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Urban Revolution 

Cities Are the Engines of Change 

 

Modern-day cities no longer have walls to keep out strangers, separating those inside from the 

vagabonds lurking without. On the contrary, they have thrown open the gates and embraced not 

only people, but also countries and the entire world. Whether Los Angeles, Cairo, or 

Johannesburg, the extent to which a city opens up and becomes a world in its own right is 

evidence of its function as an economic, political and cultural survival strategy for humankind. 

One could say that the city has become a global ‘instruction manual’ for human co-existence. 

Unlike the French Revolution or the American Declaration of Independence, however, the urban 

revolution is a protracted, ongoing process that needs to be shaped. 

 

Writing in the early twentieth century, Oswald Spengler described the character of world 

cities as follows: ‘Spirit is non-existent in these cities. They are land in petrified form.’ 

Cities play a particularly tragic role in Spengler’s Doomsday scenario entitled The Decline 

of the West. For Spengler, cities were places where life ossified because the bodies, souls, 

and spirits of their inhabitants grew barren there. For this philosopher of history, the rise 

of the city heralded the start of the decline, not only of the West, but of all civilisations. 

Spengler gave two reasons for his belief that the proliferation and growth of cities is an 

indication of the impending downfall of society. Firstly, he believed that by settling in 

cities, societies would enfeeble themselves both spiritually and culturally. He considered 

cities to be petrified, static structures in which social life could not flourish nor cultural 

renewal take place, let alone that they could be a source from which spiritual greatness 

could emanate. For Spengler, cities would cause humankind to ossify; the birth of a world 

city was the death knell of a culture. Secondly, the Munich-based private scholar was of 

the opinion that it was virtually unavoidable for civilisations not to become imperialistic 

with the emergence of cities. World cities, he believed, were both the end and the means 

of civilisations acting as world powers. He also felt that the term ‘province’ would, as in 

the case of the Romans, only ever be used in those places where an empire held sway over 

other regions (such as the Mediterranean) and where the capital of that empire declared 

these regions to be the province. 



For Spengler, the province was the imperial expression of the existence of a world city. He 

also felt that the colonisation and oppression of economically, politically, or militarily 

weaker regional cultures was the quasi-inevitable consequence of a highly-developed city 

structure. If Oswald Spengler’s theories about cities and the philosophy of history were in 

any way correct, humanity would currently be in dire straits. We would only exist as 

zombies, those unappetisingly semi-decomposed beings who show themselves in the 

daylight after crawling out of their graves under cover of darkness. Had Spengler been 

right, this would be an apt description of our current fate, not only because he predicted 

the decline of the West in the year 2000 – which means this fate would, in fact, be 

overdue – but because ‘we’, the inhabitants of all continents, have been disregarding 

Spengler’s warnings regarding the causes of this decline for over half a century by allowing 

cities to proliferate. 

 

The uninhibited growth of the city system 

As a matter of fact, we are doing much more than just turning a deaf ear to Spengler’s 

warnings, we are actually working hard to foster the uninhibited growth of a global city 

system. Will this ultimately lead to our destruction? I don’t think so. It seems more likely 

that the emergence of cities is humankind’s economic, political, and cultural survival 

strategy. The emergence of cities would appear to be something of a global ‘instruction 

manual’ for the organisation of human co-existence. However, this ‘instruction manual’ is 

written, interpreted, and applied very differently from nation to nation and from continent 

to continent. At the start of the twentieth century London was the largest city in the world, 

with a population of just five million. At the time, only 150 million people worldwide lived 

in cities. Since then, the number of city dwellers has increased twentyfold. Today, 3.1 

billion people live in cities. While it was barely conceivable a hundred years ago that cities 

could ever be home to more than ten million people, the dimensions of today’s urban 

agglomerations are closer to those of the dimensions of entire nations in years gone by. 

Some 26 million people live in Tokyo, currently the world’s largest city. Around the year 

1900, a city was considered large and exceptional if it had more than one million 

inhabitants. In 1975, there were 195 million-plus cities in the world. Today, in the less-

developed countries of the world alone there are 292 such cities. The world population is 

rapidly congregating in large cities. In the year 2015, it is likely that there will be 564 

million-plus cities around the globe. 

 

Forums of the cultures 

Spengler obviously misjudged the relationships between human and city, city and culture, 

and cultural encounter and globalisation. He could not see that cities do not emerge in the 

terminal stage of a civilisation, but are instead the starting point for their renewal. He did 

not see that cities are not monolithic centres of a dominant civilisation used to control 

other cultures, but are themselves permeated by a variety of lifestyles and cultures. Nor did 



he see that cities are essential if these lifestyles and identities are to meet and learn from 

one another. Cities fulfil an important function as forums for cultures. The rise of the city 

is not the harbinger of decline, but is instead an indication that our world has become an 

urban cosmos. In other words, the world has become a city, and the city has become a 

world. In short, the city has become the dominant way of life and settlement on this 

planet. 

The dimensions of cities, their character, and the notion of what constitutes a large city, a 

metropolis, and a world city have changed radically over the course of the past hundred 

years because urban realities are nothing like what they used to be. In order to reflect the 

changing face of cities and to describe their rampant growth, the United Nations coined 

the word ‘megacities’ in the 1970s. A megacity was defined as a city with more than eight 

million inhabitants. Since then, the United Nations has had to revise its definition of the 

word by increasing the required minimum number of inhabitants to reflect the seemingly 

unstoppable growth of cities in the 1990s; a megacity is now a city with over ten million 

inhabitants. There are currently 19 megacities in the world. This number is likely to more 

than double to 44 by the year 2015. Some city researchers use the term ‘mega-

urbanisation’ to describe the extent of urban growth in the twenty-first century. In short, 

we are living in urban times and in a thoroughly urbanised world. Cities are no longer 

exclusive places of cultural production, pioneers of economic and technological 

developments, or centres of political power. Cities are the norm. In 2007, for the first time 

in history, half of humanity will live in cities. 

The urban world of the twenty-first century is divided into new hemispheres, which are 

reminiscent of the old colonial lines of demarcation. The differentiation between North 

and South is today much more relevant than the old EastWest dichotomy. A new form of 

urban geopolitics is spanning the globe and is impressively reflected in the varying regional 

landscapes and growth dynamics of cities. 

While the classic metropoles of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were to be found in 

the northern hemisphere (New York, London, Paris), the largest megacities of the twenty-

first century will all be situated in the southern hemisphere. In this millennium, the 

world’s ten largest megacities will not be situated in either the United States or Europe. 

The signs are already there: the list of the world’s twenty largest cities includes neither 

Paris (21

st

), Moscow (23

rd

), nor London (25

th

). Berlin currently ranks 75

th

 in the world and 

is sure to slide further down the list. Over the coming twenty-five years, 90% of the 

world’s population growth will take place in the cities of less developed countries. This 

means that the urban population in these cities will double over the same period. This will 

be coupled with widespread migration across both regional and national borders, and both 

personal and social upheaval, hardship, and misery. The greatest city growth is expected in 

sub-Saharan Africa and Asia (excluding Japan). In Latin America and the Caribbean, 75% of 

the population already live in cities. What are the reasons for this upsurge in city growth? 

What is the attraction of the urban cosmos around the globe? And is it justifiable to 

compare what is happening in the North, South, East, and West of the globe? 



Urbanisation varies so greatly around the world that it is very difficult to make any 

generalisations. A view from inside and from below – in other words, a view of everyday 

life in a city – is necessary in order to gain even the vaguest impression of most cities’ 

specific individuality, life, and existence. The reason for this is that those who visit some of 

the world’s major cities for a few days or a few weeks are confronted with a bewildering 

array of patterns and impressions. 

For example, with their shining skyscraper architecture, some cities in the prosperous 

regions of Asia are reminiscent of the polished glass and steel façades of North America. 

The joy of scaling ever-new architectural heights, the thrilling challenge of pushing the city 

upwards to the heavens and building houses so high that clouds seem to get caught in 

them, is particularly widespread in South-East Asia. Manila in the Philippines, Seoul in 

South Korea, and Bangkok in Thailand offer insights into urban landscapes that have been 

designed by the jet-set stars of an international architectural scene. 

That said, the cultural variety and intercultural references to be found in these metropoles 

have become so rich and varied that Asia is no longer to be found exclusively in Asia, and 

North America is no longer to be found exclusively in North America. The new geography 

of urban living means first and foremost that the world is becoming a city. The reverse is 

also true: the city is becoming a world in which different regional, national, and 

continental lifestyles are increasingly being combined. 

In other words, cities are becoming global. Moreover, globalisation is not only taking place 

outside cities, but increasingly inside them as well. 

This process of becoming global is ambivalent and ambiguous because there is more to 

globalisation than just the urban enrichment that comes from communication between and 

encounters with a variety of cultures. The globalisation of city development also means 

that cities are becoming more like one another in some respects. This not only holds for 

anonymously styled buildings such as airports, trade fair centres, or shopping centres, but 

unfortunately also for urban pioneers such as the largest city of all, Tokyo. The triumphant 

progression of an architecture of world renown can also mean the defeat of identity, 

uniqueness, and local colour. Sir Norman Foster and his colleagues often build outstanding 

architectural visions around the globe in cities such as London, Hong Kong, Tokyo, and 

Berlin, and mediocre architects promptly follow suit at a lower level. This is not a new 

problem; the loss of architectural originality was already a problem of modern architecture 

in the early twentieth century. 

 

Globalisation and urbanisation 

In the same way in which globalisation contributes to the weakening of nation states, it 

also gives birth to new mega-metropoles, agglomerations of economy, population, culture, 

and political power. Globalisation and urbanisation go hand in hand. By the same token, 

localisation progresses at the same rate as globalisation. The term ‘glocalisation’ was coined 

in the business world in the early 1990s as a way of describing the simultaneous 



development of global networking and local anchoring. The city is becoming a crossroads 

for flows of goods, traffic, finance, and communication. The Californian city and society 

researcher Manuel Castells has examined the concept of the city as a nodal point in 

networks. According to Castells, in this information age, cities are ‘informational cities’ 

within spaces of flows. It is becoming increasingly clear that cities are poles of growth. 

However, not all poles of growth are the same. Because of the ambivalence of globalisation 

processes, international city structures are increasingly becoming impossible to compare. 

Despite the fact that the degree of urbanisation in Latin America and the Caribbean is 

similar to that in the United States, no one would seriously consider comparing Los 

Angeles with Mexico City, or Chicago with Brasilia. This explains why traditional 

geography textbooks contained culture-specific models for describing the specifics of Latin 

American, North American, or European cities. 

As of yet, however, no textbook contains a section dedicated to Asian cities and provides 

the graphs, models, and sketches needed to generalise and describe Asian city growth 

processes. To illustrate the point: one-sixth of the world’s population lives in India. Some 

70% of the population still lives in rural areas. The UN predicts, however, that by the year 

2030 some 600 million people in India will live in cities. Calcutta, Mumbai and Delhi are 

growing at an almost inestimable speed. Urban growth is so rapid and extensive that 

neither international city researchers nor local authorities are able to keep track of it. Just 

like Sisyphus, who was condemned to roll a stone up a hill for all eternity, city politicians 

and researchers are tireless in their efforts to gather data about the ceaseless urban spread. 

That said, at least international politicians, journalists, and researchers are visiting Asian 

cities. Africa’s sub-Saharan cities, on the other hand, are very remote, and not just in 

geographical terms. The degree of urbanisation in these cities is not only exceptional, the 

actual process of urbanisation is taking place largely outside the trade, information, and 

traffic flows of the global economy. The massive growth of cities such as Addis Ababa 

(Ethiopia), Maputo (Mozambique), and above all Lagos (Nigeria) in recent years has been 

driven by forces that are almost impossible to describe. Is it even possible to conceive what 

is currently going on in some African cities? How can one put into words the scale of the 

hunger, poverty, need, war, epidemics, violence, and displacement experienced there? Of 

course it is economic collapse, wars, and famine that drive people from rural areas to the 

cities, and of course these catastrophes breed catastrophic conditions in the cities, both in 

the centre and on the periphery. 

 

Expanding cities 

Rural areas cannot exist today without cities. A historic revolution has taken place. Unlike 

major events such as the French Revolution or the American Declaration of Independence, 

the urban revolution is a protracted, ongoing process that is more easily compared with an 

evolution. We are living in an era of urbanisation that cannot be reversed. Cities are 

absorbing the world; they are drawing people from rural areas, consuming the resources of 



their hinterland, and unleashing new worlds. Urban evolution has turned the world into a 

city and the city into a world. The concept of the global city has grown to such an extent 

that cities the world over have dissolved their own boundaries. Modern-day cities no 

longer have walls to keep out strangers, separating those inside from the vagabonds lurking 

without. The ramparts have long been razed to the ground in Europe and elsewhere. Cities 

have thrown open the gates and embraced not only people and countries, but the entire 

world. They have spread out and moved not only into rural areas, but also around the 

globe. The castle precincts have been redrawn: whether Los Angeles, Cairo, or 

Johannesburg, because a city absorbs a variety of cultural values and desires, the extent to 

which it opens up and becomes a world in its own right demonstrates the explosive shape 

of the urban form. Will the proliferation of cities as the world’s dominant lifestyle bring 

about a happy ending for humanity? Around the world, people in urban centres must learn 

to permit ambivalence, thrive on the force of simultaneity, love contradictions, and live 

with the major force that is ‘and’. 

Nothing is more incomplete than a city. This is why cities have futures. Urbanisation 

occurs wherever humans come together, wherever there are places that allow for exchange 

between cultures, and wherever strangers meet. The joy of mutual happiness (Sebastian 

Kleinschmidt) is felt when exchange leads to development and people learn to understand 

each other. 

The potential of such human encounters is essential for social development in both the 

northern and southern hemispheres. That is why cities will continue to be creative 

workshops for culture, birthplaces of the new, and incubators for both social and 

individual renewal. The fact that cities have become worlds fosters the spirit of the city as a 

place of encounter. It requires of city dwellers the willingness to be compassionate. If we 

are willing and capable of showing compassion, then the future of the city lies in being a 

forum for both people and cultures. 

 

 

Translated by Aingeal Flanagan 
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