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Charting Literary Urban Studies

Guided by the multifaceted relations between city and text, Charting Literary Urban Studies: Texts as Models of and for the City attempts to chart the burgeoning field of literary urban studies by outlining how texts in varying degrees function as both representations of the city and as blueprints for its future development. The study addresses questions such as these: How do literary texts represent urban complexities – and how can they capture the uniqueness of a given city? How do literary texts simulate layers of urban memory – and how can they reinforce or help dissolve path dependencies in urban development? What role can literary studies play in interdisciplinary urban research? Are the blueprints or ‘recipes’ for urban development that most quickly travel around the globe – such as the ‘creative city’, the ‘green city’ or the ‘smart city’ – really always the ones that best solve a given problem? Or is the global spread of such travelling urban models not least a matter of their narrative packaging? In answering these key questions, this book also advances a literary studies contribution to the general theory of models, tracing a heuristic trajectory from the analysis of literary texts as representations of urban developments to an analysis of literary strategies in planning documents and other pragmatic, non-literary texts.
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Introduction

Talking about his magnum opus Ulysses, James Joyce famously told his biographer Frank Budgen: “I want […] to give a picture of Dublin so complete that if the city one day suddenly disappeared from the earth it could be reconstructed out of my book” (Budgen 69f.). Joyce here facetiously suggests a double function of texts that is central to this book’s interest in the relation between ‘the city’ and ‘the text’: Texts can be representations of the city – Ulysses as “a picture of Dublin” – and they can be blueprints for the city – “[Dublin] could be reconstructed out of my book”.

Guided by such a dual understanding of the relations between city and text, this book attempts to chart the burgeoning field of literary urban studies by addressing questions such as these: How do literary texts represent urban complexities – and how can they capture the uniqueness of a given city? How do literary texts simulate layers of urban memory – and how can they reinforce or help dissolve path dependencies in urban development? What role can literary studies play in interdisciplinary urban research? Are the blueprints or ‘recipes’ for urban development that most quickly travel around the globe – take the ‘creative city’, the ‘green city’ or the ‘smart city’ – really always the ones that best solve a given problem, or is the global diffusion of such travelling urban models not least a matter of their narrative packaging? The book engages these key questions by advancing a literary studies contribution to the general theory of models and by tracing a heuristic trajectory from the analysis of literary texts as representations of urban developments to an analysis of literary strategies in planning documents and other pragmatic, non-literary texts. These suggestions, it is hoped, will be of interest to scholars both in literary studies and in various fields of urban research as well as to students in these areas. Given this interdisciplinary orientation, I have cut short a number of more in-depth discussions that would have been in order had the book been addressed to a literary studies readership alone.

After decades of scholarship on literary representations of the city, the emerging field of literary urban studies1 has more recently also begun to read literary and non-literary texts side by side and to consider both the pragmatic functions of literary texts and the ‘literariness’ of planning documents (cf. Ameel 2016, 2017, 2019; Buchenau/Gurr 2016, 2018; Keunen/Verraest), important work that this book builds upon and seeks to continue. Here, a key influence has been the sustained interest in the role of narratives in urban planning, design and development; urban planner Leonie Sandercock has even spoken of the “story turn in planning” (2010).2

Planning invariably makes use of narratives, as becomes apparent in the designs for a building to be erected on a single plot of land, the construction of a new quarter or the transformation of an entire city, all of which have to plot the transition from a present into a desired future state. In all these planning cases, narratives describe the process in texts, images, maps or animations, thus seeking to attract, convince or generate support from owners, city administrators, investors and other stakeholders. In this vein, governance and planning scholar Merlijn van Hulst has described “storytelling as a model of and a model for planning”. In doing so, he has especially drawn attention to the “future-directedness” of both narrative and planning: “Through telling and listening to stories, actors in the present not only make sense of the past, but also prepare for the future” (van Hulst 300). It is this “future-directedness” (van Hulst 300) and the (at least potential) openness of planning – alternative developments are always at least imaginable – which make it possible to read planning texts as “future narratives” in the sense of literary scholar Christoph Bode (cf. Bode/Dietrich): A “future narrative” is a narrative that describes more than one potential continuation in a given situation and thus does not – as the more common “past narratives” do – present a development as having already happened in the past and thus as no longer allowing for different outcomes. Rather, “future narratives” portray the future as being open and subject to intervention. In “future narratives”, this is made explicit in the form of decision points – or “nodes”, as Bode calls them – in the narrative, which can either simply be bifurcations or may offer three or more alternatives. Each of these potential paths into the future can then, in turn, contain further nodes. Nodal structures, I will argue, are common also in literary texts seeking to represent an urban experience of constantly having a choice between different potential courses of action (cf. Chapter 3). In the practice of planning, most plans – whether they are master plans for an entire district or smaller-scale plans for an individual building – do not explicitly present alternatives. In other words, they do not flesh out alternatives in narrative descriptions or visualisations, let alone with considerations of anticipated costs, benefits and impacts. However, any planning document, sometimes implicitly, refers to different possible futures and thus contains at least one node; in the simplest form – and this may even be the most common one – the alternatives may only be that a plan may or may not be realised. Thus, any plan for the future is essentially a “future narrative”, because even where it is presented as a ‘must’ without alternatives, it contains – at least implicitly – the decision point of realisation or non-realisation.

While, as part of the “story turn in planning”, numerous studies from the field of planning research and planning theory have engaged with the role of narratives in planning (if frequently with an inflationary and fuzzy use of the term ‘narrative’), this is hardly true to the same extent for literary and cultural studies despite their specific competence in the analysis of narratives. Thus, there is as yet no substantial narratology of urban planning, although recent work by Lieven Ameel, Bart Keunen and Sofie Verraest points in the direction pursued here (cf. especially Ameel 2016, 2017, 2019, 2021; Keunen/Verraest). These studies have shown the potential of narratological and rhetorical analyses of planning documents: Specific underlying plot patterns and their generic implications – as well as central tropes and references to established patterns of narrative sense-making – have thus been shown to suggest or predetermine outcomes, path dependencies, inclusions and exclusions. Thus, a literary studies approach to planning texts can frequently show them to be profoundly ‘literary’ (cf. the discussion of the ‘Garden City’ concept in Chapter 8), but it can also help explain their – often unintended, occasionally highly problematic – political implications.

In contrast to ‘traditional’ literary studies approaches interested in literary representations of cities, the field of literary urban studies as it has evolved and as I understand it, is also centrally concerned with the real-world city and its challenges. This is, therefore, a more thoroughly interdisciplinary field requiring literary scholars to leave their comfort zone and to engage with, say, the theory and practice of planning or with approaches to modelling urban complexities in economics, mobility science, or the social sciences. Literary scholar Eric Prieto has described the concerns of what he calls “geocentered” criticism as follows:


[The] geocentered study of authors or works should lead away from the individual author and work and toward a more general kind of knowledge, one that breaks through the aesthetic frame that sets works of literature off from the world and seeks to use the study of literature as a way to better think about the world around us.3

(25)


While I sympathise with the real-world commitment, I see no reason to “brea[k] through the aesthetic frame” and I do believe it is one task of literary studies also to provide detailed readings of individual texts. Moreover, it may precisely be an understanding of the aesthetic functions and appeal of texts – literary as well as pragmatic – that can help explain their very real impact. Literary urban studies thus understood, more so than established approaches to studying ‘literature and the city’, must be concerned with conceptualising the relation between the textual and the material city, between ‘the city’ and ‘the text’.4

Here, an understanding that regards texts as models can be particularly fruitful. According to a general theory of models (cf. Stachowiak 131–133), all models share the characteristics of being (1) representational, (2) reductive and (3) pragmatic. A model may therefore be defined as a simplified physical, digital or mental representation of a more complex outside entity to which it must be functionally or structurally similar in order to function as a model. Models are devised or chosen for a specific purpose and – depending on that purpose – will selectively focus on different characteristics, elements or connections of the system perceived as central to this purpose while disregarding others. Thus, a map of a city with colour-coding in green, yellow or red to represent high, medium or low average incomes per district is a model of that city in that it (1) represents the city, (2) does so in a highly selective, simplified, abstracted and aggregate form, and (3) does so for specific purposes – possibly to support decisions about where to launch social cohesion programmes – while it would be largely useless for other objectives.

Moreover, mathematician and information theorist Bernd Mahr has argued that models should additionally be understood in their dual nature of always being both “models of” something and “models for” something:


A model is always based on something of which it is a model, i.e. departing from which or referring to which it has been produced or chosen, its matrix. The purpose of building or choosing a model is its use […] One of the typical uses of models is their use as a means of designing [or creating] something. [Here] models are samples, pre-formations or specifications […] The notion of the model can therefore only be explained convincingly if it is acknowledged that a model is always both a model of something and a model for something.5

(2015, 331f.; italics original; my translation)


Adapting this notion, a model can be understood as being to varying degrees both the descriptive rendering of an entity of which it is a model and – at least implicitly – the prescriptive blueprint for the design or transformation of a future entity for which it is a model. With reference to the relation between the city and the text, a text can thus be understood as an urban model in that it is – again to varying degrees – descriptive in its representation of the city and – again at least implicitly – prescriptive in that it formulates directions or options for a different future city. This dual nature is also evident in the fact that texts not only represent an external urban reality but contribute to shaping perceptions of the urban and thus to highlighting that a different city is at least conceptually possible. Moreover, as the increasingly frequent collaboration between planning experts and science fiction writers shows, literary texts as models of and models for urban realities also have a crucial role to play in developing scenarios. Thus, the German Federal Institute for Building, Urban and Spatial Research (BBSR) in 2015 issued a study entitled Learning from Science Fiction Cities: Scenarios for Urban Planning (my translation; cf. BBSR).

The notion of texts as models lends itself to being applied to both literary and pragmatic, non-literary texts such as planning documents. However, more clearly than in Mahr’s original conceptualisation, where “model of” and “model for” are two sides of the same coin or may only be gradually more or less prominent in different models,6 “model of” and “model for” are here introduced as a heuristic distinction based on which the field of literary urban studies can be charted or mapped.7

There has recently been an increased interest in adapting a general theory of models (with frequent references to Stachowiak and especially to Mahr) to literary studies and in disciplinary literary and cultural studies approaches to the theory of models (cf. several contributions in Bahlke/Siegert/Vogl as well as in Dirks/Knobloch; Wendler). Pioneering work has been done, for instance, in two research training groups in Münster and Jena.8 Expanding and refocusing such work, this book specifically conceptualises literary texts as models complementary to the currently dominant quantitative models in urban research, a notion I develop in more detail in Chapter 1.

An attempt at charting the field of literary urban studies requires a fundamental decision about structure: Does one proceed chronologically by epoch, which would suggest an interest in the succession of literary representations of cities in different periods? Or regionally, by city, in which case one would be likely to catalogue representations of different cities?9 Or does one proceed by different genres, which would hardly do justice to the overlaps and transfers between literary and planning texts (for these, cf. for instance Ameel 2016, 2019). All of these, I believe, would in different ways strengthen a focus on questions of ‘representation’, would therefore lead away from what I have called the ‘real-world concerns’ of literary urban studies and would not necessarily be helpful to a more conceptual discussion of the relation between text and city. However, since I do believe that some concepts are best introduced in sustained readings of individual texts, this study deliberately works both with chapters that take their cue from a representational challenge and that use texts largely to provide examples, and with chapters interested in an individual text. Moreover, I do analyse in some detail texts from a range of different genres and text types – poetry and docu-fiction in multimedia hypertext (Chapter 3), novels (Chapter 4), urban activist writings (Chapter 5), planning documents (Chapter 8), as well as a range of shorter examples discussed throughout.

In conceptualising different subfields of research, approaches and guiding questions in literary urban studies, this study follows three interrelated trajectories, each involving a reversal of the research focus and direction of inquiry:


1.from texts as descriptive models of key urban structures, developments and characteristics to texts as prescriptive blueprints for the planning, design and development of cities;

2.from the question of how the city shapes writing to that of how texts shape the city;

3.from the study of literary texts on the city to the analysis of planning documents and other pragmatic, non-literary texts central to urban planning and development.


Tracing these three trajectories, the study proceeds as follows: Chapter 1, “Interdisciplinary Urban Complexity Research and Texts as Qualitative Models”, outlines a contribution of literary urban studies to inter- and transdisciplinary urban complexity research by discussing textual models of the urban as complementary to the currently dominant quantitative models. Without denying their usefulness for a vast number of purposes, it will be argued that quantitative models are characterised by abstraction and aggregation and thus are generally not concerned with local or individual specificity. On the other hand, qualitative models are frequently designed to capture just that. More narrowly, literary texts serve as a particular type of qualitative model: By focusing precisely on the representation of specific places, of individual responses and of patterns of sense-making, they are diametrically opposed to quantitative models in their selection of which elements of complex urban reality to include or to leave out. As an alternative form of ‘modelling’ urban complexity, literary texts are thus shown to function as a complementary type of ‘urban model’.

Chapter 2, “Literary Models of Urban Complexity and the Problem of Simultaneity: A Sketchy Inventory of Strategies”, develops a typology of literary strategies in the representation of urban complexity. It takes its cue from the insight – formulated by Georg Simmel, Kevin Lynch and others – that an overwhelming simultaneity is quintessential to the urban experience. Arguing that, given the linearity of print, the representation of this simultaneity poses the main challenge to literary models of the city, and that the representation of urban simultaneity invariably involves or at least implies most other key facets of complexity, I here use a wide range of texts from the seventeenth to the twenty-first century to develop a typology of literary strategies of nonetheless representing, simulating or suggesting this simultaneity. It is precisely the use of such strategies, this chapter argues, which enables literary texts to function as models of urban complexity.

Continuing the inquiry into texts as models of the city, Chapter 3, “Palimpsests, Rhizomes, Nodes: Texts as Structural and Functional Urban Models”, builds on the typology developed in Chapter 2 to provide theoretical concepts and extended case studies for the analysis of texts as structural and functional models of urban complexities. More specifically, using T.S. Eliot’s “The Waste Land” as a quintessential topographical poem and as a central text in discussions of urban memory, and Norman Klein’s 2003 multimedia database narrative Bleeding Through: Layers of Los Angeles 1920–1986 as arguably one of the most ambitious attempts at using hypertext database structures to represent urban complexities, I here discuss textual strategies of simulating rhizomatic and palimpsestic urban structures as well as textual simulations of cities as spatialised and layered urban memory. Here, Walter Benjamin’s notion of “superposition”, the simultaneous perception of different layers of the past, will play a central role.

Chapter 4, “Reversing Perspectives: Urban Memory in Built and Literary Post-Industrial Cities”, is the first of three chapters suggesting and performing a shift of attention: It attempts to apply the concepts outlined in the previous chapters – palimpsest, superposition, rhizome – first to physical sites in the polycentric post-industrial conurbation of the Ruhr region in Germany and only then to literary texts representing these sites in particular and the region generally. In doing so, it addresses the question of how concepts from literary urban studies can help understand the real-world city. Second, it argues that concepts of historical layering – usually applied to ‘old’ European cities such as Rome, Berlin, London, Paris or St. Petersburg – also fit post-industrial conurbations. The chapter proposes a distinction between the ‘palimpsest’ and Benjamin’s notion of “superposition”, which is here understood as an analytical concept rather than an involuntary perception. By doing justice to an observer’s knowledge, it allows for an understanding of what might be called a ‘remembered presence’, which, though it may have left no physical traces, may nonetheless be crucial to understanding the history and meanings of a site.

Chapter 5, “Urban Activist Writing and the Transition from ‘Models of’ to ‘Models for’ Urban Developments” engages with a corpus of activist writing from anti-gentrification and ‘right to the city’ movements and identifies aesthetic strategies of subverting commodification common in such writing. It does so in order to highlight activist writing as a text type that systematically blends the descriptive and the prescriptive characteristics of models: While critically commenting on current urban developments, activist writing clearly pursues an agenda in blueprinting desirable urban developments. The central case study here is Christoph Schäfer’s highly allusive and self-reflexive visual essay Die Stadt ist unsere Fabrik/The City is our Factory (2010).

Entitled “Narrative Path Dependencies: From Scenario Building in Literary Texts to the Narratology and Rhetoric of Pragmatic Texts”, Chapter 6 completes the reversal of perspectives: It builds on selected concepts from narratology, metaphor theory, research on cognitive models and Funktionsgeschichte to develop a theoretical framework for the comparative analysis of the real-world functions of literary texts, for instance in scenario building, and of the literary strategies in and functions of pragmatic texts such as planning documents. Developing further recent narratological research on planning texts in literary urban studies, the chapter proposes the notion of what I call “narrative path dependencies” in planning texts.

Co-authored with Barbara Buchenau, a long-standing fellow thinker in the realm of urban North American studies, Chapter 7, “‘Scripts’ in Urban Development: Procedural Knowledge, Self-Description, and Persuasive Blueprint for the Future” introduces the concept of ‘scripts’ in urban development as persuasive combinations of these three components. Developed in an inter-institutional research group we co-direct (speaker: Barbara Buchenau, co-speaker: Jens Martin Gurr), the notion of ‘scripts’ proposed here draws on uses and implications of the term in a wide variety of disciplines and fields, which each contribute vital components to an understanding of how scripts function as a particularly powerful type of model: They often deliberately blur the descriptive and the normative characteristics of models and thus simultaneously function as models of and models for urban developments. We then draw on an ongoing collaborative research project on the transatlantic comparison of scripts in post-industrial urban transformations to: (a) illustrate the implications of this type of research for the theory and practice of literary urban studies and (b) to point out how a surprisingly limited number of such scripts permute, intersect and reinforce each other in global urban developments.

Building on key insights developed in Chapters 1–7, Chapter 8, “From the ‘Garden City’ to the ‘Smart City’: Literary Urban Studies, Policy Mobility Research and Travelling Urban Models”, develops a literary studies approach to policy mobility research and more specifically to research on ‘global urbanism’ and the global diffusion of blueprints for urban development. The chapter initially points out the lack of attention to narrative patterns, rhetoric, visualisation and other strategies of persuasion in policy mobility research (hitherto mainly in the fields of political science, economics, human geography, planning studies and studies of the built environment). In order to highlight the extent to which such travelling models rely on – broadly speaking – literary strategies for their persuasive effect, the chapter then offers a detailed analysis of the narrative structures, plot patterns, visualisations, and of the use of literary and cultural references, collective symbols and established patterns of interpretation in planning documents, policy papers, marketing materials and other pragmatic, non-literary texts central to the diffusion of the ‘Garden City’ concept. Such strategies can to a significant extent explain the ease and speed with which the concept was adopted in a variety of different cultural contexts and the changes it underwent in the process. The chapter thus shows how literary studies can decisively contribute to research on global policy mobility, especially in the field of travelling models and concepts in urban development. Finally, this approach to policy mobility is briefly shown to be applicable to other key fields in recent global urban development, such as the numerous blueprints for ‘smart’ or ‘sustainable’ urban development. While such globally prevalent developments can arguably be claimed simply as instances of similar solutions to similar challenges, this diagnosis significantly underestimates the extent to which such projects rely on globally circulating narratives, imaginaries and iconic visual representations.

As a whole, this book charts literary urban studies and thus contributes to the development of this vibrant emerging research field through the application of existing as well as newly developed methods to partly new materials not generally discussed in literary studies. It does so by advancing a literary studies contribution to the general theory of models and by introducing the notion of texts across different genres and text types as – to varying degrees – descriptive models of the city and prescriptive models for the city. Taking my cue from Joyce’s light-hearted remark about the double function of texts – “to give a picture of [the city]” and to serve as a blueprint from which it “could be reconstructed” (Budgen 69f.), I thus also seek to explore Yi-Fu Tuan’s notion that “the personality of certain cities (nineteenth-century London, for instance) owes much to the influence of a powerful literature. A great city may be seen as the construction of words as well as stone” (686).


Notes

1The Association for Literary Urban Studies (ALUS), founded and spearheaded by Lieven Ameel and Jason Finch, has been instrumental here; its website provides a helpful bibliography of work in literary urban studies: https://blogs.helsinki.fi/hlc-n. Two important collections have been edited by Tambling and Lindner/Meissner.
2Cf. also Childs; Cohen; Eckstein/Throgmorton; Filep/Thompson-Fawcett/Rae; Healey; Ivory; Kaplan; Keunen/Verraest; Mandelbaum; Sandercock 2003; Tewdwr-Jones; Throgmorton 1996, 2003; van Hulst.
3For a discussion of this passage, cf. also Mattheis 80.
4The relation of the material and the textual city might also be conceptualised in the light of the material turn in literary studies; in this view, city texts can be seen as material artefacts that form part of the material city while also imaginatively intervening in its formation.
5Mahr’s original reads as follows: “Einem Modell liegt immer etwas zugrunde, wovon es ein Modell ist, d.h. von dem ausgehend oder auf das Bezug nehmend es hergestellt oder gewählt wurde, seine Matrix. Zweck der Herstellung oder der Wahl eines Modells ist sein Gebrauch […] Zu den typischen Gebrauchsweisen von Modellen gehört ihr Gebrauch als Mittel der Gestaltung. Für die Gestaltung sind Modelle Vorbilder, Vorformen oder Spezifikationen […] Der Begriff des Modells lässt sich daher nur dann überzeugend erklären, wenn man berücksichtigt, dass ein Modell immer zugleich ein Modell von etwas und ein Modell für etwas ist” (2015, 331f.). Cf. also Mahr 2004, 2008; for this dual nature of models, cf. also Geertz 93 and Yanow.
6To be sure, Mahr clearly states that models “can be used for very different purposes: models can be descriptive for us, like Bohr’s model of the atom, prescriptive, like [an ISO standard], conceptual, like the architecture of a software system [and several further purposes]” (2015, 332).
7Van Hulst’s discussion of “storytelling” as “a model of and a model for planning” is in keeping with the “story turn in planning” (Sandercock 2010), but makes no reference to the theory of models and does not develop the notion of “model of” and “model for” any further.
8These are the Münster RTG 1886 “Literarische Form: Geschichte und Kultur ästhetischer Modellbildung” (cf. for instance Erdbeer 2015a, 2015b) as well as the Jena RTG 2041 “Modell Romantik” (cf. for instance Matuschek/Kerschbaumer).
9This would also make it difficult to justify the inclusion or exclusion of specific cities (unless one restricted the discussion to a handful of ‘global cities’ from the start).
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 1Interdisciplinary Urban Complexity Research and Texts as Qualitative Models

This chapter attempts to sketch a literary and cultural studies approach to the modelling of urban complexity: After briefly commenting on what I perceive as a neglect of cultural phenomena in much urban modelling, I will discuss key characteristics of urban complexity from a literary and cultural studies perspective and will relate these to technical or mathematical notions of complexity. My third section engages with the need for reduction and compression in modelling and with the resulting limitations of urban models before discussing the fundamentally different status of the model in urban complexity studies on the one hand and in literary and cultural studies on the other hand. The chapter thus sets out to show how literary and cultural studies engage with urban complexity and what such an engagement can contribute to truly interdisciplinary work on urban complexity and urban systems. I will argue that literary texts specifically can bring back into the discussion those features of urban complexity that resist quantitative modelling but that are nonetheless crucial to a differentiated understanding of the functioning of urban systems.


The Neglect of ‘Culture’ in Urban Complexity Research

In his masterful study Die komplexe Stadt: Orientierungen im urbanen Labyrinth (2009), one of the most ambitious attempts to provide urban studies with an integrating research agenda, Frank Eckardt goes so far as to propose complexity as the key characteristic of the city and calls for a transdisciplinary research programme organised around the integrating paradigm of ‘complexity’. However, Eckardt then largely pursues a sociological programme.

‘Complexity’ is indeed central to much work in urban modelling (cf. for instance Albeverio et al.; Batty 2013; Portugali 2011; Walloth/Gurr/Schmidt; for a brief and accessible account, cf. Gurr/Walloth). Inter- and transdisciplinary methodological discussions of urban modelling might highlight questions such as the following:


•How is ‘urban complexity’ understood, defined and ‘modelled’ in various disciplines and what is the relation to urban reality these models claim?

•Which subsystems or combinations of subsystems are being modelled by researchers of various disciplines – e.g. is the city considered as a social, ecological, economic, technical or cultural system?

•What are the – normative and/or descriptive – aims and interests pursued with different types of models? Are they designed fundamentally to understand interdependencies within or explain the functioning of urban systems – or do they seek to aid decision-making in concrete situations?

•How can central non-quantifiable phenomena that are especially relevant to a ‘humanities’ understanding of urban complexity be integrated into the dominant types of models? To what extent can they complement mathematical models?

•Which issues and strategies in dealing with urban complexity are already cross-disciplinary? What are the interfaces between disciplines and what bridges can be built here?

•Which of the issues and strategies specific to the individual disciplines dealing with urban complexity can be regarded as complementary? What are the implications of the specific sign systems in which these models are mediated? Are there parallels or analogies between quantitative and narrative models?

•According to which criteria do we make decisions concerning parameters to be included or excluded? To what extent are selection criteria for inclusion and exclusion complementary in different disciplines?

•How can the insights from various types of models be integrated?


It seems that, despite much talk of multi-, inter- or transdisciplinary research in (urban) complexity, the perspective of culture is curiously absent in discussions of urban modelling.1 More specifically, while the consideration of actors and groups of actors and their behaviour as an important dimension of ‘culture’ as studied by the social sciences is clearly central to modelling endeavours, patterns of symbolic representation and patterns of perception and interpretation as less tangible elements of the city largely resist quantitative modelling and are a conspicuous absence in models of urban complexity. A few prominent examples may suffice here: The “Preface” to one of the most ambitious collections on the topic, Albeverio et al.’s The Dynamics of Complex Urban Systems (2008), in its plea for a “fruitful collaboration between natural science” and “regional science” mentions “physics, mathematics, computer science, biology …” (omission original) on the side of “natural science” and “architecture, geography, city plannings [sic], economics, sociology …” (omission original) on the side of “regional science” (v) – and the volume, comprehensive as it is, does not contain anything even remotely from the field of cultural studies. Even in the exhaustive and masterful 2009 Encyclopedia of Complexity and Systems Science, Michael Batty’s state-of-the-art contribution on “Cities as Complex Systems: Scaling, Interaction, Networks, Dynamics and Urban Morphologies” (1041–1071) does not even mention ‘culture’, nor do concepts like ‘individuality’ play any role. Similarly, “Springer Complexity”, according to the description for what is arguably the leading and most prominent book series in the field, is said to “cut across all traditional disciplines of the natural and life sciences, engineering, economics, medicine, neuroscience, social and computer science” (Portugali et al. front matter). Moreover, the outline for Springer’s “Understanding Complex Systems” (UCS) series states the aim of the programme as follows: “UCS is explicitly transdisciplinary”, its first “main goal” being “to elaborate the concepts, methods and tools of complex systems at all levels of description and in all scientific fields, especially newly emerging areas within the life, social, behavioural, economic, neuro- and cognitive sciences (and derivatives thereof)” (Portugali 2011, front matter). The mental, non-institutional dimension of culture in the form of symbolically mediated patterns of perception and interpretation of human environments, it seems, hardly features in discussions of urban complexity.


Characteristics of (Urban) Complexity: Urban Systems Research and the Perspective of Literary and Cultural Studies

Many of the characteristics of urban complexity frequently discussed in research on complex urban systems2 are those that are also of interest to literary and cultural studies.
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