “Finally, the races [sic] of mankind,
with their varied religions and philosophies, multiply
the diversity of human undertakings, each proposing its
own mode of perception and its own reason for being”
(Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 3). This is a diversity that is
not to be sought and promoted, but rather regarded as a
mere pre-existing condition that must inform “the ratio-
nale governing the development of cities” (Le Corbusier,
1973, para. 7).

While the later documents see the role of citizens as
co-producers of the city with the right of public involve-
ment at many scales, the Athens Charter focuses instead
on the role of technocratic specialists: “The principles of
modern urbanism, evolved through the labours of innu-
merable technicians—technicians in the art of building,
technicians of health, technicians of social organization—
…still must be acknowledged by the administrative agen-
cies charged with watching over the destiny of cities”
(Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 74). Furthermore, “the pro-
gram must be based on rigorous analyses carried out by
specialists” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 86). The public’s
role is not to co-produce, but on the contrary, to mere-
ly “understand, desire, and demand what the special-
ists have envisaged for it” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 91).
A top-down agency is to deliver these results: “A polit-
ical power such as one might wish—clear-sighted, with
earnest conviction, and determined to achieve those
improved living conditions that have been worked out
and set down on paper” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 91).

The understanding of change over time within the
city is also remarkably different in the Athens Charter.
Whereas the newer documents describe the dynamic,
evolutionary nature of the city, the Athens Charter has
a clear focus on the city as a static work fixed in time
by a static plan: “Plans will determine the structure of
each of the sectors allocated to the four key functions
and they will also determine their respective locations
within the whole” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 78). These
are rigid and not to be altered: “Inviolable rules will guar-
antee the inhabitants good homes, comfortable work-
ing conditions, and the enjoyment of leisure. The soul of
the city will be brought to life by the clarity of the plan”
(Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 86).

These six topics, then—the zoning of urban elements,
the design of streets, the orientation of buildings, the
treatment of historic structures and patterns, the role of
specialists in relation to citizens, and the accommodation
of change and process—are perhaps the most salient
points of agreement between the New Urban Agenda
and the Charter of the NewUrbanism, and themost strik-
ing points of contrast of both with the earlier Athens
Charter (Table 1). These differences are well illustrated
in a 1948 drawing by Adolf Bayer (Figure 2).
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Table 1. Comparison of the three documents (Athens Charter, Charter of the New Urbanism, and New Urban Agenda) on
six normative topics of urbanism.

Charter of the New
Topic Athens Charter (1933) Urbanism (1996) New Urban Agenda (2016)

1. Zoning of urban
elements

Uses are segregated
according to function
(residential, commercial,
civic, etc.)

Mixed uses are encouraged
while regulation focuses on
form

Mixed uses are encouraged
while regulation focuses on
form

2. Design of streets All streets are functionally
segregated by vehicle
speed, and pedestrians are
prohibited

Urban streets are places of
multi-modal transportation
and public spaces,
welcoming pedestrians

Urban streets are places of
multi-modal transportation
and public spaces,
welcoming pedestrians

3. Orientation of buildings Buildings are removed
from edges of streets into
‘superblocks’

Buildings align with and
enclose streets and other
public spaces

Buildings align with and
enclose streets and other
public spaces

4. Treatment of historic
structures and patterns

Most historic structures
are demolished, while only
a few representative
monuments are retained;
most traditional patterns
are rejected as not ‘of our
time’

Both tangible (buildings,
monuments) and
intangible (knowledge,
patterns) heritage is
conserved and re-used,
often synthesized with new
technologies and
approaches

Both tangible (buildings,
monuments) and
intangible (knowledge,
patterns) heritage is
conserved and re-used,
often synthesized with new
technologies and
approaches

5. Role of specialists in
relation to citizens

The city is solely a creation
of centralized specialists
(economic, political,
technical); citizens are
passive beneficiaries

The city is socially
produced by many actors
at many levels, through the
empowerment of many
diverse citizens and
institutions

The city is socially
produced by many actors
at many levels, through the
empowerment of many
diverse citizens and
institutions

6. Accommodation of
change

The city is a technically
determined structure
designed statically to meet
fixed human needs

The city is a dynamic,
evolutionary, partly
self-organizing system
whose design is continually
adaptive

The city is a dynamic,
evolutionary, partly
self-organizing system
whose design is continually
adaptive

5. Conclusion: The Daunting Challenge of
Implementation

Neither the Charter of the New Urbanism nor the New
Urban Agenda have gone without substantial criticism,
certainly, although a full discussion is beyond the scope
of this article. However, it has been noted that many of
the criticisms of New Urbanism in particular are based
on “flawed arguments (with various strains of logical fal-
lacies), unclear conceptual frameworks and inconsistent
categories of theoretical thought” (Haas, 2005, p. 11).
As Emily Talen (2000, p. 335) has argued, there is a
need to disentangle the normative aspirations of New
Urbanism from its failures of implementation, “redirect-
ing their critique of implementation toward the underly-
ing reasons for that failure (which largely lie outside of its
normative ideals).” The same could be said for the New

Urban Agenda, whose aspirations—sustainable and just
cities and towns with healthy, prosperous populations—
are not generally controversial, although the topic of
implementation certainly deserves more critical exami-
nation (World Economic Forum, 2020). That critical topic
will be the focus of our conclusion.

We start by noting that, by comparison, the Athens
Charter devoted much more attention to the chal-
lenges of implementation than either of themore recent
documents—and to date it has been far more successful
in actual implementation (for better or worse) than the
other two. A number of the Athens Charter’ observations
on implementation would apply equally to the two new
documents, notably that “there are two opposing reali-
ties: the scale of the projects to be undertaken urgent-
ly for the reorganization of the cities, and the infinitely
fragmented state of land ownership” (Le Corbusier, 1973,

Urban Planning, 2020, Volume 5, Issue 4, Pages 441–452 448

https://www.cogitatiopress.com


Figure 2. A 1948 drawing by Adolf Bayer shows the striking contrast between the modernist city—’order’—and the tra-
ditional city—’disorder.’ The traditional city on the right features a mix of uses and modes on walkable streets, buildings
defining the edges of public spaces including streets, a mix of buildings and heritage patterns, and an open, self-organizing
pattern shaped by many actors, which only seems chaotic. The modernist city on the left, however, features segregated
uses, pedestrians segregated from streets, a loose pattern of buildings floating in green space, pristine buildings, and a
highly determined, static environment created by technical specialists. Source: Google Images (‘labelled for reuse’ filter on).

para. 93). The system of delivery gets careful considera-
tion in the Athens Charter, as well as the call for scientif-
ic research to address so-called ‘lock-in’ from outmoded
systems: “Sometimes a scientific discovery is enough to
upset the equilibrium, to reveal the discord between the
administrative system of yesterday and the pressing real-
ities of today” (Le Corbusier, 1973, para. 93).

The Athens Charter also explicitly recognizes the
importance of a realistic attitude in exploiting the tech-
nological and economic capabilities of the day—also no
less true today: “Countless difficulties have harassed peo-
ple who were unable to gauge accurately the extent of
technical transformations and their tremendous reper-
cussions on public and private life” (Le Corbusier, 1973,
para. 94). Instead, we must recognize and facilitate
“an economic situation that will make it possible to
embark upon and pursue building projects which, in cer-
tain instances, will be considerable” (Le Corbusier, 1973,
para. 91). That is, designers and planners must become
active participants in directing technical and economic
forces to deliver the results they seek. This is a point that
has also been made by some of the founders of the New
Urbanism, including Andrés Duany (2004).

The call by Clos and his colleagues for “a more open,
malleable and incremental urbanism” must also address
the potential conflict, or at least disconnect, between
that open and malleable urbanism and “making cities
more equitable” (Sennett et al., 2018, p. 66). How can
‘open’ economic processes be prevented from exacer-
bating inequality and exclusion? This might be done

throughmechanisms of connection, empowerment, and
capacity-building, of the sort described by, say, Jane
Jacobs (1961)—but clearly, more work is needed in
this area.

Implementers of the Charter of the New Urbanism
have arguably not done enough to address the informal
aspects of urbanisation, at a time when, in many parts
of the world today, informality is a dominant aspect of
urbanisation, and urban inequality is also reaching run-
away levels (Mehaffy & Haas, 2018). That omission was
the subject a persistent criticism of New Urbanism by
the iconoclastic architect Christopher Alexander, who has
long argued instead formore incremental, process-based
systems and technologies (Alexander, Schmidt, Hanson,
Alexander, &Mehaffy, 2005). By contrast, the NewUrban
Agenda does pledge “support to incremental housing
and self-build schemes, with special attention to pro-
grammes for upgrading slums and informal settlements”
(UN-Habitat, 2020, para. 107). Yet in both cases, mecha-
nisms of implementation seem incomplete at best.

Not surprisingly, the Charter of the New Urbanism,
created for an organization based in the US, has often
been criticised for its Americentric and Eurocentric per-
spective on urbanisation, at a time that the processes
that shape cities are more global than ever before in his-
tory. On the other hand, models created in the US have
had, and still have, an impact around theworld. It follows
that organisations that seek to reform those models, like
the CNU, can play a particularly important role inworking
with other global partners to implement reforms.
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More broadly, it must be recognised that the forces
that shape cities are only partly affected by planning,
policy, or other ‘command functions’ of government at
the state or even the city scale. As Sassen (2010) has
written, global inter-city networks of trade and capital
flow are increasingly dominant forces. Urban real estate
has become an important focus of international capi-
tal movement and extraction of surplus value, in some
cases marginalizing the power of national governments.
Without a global perspective on these dynamics and new
global financial tools in response, the implementation
of the goals of empowering citizens, promoting diversi-
ty, and reducing “separation by race and class” (CNU,
2020, Preamble) is likely to make little progress against
the increasingly virulent global phenomena of gentrifica-
tion, displacement, and segregation.

On the other hand, we are not powerless in the face
of financial dynamics, for these are profoundly shaped
by taxation policies, technological economies, regulato-
ry structures, and other consciously chosen forms of eco-
nomic and policy feedback. Jacobs (1961, p. 252), for her
part,made a very telling remark: “In creating city success,
we humans have created marvels, but we left out feed-
back.” The global transition ahead will require much bet-
ter feedback systems.

The runaway negative consequences of this lack of
healthy regulatory feedback are certainly not absent
from the landscape of the US: indeed, they are surg-
ing in many US cities. To the extent that New Urbanists
helped to re-popularize the urban cores, from Brooklyn
to Portland and many other US cities (and by extension,
from London to Stockholm to Tokyo to Sydney), they
seem to have exacerbated these runaway problemswith-
out doing enough to dampen them. In that sense, the
‘new urbanisation’ advocated by the New Urbanism has
perhaps been too much of a good thing.

It is not that walkable mixed-use urbanism in itself
is bad, of course—certainly not in relation to its sprawl
alternative—or that there is not a real ‘agglomeration
benefit’ to be had from the network effects of city cores,
as we have learned from much recent research (see
e.g., Batty, 2013; Bettencourt, 2013). The question is
how the network effects are engaged (and managed and
dampened when necessary) to produce these agglom-
eration benefits equitably and sustainably, and not as
a poorly controlled, uneven, or runaway phenomenon.
An important secondary question is how these goals can
be achieved and sustained within a sustainable finan-
cial and technical system, on a par with the undeni-
able (if unsustainable) success in implementation of the
Athens Charter model.

The first task is to recognise, like a doctor working
on a complex medical problem, “the kind of problem
a city is,” in Jacobs’ words (1961, p. 428). In particular,
we must better understand (so as to better manage) the
social and economic power of urban networks, including
their economic dynamism and potential human opportu-
nities (aswell as remarkable resource efficiency and com-

parative emissions reductions per capita). This was the
insight first recognised by Jacobs (1961) and Alexander
(1965/2015). These agglomeration benefits include pow-
erful ‘knowledge spillover’ potentials (Roche, 2019) that
illustrate Jacobs’ famous remark about ‘lowly’ sidewalk
contacts which are the “small change from which a city’s
wealth of public life may grow”—and other more lit-
eral forms of wealth too, as it now appears (Jacobs,
1961, p. 72).

The problem, from the point of view of network the-
ory, is that it is possible to over-concentrate these net-
works, and rely too much on what are known in the
theory as ‘rich club networks.’ These clusters of nodes
within a network are particularly well-connected to oth-
er adjacent nodes, conferring more powerful benefits to
that part of the network (the term comes from social
networks, and the advantage of ‘who you know’ with-
in an often exclusive but well-connected sub-network).
While there is certainly a benefit to concentrating clus-
ters of talents and smarts—for individuals who are con-
nected, and for the cluster as a whole—those benefits
may not spill over to other parts of the network outside
the cluster.

This lopsided distribution is not only unjust; it places
a drag on the performance of the network as a whole.
As Bettencourt (2013) and others have argued, a city
without pervasive connectivity of all participants is like-
ly to performmore poorly, other things equal. This is not
only from the economic costs of crime, policing and incar-
ceration, social services and the like, but a fundamental
dynamic of social networks. According to what is known
as Metcalfe’s Law, it is not only the density of your ‘rich
club network,’ but also the extent of the broader network
that matters.

As Bettencourt (2013, p. 7) said:

The view of cities in terms of social networks empha-
sizes the primary role of expanding connectivity per
person and of social inclusion in order for cities to real-
ize their full socioeconomic potential. In fact, cities
that for a variety of reasons (violence, segregation,
lack of adequate transportation) remain only incipi-
ently connected will typically underperform econom-
ically compared to better mixing cities…what these
results emphasize is the need for social integration in
huge metropolitan areas over their largest scales, not
only at the local level, such as neighbourhoods.

Put differently, urban equity and environmental justice
are also good for everyone’s bottom line.

The emerging work in urban network science offers
promising avenues for further development of a new
generation ofmore effective tools and strategies forman-
aging the dynamics of cities, and achieving the goals of
the Charter of the New Urbanism and the New Urban
Agenda. They include new and revised codes, standards,
laws, governance structures, professional models, finan-
cial mechanisms, tax policies, new network-based and
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open data tools (like our own proposed ‘new pattern lan-
guage wiki’; Mehaffy et al., 2020) and more—in short,
all of the elements of the ‘operating system for growth’
that generate the urban world we inhabit today, and will
inhabit tomorrow.

It may be helpful to remember that the urban struc-
tures we see today, and the systems that generate them,
are hardly immutable. Indeed, they have changed dra-
matically, and are still changing. As we once did, we have
the capacity to transform them aswemust again, so long
as we recognize and act on that capacity. Just as we had
the power to fragment and degrade cities, so now we
have the power to regenerate them.
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