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Towards a political morphology of the centre

The idea of the city dominated by a soaring landmark or a grand epicen-
tre — whether a sacred temple, a secular monument, or a single central
business district — has allegedly been buried along with high modernity
and replaced with the polycentric, distributed and purportedly ‘smart’
city. In the same crypt, we are told, lies the socialist city, leaving a legacy
of ruin, relic, failure and obsolescence. This book argues that not only
are such characterisations empirically inaccurate, but they contain con-
testable normative assumptions about how urban form relates to ideol-
ogy. Instead, we wish to draw attention back towards the centre to better
understand the relation between power, architecture, planning and pol-
itics, and to invite new theoretical understandings of cities in relation to
state processes and sociocultural structures left incomplete by neoliberal
explanations of urban transformation. In so doing, we question the lin-
ear grand narrative in which a discrete high modern epoch, dominated
by central ensembles, is transformed into a twenty-first-century epoch
of political, economic and spatial decentralisation. We do this not to
embrace some kind of reactionary valorisation of centrality, but rather
to signal a discomfort with the way that polycentricity, when viewed as
inevitable and unquestionably laudable, has become a kind of urban ‘end
of history’ that risks obscuring its own politics and potential for trans-
formation. How, the book asks, can we empirically understand the con-
tinued and powerful influence of centrality on the formerly socialist and
late-capitalist cities of today, both as a metaphorical position from which
political or economic power emanates, and as an actual architectural
form or urban morphology?



Centrality is generally considered an exemplary high modern urban
concept, practice, ideology, form and aesthetic. Sometime during the
second half of the twentieth century, between the horizontal vernacular-
ism of Denise Scott Brown, Robert Venturi and Steven Izenour’s Learning
from Las Vegas and Google’s plans for ‘smart cities’ (with the collapse of
the Soviet Union in between), politicians, planners and scholars rallied
around a new urban age said to be taking shape in its place. This age
promised to be humbler, more sustainable, polycentric and periphery-
oriented: brownfield eco-cities instead of monumental axes or skyscraper
forests; relational-aesthetic ‘micro-utopias’ instead of heaven-storming
atheist ziggurats; pop-up innovation hubs rather than palaces of culture;
fleeting anti-statues in place of equestrian heroes and triumphal arches;
Amazon, Airbnb and WeWork on the relics of the Galeries Lafayette, the
Grand Hotel, and Lord & Taylor.

Ideologically, then, from the late twentieth century on, the centre
began to be associated with authoritarian polities and command econo-
mies, exemplified by grandiose central ensembles and architectural mon-
umentality. Meanwhile, liberal democracies and late capitalism became
increasingly associated with architectural asceticism or decentralisation,
moving away from classic capitalism’s love affair with monumentality
and verticality. In this vein, the world’s most influential planning theo-
rists, economists and political scientists — from Jane Jacobs to Economics
Nobel laureates Paul Krugman and Elinor Ostrom — described and cel-
ebrated the dismemberment of ‘inflexible’ and ‘authoritarian’ urban
monocentricity.! In its place the de-centred or ‘polycentric’ city has come
to consolidate itself as today’s hegemonic spatial form of neoliberal
urbanism, promising a more efficient distribution of work, residence and
government. We have nothing against efficiency, yet we wonder about
the ways in which the discourses of democracy are being used to make
discourses of neoliberalism seem self-evident.

Is this decentralising, centrifugal tendency really as absolute, inev-
itable, or even desirable, as its prophets claim? Metaphorically, it is the
centre that holds things together, providing the right balance for the
alignment of political, spatial and social forces. When the centre can-
not hold, as in Yeats’s poem ‘The second coming’, things famously fall
apart. It is no coincidence that this poem trended sharply on Twitter in
the days following the Brexit referendum in June 2016, and again fol-
lowing Donald Trump’s election victory in November of that year (‘what
rough beast, its hour come round at last / Slouches towards Bethlehem
to be born?’).? By contrast, when centrist saviour of the established order
Emmanuel Macron defeated revamped neo-fascist Marine Le Pen in the
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French presidential elections in April 2017, the Tweets and headlines
read — surprise, surprise — ‘the centre holds’.

Yet the city centre is a metaphor written in stone and streets — it is
the exertion of power through the symbolic representation of the built
environment. As such, the city centre provides a conundrum for political
power as part of the age-old struggle between the decentralisation and
re-centralisation of power. Power changes its shape with the rise and fall
of regimes, ideologies and economies, but the shape of the built envi-
ronment is harder to change with elections and revolutions. Rather, new
forms of power appropriate the centre in new ways, repositioning (some-
times literally) its monumentality. Today, when the global political and
economic order is increasingly subject to both the centrifugal impulses of
neoliberalism and the centripetal tendencies of neo-populism, the time
is right to revisit the very concept of the ‘centre’ in thinking through the
morphology of the urban today.

The de-centred, polycentric city, much in vogue over the last few
decades, relies on a binary of urban centrality and peripherality that is
constantly threatening to fold in on itself, and for that reason remains
the focus of sustained and often violent efforts to police and reinforce
its boundaries, as well as of creative attempts to confuse and confound
them. We can speak, guardedly perhaps, of a ‘crisis’ of centrality and its
attendant forms of monumentality and verticality which gives rise to sky-
scrapers distributed like shards across the cityscape, to inverted cities,
ghost cities, anti-cities, instant cities and ex-cities.® This crisis of central-
ity gives rise equally to morphologically confusing political trends that
centralise power as they move ‘from the extreme fringe to centre stage’,*
mixing up fringe and centre in what anthropologist Michael Taussig
has called ‘the new normal, in which Trump Tower displaces the White
House’ (although, as he notes, ‘there is no normal anymore”).”

The essays collected here are part of a conversation stretching over
the past hundred years, during which a great deal of scholarly energy has
been expended on interrogating the permutations of the back-and-forth
between concentration and dispersal — the ‘ceaseless battle between
centrifugal forces that seek to keep things apart, and centripetal forces
that strive to make things cohere’, as Michael Holquist puts it with ref-
erence to Mikhail Bakhtin’s philosophy of language.® To name a few
prominent, canon-forming instances, these have included explorations
into fission and fusion,” charisma and kingship® in political anthropology,
centre—periphery relations in political sociology and international rela-
tions,” Marxist political economy,'” ancient archaeology'' and broadly
defined urban studies,'? studies of polycentric organisation in science
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and government,'® theories of morphology and period in art and archi-
tectural history,'* modes of arborescence versus rhizomaticity or linearity
and non-linearity in continental philosophy,'* and models of centrifugal-
ity and centripetality in urban economic geography.'®

From its vantage point of the experience of the ‘Second World’ (dis-
cussed more fully below), this volume continues this interrogation, ques-
tioning the established ‘political morphologies’ (commonly held linkages
between style and shape, aesthetics and geometry) and examining the
ongoing play of de- and re-centring. There has never been an immuta-
ble relationship between liberal democracy and decentralisation, but the
current, Yeats-trending crisis of centrality is doing a particularly vivid job
of laying bare the inadequacies of our established categories and laying
the ground for our attempt at a political-morphological rethinking.

This presents us with a rich array of questions and contradictions.
What is the difference between ‘centrism’ (in the Blair or Macron mode)
and ‘centralism’ (in the semi-authoritarian, Leninist sense)? How are
these geometric, volumetric or aesthetic connotations attached to differ-
entmodes of doing politics? On an urban terrain, the odds in the ‘ceaseless
battle’ have, it seems, been tilting decidedly in favour of the centrifugal
side. This anti-centric political geometry coheres well with what Clifford
Geertz (crediting Alfred Kroeber) has characterised as the long-standing
‘centrifugal impulse’ of disciplines such as anthropology.'” And indeed
urban scholars today — not only anthropologists, but also those in neigh-
bouring social science and humanities disciplines — are committed to
rendering the ‘irreducibility’ of urban life, to analytically ‘de-centring’
the city. At the same time, there is certainly something centre-fetishising
about the neo-populists, the neo-rightists and the alt-rightists, who hark
after ‘traditional’ value, appeal to qualities like ‘authority’ and ‘leader-
ship’, and express their dissatisfaction with the rhetorics and aesthetics of
the old liberal order. And there is a lot of monumentality and verticality
wrapped up in the palatial, Trumpitectural ‘Capitalist Realist’ politics and
aesthetics, which Trumpism and Putinism have in common.*

We are interested, then, in exploring how these sorts of alignments
are made and remade between ideas pertaining to geometry, morphology
and aesthetics, and those pertaining to politics, economy, culture and
social organisation. How are urban centrality and peripherality linked
to particular ways of doing and imagining politics and economics, from
totalitarianism to democracy, (neo)liberalism to (neo-)populism, state
socialism to high capitalism, production-line Keynesianism to flexible
accumulation, sacredness to secularism, protest to repression? What
are the ‘elective affinities’ between the politics of centrality, and other
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styles, shapes and geometries, on the level of architectural style as well
as city planning? How do various forms of monumentality (sculptural,
palatial or domestic), verticality and horizontality crystallise on urban
centres and fringes? How do these connections, in turn, map onto our
understandings of epochal transformations, within which the politics
and morphologies we examine are caught up? Can we imagine (and
perhaps implement) counter-intuitive, paradoxical and subversive forms
of monumentality, verticality and centrality, whether the type of intimate,
domestic, modernist monumentality discussed by Adam Kaasa in his
contribution to this volume or the forms of feminist, counter-patriarchal
monumentality and centrality explored by artists, among them Sanja
Ivekovi¢ and Zofia Kulik?'® On a historical level, what is the relationship
between high centrality, monumentality and high modernity, especially
in the state socialist incarnation (broadly understood) of the first-named?
Have this morphology and that epoch died together, and, if so, what are
their posthumous lingerings, afterlives and reincarnations?

Cultures One, Two and Free

The end of Soviet-led state socialism constituted a great de-centring of
power, and the cities that took shape under the tutelage of epicentric
socialist modernity swiftly found themselves de-centred, subjected to
the centrifugal, disordering impulses of laissez-faire late capitalism (now
better known as ‘neoliberalism’).?° Post-socialist urbanism gives us per-
haps the clearest example of twentieth-century centrality as it encoun-
ters the newly forged, reconfigured, reincarnated mutant and zombie
centralities and peripheralities of the twenty-first century. It reflects the
global impact of socialist modernism far beyond the Soviet bloc, which
made its mark on contemporary cityscapes from Mexico to India, China,
Nigeria, Iraq, Vietnam, Mongolia, Cuba, Tanzania and beyond.?’ The
socialist incarnation of high modern epicentricity has a lasting legacy not
only on post-socialist cities but on world urbanism as a whole, with plan-
etary implications for theorising the urban in the t wenty-first century.
Thus, to rethink centrality, and with it the genealogy of the con-
temporary global city, this volume starts from the experience of the
‘Second World’ during and after socialism.?> Arguably, it is there that
modernity witnessed its furthest-reaching and most radical realisa-
tion.?® And yet post-socialist cities are often doubly excluded in urban
scholarship and theory building because, as Tauri Tuvikene puts it, they
appear neither central nor peripheral enough, ‘neither mainstream nor
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part of the critique’,?* especially in the context of post-colonial urban-
ism. To rethink centrality is thus also a way to better understand the
changing valence of post-socialist cities in thinking about urban theory.
This does not mean some kind of redemptive re-centring of the socialist
city, but rather using the lens of socialist urbanism to open up discus-
sion about centrality as a theme across much urban discourse, from geo-
graphical discussions of centre and periphery to planning discussions
of polycentric and ‘smart’ cities. Thus, it seeks to be part of that larger
set of ‘conversations open[ing] up among the many subjects of urban
theoretical endeavour in cities around the world’, as Jennifer Robinson
has put it, that are moving away from ‘an authoritative voice emanating
from some putative centre of urban scholarship’.?®

One of the key points of departure behind this volume is a highly
influential analysis by architectural historian Vladimir Paperny, accord-
ing to which modern Russian architectural culture oscillates endlessly
between two fundamental variants: Culture One (centrifugal, horizontal,
constantly in motion, aesthetically sparse), which can be most straightfor-
wardly identified with the Soviet avant-garde of the 1920s, and Culture
Two (centripetal, vertical, static, aesthetically opulent), which achieved
its most extravagant flowering during the Stalin years.?* Paperny has
expressed doubt about whether these categories can be applied in their
purity to post-socialist Russia, but he has also — in exemplary high struc-
turalist fashion — expressed scepticism about whether it is possible to go
beyond them and arrive at something like a ‘Culture Three’.?”

The contributions in this book raise the possibility that this binary
opposition can be strategically redeployed, if not dialectically sublimated,
in order to make sense of the late-capitalist political-morphological com-
mon sense of the Euro-American world. This common sense, in simplified
form, is that the West and the North are moving towards an emancipated
new urban culture — let us call it Culture Free — that is possessed of all
of the dynamism, fringiness and horizontality of Culture One, but lib-
erated of its grandiose modernist narratives and centralities. The ‘rest’
of the world — the Global East and the Global South — meanwhile, are
often cast as if they were languishing within an obsolete variant of
Culture Two, whose contours are dictated by the whims of gold-plating,
column-proliferating dictators and parvenu oligarchs.?® Yet the centripe-
tal morphologies of Culture Two — allegedly obsolete, or consigned to the
peripheries — continue to hold sway over cities far beyond the realm of
wherever it is that the Global East begins and ends.

In (re-)centring the experience of socialist urban modernity,
then, this book represents urban stories from a small selection of the
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former Soviet-bloc ‘Second World’ — Russia, Poland, East Germany and
Ukraine — and juxtaposes them with select tales from beyond — Sweden,
India, the United Kingdom and Mexico. Without any aspiration to
comprehensiveness, and with a keen awareness that greater coverage
would always be desirable (China, for example, deserves its own treat-
ment in this regard), the book theorises the urban planet through the
afterlife of socialist high-modern urbanism. To this end we cautiously
find the term Global East useful, not as a replacement for the notion
of ‘post-socialism’ (although we find that term wanting), but because
it allows us to operationalise Zsuzsa Gille’s argument that there is a
global context for post-socialism — a ‘global post-socialist condition’.?’
As we use it here, the term Global East is also consciously derivative
of the concept of the Global South; indeed it seeks to engage the (for-
mer) socialist (urban) world in a conversation started by post-colonial
and de-colonial studies. The project of provincialising the West and the
North, we would like to suggest, can be a project of centring not only
the South, but also the East.*°

One of our reservations about the term ‘Global East’, however, is
that, while centring a particular compass point broadly associated with
actually existing socialism, it also, paradoxically, runs the risk of eliding
(or provincialising) socialism’s centrality to the construction (as well as
the deconstruction) of modernity. For this reason, we would like to use
this opportunity to flag the usefulness of concepts such as ‘zombie social-
ism’ and ‘still-socialism’ which seek to overcome the fatalistic Fukuyamian
overtones of post-socialism.>! We actively call for the development of new
concepts along these lines — the term ‘trans-socialism’ springs to mind
here as one possibility — that can account for both socialism’s afterlives
and enduring legacies as well as its spatial and temporal global reach.

Fanning out from Moscow

Starting from the Global East, then, and extending beyond, this volume
asks what it means, in practice, to explore the tension between forces of
de-centring and re-centring as they reshape the political, economic and
social fabric of the urban. Emerging out of an interdisciplinary conference
on power and architecture held in London 2016, the essays are purposely
eclectic.’ They represent a medley of narrative styles and methodologi-
cal orientations, from grounded academic essays, to reflections on artis-
tic practice, to political interventions. They draw from urban studies,
social anthropology and architectural and artistic theory and practice to
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explore empirically how cities, mostly but by no means exclusively in the
Global East, are dealing with the inheritance of older models of centrality
and how they appropriate, reinvent and repurpose the centre — both the
built environment itself and the attendant political discourses about the
centre as the location of power. Because architecture and power are inex-
tricably intertwined, the cases provide insights into the changing nature
of modern power as a function of the shifting imaginaries of centrality.

Re-Centring the City consists of six thematic parts radiating out, as it
were, from thelegacy of high socialist modernity in its metropolitan centre
of Moscow, the capital of the state socialist cosmos, which forms the first
part. ‘Moscow, point of departure’ begins with a personal account of the
flight from Moscow’s centripetal force by Vladimir Paperny (chapter 1),
whose notions of Culture One and Culture Two form a conceptual waltz
throughout this volume. From there it moves to accounts of Moscow’s
ongoing struggle with its varying conceptions of centrality by contrasting
the Kremlin itself, in Clementine Cecil’s account of its hegemonic status
(chapter 2), with the sprawling Stalinist-era park known as VDNKh,
which Andreas Schonle (chapter 3) presents as exemplary of what he
calls the post-post-socialist condition. The next two chapters draw our
attention to the absences and interstices in and around these oddly
mimetic monumental spaces, first in Owen Hatherley’s (chapter 4)
alternative genealogy of today’s decentralising fantasies in the Soviet
Constructivist’s ‘disurbanism’ movement of the 1930s, and then through
Daria Paramonova’s (chapter 5) explanation of contemporary Moscow’s
focus on space as an organising principle for new architecture in the post-
Soviet era.

In the second part, ‘Off-centre: palatial peripheries’, the book fans
out from Moscow to explore the styles, shapes and ideologies of palatial
monumentality — in its pre-socialist, socialist, post-socialist and still-
socialist incarnations — in Berlin and Warsaw, cities on the socialist world’s
privileged fringes, or second-order centres. Jonathan Bach’s essay (chapter
6) examines a structuring absence at the centre of East Berlin that lasted for
twenty-three post-war years between the destruction of Berlin’s imperial
castle and the building of the socialist Palace of the Republic (which, in
turn, was torn down after reunification and replaced by a reconstruction
of the imperial castle, bearing the name Humboldt Forum). The imperial
castle’s reappearance is the subject for Khadija von Zinnenburg Carroll
and Jonas Tinius (chapter 7), who take today’s Humboldt Forum as a case
study for understanding centrality along the intersecting axes of ‘spatial
horizontality’ and ‘vertical temporality’. Rounding out this part, Michat
Murawski (chapter 8) presents Warsaw’s assertively vertical Palace of
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Culture and Science as a socialist-era edifice alive with subversive public
spirit, one that leads us back to Stalinist Warsaw’s leading architectural
ideologue, Edmund Goldzamt, and his strikingly prescient theories,
formulated in the 1950s, about architectural power and centrality.

The third part, ‘Looking inward: re-centring the sacred’, shifts
perspective to examine the social centrality of sacred spaces and their
changing architecture emerging from confrontations between secular
and sacred forms of modernity. Kuba Snopek with Izabela Chichoriska
and Karolina Popera (chapter 9) provide an intriguing look at how parish
churches in post-war Poland emerged as vernacular and communal archi-
tecture alongside, and against, the rigid modernism of the central state.
If, in post-war Poland, many parish churches were built with the implicit
tolerance of the Polish socialist state, Jewish temples and community
buildings, especially in former shtetls, were explicitly allowed to dete-
riorate, and Natalia Romik (chapter 10) explores interventions into the
spectral architecture of abandoned Jewish property through the work of
the Nomadic Shtetl Archive. The last essay in the part, by Jennifer Mack
(chapter 11), focuses on the pressing question of how centrality consti-
tutes community through the construction of mosques in Sweden today,
exploring how plans for their construction become part of a redefinition
of what counts as the centre of Swedish public life and urban space.

A discussion of centrality would not be complete without vertical-
ity, which has haunted socialist modernism, from its obsessions with
the never-built Tatlin Tower and Palace of the Soviets, to the legacy of
Moscow’s seven tall buildings in the immediate post-war period and its
Warsaw spin-off. The fourth part, ‘Looking upward: power verticals’,
examines how verticality reorients our ideas of centre and periphery.
Stephen Graham (chapter 12) connects the metaphysics of reaching for
the sky with the politics of ever-higher skyscrapers as a marker of global
centrality. Vyjayanthi Venuturupalli Rao’s following essay (chapter 13)
brings the politics of skyscrapers down to earth, as it were, by examining
the politics of air rights in Mumbai, where the high-rise apartment building
becomes decidedly anti-monumental (in contrast to Graham’s examples
of trophy towers), mired in an ‘air rights game’ that ultimately challenges
the very idea of urban development. We end the part with a photo essay
by Tom Wolseley (chapter 14), based on his film, Vertical Horizons, about
living in the shadow of London’s infamous Shard skyscraper.

The penultimate part, ‘Looking outward: hinterlands, diffusions,
explosions’, moves from the heights of our modern Icarian fantasies to
reconceptualise the urban ‘edge’ beyond the binary of centrifugal and
centripetal forces. Pushpa Arabindoo (chapter 15) argues that the salient
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distinction for understanding (capitalist) urbanisation is less the classic
‘urban vs rural’ than ‘urban vs non-urban’. Arabindoo uses the case of
Chennai to supplant the ‘periphery’ with the concept of the ‘hinterland’ as
an interpretive vocabulary for understanding a wide range of morphological
forms and settlement typologies ranging from the urban to the wilderness.
On a planetary scale, Patrick Neveling (chapter 16) argues that special
economic zones, as distributed centres for capitalist production, also produce
new hierarchies and, therewith, new mythologies of the centre. Building
on the latent sense of rupture in the recombinations of capitalist urban
modernity of the previous chapters, Irish multimedia artist Joy Gerrard
(chapter 17) provides a visual coda to the analytical explorations of centre
and periphery. Through a series of prints that range from the 2011 Arab
uprisings to anti-Trump and Black Lives Matter protests, her images explore
the explosive potential inherent in the relation between crowds, architecture
and the built environment.

In the final part, ‘Things fall: (after)lives of monumentality’, the
book ends with an extended reflection on what is perhaps the most
common-sense understanding of the centre: as the location of monuments
and monumentality around which the city is oriented, physically and
symbolically. In a seemingly counter-intuitive move, Adam Kaasa (chapter
18) shows how what he calls ‘domestic monumentality’ was foundational
to the Mexican revolutionary state’s pursuit of scalar urban monumentality,
an argument he develops through the case of a famous modernist
housing estate project in Mexico City and the work of ‘technicians’ in
the urban research studio Taller de Urbanismo. The final two pieces,
both from Ukraine, confront the infamous cases of what has been called
‘Leninoclasm’, the destruction of Lenin monuments which swept through
the country after 2013. Oleksiy Radynski (chapter 19) examines the
limits of Leninoclasm after 2014 in Crimea, where a well-known activist
and a film director were falsely accused of trying to blow up a monument
to Lenin as a kind of symbolic revenge for the fragments of Lenin now
found throughout Ukraine. These fragments form the centre of Yevgenia
Belorusets’ concluding piece (chapter 20), where they circulate as tenuous
relics of a semiotics of centrality, ultimately unable to offer either effective
ritual absolution or the foundations for a new national myth.

Taken together, the typologically and descriptively rich contri-
butions to this volume challenge readers to rethink perceived affinities
between despotism and grandiosity, democracy and polycentricity, high
modernity and creative destruction. By including scholars from both
within and outside of the former socialist world, architects, activists,
journalists and artists, we hope for cross-boundary dialogues that speak
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to all readers interested in the relation between power, urbanism and
architecture. The empirical contributions illustrate how epicentric spaces
continue to radiate over the everyday lives of cities and their inhabitants
on aesthetic, political-economic and everyday levels. The centre, this
book shows, remains a moving target that both sutures and sunders our
elusive understanding of the urban.
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