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Abstract 

The current mainstream view of the future of the successful city is as a system that creates 
value by creating abstract or symbolic knowledge from information and building services 
around that knowledge. This perspective is exemplified by Glaeser (2012), but is espoused more 
widely. This theory has gained traction over the past thirty years, as manufacturing declined 
both as a proportion of economic activity in leading economies and as a part of their urban 
economic fabric. However, as an urban model, it was already under pressure before the 
pandemic. As housing costs intensified and urban inequality increased, cities were already 
finding it harder to reproduce themselves, socially or culturally. 

One of the insights from the pandemic is that this urban form could be the last gasp of an 
old economic model—that it is a sign that the city has reached maximum complexity. In this 
chapter I test the hypothesis that the pandemic has exposed the limits of this urban model. I 
draw on West’s (2018) theory of city scale, on histories of work, and on critiques of late 20th 
century cities and their technologies, to examine the changing relationship between cities, 
technologies, and forms of work. If the hypothesis is true, why might it be true? Three factors 
emerge from the discussion that might represent a different model of city life. They are about 
patterns of energy use and the scale of the urban ecological footprint; about different views of 
work and of time; and the need to reorganise care to make it socially sustainable and more 
equitable.  
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1. Understanding the city 

  The mutating city 

The human institution we know as “the city” is around 6,000 years old (Reader, 2005). It is, 
in effect, the first human social technology. Over that time, the city has been integral to the 
development of social, economic and cultural value. The social and economic forms enabled by 
the city have also been central to the development of forms of work throughout human history. 
The city mutates as technologies, values and economic relationships evolve, and forms of work 
in the city change as a result. But cities have also mutated in response to disease, over 
thousands of years (Shenker, 2020), and the COVID-19 pandemic seems likely to create further 
mutations. 

In this chapter, I will explore the recent view that cities are systems that generate economic 
value through urban density by creating abstract knowledge, from both the innovation 
resulting from that knowledge and the layer of services that accretes around it. My hypothesis 
is that the pandemic may have exposed its limits as an economic and social model. I will test the 
arguments for this perspective—and look at the implications for the shape of the future city if 
this hypothesis is true.  

The current story about the city is shaped by six long trends. These can be lightly 
summarised as follows: 

• The rapid growth in global population during the 20th century, from around two billion 
in 1900 to more than seven billion in 2020; 

• The easy availability of cheap dense energy (in the shape of coal, then oil) and its 
symbiotic relationship with internal combustion vehicles;  

• The migration from the countryside to the city; 

• The transition from a manufacturing economy to a services economy which accelerated 
from the mid-1960s to the present, which in richer economies takes a share of 70%-80%;  

• The emergence of ICT (information and communications technologies) as the dominant 
set of technologies in the later part of the 20th century. This started to transform 
business processes from the 1980s; 

• The rise of “post-materialist” values from the 1960s onwards, with an emphasis on 
autonomy, creativity and self-expression, replacing “modern” values, which emphasised 
hierarchy, authority and conformity.  

There are details that fill this picture out. Technical improvements in building technologies 
have enabled developers to build higher and more densely, and planners have generally 
welcomed this. Air-conditioning has helped cities in hotter regions to grow, at least for the 
moment. The transformation of global trade has also extended the reach of the city through 
reducing the costs of trade. All cities have an ecological footprint that extends far beyond their 
boundaries. 
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The notion that the city is a nexus that generates wealth through abstract knowledge and 
service innovation is, however, a relatively recent development. Cities used to be places of 
production as well as exchange. This new idea about the city emerged as manufacturing became 
a less important to the world’s richer economies, and less important to the economic life of the 
cities of the North. It has become mainstream in the past twenty years.  

Edward Glaeser (2012: 6) is perhaps the best-known proponent of this idea. He writes,  

Cities are the absence of physical space between people and companies. They are proximity, 
density, closeness. They enable us to work and play together, adverse success depends on the 
demand for physical connection… And during the last thirty years… technological change has 
increased the returns to the knowledge that is best produced by people in close proximity to 
other people. 

Such perspectives tend to focus on the narrative about the current incarnation of the city—
by which I mean the idea of the city as a centre of value driven almost entirely by services and 
knowledge. In Lash and Urry’s (1994: 3) memorable phrase, such cities have become 
“economies of signs and space.” They characterise this version of the city as being “information-
saturated, service-rich, communications-laden,” arguing that this type of city is “the emergent 
economic ‘core’ of the post-organized capitalist order” (1994: 12). 

This theorisation of the city is a recent one, stretching back only 50 years, or less. Although 
this idea of the information- and service-led city is usually presented as the beginning of a new 
urban era, it is also possible that it is the final fling of an old model whose limitations have been 
made clear by the COVID-19 pandemic. If so, this raises significant questions about the future 
organisation of work in the city.  

These are the questions I will test in this chapter. First, I review the underlying patterns of 
urban systems, how these have been connected historically to urban growth, and the constraints 
on such growth. Second, I relate the history of the city to the history of work, how work was 
reorganised in the wake of the financial crisis of the 1970s, and how the notion of the 
‘knowledge city’ emerged from this change. Finally, I explore the possible re-shaping of urban 
systems in response to ecological, social, and economic crises, and what this could mean for our 
ideas about work. 

The patterns of urban systems 

In Scale (2018) Geoffrey West analyses the outcomes of cities of different sizes, and proposes 
tentative ideas on “a science of cities.” He suggests that the city optimises around minimising 
costs and energy use (2018: 285).  

This makes sense. As Lewis Mumford wrote, 

The chief function of the city is to convert power into form, energy into culture, dead matter into 
the living symbols of art, biological reproduction into social creativity. (West, 2018: 373). 

In terms of energy use, the human body gets by on around 100 watts a day, measured by its 
food intake. But in the modern city, at least in the richer world, this metabolic rate shoots up to 
around 11,000 watts a day, once we include the energy costs of the systems of production and 
distribution—and waste—that our lives are embedded within (West, 2018: 13). 
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What drives this? The city is not just about energy use; it is also about social networks. The 
city’s “structure and dynamics evolved so as to optimise social capital by optimizing the 
connectivity between individuals” (2018: 286). West observes, perhaps wistfully, that in turn 
this appears to be driven by greed, but a reading of his own text suggests that this is a poor 
explanation. Much of the analysis that follows in his book is about social capital. This is not 
about its function in increasing wealth, but about social connectivity as an end in its itself. The 
US business data he cites says that, regardless of city size, a new business is formed when the 
population size increases by 22, and that on average these businesses employ eight people. 
These are the economics of making a living, not the economics of greed.  

Fig. 1: The urban dynamic 
 

 
Perhaps, then, this gives us a model for the underlying dynamics of the city, as seen in 

Figure 1. At its heart, the city optimises for social connectivity, because this also creates 
economic opportunity, while flexing in size and reach depending on energy costs and 
infrastructure technologies. These last two, of course, are also entwined. Infrastructure both 
stabilises and locks particular energy choices in to the way the city works. At the same time, 
dominant views of social connectivity generate particular sorts of infrastructure. 
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Why cities grow 

As cities grow, there is a consistent, exponential relationship between increasing size and 
increasing outputs. However, there is a catch. Cities produce more of everything (West, 2018: 8): 

Cities are the crucible of civilization, the hubs of innovation, the engines of wealth creation and 
centers of power... But they also have a dark side: they are the prime locus of crime, pollution, 
poverty, disease, and the consumption of energy and resources. 

In Scale, West puts numbers to this phenomenon. When you compare a city or town of any 
given size in a given country to one that is half its size, the larger settlement will be 15% better 
off per person, and will have 15% less infrastructure per person (2018:272ff).  

The finding on incomes is borne out by other research. In The New Geography of Jobs (2013) 
Enrico Moretti reports that wages levels in cities of more than one million people are one third 
higher than in cities of less than 250,000 people, at all levels of the labour market.  

If this were the whole story, it would mean that cities would just keep on growing, since 
these two exponential functions would reinforce each other. However, because this 15% 
increase also applies to social ‘bads,’ it acts as a limit on urban growth. Strikingly, West finds 
that this relationship holds for every country for which he has tested the data. Obviously, there 
are cultural differences between countries: Japan has a lower crime rate at every size of city than 
does the US. But within Japan, as the size of the city doubles, the crime rate increases by 15%.  

Fig. 2: A causal loop model of urban growth 
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This second factor, then, is the balancing loop that moderates the reinforcing loop that 
emerges from the combination of increases in income and the decreases in infrastructure as 
cities scale.  

Cities started growing quickly after the Industrial Revolution, largely as a result of cheap 
dense energy (initially coal) and the scaling of the size of the businesses that this innovation was 
able to support. Expropriation and enclosure also played their part. Cheap energy extends the 
reach of the city, so that goods and people can come to it from further away. As Girardet (1999: 
11) observes, “Low transport costs based on the ubiquitous use of fossil fuels have rendered 
distances irrelevant, plugging cities into an increasingly global hinterland.” This therefore 
extends the size of the city’s ecological footprint, while also increasing the complexity of the 
city.  

Historically, however, disease has been a constraint on urban growth. To understand why 
this is, we need to go back into the long history that connects humans, cities and disease. The 
history of cities is also the history of epidemics.  

Until the 19th century, cities had the reputation for being unhealthy (Reader, 2005: 217ff). 
Thomas Malthus, writing in 1803, stated that half the children born in Manchester and Norwich 
died before they were five; in London half died before the age of three; for Vienna and 
Stockholm, the data were worse.  

Reader (2005: 219) notes that,  

[T]he bacterial diseases that pass directly from person to person with no intermediate hosts are 
nothing less than the diseases of civilization... Virtually all the familiar infectious diseases—measles, 
mumps, whooping cough, smallpox and the rest—have evolved only since the advent of agriculture, 
permanent settlement, and the growth of cities.  

Most or all of these diseases came from domestic animals, and in biological terms are recent 
arrivals—less than 5,000 years old. Since then, epidemics of different kinds have been a staple of 
recorded history, whether of plague, leprosy, tuberculosis, influenza or AIDS. Taking the long 
view, pandemics have been a normal condition of urban life as long as the city has existed. 

Three things interrupted this picture. The first was the development of industrially 
engineered sanitation architecture, made possible by the engineering innovations of the 
Industrial Revolution. Bazalgette’s London sewage system and Haussman’s equivalent in Paris 
set the direction. These meant that the city was no longer constrained by the range of the carts 
of the night soil men, the carrying capacity of the main river, or the health risks of contaminated 
water (Johnson, 2008). 

The second was the development of vaccination, initially against smallpox (Riedel, 2005), 
and general improvements in the practice of medical and other hygiene. Soaps were among the 
first mass market branded products to appear, in the late 19th century (Gregory, 2020). 

The third was the invention of the multiple-lensed microscope, a product of the third 
technology surge in the nineteenth century.2 This meant that for the first time it was possible to 

 
2 Carlota Perez (2002) identifies five technology ‘surges’ from the industrial revolution to the present day, each 
lasting around 50-60 years. The third surge, in the late 19th century (1875-1908), was driven by developments in steel, 
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study public health risks at the level of microbes. It was only in 1898, for example, that scientists 
were able to detect the mechanism by which the flea transferred bubonic plague from rats to 
humans. The ‘virus’ was first identified as a new class of disease in 1933, using the new electron 
microscope (Brown, 2020). The structure of the Spanish Flu virus, which almost certainly came 
from domesticated birds, was seen for the first time only in 1943, also through an electron 
microscope (Francis, 2018). 

The city, then, exists in a permanent state of tension. As it grows, increased incomes and 
increased wealth attract people into it. This creates economic benefits. But size needs to be 
supported by infrastructures and energy systems that enable its continuing expansion. As the 
city has scaled, supported by infrastructure and energy systems that increase its reach, it has 
increased the level of complexity involved in reproducing itself. As Servigne and Stevens (2020: 
87) write,  

To maintain itself and avoid financial disorder and social unrest, our industrial civilisation is forced to 
accelerate, to become more complex, and to consume ever more energy. 

Complexity and scale bring their own limitations, because increases in scale also produce 
adverse outcomes. These dis-benefits are mostly social. This growing complexity is also 
reflected in the work that is done in the city, and the relationships around work. These 
relationships also run up against limits. This is the subject of the next section.  

 

2.  Histories of work 
The rise of paid employment  

The framing of the city as a set of overlapping systems enabled by particular technologies 
and particular infrastructures allows us to connect the history of the city to the history of work. 
The idea of work as involving people with differentiated skills is broadly as old as the city itself 
(Reader, 2005, 42-43). The modern history of work in the last 200 years has been a history of, 
first, the growth of manufacturing, until its reversal (at least in high-income nations) as recently 
as the 1970s, and the rise of services during the 20th century.3 It is also a history of increasing 
volumes of output and increasing complexity.  

Andrea Komlosy (2018: 2ff) tracks how merchants instituted from the 1700s a system of 
division of labour through the “putting out system,” increasing volume by buying from guild 
craftsmen in the city, and from self-sufficient rural households. In the 1800s, with the advent of 
the Industrial Revolution, industrialists brought production into factories, now mechanised, 
powered first by steam and later electricity. This created a dependency on a waged income for 
those workers enrolled into the system.  

After 1900, Komlosy argues, the notion of work as “gainful employment outside the home,” 
embedded in workplaces, becomes a dominant idea globally. The notion of “waged labour” 

 
electricity, and heavy engineering. The first surge is cotton and canals (1771-1829); the second is rail and steam (1829-
1875); the fourth is oil, autos and mass production (1908-1971); the fifth surge, of information and 
telecommunications started in 1971 and is a few years away from its expected end-point. 
3 Increasingly not just in high-income nations. Dani Rodrik (2015) notes that middle-income nations are experiencing 
“premature deindustrialization,” with significant economic and political implications. 
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started to be embedded in legal codes, state planning, and the “political imaginary of the labour 
movement.”  

This does not tell the whole story about work: in fact, exactly the opposite. Informal work 
remains the most common form of work, globally and historically (Pettinger, 2019: 62). But the 
result of this change was that other forms of work were marginalised, along with other forms of 
social relationships around work. This included the realms of casual, informal and unpaid 
work, much of it done by women, and much of it concerned with social reproduction.  

 By the 1970s, this “wage-based” model reached a crisis because of the crisis of industrial 
mass production. There are multiple accounts of this, but Wolfgang Streeck (2014: 4) provides a 
concise version. Declining corporate profitability and increasing expectations among workers 
led to a wide expectations gap between capital and labour. Capital won out by revolting 
“against the multiple constraints that post 1945 capitalism had had to endure to become 
politically acceptable again.”   

One immediate outcome was the “flexibilisation” of labour relations. Lynne Pettinger (2019: 
98) spells out what flexibilisation means for those on the receiving end:  

Flexibility gives paid work in the present a triple vulnerability: vulnerability to the time of work, 
to access to work, and to what work will work demand... Time flexibility in production demands 
and relies on flexibility in life. This means an always on workforce that is forced to subsume their 
bodily needs to managerial edicts as to how long a toilet break can be, and that practices a 
choreography of care to juggle family life, employment and other work. 

The new service-led economy 

Three things happened in the 1970s and 1980s to open the way for this new type of work 
and the new type of city that went with it. The first was that the economic growth started to 
weaken (Streeck, 2016: 47). The second is that new trade technologies, notably the container 
(Levinson, 2006), extended the reach of the city as a market for goods and services, and enrolled 
new economies in the supply chain. The third is that ICT moved steadily into business 
processes and production supply chains, changing the relationships between both firms and 
workers, and between the centre and the periphery.  

Since the hypothesis of this chapter is that the current dominant model—of the 
“information-saturated, service-rich” city—is the last gasp of an old model, with direct 
consequences for the types of jobs they create, it is worth revisiting the academics who sought 
to analyse it while the transition to this model of the service- and knowledge-led city was in full 
flow. The sociologist Manuel Castells and the geographer Saskia Sassen both studied this 
emerging urban dynamic in some detail in the last 1980s and the early 1990s.  

Castells’ (1989) identifies a number of critical features of this new urban labour market. 
First, it is “the dual city.” This is a city where there are more well-paid knowledge jobs, and 
more poorly paid service jobs, but the supervisory and managerial jobs that used to sit between 
them have been squeezed out of the labour market. New technologies are not the cause of this 
change, but they are a significant contributing factor (172).  

Second, there is not a single “service economy.” Instead, services represents a diverse range 
of activities. Looking at US data, the rise in service jobs is caused initially by a shift of jobs away 
from agriculture (in the 1940s and 1950s) and then by the entry of women into the workforce (in 
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the 1970s and 1980s): “there is a direct relationship between the rise of services and the 
feminisation of the labor force” (127). 

In turn, this leads to an important insight:  

A substantial part of the employment in services, particularly in social services and personal 
services, is in fact, a way of absorbing the surplus [working] population generated by increased 
productivity in agriculture and manufacturing” (130). 

In other words, the lower productivity rates in services are a feature, not a bug. They enable 
the economy to maintain employment levels in a society that still requires forms of waged 
work, to ensure that individuals and households can live.  

Technology added a layer of economic power to this. The owners of capital used the advent 
of ICT in the workplace to further change the power relationships between capital and labour, 
which enabled them to increase the flexibility of labour, the locations where work was done, 
and the cost of doing that work. 

In The Global City, the geographer Saskia Sassen (1991) looks at this process through the lens 
of London, New York and Tokyo. The three cities had become the ‘clock’ of the 24-hour global 
financial economy in the wake of deregulation.   

She extends Castells’ notion of the “dual city” to a “dual planet.” Technology spread the 
locus of production globally, creating a “global assembly line,” which also increased the 
complexity of management and control. The decline of manufacturing in the richer economies, 
its global outsourcing to lower-wage countries, and the rise of services, in particular financial 
services, are all part of the same story. Value is captured by the global city because the co-
ordination skills required by transnational businesses stay there (1991: 11). These skills 
increasingly included skills associated with the financial sector. This was encouraged by 
international and state actors, who in the period from the 1980s extended markets in the name 
of “competition” by identifying institutions  that  lie  outside  of  them, and then marketising 
them or abolishing  them (Davies, 2014). This had the effect of expanding further the role of the 
financial sector. 

All of this is less benign than it sounds. It creates co-located networks of financial and 
associated services whose innovation becomes self-serving. Even in 1991, Sassen wondered how 
desirable this model would be. Two decades later, in The Triumph of the City, Edward Glaeser 
(2012: 5) describes—uncritically—what such innovation looked like in the 1980s in the context 
of New York City. 

Academic knowledge about trading off risk and return made it easier to evaluate and sell riskier 
assets, like Michael Milken’s high-yield (junk) bonds, which made it possible for Henry Kravis to use 
those bonds to get value out of under-performing companies through leveraged buy-outs. Many of 
the biggest innovators acquired their knowledge not through formal training but by being close to 
the action, like mortgage-backed security magnate Lewis Ranieri of Liar’s Poker fame. 

This seems more like rent-seeking than innovation. Certainly, it is hard to think of a single 
public benefit or common good that came from “this cluster of financial innovators [who] 
learned from each other,” (Glaeser, 2012: 5) although there was a staggering amount of personal 
enrichment.  
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The combination of information and communications technologies and the production of 
abstract goods and services also accelerated the concentration of certain types of skilled labour 
in the city. Diane Coyle (1998) says that this flows from the nature of labour markets: 

If there are fewer obstacles to being in one place rather than another, economic activity will 
concentrate where it already is because the availability of pools of knowledge and skill is becoming 
more important in advanced economies. And in the most successful cities, these pools will be both 
wide and deep.  

The breadth and depth of the local labour markets becomes an increasingly important urban 
success factor in a world of working women and dual-income households, since dual jobs often 
limit the mobility of labour. 

It is worth recapping, briefly, the story that is being told here about the change in work after 
the 1970s. It includes five elements. First, it spanned greater distances, bringing new centres of 
production into the global economy (the dual planet). Second, technology increased the span of 
control, removing layers of supervision, and increasing the gap between those with labour 
market power and those without (the dual city). Third, a new wave of service jobs replaced 
some of those lost to manufacturing, with effects on the gendering of the workforce. Fourth, 
corporate power ensured that the balance of reward, in general, shifted to investors and away 
from waged labour. And fifth, a combination of specialisation, technology, and financialisation 
allowed a concentration of earnings for the successful in a small number of globally significant 
urban centres, mostly in the global North. This last was helped along by pro-finance and pro-
market political and economic programmes.  

One of the oddities of this history is that, relatively early in the process, both Castells and 
Sassen were able to take a clear-eyed view of these patterns of urban transformation. Similarly, 
Lash and Urry (1987, 1994) identified very early the new tensions this created in labour markets, 
which became stretched between the pursuit of cost reduction on the one hand and the 
performative nature of the new types of service work on the other.  

Yet by the 2000s, some of the literature is starry-eyed to the point of boosterism. Richard 
Florida’s (2002) work on the idea of the “creative class” repurposed earlier work by others (for 
example, Toffler, 1980) into a shiny urban development package, without bothering to wrestle 
much with the material issues raised by such a change. Aertropolis (Kasarda, 2000) located the 
prospects for metropolitan and regional growth in access to airports and their associated routes. 
When published it was already a “used future” that nodded more to the 1960s than the 21st 
century.4  

In summary then, the history of work in the city has also been a history of increasing 
complexity. The proliferation of new types of service work, the introduction of information and 
communications technologies into the workplace, and the increasingly extended logistics 
systems associated with urban consumption, have created production systems in which 
people’s work is increasingly tightly coupled. This is seen, for example, in the rise of just-in-
time production systems and new forms of digitally-enabled workplace management, such as 

 
4 Jose Ramos (2016), building on Sohail Inayatullah’s phrase, defines a used future as “an image or idea of the future 
that someone else created in some other context, but to which we are unconsciously holding on to, blinding us to 
other more authentic and empowering ideas of the future.” 
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matrix teams and agile working. ‘Flexibilisation’ increases complexity by exporting it from the 
firm to the worker.  

There comes a point, however, when increasing complexity stops producing benefits for 
societies. The investment in it starts to produce declining marginal returns (Tainter, 1988: 195-
196). In contemporary societies, this can be seen, for example, in the long-run decline in global 
growth rates (World Bank, 2021), in declining productivity figures (Erber et al, 2017), in the 
falling returns to investment in research (Bloom et al, 2020), in declining energy returns on 
investment (Jackson and Jackson, 2021), in the increasing burden of mental disorders, especially 
in richer countries (Patel et al, 2018) and, beyond the realm of work, in deteriorating ecological 
conditions (Dasgupta, 2021). Once societies experience declining marginal returns to 
complexity, greater connectedness and greater efficiency reduces the resilience of the system, 
and it becomes more vulnerable to shocks (Homer-Dixon, 2007: 227).  

3. Pandemic questions 
It is possible that the COVID-19 pandemic will be only a lull and that we will return to the 

less inhibited everyday interactions we saw before it. In 1604, in more fatalistic times, 30,000 of 
London’s then population of 200,000 died of plague, and the city lived for several years with a 
steady drumbeat of plague deaths (Shapiro, 2016). Similarly, half of the population of Milan 
died in an epidemic in 1630 and three-quarters of the population of Genoa in 1656-57, despite 
the presence of Public Health Boards designed to manage plague. (Reader, 2005: 225-226). All 
three cities recovered. 

Closer to the present, 50 to 100 million people died across the world of Spanish flu (Francis, 
2018). This is a higher absolute number than those likely to die of COVID-19, and a far higher 
number relative to population levels. As with COVID-19, some cities were casual about taking 
precautions against the disease, and others were not, with widely differing effects on impact. 
But both kinds recovered and returned to normal forms of social exchange in due course. 
Historians of the 1920s spend little time documenting social distancing.  

But it is also possible that things have changed in the last 100 years. 21st century values are, 
generally, more careful of human life, so smaller numbers of deaths are regarded with more 
concern. The COVID-19 virus has already mutated several times, and seems likely to continue 
mutating (Resnick, 2021). This will make it more difficult to manage, although such persistence 
could also improve human immune responses to the virus. It is also possible that we will see 
increasing numbers of pandemics, given the connection between environmental depredation 
and pandemics (Barouki et al. 2021). 

Only some of these effects would be offset by the type of social learning evidenced in 
response to COVID-19 by the Asian countries that had previously experienced the SARS-
COVID outbreak. For example, the response of both Taiwan and South Korea to that previous 
pandemic was poor; this time it was exemplary (Lee, et al, 2020; Dighe, A., et al, 2020).  

Post-pandemic hypotheses 

All the same, it is already clear that this pandemic will have some effect on urban life. As a 
thought experiment, let us assume that the physically-connected ‘knowledge’ city captured in 
Glaeser’s (2012) book was not the city of the future, but an urban form caught at almost its last 
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moment. It is a commonplace that capitalism resolves its contradictions by creating new ones. 
The contradiction that needed to be resolved in the 1970s was about how to maintain rates of 
return in the face of declining economic growth. The ‘knowledge’ city was part of the response 
to this. The contradiction that needs to be resolved in the 2020s is how to ensure that the city is 
able to reproduce itself, economically, socially, and culturally, in the face of global warming, 
ecological pressures, and increasing inequality. This involves different types of work, and 
different assumptions about the way work is organised.  

There is some evidence that this “knowledge city” might be an ending rather than a new 
beginning. Although Geoffrey West’s data is compelling, he acknowledges that the data prior to 
1960 is too patchy to draw conclusions from. In other words, it barely extends past the point in 
the mid-1960s at which post-war economic growth started its long decline. (World Bank, 2021).  

There is specific research that points in the same direction. Whereas Moretti (2013: 128) 
found a set of wage relationships in the United States that were consistent with West’s 
hypothesis about incomes and city size, by 2019 David Autor (2019) reports that such a scaling 
of wages can no longer be found, at least for non-graduates.5 

But there is also a bigger picture to be seen here. A number of recent books, from different 
disciplines, suggest we are in the middle of a global step-change in which conventional 
assumptions of continuing growth are no longer helpful. Space precludes a review here, but 
Jonas and Jonathan Salk’s (2018) A New Reality, Dietrich Vollrath’s (2020) Fully Grown, Danny 
Dorling’s (2020) Slowdown, Jackson’s Post Growth (2021), and Trebeck and Williams’ (2018) The 
Economics of Arrival all draw on this idea as an organising principle. It has been a staple of the 
environmental economics literature for longer, exemplified perhaps by Kate Raworth’s (2017) 
“doughnut economics” model. 

This also speaks to the idea that we have reached maximum complexity in our economic 
and social systems. Servigne and Stevens (2020: 88) say: 

The paradox that characterises our era—and probably all eras where civilizations came up against 
limits and crossed boundaries—is that the more powerful our civilization grows, the more 
vulnerable it becomes… To preserve ourselves from serious disruptions to the climate and the 
ecosystems… we need to turn off the engine. 

Simplifying the city 

We can think of the COVID-19 pandemic, then, as an agent of simplification. Much of the 
complexity of the ‘knowledge city’ is embedded in the ease of travel, and its expectations that 
high value workers will congregate in dense centres or specialist campus-style buildings. One 
way to imagine the effects of the pandemic on the city is to think of it as the equivalent of a tax 
on travel, and of a tax on proximity. It is the equivalent because it has the effect of making both 
of these things more expensive—emotionally, and in terms of personal safety, if not 
economically.  

 
5 Autor concluded from this that at a policy level governments would be better investing in the development of 
labour markets in smaller cities. 
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If it is the case that the pandemic has changed the city, what would be the elements in its 
next evolution? This would be shaped by COVID-19, but also by the reconfiguration of energy 
systems; by the continuing battles around time and work; and by notions of care.  

1. Energy 

The ecological footprint of the city has been characterised by Herbert Girardet (1999) in 
work that goes back over decades. The materiality of the city and the logistics that fulfil these 
material needs are observed by John Thackara (2005: 9) as he describes the “solid line of sixteen 
wheel trucks, nose to tail” on the motorway that runs from Barcelona to Marseille, lines that 
“stretch as far ahead, and as far behind, as the eye can see.” Girardet (2010) describes this as the 
fossil-fuelled city of “Petropolis,” contrasting it with “Ecopolis,” which is, in contrast, a 
regenerative city. This has “spatial structures that satisfy the needs of city people while also 
assuring their ecological and economic resilience.” This idea of the city has run through much of 
the urban literature for 90 years or more, and gained momentum from the 1970s onwards.  

But it has now started to arrive in urban planning models. Paris is promoting the idea of the 
“15-minute city,” based on the thinking of the academic Carlos Moreno (Whittle, 2020). 
Amsterdam has applied Raworth’s ‘doughnut model’ to its urban planning (Doughnut 
Economics Action Lab, 2020), envisaging a future Amsterdam in which the city’s ambition for 
the wellbeing of its citizens is realised by understanding how the city can “thrive in its own 
natural habitat” while also respecting planetary boundaries and the wellbeing of citizens 
worldwide. 

One element of such a city is that some resources, notably energy and food, are more likely 
to be produced locally, and may also be locally owned. This matters because one of the features 
of the ‘knowledge city’ is that it sucks in resources from around the world through a 
financialised model that that extracts value all the way along the value chain. This is done, for 
example, through service and management fees, design payments and IP royalties, and 
aggressive tax avoidance measures.  

2. Time 

The second component shaping the future city is time. The city of “Petropolis”—a creature 
of cheap energy—is also built on waged labour, in which the worker exchanges time for money. 
The clock is almost completely the product of the industrial age, for both technological and 
industrial reasons. While time-based labour was an improvement on piecework, many of the 
struggles of labour movements worldwide from the late 19th century onwards have been about 
time as much as money. The French labour movement, for example, won the right to a six-day 
week only in 1906 (Roes, 2015, p.162). In the United States the Federation of Organised Labour 
started a campaign for an eight-hour day in 1884; it became law in 1938, more than fifty years 
later (Linebaugh, 2016: 20-21, 81). 

Arguments about working time run through the narratives of the contemporary city and 
contemporary work. This operates at several levels. Many of the platform-based services and 
delivery jobs that have emerged in the past decade (such as Deliveroo) are a regression to 
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piecework and the precarity that this creates. Risk is transferred to the worker, positioned as a 
casual freelance despite repeated legal judgments to the contrary in multiple jurisdictions.6 

At the same time, the movement towards a shorter working week, without loss of pay, is 
starting to gain traction. Spain is to launch a large-scale trial of a four day week, involving 
several hundred companies (Yeung, 2021). A large scale trial in Iceland running for several 
years and involving one per cent of the workforce found that a shorter working week had 
“transformative positive effects” (Haraldsson and Yellam, 2021: 6). In New Zealand the four-
day week has been proposed as one of the solutions to the economic difficulties of the COVID-
19 crisis. Research into the four day working week by the UK’s New Economics Foundation 
(Coote and Harper, 2020) finds a range of economic, social and environmental benefits, which 
also serve to reinforce each other.  

Research from those companies that have implemented such reforms suggest that business 
productivity does not fall (Pinsker, 2021). In some places, independently-owned shops have 
implemented shorter working hours in the wake of the pandemic—in marked contrast to the 
trend towards “open all hours” seen in the 1990s and 2000s. 

Third, there has been increasing discussion about the purpose of work. David Graeber’s 
(2018) book Bullshit Jobs argued that much of work produced little value.7 This echoes Castells’ 
argument that many of the low productivity service jobs created in the 1960s and the 1970s, at 
least in richer markets, were designed to mop up new labour coming into workforce for the first 
time.  

As Mark Fisher (2018: 516-517) has written, 

[I]t is clear that most political struggles at the moment amount to a war over time. The generalised 
debt crisis that hangs over all areas of capitalist and culture—from banks to housing and student 
funding—is ultimately about time. 

The increasing interest in Universal Basic Income (UBI) and Universal Basic Service is a 
further recognition that link between income, access, and work is continuing to weaken. In a 
2015 paper on the future of work, I argued on the basis of a set of light touch scenarios that UBI 
represented a “predetermined” element that solved problems across the whole set of scenarios, 
ranging from far more automated production, to excessive labour market flexibility, to greater 
emphasis on the production of social goods (Curry, 2015). 

3. Care 

One of the critical elements of work that has been foregrounded by the COVID-19 crisis has 
been the role of care. The pandemic suddenly made visible the work of people whose role lay in 
ensuring the social reproduction on which economies depend; health workers, teachers, carers, 
parents. The pandemic also did something more: it underlined the role of unpaid and voluntary 
work in binding our communities together. For the purposes of this chapter, we will adopt the 

 
6 De Stefano et al (2021) review across multiple jurisdictions legal responses to the employment status of platform 
workers, and case judgments. 
7 In a recent paper, Soffia et al (2021) disputed Graeber’s framing of ‘bullshit jobs‘ while finding that “millions of 
European workers suffer from work which they feel is not useful.” 
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definition of care proposed by The Care Collective (2020: 5): “a social capacity and activity 
involving the nurturing of all that is necessary for the welfare and flourishing of life.”  

While economies stopped, other aspects of life did flourish during lockdown, as the British 
writer Sheila Hayman (2020) observed: 

[W]hat has the lockdown actually produced? A massive, spontaneous, bottom-up geyser of 
human ingenuity, creativity, enterprise, initiative, dedication and love, all lying unsuspected and 
untapped as its owners trekked day after day to those bullshit jobs... [O]ur isolated elderly need 
befriending, our streets need greening, our air needs cleaning, our diet needs improving, and our 
children need company and attention. These are needs as great as the jobs we’re not doing, if not 
more so. 

There are some careful distinctions to be made here. In social systems driven by the primacy 
of economic models, “care work” tends to become just another category of “service” within the 
service economy, as Pettinger reminds us. Nonetheless, there are overlaps: “service work is 
oriented towards maintaining bodies” (Pettinger, 2019, p. 61). 

In practice there is a mass of contradictions here. Leslie Kern (2020: 33-35) traces the 
connections between the city, care, and women’s work in maintaining care.8 Women who use 
the city centre more are also more likely to be in paid work, and involved in neighbourhood 
and cultural activities. However, women’s commutes are often more complex, as they navigate 
the challenges of both paid and unpaid work. And most urban planning, including transport 
planning, has been based on the idea of a typical urban citizen who looks more like a 
patriarchal (and white) male “breadwinner.”9 Transport turns out to be an area where women 
tend to pay more than men for similar services. Gender roles, says geographer Kim England, 
are “fossilised into the concrete experience of space” (Kern, 2020: 34). 

Affluent families buy care, often from a vast network of transnational women migrants (for 
the vast footprint of the city is not just ecological). Most of the solutions to the deficits of care, 
certainly in the rich world, are based on forms of market provision that serve everyone badly. 

As The Care Collective (2020: 75) argue, “Care and capitalist logics cannot be reconciled”. 
There are multiple reasons for this. Intimate care work is best delivered with personal 
engagement and emotional attachment; markets allocate services on the basis of purchasing 
power, not need; market norms crowd out non-market values. “Valuing care,” they write, “is 
not the same as marketising care” (2020: 76). 

When markets collapse, care is delivered instead through networks of mutuality and 
interdependence, as happened in Greece in the early 2010s or the Basque region in the wake of 
the Spanish civil war. It should be possible to construct political and economic structures that 
can do this without the grim hardship that made the Greek or Basque “experiments” necessary. 
The outcome would be “to ensure that consumers are reconnected with producers, and care 
receivers with care-givers” (The Care Collective, 2020: 79). 

Pettinger (2019: 66) observes that, “Care foregrounds connection, trust, relationships and 
mutual dependence, as well as tension and worry.” As it does this, it also raises ethical 

 
8 Writing about care work also appears to be gendered work. 
9 Vienna’s initiative to “gender mainstream” the city (Vienna Ahead!, 2013) is still the exception.  
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questions about what work does, and how it is done. As she asks, “What would happen if care 
work, not industrial production, was the start of understanding work?” (2019: 58). 

Fig. 3: The urban dynamic, revisited 

 
These three patterns of change were all visible before the COVID-19 pandemic. What the 

pandemic did, however, was make the last two of them, in particular, far more salient. Taken 
together, they have the potential to completely remake the underlying system that drives the 
city along.  

Reconstructing care connects social connectivity more strongly with mutual need, and 
makes the social element larger, at the expense of the economic. This may lead to a re-shaping 
of the urban infrastructure, as seen in the experiments in Vienna (Vienna Ahead!, 2013) and 
elsewhere. Reclaiming time makes the economic layer more productive, and the social layer 
more effective. Renewable energy systems have the potential—depending on ownership and 
benefit structures—to connect all three layers, creating new, and local, urban resources and 
different kinds of urban work. All three increase the resilience of the city to different types of 
systemic shock.  

What would it be like to live in such a city? The scope of everyday life would be likely to 
more local—different city districts might start to feel more distinctive. Localness implies that 
spatial design would be more attentive to the needs of all users, rather than privileging wage-
earners (and also men). There would probably be less consumption of goods and services, but—
because we would have more time—this would be offset by more social and cultural goods and 
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services, some generated through forms of mutual production. Such mutual services might be 
underwritten by locally generated revenues from services such as renewable energy. 

In other words, things are less centralised. This might extend to businesses as well. One of 
the striking elements of 21st century business model innovation, in companies such as the 
Dutch social care business Buurtzorg, is that teams are distributed and self managed (Kaloudis, 
2016). The underlying patterns of this world, and the underlying metaphors, are of arrays and 
networks, not hubs and spokes. 

Evaluating the hypotheses 

If this hypothesis about the end of the “knowledge city” is correct, why might this be? Two 
reasons come to mind.  

The first is that, as discussed above, the current model of the city has already passed 
maximum complexity. Evidence for this can be seen in the fact that many cities are no longer 
able to service themselves or to reproduce themselves. As the economist Herb Stein put it: “If 
something cannot go on forever, it will stop.”  

The fossil energy resources the city has relied upon for growth are becoming less available 
on a warming planet. Its service workers can no longer afford to live in the city they are 
supposed to service. Too many young people—certainly in the largest cities across the rich 
world—are living in housing poverty, or close to it.10 A lack of time leads to a lack of social and 
cultural innovation. And the demographic “crisis” of an ageing population turns out not to be a 
fiscal crisis or a dependency crisis but a crisis of care. All of these issues were visible before the 
COVID-19 pandemic arrived. 

The second reason is that the modern city is a creature of two centuries of growth—in 
particular of the long demographic boom that dominated the 20th century. The data here are 
striking. In a recent paper, Tim Morgan (2020) translates West’s systemic model of cities into its 
global effects: 

The modern era took us from about 800 million people in the mid-1700s to about 7.7 billion today. 
That same period has seen tremendous advances in literacy, health, science, technology, mobility, 
individual rights, and democratic self-rule. It also created seemingly intractable systemic problems 
like climate change, socioeconomic inequality, geopolitical conflicts, and species collapse. The cures 
for prior problems became the causes of current intractable issues. 

The consequence of demographic stasis for the city were explored by Frewen (2012: 20) a 
decade ago:  

The story of twenty-first century cities is more likely to be undoing development rather than 
exploding growth. In other words, like other types of market bubbles, peak urbanization is a real 
possibility. What do we decide to build today, knowing the next generation may be saddled with 
over-built cities?  

Frewen was looking out to 2050, when many demographic projections expect that planetary 
population growth will stabilise, before declining. But systems also respond to changes in the 
rate of change, as Dorling (2020: 34-36) observes. The slowing of the rate of population growth 

 
10 Defined for present purposes as spending 50% or more of your post-tax income on rent or mortgage costs. 
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has its own effects. The peak of population growth (“peak baby”) was in 1992: the global 
workforce has been shrinking as a proportion of the whole since 2012 (World Bank, 2015).11 
Again, this was happening before the COVID-19 pandemic arrived.12  

But the pandemic has accelerated all of these changes in one important way. They may have 
been visible before the COVID-19 virus appeared, but under the pressure of daily living it was 
hard to see a way to the alternatives. The pandemic has accelerated the imagination. As Astra 
Taylor (2020) has observed, the response to the pandemic has revealed a simple truth:  

[S]o many policies that our elected officials have long told us were impossible and impracticable 
were eminently possible and practicable all along ... Now, we know that the “rules” we have lived 
under were unnecessary, and simply made society more brittle and unequal... It’s clear that in a 
crisis, the rules don’t apply—which makes you wonder why they are rules in the first place. 

In other words: we could have done this all along.  
 
— 
Thanks to Sahar Hadidimoud and Peter Curry for their editorial comments. 
— 
 

  

 
11 In many countries fertility levels are now low enough that the working age population is shrinking absolutely as well as 
proportionately.  
12 It is possible to argue that these system shocks have been reverberating ever since the global system accelerated towards peak 
growth rates in the 1970s. Paul Ehrlich’s book Population Bomb (1968) was a signifier of shock, even if his projections were 
inaccurate. The Limits to Growth (1970), whose base case projections seem likely to be closer to the mark, was another signifier. The 
Limits to Growth base case, which has tracked actual outcomes, projected that if resource use did not change we would see global 
output decline in the 2020s and global population decline from the 2030s.  
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