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Book Reviews

Pre-Industrial Citiesand Technology

Coalin Chant and David Goodman, eds.
European Citiesand Technology: Industrial to Post-Industrial City
David Goodman and Colin Chant, eds.

American Citiesand Technology: Wildernessto Wired
City

Gerrylynn K. Robertsand Philip Steadman, eds.
(London: Routledge, 1999)

A Review by Jonathan Mason

Citiesarediverse creations, but it is human technology that defines
their creation. Cities cannot be properly understood without assessing
the technological contexts that allow such settlements to exist and be
sustained. Upon reflection, city planning is centrally about technology
anditsapplication within society. The essence of city planning involves
both the effective implementation of evolving technological infrastruc-
ture and the management of the socid and environmenta disruption
brought about by technological change. Technology, however, should
not be seen as an externd factor that impactssociety. Rather, if wethink
of technology as being both a part and product of society, the notion of
technol ogy asthe centerpiece of planning becomesmore solid. Increas-
ing contemporary concerns about sustainability emphasize the impor-
tance of understanding our technologies and our relation to them.

Thegrowth of the Internet and the emerging ‘informationa economy’
have especialy stirred arenewed interest in technology’ srolein urban
formation, and this timely series of books from the Open University
soundsan arriva of such discoursesto the mainsiream academic curricu-
lum. The series emphasizes the relationship between technology and
cities, yet it moves beyond anarrow focus on engineering innovation and
technological determinism, emphasizing the importance of cultural and
political factorsin guiding and producing technologies.

Asadvanced textbooks, the series should till have grest gpped tothe
general reader. Indeed, the comprehensive style of atextbook isasuit-
ableformat to review atheme so pervasive astechnology and cities. Each
textbook isaccompanied by areader, bringing the seriesto atotal of six
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books. Supporting the textbooks format, each reader is an informed
anthology of key writings by prominent contributors to the field. The
assemblage of such abroad range of scholarly contributions servesto
assert the strength of the theme of technology and cities. While empha-
szing overdl the socid higtory of technology and cities, each book hasits
own thematic thrust, with discussons of urban planning prominent in
the latter two books on European and American cities. Through the
survey format, history is put to its highest purpose: interpreting the past
to inform the present and guide the future.

Pre-Industrial Cities and Technology isdivided into three main sec-
tions: ancient cities, medieval and urban modern cities, and pre-indus-
trial citiesin Chinaand Africa. The emphasisis on the pre-industrial
infrastructure that assembled and sustained early cities. Whilethetime
period excludes the book from a discussion of modern urban planning,
the insight provided into the basic mechanisms of cities would be of
great benefit to any urban professona. Whilethe city-civilizations cov-
ered seem the usual suspects, their treatment isthorough, and the elabo-
rateillustrations can only reinforce the book’ svalue.

European Citiesand Technology: Industrial to Post-Industrial Citiesis
likewise divided into three sections: cities of the Industrial Revolution
(to 1870), European cities since 1870, and urban technology transfer.
The book maintains a heavy emphasison Britain. Even though Britain
was at the forefront of industrialization — a central theme of the book
— therest of Europe deserves stronger consideration. 1nthe accompa:
nying reader, coverageislimited largely to London, Glasgow, Manches-
ter, Paris, and Berlin. Whilefault can dways befound in the geographi-
cal coveragein all of these books, the narrow geographical breadth of
European Cities surely could have been expanded.

Thegeographica scopeof American Citiesand Technology: Wilder-
ness to Wired City is confined primarily to the United States, but the
rangeof citiessurveyedismoreevenly spread. Whilethe European books
emphasized the transforming social conditions of industridization, the
American pair emphasize therole of transportation and telecommunica:
tionsin urban formation. Notionsof the‘ networked’ city and systems of
citiesreceive strong exposition. Consequently, thereislessattentionto
the socia conditions of indudtridization, although this reflects a more
typicaly * American’ reponsetoindudtridization and technologica change.

The series of booksisamuch welcome additionto thefield, anditis
fitting that the ingtitution to bring them forth, the Open University, has
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been aleader in innovative approaches to higher education through in-
formation technologies. Drawing arelatively smal but burgeoning field
together, they provide asurvey of historica reflection and grounding for
an exciting but sometimes over-exuberant realm of discourse. If plan-
ning is centraly about technological change in its myriad forms, as |
assert, itistime we got about to understanding it.
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