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Wild Urbanism 
Foreword by Lars Lerup 
 
To “condemn the reality” of global urbanization “is fruitless”, writes Johannes 

Fiedler in this unlimited view of a world in constant motion, subject no longer to 
just its planetary rotations, but also to the constant push and pull of its various 
populations, some of whose giant constructions shift the earth’s axis. In my part of 
the world, this push and pull manifests as the rural population from down south 
crosses the border to find work and security, while their surplus earnings flow via 
Western Union back from whence they came. Moving in the opposite direction, 
the Rust Belters become Snowbirds, at least until northern manufacturing returns. 
The Canadian geese that once came for the long lost rice fields around Houston 
are still coming, having exchanged their rural sustenance for an urban diet. In the 
meantime, the oak wilt is flying into town from West Texas, carried by sap-
feeding beetles.  Not only are the traditionally separate urban and rural species and 
their distinct ecologies now meeting in strange conversions, but urbanization has 
become a type of weather—stirred globally but with specific local consequences.  

Fiedler attempts to tame the dizzying array of urban production regimes by 
constructing a conceptual glossary: Abstraction, Brazilianisation, Convergence, 
etc. That these global phenomena are momentous, radical, and literally earth mov-
ing goes without saying, but they beg a question: where are these cities heading? 
Will the Brazilianisation remain in Brazil, or will it jump borders and transform 
its neighbors the way that Americanization has? As always in predictions about 
the future, the singular must yield primacy to the plural: certainly cities will 
change, and new regimes will appear that we have never seen. Yet with equal pre-
dictability, the ever-present circularity will remain. That Fiedler’s array of more or 
less wild urbanisms will “irritate our inherited ethics of planning” is clear, but by 
accepting and understanding the wildness, city builders may be better prepared for 
the next rotation.   

Planning regimes have historically been top-down propositions, while most of 
the urbanisation patterns that Fiedler explores experience significant reversals of 
flow from below that (like samba, with its inspirational source in the selva, in the 
case of Brazilianisation) begin to stir and affect the imported abstractions (Brasil-
ia). Whether influenced from the top or below, the horizontal circularity between 
rural and urban has been complicated by these vertical ups and downs.  

The human movements from the rural to the urban are not as linear as laid out 
by the common view of urbanisation—a jerky circularity may be a better charac-
terisation. As Jane Jacobs has suggested, agriculture was invented in the city. 
Suburbanisation as a reversal of the rural-to-urban flow is now in part being trans-
formed into ruralisation: here the successful lawyer retires to the edge of her 
vineyard in California’s Napa Valley. We begin to see the outlines of this circular-
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ity. The fundamental restlessness of the human species in the two most recent cen-
turies has become “seasonal” phenomena. We don’t know if it will rain, but there 
will be weather.  

Staying with Brazilianisation, we find that the circularity may have its roots in 
the rub between the rational and the tropical. On the one hand, we have invasion, 
colonization, and accumulation – force, imbalance, and change. And on the other 
hand, we have a total integration of all species into small ecological clusters where 
everybody knows (and plays) his and her part – Darwinians in relative balance.  
This seemingly perpetual struggle between the jungle and the city began on the 
beach when Columbus encountered the Arawaks in the fall of 1492. The lines be-
tween the two were literally materialized in the first urbanisations of the subse-
quent invasions and communicated for all to see in 1573 when King Felipe 11 
published the Laws of the Indies. 

The part of the Laws dedicated to Royal Ordinances Concerning the Laying 
Out of New Towns is less a plan than a regime. Wide-ranging, the ordinances cov-
er the physical, legal, socioeconomic, climatic, and military aspects of producing 
new cities in the Americas. A direct cultural appeal to the conquistadors, the doc-
ument is as much an ambiguous cajoling as a direct order, as if the King under-
stood the unpredictability of urban planning. This allowance for approximation 
seems utterly postmodern, maybe best illustrated by the recent emergence of big 
data, which relies more on quantity than precision. In Felipe’s case, he relied less 
on a precise plan and more on a random mixture of orders and suggestions. After 
all, he had plenty of case studies to go by, since many cities had already been built 
and inhabited in the Americas during the preceding years. As a result, he dis-
played an uncanny understanding of what needed to be planned and, if reluctantly, 
what could not be planned. His appeal to the conquistadors is suffused with com-
mon sense, which includes the understanding that certain aspects of a city cannot 
be planned. This is the first paragraph: 

110...Having made the chosen discovery of the province, district, and land 
which is to be settled, and the sites of the places where the new towns are to be 
made, and the agreement in regard to them having preceded, those who go to exe-
cute this shall perform it in the following manner: On arriving at the place where 
the town is to be laid out (which we order to be one of those vacant and which by 
our ordinance may be taken without doing hurt to the Indians and natives, or with 
their free consent), the plan of the place shall be determined, and its plazas, 
streets, and building lots laid out exactly, beginning with the main plaza. From 
thence the streets, gates, and principal roads, shall be laid out, always leaving a 
certain proportion of open space, so that although the town should continue to 
grow, it may always grow in the same manner. Having arranged the site and place 
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that shall have been chosen for settlement, the foundation shall be made in the fol-
lowing manner.1 

 
In his reference to “the agreement,” Felipe hinted at the legal structure preced-

ing the settlement. In the precise organization of plaza and streets, he established 
the importance of a well-ordered infrastructure and, maybe in retrospect and 
somewhat wistfully, the belief that if you continue the infrastructure, the city it 
will grow in the same manner. (His care for the Indians seems hypocritical in light 
of the Wrath of God that already had shaped the bitter relations between the peo-
ple of the jungles and the invaders.) In all of its twenty-seven paragraphs, the royal 
document reveals a mixture of direct orders, suggestions, and advice, while dis-
playing openness to initiative and acceptance of the unknown.  

From a modern perspective, the most startling aspects of this document are its 
textual form, its brevity, and its scope—an audacious proposition than entire cities 
can be built using a simple text. It provides no drawn lines of striation, no drawn 
lines of separation, and no drawn plans of set territorial occupancy. Despite the 
royal authority, the text when applied to an actual site is a window that allows the 
situated world to be seen. Although not there yet, the document suggests to me the 
possibility of a heuristic tool in a contemporary iteration of the Laws. Such an 
evocative device, where city builders are enticed “to find out for themselves” by 
orienting the search for solutions and focusing on the nature of the problem, au-
tomatically leaves a distance – a glitch – between text and construction. Here the 
shift from text to new city is a leap of faith with none of the assuredness and direct 
control of the outcome harbored in a drawn plan. Looking at the built precursors 
to the Laws of the Indies, we find that the illustrations of Havana de Cuba, San 
Juan de Puerto Rico, Cartagena de Indias, and Santo Domingo in their drawn 
plans show striking graphic similarity, while actual visits reveal profoundly differ-
ent characters. Text-based plans – more akin to loose diagrams than to plans – 
compel city makers to acknowledge new unruly regimes such as the embedded 
wilderness of the site. The Caribbean cities originated by the conquistadors all 
display various intrusions by their respective settings – whether littoral or jungle – 
never fully exploitable and always invading the simple purity of grid and plaza.  

Eloquently illustrated by Fiedler in his concept of Brazilianisation, a modern 
glitch between the global “text of modernization” and the “developing nation” un-
settles the crudeness of the invading templates of high-rise and plaza with the 
sheer strength of local culture. These templates of Americanization are the al-
mighty text of modernity, but once the multitude moves in, the wild city appears – 
a city that is dominated by local self-organization and a radically different econo-
                                                           
1 This text uses the English translation of Zelia Nuttall of 1921. A later and probably more accurate 
translation of the original Spanish is available in Dora Crouch, et al., Spanish City Planning in North 
America (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1982).  
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my, building technology, and pace. It is only wild, however, in comparison to the 
stereotypical sameness of the imported forms—unless we equate wildness with the 
organicism of the jungle, which is not far behind. Although I tend toward the latter 
suggestion, I will let my dual definition of Wild Urbanism stand.  

In a city invaded by this sudden spate of modernizations, a seemingly endless 
struggle ensues. Although its authors may publicly express a desire to improve the 
life of its denizens, the real mission is value capturing, whose sole purpose is to 
make the improvements into self-sustaining profit machines with no thought of, or 
care for, the inevitable externalities. It is in the murky shadows that the average 
denizen2 has to build his and her city. We are only slowly realizing that neither of 
these contradictory desires is possible without new production regimes.   

The lack of understanding of how cities are made and how they work, and the 
penchant for seeing it as a struggle, seems to motivate all confrontations between 
official city builders and the general city denizen.  All modernizing cities display 
various degrees of this clash of worldviews and conflicting means of production. 
The modus operandi of the new city templates are fundamentally different from 
those of the favela mushrooming next door. How can these worlds ever meet?  
(Not to speak of the socioeconomic wildness raging in both worlds – capitalism 
versus subsistence economics.) So what is the answer? There is no question in my 
mind that successful new production regimes must be more like (the wishful read-
ing of) Felipe II’s heuristic text than the plans and regulations of the frozen cari-
catures of determinist spatial organisations. It is much less clear how the latter is 
going to accommodate, include, or accept the oppositional self-organizing regime. 
And how will a new open regime emerge? This book strips bare all of the various 
examples of current production regimes, from abject hegemony to wild urbanism. 
Now is the time to absorb these insights and start to rethink modernisation.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Lars LERUP is the Harry K. and Albert K. Smith Professor of Architecture and the Dean Emeritus at 
Rice School of Architecture, Houston Texas and Professor Emeritus of University of California at 
Berkeley. He was awarded Doctor honoris causa in technology by Lund University, Sweden in 2001. 
                                                           
2 I use the word denizen deliberately, since I am afraid that in most of the developing cities, there are 
very few citizens in the sense of those in control of the political life of the city.  
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