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Walking in the City
Seeing Manhattan from the 110th floor of the
World Trade Center. Beneath the haze stirred
up by the winds, the urbanisland, a sea in the
middle of the sea, lifts up the skyscrapers over
Wall Street, sinks down at Greenwich, then ris-
es again to the crests of Midtown, quietly pass-
es over Central Park and finally undulates off
into the distance beyond Harlem. A wave of ver-
ticals. Its agitation is momentarily arrested by
vision. The gigantic mass is immobilized before
the eyes. It is transformed into a texturology in
which extremes coincide—extremes of ambi-
tion and degradation, brutal oppositions of races
and styles, contrasts between yesterday's build-
ings, already transformed
into trash cans, and to-
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Michel de Certeau’s The Practice

of Everyday Life (1984) remains a
cornerstone for rethinking urban space
anthropologically. In this excerpt,

De Certeau contrasts the abstract,
panoramic vision of the city seen from
above with the embodied, everyday
acts of walking that resist totalization.
His reflection highlights the gap
between official representations of
urban space and the lived practices
that continually reinvent it — a key
tension at the heart of anthropological
approaches to urbanism.

day's urban irruptions that
block out its space. Unlike
Rome, New York has nev-
er learned the art of grow-
ing old by playing on all its
pasts. Its present invents
itself, from hour to hour, in
the act of throwing away
its previous accomplish-
ments and challenging the
future. A city composed of
paroxysmal places in mon-



umental reliefs. The spectator canread init a
universe that is constantly exploding. In it are
inscribed the architectural figures of the coinci-
datio oppositorum formerly drawn in miniatures
and mystical textures. On this stage of concrete,
steel and glass, cut out between two oceans (the
Atlantic and the American) by a frigid body of
water, the tallest letters in the world compose
a gigantic rhetaric of excess in both expenditure
and production.’

Voyeurs or walkers

To what erotics of knowledge does the ecstasy
of reading such a cosmos belong? Having taken
avoluptuous pleasure init, | wonder what is the
source of this pleasure of “seeing the whole," of
looking down on, totalizing the most immoder-
ate of human texts.

To be lifted to the summit of the World Trade
Center is to be lifted out of the city’'s grasp.
One’s body is no longer clasped by the streets
that turn and return it according to an anony-
mous law; nor is it possessed, whether as play-
eror played, by the rumble of so many differenc-
es and by the nervousness of New York traffic.
When one goes up there, he leaves behind the
mass that carries off and mixes up in itself any
identity of authors or spectators. An Icarus fly-
ing above these waters, he canignore the devic-

es of Daedalus in mobile and endless labyrinths
far below. His elevation transfigures him into a
voyeur. It puts him at a distance. It transforms
the bewitching world by which one was “pos-
sessed” into a text that lies before one’s eyes. It
allows one to read it, to be a solar Eye, looking
down like a god. The exaltation of a scopic and
gnostic drive: the fiction of knowledge is related
to this lust to be a viewpoint and nothing more.
Must one finally fall back into the dark space
where crowds move back and forth, crowds that,
though visible from on high, are themselves un-
able to see down below? An Icarian fall. On the
110th floor, a poster, sphinx-like, addresses an
enigmatic message to the pedestrian who is for
aninstant transformed into avisionary: It’s hard
to be down when you're up.

The desire to see the city preceded the means
of satisfying it. Medieval or Renaissance paint-
ers represented the city as seenin a perspective
that no eye had yet enjoyed.? This fiction already
made the medieval spectator into a celestial
eye. It created gods. Have things changed since
technical procedures have organized an “all-see-
ing power"?3 The totalizing eye imagined by the
painters of earlier times lives on in our achieve-
ments. The same scopic drive haunts users of
architectural productions by materializing to-
day the utopia that yesterday was only painted.
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The 1370 foot high tower that serves as a prow
for Manhattan continues to construct the fic-
tion that creates readers, makes the complexity
of the city readable, and immobilizes its opaque
mobility in a transparent text.

Is the immense texturology spread out before
one’s eyes anything more than a representa-
tion, an optical artifact? It is the analogue of the
facsimile produced, through a projection that is
a way of keeping aloof, by the space planner ur-
banist, city planner or cartographer. The pano-
rama-city is a “theoretical” (that is, visual) sim-
ulacrum, in short a picture, whose condition of
possibility is an oblivion and a misunderstand-
ing of practices. The voyeur-god created by this
fiction, who, like Schreber’s God, knows only ca-
davers,* must disentangle himself from the
murky intertwining daily behaviors and make
himself alien to them.

The ordinary practitioners of the city live "down
below,” below the thresholds at which visibility
begins. They walk—an elementary form of this
experience of the city; they are walkers, Wan-
dersmdnner, whose bodies follow the thicks and
thins of an urban “text” they write without be-
ing able to read it. These practitioners make use
of spaces that cannot be seen; their knowledge
of themis as blind as that of lovers in each oth-
er's arms. The paths that correspond in this in-
tertwining, unrecognized poems in which each
body is an element signed by many others,
elude legibility. It is as though the practices or-
ganizing a bustling city were characterized by

their blindness.® The networks of these moving,
intersecting writings compose a manifold sto-
ry that has neither author nor spectator, shaped
out of fragments of trajectories and alterations
of spaces: in relation to representations, it re-
mains daily and indefinitely other.

Escaping the imaginary totalizations produced
by the eye, the everyday has a certain strange-
ness that does not surface, or whose surface is
only its upper limit, outlining itself against the
visible. Within this ensemble, | shall try to locate
the practices that are foreign to the “geomet-
rical” or “geographical” space of visual, panop-
tic, or theoretical constructions. These practic-
es of space refer to a specific form of operations
(“ways of operating”), to “another spatiality”®
(an “anthropological,” poetic and mythic experi-
ence of space), and to an opague and blind mo-
bility characteristic of the bustling city. A migra-
tional, or metaphorical, city thus slips into the
clear text of the planned and readable city.

1. From the concept of the city to urban
practices

The World Trade Center is only the most mon-
umental figure of Western urban development.
The atopia-utopia of optical knowledge has
long had the ambition of surmounting and ar-
ticulating the contradictions arising from urban
agglomeration. It is a question of managing a
growth of human agglomeration or accumula-
tion. “The city is a huge monastery,” said Eras-
mus. Perspective vision and prospective vision



constitute the twofold projection of an opaque
past and an uncertain future onto a surface that
can be dealt with. They inaugurate (in the six-
teenth century?) the transformation of the ur-
ban fact into the concept of a city. Long before
the concept itself gives rise to a particular figure
of histary, it assumes that this fact can be dealt
with as a unity determined by an urbanistic ra-
tio. Linking the city to the concept never makes
them identical, but it plays on their progres-
sive symbiosis: to plan a city is both to think the
very plurality of the real and to make that way of
thinking the plural effective; it is to know how to
articulate it and be able to doit.

An operational concept?

The “city” founded by utopian and urbanis-
tic discourse’ is defined by the possibility of a
threefold operation:

1. The production of its own space (un espace
propre): rational organization must thus repress
all the physical, mental and political pollutions
that would compromise it;

2. the substitution of a nowhen, or of a syn-
chronic system, for the indeterminable and
stubborn resistances offered by traditions; uni-
vocal scientific strategies, made possible by the
flattening out of all the data in a plane projec-
tion, must replace the tactics of users who take
advantage of “opportunities” and who, through
these trap-events, these lapses in visibility, re-
produce the opacities of history everywhere;

3. finally, the creation of a universal and anon-

ymous subject which is the city itself: it grad-
ually becomes possible to attribute to it, as to
its political model, Hobbes’ State, all the func-
tions and predicates that were previously scat-
tered and assigned to many different real sub-
jects—groups, associations, or individuals. “The
city,” like a proper name, thus provides a way of
conceiving and constructing space on the basis
of a finite number of stable, isolatable, and in-
terconnected properties.

Administration is combined with a process of
elimination in this place organized by “specu-
lative” and classificatory operations®. On the
one hand, there is a differentiation and redis-
tribution of the parts and functions of the city,
as a result of inversions, displacements, accu-
mulations, etc.; on the other there is a rejection
of everything that is not capable of being dealt
with in this way and so constitutes the “waste
products” of a functionalist administration (ab-
normality, deviance, illness, death, etc.). To be
sure, progress allows an increasing number of
these waste products to be reintroduced in-
to administrative circuits and transforms even
deficiencies (in health, security, etc.) into ways
of making the netwaorks of order denser. But in
reality, it repeatedly produces effects contra-
ry to those at which it aims: the profit system
generates a loss which, in the multiple forms of
wretchedness and poverty outside the system
and of waste inside it, constantly turns produc-
tion into “expenditure.” Moreover, the ration-
alization of the city leads to its mythification



in strategic discourses, which are calculations
based on the hypothesis or the necessity of its
destruction in order to arrive at a final decision®.
Finally, the functionalist organization, by privi-
leging progress (i.e., time), causes the condition
of its own possibility—space itself-to be forgot-
ten; space thus becomes the blind spot in a sci-
entific and political technology. This is the way
in which the Concept-city functions; a place of
transformations and appropriations, the object
of various kinds of interference but also a sub-
ject that is constantly enriched by new attrib-
utes, itis simultaneously the machinery and the
hero of modernity.

Today, whatever the avatars of this concept may
have been, we have to acknowledge that if in
discourse the city serves as a totalizing and al-
most mythical landmark for socioeconomic and
political strategies, urban life increasingly per-
mits the re-emergence of the element that the
urbanistic project excluded. The language of
power is in itself “urbanizing,” but the city is left
prey to contradictory movements that coun-
terbalance and combine themselves outside
the reach of panoptic power. The city becomes
the dominant theme in political legends, but it
is no longer a field of programmed and regulat-
ed operations. Beneath the discourses that ide-
ologize the city, the ruses and combinations of
powers that have no readable identity prolifer-
ate; without points where one can take hold of
them, without rational transparency, they are
impossible to administer.

The return of practices

The Concept-city is decaying. Does that mean
that the illness afflicting both the rationality
that founded it and its professionals afflicts the
urban populations as well? Perhaps cities are
deteriorating along with the procedures that or-
ganized them. But we must be careful here. The
ministers of knowledge have always assumed
that the whole universe was threatened by the
very changes that affected their ideologies and
their positions. They transmute the misfor-
tune of their theories into theories of misfor-
tune. When they transform their bewilderment
into “catastrophes,” when they seek to enclose
the people in the “panic” of their discourses, are
they once more necessarily right?

Rather than remaining within the field of a dis-
course that upholds its privilege by inverting its
content (speaking of catastrophe and no longer
of progress), one can try another path: one
can try another path: one can analyze the mi-
crobe-like, singular and plural practices which an
urbanistic system was supposed to administer
or suppress, but which have outlived its decay;
one can follow the swarming activity of these
procedures that, far from being regulated or
eliminated by panoptic administration, have re-
inforced themselves in a proliferatingillegitima-
cy, developed and insinuated themselves into
the networks of surveillance, and combined in
accord with unreadable but stable tactics to the
point of constituting everyday regulations and
surreptitious creativities that are merely con-



cealed by the frantic mechanisms and discours-
es of the observational organization.

This pathway could be inscribed as a conse-
guence, but also as the reciprocal, of Foucault's
analysis of the structures of power. He moved
it in the direction of mechanisms and techni-
cal procedures, “minor instrumentalities” capa-
ble, merely by their organization of “details,” of
transforming a human multiplicity into a “disci-
plinary” society and of managing, differentiat-
ing, classifying, and hierarchizing all deviances
concerning apprenticeship, health, justice, the
army, or work.”® “These often miniscule ruses
of discipline,” these "minor but flawless” mech-
anisms, draw their efficacy from a relationship
between procedures and the space that they re-
distribute in order to make an “operator” out of
it. But what spatial practices correspond, in the
area where discipline is manipulated, to these
apparatuses that produce a disciplinary space?
In the present conjuncture, which is marked by
a contradiction between the collective mode of
administration and an individual mode of re-
appro-priation, this question is no less impor-
tant, if one admits that spatial practices in fact
secretly structure the determining conditions
of social life. | would like to follow out a few of
these multiform, resistance, tricky and stub-
born procedures that elude discipline without
being outside the field in which it is exercised,
and which should lead us to a theory of everyday
practices, of lived space, of the disquieting fa-
miliarity of the city.
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