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THE TRANSATLANTIC COLLAPSE 

OF URBAN RENEWAL  POSTWAR 

URBANISM FROM NEW YORK TO 

BERLIN   Christopher Klemek

“Klemek’s much-anticipated and greatly needed transatlantic pursuit of modernist plan-

ning and its failures does not disappoint. With deep research and sparkling insight, Klemek 

brings to life the urban dreams of planners, architects, public officials, activists, and social 

scientists in the United States, Canada, and Europe. The collapse of urban renewal is a com-

plex story, and Klemek captures it with subtlety and wisdom.”— Lizabeth Cohen, author of 

A Consumers’ Republic: The Politics of Mass Consumption in Postwar America

“Christopher Klemek has written a remarkably comprehensive and sophisticated account 

of the rise and fall of what he calls the urban renewal order—the great effort to reorder 

and rebuild cities in the postwar world, based on the triumph of modernist architecture 

and planning, a self-confident elite of city planners, and  huge government programs. It re-

shaped New York, London, Berlin, and other cities. But it all came crashing down, in differ-

ent ways in different countries and cities, not least because of the writing and activism of Jane 

Jacobs, whose influence spread far beyond her New York, where she first confronted—and 

confounded—the urban renewal order.”— Nathan Glazer, Harvard University

“Klemek’s account reads like an adventure story. He wears his intercontinental, interdisci-

plinary scholarship lightly, yet produces profound answers to questions left hanging for 

sixty years: why, for example, during the Nixon and Reagan eras, local planning agencies 

felt like haunted houses; how big city building projects got (and get) botched through the 

agendas of their stakeholders; and why the best metaphor for the urban architect or planner 

is not the sailor at the helm but the surfer catching the waves. However, for young architects 

and planners now reappraising the 1960s and 1970s, Klemek offers more than illumina-

tion of a downfall and sly prescriptions.  The book is an introduction to the role of social 

conscience in their careers, suggesting that this was not just ‘an old hangup of the 1960s,’ 

that there can be, must be, ways of showing social concern in the 2010s and beyond—and 

methods to avoid the traps that snared our earlier efforts.”— Denise Scott Brown, architect 

and planner

“Christopher Klemek has written an erudite transnational history of modernist planning and 

its discontents. Sweeping from Berlin to Toronto, from London to New York, and from Phila-

delphia to Boston, Klemek takes intellectual history to the streets. This is a major contribu-

tion to the fields of urbanism, architecture, planning, and the history of ideas and public 

policy.”— Thomas J. Sugrue, author of The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in 

Postwar Detroit
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With a sweep that encompasses London’s East 

End and Boston’s North End, South Philadelphia 

and the Berlin Wall, Toronto’s Cabbagetown and 

New York’s Greenwich Village, and many others, 

The Transatlantic Collapse of Urban Renewal ex-

amines how postwar thinkers and doers on both 

sides of the Atlantic approached urban landscapes 

radically changed by the political and physical 

realities of sprawl, urban decay, and urban 

renewal.

Christopher Klemek explores how in the 

postwar decades, the dominant principles of 

modernist planning came to be challenged—in 

the grassroots revolts against the building of 

freeways through urban neighborhoods, for 

instance, or by academic critiques of slum 

clearance policy agendas—and then began to 

collapse entirely. He argues that in the 1960s, 

alternative views of city life emerged among 

neighborhood activists, New Left social scientists, 

and neoconservative critics. After a series of 

divisive clashes, a pessimistic view of urban crisis 

may have won out in the United States and Great 

Britain, yet Klemek also demonstrates that other 

countries more successfully harmonized urban 

renewal and its alternatives.

 Placing Jane Jacobs together with many 

other key activists and intellectuals in the context 

of transatlantic attitudes toward urban reform 

and aesthetics, this lively and compelling book 

provides one of the first truly international 

perspectives on the changing responses to the 

thorny questions that shaped our great cities.

christopher klemek is assistant professor 

in the Department of History at George Washington 

University. He lives in the District of Columbia with 

his wife, fellow scholar of cities Melissa Keeley, and 

their two children.
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Areas for Clearance, Redevelopment and Low-Rent Housing 

(courtesy NYC Municipal Archives).”

Author photograph by Martha Stewart.

Printed in the USA

TH
E TRAN

SATLAN
TIC COLLAPSE OF U

RBAN
 REN

EW
AL  

CH
RISTOPH

ER KLEM
EK

 CHICAGO

Thatcher’s 
Progress

From Social Democracy to Market Liberalism 
through an English New Town

GUY ORTOLANO

BRITISH URBAN HISTORY IS THRIVING. This workshop brings many  
of its leading scholars together for the first time, placing them in conversation  

with colleagues in European, South Asian, US, and digital urban history.

Catherine Flinn
Alice Gorton, Columbia

James Greenhalgh, Lincoln
Sarah Mass, Sam Houston State

Jesse Meredith, Colby
Guy Ortolano, NYU

WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS

Simon Gunn, Leicester
Erika Hanna, Bristol

Alistair Kefford, Leicester
Christopher Klemek, GWU

Otto Saumarez Smith, Warwick
Divya Subramanian, Columbia

Tom Sugrue, NYU
Sam Wetherell, York

Charlotte Wildman-Tarozzi, Manchester
Valerie Wright, Glasgow

a  t Wo -Da y  Wo r K s h o p

September 12-13, 2019

WORKSHOP IS FREE AND OPEN TO THE PUBLIC, though registration is required for attendees from 
outside NYU. To register and receive the complete schedule, contact Guy Ortolano: ortolano@nyu.edu.

ADDITIONAL PUBLIC SESSIONS include a roundtable revisiting  The Origins of the 
Urban Crisis (1996), and a lecture by  of Columbia University’s Graduate School of 
Architecture, Planning, and Preservation on the impact of new digital technologies upon urban research.
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