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Recyclable Space-Time

To slow down implies according greater value to stretching time and space,  than to contracting them.

The advantage of such stretching is not generally recognized.  Reduction of time in transportation, in the rapid transmission of images, the  absence of silence between them, the “cuts” in scenarios, the rush of words and the compulsory sequence in all radio programs, the inacceptable “blank”  while on the air, the almost instant  transmission on the Net: all lead to intolerance of waiting. To slow down, seen as wasting time, is an object of specific reproach in all companies where efficiency is confused with full-time occupation. Dreamers cause loss of money. Between Limoges and Clermont-Ferrand a one- coach train runs on a single unchanging track. With majestic slowness it winds its way through exceptional landscapes where forests open onto russet peat bogs, where reliefs, scooped out at the base by multiple torrents, acquire with time an untamed balance and an aura of “resistance.”  I observe the passengers. No one looks at the landscape. The more “active” “labor” over their computer, others, in an attitude of extreme urgency, frantically take notes, yet others read. Some watch a video, some tap energetically on their “smart phone”; the more indifferent, the tired, sleep, or pretend to. All are killing time.

Hence slowness is seen as a surplus of time and to be eliminated at any cost. What to do with an unfilled agenda? How to spend vacation time? Fear of a void, the void of the mind. Emptiness: an inconceivable perspective. The time gained by more rapid transportation, by immediate exchanges and communications is immediately invested in a time-consuming and thus reassuring activity. The industry of leisure has seized the opportunity offered by free time: what is spared at one point is killed elsewhere.

Can one transpose to space what is said about time? Can we slow down or accelerate space? Does expanding or contracting it – modifying its subjective value – amount to accelerating or slowing down perception? In a frame of reference where space and time operate objectively and subjectively, what does slowing down the city mean?

Professions dealing with space, as exercised by city planners, architects, landscapers, artists are well-acquainted with the techniques for accelerating or diminishing. A dark object and a light object, identical in volume and form, placed at the same distance from the observer are not perceived the same way. The light object, optically larger, seems closer than the dark one, optically contracted. Hence access to the light object seems closer. A long line of walls of equal height appears shorter than an equally long line bordered by heterogeneous elements: access to the limits of the range of vision is immediate. The longer the eye lingers on a perspective, the more it is slowed down. The more that takes place in a garden, the larger it seems, the stranger and more wondrous the journey suspended in time  within it.

Sketching space subjectively is linked to trompe l’oeil, optical illusion, theatre.

To slow down objectively , in other words to reduce speed – all speed – in a measurable manner assumes that the consequences of such decrease in velocity  is of advantage to society. To slow down the city implies finding benefit in   longer transportation time, slower urban development, and in the use of space that is not set aside for profit, but on the contrary dedicated to values that the effervescent, efficient and high output city cannot serve.

Slowing down the city means turning upside down those values that promote the consumer society and stimulate   a market economy. One of the major components of this economy is the almost instantaneous obsolescence of consumer goods.  These must be rapidly discarded in order to buy new, fragile, disposable objects, in an endless chain. Short- term economics depends upon a constant increase in the buying impulse. In parallel to the buying-selling syndrome is the frenzy of stock market exchange in the form of flash transactions. This acceleration is therefore part of a production- oriented economy whose ultimate step – waste – unable to fit into a market function,

-encumbers and fills up real space as applied to physical territory 

-encumbers and fills up virtual space as applied to mental territory.

In any event, the accumulated pollution poisons the planetary garden while flooding the brain of financial speculators in an imaginary tide of toxic products. The close ties that bind the real and the virtual worlds indicate how the latter – that of speculation and gambling –dominates in the name of profit.

Slowing down the city must coincide with cleaning up polluted space (real and virtual)  

in order to prepare the way for  a space and  time which do not generate unrecyclable waste.

Using recyclable space-time implies constant recognition of the finitude of the planet, or at least action that is respectful of this ecological and spatial finitude. To my knowledge, very few civilizations, of a slowly developing nomad nature, have been able to evolve in recyclable space-time without altering the protective cover of the Earth. I refer to the African pygmies, the Australian Aborigines, certain American Indian civilizations…. These civilizations have never had to slow down the city, never having possessed either it or the concrete bases development brings: obesity and proliferation of tissue, pathology of uncontrolled growth, cancers….What recyclable time-space would have been available for a population of the earth settled in a megalopolis in the mid 21st century as the population approaches 9 billion?

Since infinite expansion is impossible on a planet of finite size, material  downscaling   becomes an essential part of human social evolution. Downscaling must take into account space now occupied by consumer products. Nanotechnology, when efficiently used,   renders maximum service   in a minimum amount of space. But even the most subtle and progressive technologies are unable to eliminate an immense and prolific planetary obliteration – architecture.

Architectural prolificness (la prolifération architecturale) and its manager – urbanism – enjoy great prestige in a world that assumes that “when the building industry is healthy, all is healthy.” A gardener, on the other hand, feels that “when the garden is healthy, all is healthy” since the world needs food before housing.

Oddly enough, a civilisation that pursues construction as a basis of economic health and designates architects as masters of space fails to house and feed the population. Demographic expansion – a taboo - goes hand in hand with a proportionally larger and disturbing proliferation of poorly fed and poorly housed. 

Adjusting to the limits of the planet implies demographic downscaling. Despite the theory of Jean Ziegler,  rapporteur of the FAO  (Food and Agricultural Organisation, the branch of the United Nations that deals with nourishment and agriculture)  that the planet could feed twice as many inhabitants as it does  today by converting traditional into biological agriculture (which is possible), a world that cannot be enlarged  makes downscaling  - or demographic stabilization -inevitable. However, today’s global economy  operates exclusively on the principle of increased buying which  makes the race for ever  more consumers as powerful an incentive as the accelerated repetition of consumer activity  linked to the obsolescence of products.

To slow down the city, to reflect upon a planet with a future implies a new economy and a new demography.

The theoretical and practical advocates of anti-globalism have envisaged and, upon occasion, carried out experiments demonstrating the validity of new economies and new practices. The Slow Food Movement (founded in Italy in 1986 by Carlo Petrini) illustrates how to establish a different relationship between time and high quality products. AMAPS   (Association pour le Maintien d’une Agriculture Paysanne – an agricultural system for local exchange) develop an economic model of local production and distribution bypassing the high ecological cost to the retail industry for transportation of merchandise. But in spite of general recognition of the demographical problem, no one is eager to advocate its control as a corollary to the future balance of the planet. The media, saturated by points of view on the financial and ecological crises, leave the pedagogical task to the planetary stars: the economists. Some do approach the problem of demography timidly. Others, whose point of view I fully support, urge an essential increase of knowledge on all levels. Regulation cannot be imposed by violence (and this is true of all regulation) but perhaps it can be established by recognition of its necessity. Thus slowing down the city – material downscaling – is directly tied to speeding up knowledge– immaterial up- scaling.  

Assuming that society accepts the necessity of relieving the planet, the model for future  global development requires  maintaining and increasing diversity, requalifying  the substratum of life, inventing  recyclable time-space without diminishing the inventive capacity of living things. Such a scheme integrates material downscaling and demographical downscaling as inseparable components of the process. Downscaling cannot, however, be 

seen as regression. The ways of evolution, uncertain as they are, never repeat themselves. What is the price of abandoning growth in tomorrow’s society?

To slow down the city ,by acknowledging the advantage of stretching time and space over all gained by contracting them, means increasing our capacity to experience in an immaterial manner, the material principles of time and space.

How to open up these new roads? We use an eighth of our brain; what do we do with the rest?

Our civilizations, plunged in the seductive world of exact science, whose orientation is technical, and the desire to control nature, space and time, may have left aside an important part of the human capacity to understand the environment and communicate solely with the mind. Has not art been abandoned to the transient pleasures of provocation in the hands of merchant networks, thus ignoring its function as a universal medium? Is our civilization not in the process of transforming cultural space into a vulgar idiotic amusement park?

From my point of view, future planetary gardening depends, as an arm against intervention, upon increasing our base of knowledge. Such gardening practice systematically infuses   less contrary energy into nature with better results.

The slowed down city – the gardener’s home – is indeed a place where less is spent for more, less agitation for better communication.

In my ideal government, the primary ruling principle would be knowledge. All other principles, interlocked in the political project of downscaling, would depend upon a newly thought- out economy, with no power of political decision-making. The highest position, that of shared knowledge, would set the course of governance. These have no relationship to the market, but rather with art and culture, with all that moulds human history, the immaterial and the dream.

Copyright © 2010, Gilles Clément

Copyleft : cette oeuvre est libre, vous pouvez la redistribuer et/ou

la modifier selon les termes de la Licence Art Libre

que vous trouverez sur le site http://arlibre.org

