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agreement established a global standard of guidelines on the principals, policies, and procedures 
for sustainable urban development over the next twenty years. It acknowledged, as centres of social, 
cultural, and economic activities, cities will continue to evolve as the most opportunistic spaces for 

be accepted as a method of resistance to climate change, through the adoption of adaptation 
design strategies that merge ecological initiatives with social improvement to create sustainable and 
inclusive cities for all.

 In his fascinating, awe-inspiring, and at times somewhat controversial book, Future Cities: 

Architecture and the Imagination (2019), Paul Dobraszczyk, a professional writer, university lecturer, 
and research fellow at the Bartlett School of Architecture, explores the extraordinary possibility that 
plans for sustainable urban development and sociological change might exist in the narratives of 

high skyscrapers, post-apocalyptic landscapes to shanty-town settlements, Dobraszczyk constructs a 
persuasive argument about the usefulness of imaginary cities as experimental spaces for addressing 
the countless issues of equity, liveability, and sustainability to cities currently under construction. 

Science Fiction and their various counterparts in contemporary reality. Moving from the beginning 

Through this, Dobraszczyk succeeds in “grounding these imaginary cities in architectural practice” 
and expands our understanding about the role imagination plays in “how cities are perceived and 

drawings, photographs, sketches, paintings, cartography, digital artistry, and computer games, 

to envision alternative possibilities for future cities beyond the empirical restrictions that typically 
govern the architectural and urban planning professions. 
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 The result is a philosophical and culturally wide-ranging study into “representations of future 

of fantastical cities is placed in the context of issues being discussed currently in architecture 
and urban planning in the real world. Dobraszczyk argues the alternative nature of these cities 
allows them to propose creative solutions to problems such as energy transition, water shortage, 

sustainable urban development that enhances both the liveability and quality of life in cities. For 
Dobraszcyk, it is almost ironic that the answers to these same issues can be found in the architecture 
of the imagination; a space often dismissed for its hyperbolic character yet an essential step for the 
visualisation of future cities. 

 This is what Future Cities is most successful at doing – acting as a compendium of 
imaginative architectures that can be useful for envisioning social and environmental transformations 
in urban futures. Where his argument becomes less convincing is in his political provocations for the 

of neoliberalism,” and its dominance over the spaces, places, and cities we currently inhabit (64). 

[…] offer powerful opportunities for progressively challenging contemporary urban transformation” 
because they exemplify “the value of multiplicity rather than the homogeneity of urbanism under 
global capitalism” (395). Taking this as gospel, he makes broad claims about the adoption of a 
shared consciousness amongst disenfranchised communities recognising that their “vulnerability and 
connectedness” can inspire built environments that emphasise the forging of diverse and multiplistic 
relationships between people in an increasingly disordered world (67). This activism would lead to 
the complete dissolution of architecture and urban planning as regulatory systems, opening up the 

capitalist philosophy is hardly new and perhaps overestimates the potential of these future cities 
for solving the biggest challenges facing contemporary global cities. Although Dobraszczyk poses 
valid questions on the intentions of those in charge of designing and creating cities, it is incredibly 
naïve of him to expect a revolutionary movement to originate from the works of speculative design 

Dobraszczyk proposes would lead to unregulated urban growth, deepen exclusionary divisions, and 
undo the environmental regulations and controls that have taken generations to put into effect. It 
would be a far more sensible suggestion to utilise the possibilities of the imagination to reform the 
relationship between architects and citizens that has been damaged in recent years encouraging 
them to work together to develop more socially progressive and climate-resilient cities.

accomplishing this task by closely examining aquatic and aerial forms of urbanisation. He echoes 

adaptation,” and that if cities are to remain suitable for human inhabitation, there needs to be 
a greater movement towards “long-term strategic planning, or reshaping urban governance and 
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socio-political life” that embraces complementary approaches to the unavoidable impact of climate 
change (23). Dobraszczyk proposes that imaginative visions can offer novel adaptive measures that 
can alter our decision-making strategies for preparing, surviving, and rebuilding cities in the event 
of environmental catastrophe. To illustrate this point, he compares different examples of climate-
change adaptations from literary authors, visual artists, and architects. Dobraszczyk mentions Kim 

 York 2140 (2017), which depicts a half-submerged 

interconnected with sky bridges and a thriving maritime infrastructure; and the Argentine artist 

geodesic dome Observatory/Air-Port City (2008). In vastly different ways, these works all challenge 
the restrictive conventions that govern architectural practice, by presenting scenarios in which 
“architects might respond to buildings becoming partially or completely submerged” (40). This is 
the most effectively argued part of the book, encouraging the reader to abandon their scepticism 
and seriously consider these unconventional architectures as viable models for human habitation in 
a post-climate change future.

 Dobraszczyk asserts that for adaptative solutions like this to become a universal practice in 
urbanisation there must be broader recognition of climate change as an inevitable moment in the 
history of humankind.  This is a common westernised perspective amongst climate strategists that 
overlooks the ways environmental changes will impact non or semi-urban settlements particularly 
in less developed nations countries that tend to have lower urban population levels.  For this to 
happen, we must completely abandon our survivalist perspective and develop architectures that 
enter into a state of “dynamic co-existence” with the transformed urban environments of the future 
(46). 

like metropolis grown from the calcium carbonate of its coral bedrock through electrodeposition; 

that challenge the land-locked nature of human ecosystems (64). This is a remarkable perspective 
that imagines a post-climate change humanity thriving alongside nature through unprecedented 
engineering feats of integration and connectivity. However, it is incredibly naïve and optimistic of 
Dobraszczyk to expect the architectural community to be able adopt this process of material and 
structural symbiosis on a city-wide scale. The profession itself is founded on the manipulation of the 
natural world via a strong, physical barrier; a value system that would need to be radically overhauled 
before this state of total harmony and integration could be sustainably enacted. What is far more 
likely is that climate-tackling adaptations rather than as instruments of biological interconnectivity 
will only further highlight the widening inequalities and disparities between urban communities by 
becoming high-tech, ultra-privileged communes for global elites. 

exacerbated social polarisation and environmental degradation in urban communities. Vertical 

THOMAS KELLY



120

Fantastika Journal • Volume 5 • Issue 1 • May 2021

society into super-tall skyscrapers, hermetical sealed spaces for “a tiny super-wealthy elite,” and 

architecture that prioritises wealth accumulation over social and environmental preservation. The 
few examples of green skyscrapers, he critiques, such as Ken Yeang’s Roof-Roof House (1984) and 
Stefano Boeri’s Vertical Forest (2014), are “smokescreens” for “greenwashing” the urban skyline 
by incorporating natural features as design embellishments rather than programmatic solutions 
to address the destructive cost of skyscraper forms (129). By focusing on the neoliberalisation 
of skyscraper geographies, Dobraszczyk outlines a pessimistic future of tall buildings as an ever-
expanding system of “vertical stacking that tends to isolate inhabitants” inside socially segregated 
and environmentally destructive cities (139).

 Dobraszczyk reserves his discussion of the anti-establishment possibilities of multi-layered 
territories for the urban subterranean. Domes, bunkers, and other underground and enclosed 
geographies are praised as populist communities and alternative modes of habitation for the 

and urban explorers, street children hounded into sewers” (166). Underground spaces, he argues, 
are replate with “an air of impregnability and security,” whose sense of isolation and containment 
from the outside world, makes them well suited as countercultural settlements (141). Dobraszczyk 
cites the emergence of experimental utopias like Drop City, a collection of geodesic domes built in 
southern Colorado in 1965 modelled on those developed by Buckminster Fuller which housed a rural 
‘hippie commune’ devoted to “ecological awareness and cosmic connectivity” (141). Underground 
bunkers and cities are often presented as the staging ground for revolution and subversion against 

Metropolis (1927), the hidden 
worker communes beneath the city rebel against the wealthy superelites in the skyscraper utopia 
above; or, as sanctuaries against an environmental catastrophe like the infamous ‘depthscrapers’; 

Everyday Science and Mechanics, 1931. Dobraszczyk 
argues imaginary representations of bunker and domed cities are not designed to restrict or contain 
but to foster deeper interconnections between “what is inside and what is outside” and, “what 
is above and what is below,” forming an enhanced vertical perspective into the otherwise rigidly 

architecture and ruined urbanisation. He interprets them as part of an avant-garde crusade for an 
egalitarian system of architecture in which people are given the freedom and independence to create 
buildings entirely on their terms. Rather than a city-scaled architecture, built according to a top-
down hierarchical planning model, Dobraszczyk envisions a movement of grassroots architecture, 
in which individuals adopt a user-built and designed – “in the hands of the many” – approach 

for destroying capitalism and its monopoly over private property and public space. He predicts 
that these “nomadic” and “free-spirited” environments would liberate people from the restrictive 
chokehold of “architectural modernism” and chart an alternative vernacular for designing cities that 
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 Dobraszczyk’s libertarianism takes on a racial dimension through his bizarre fascination 
for ‘informal settlements’ such as slum dwellings, squats, refugee camps, and other forms of 
poverty-stricken, dispossessed, and ramshackle peri-urban developments. He argues that these 
“unconventional structures” represent a subversive practice of “architectural salvage” – one whose 
anarchic location at the edges or liminal spaces of urban conurbations subverts the “top-down 
elitist conception of architecture” that demands people operate within the restrictive boundaries 
of building codes and planning regulations to construct their own homes (196). Shanty-town 
communities like Dharavi, one of Asia’s largest slums located in central Mumbai, and Torre David 

adaptability, and resourcefulness” for their integration of equitable materials like ruins, rubbish, and 
wastes as a form of liveable design (214). Such a gross mischaracterisation of urban poverty as urban 
development places aesthetic appreciation above the social divisions and economic inequality 
of the misfortunate people who reside in the settlements. This fetishisation of slum-dwellings is 
a common argument in urban studies that interprets its unorthodox architecture as a prospective 
source of experimentation and innovation in urban culture and form. It is ivory-tower attitudes of 
acceptance like this that potentially risk normalising the presence of slum-housing in urban centres 
and create unnecessary distractions from the need to develop genuine solutions that protect and 
improve the lives of slum-dwellers. 

 Regardless of his questionable attitude to community planning and architectural innovation, 
Dobraszczyk reveals there are many lessons to be learned from the imagination that could be useful 

design solutions, warnings against anti-progressive spaces, or as motivation for community-driven 
forms of urbanisation, imaginative architectures are shown to be useful instruments for challenging 
the ways we plan, visualise, and construct the cities we currently occupy. If Dobraszczyk had focused 
on the strategic possibilities of world-building rather than acting like an anti-capitalist manifesto, the 
book would have conveyed its message on the creative power of the imagination in a much less 
controversial fashion. 

WORKS CITIED

City

3, July 2016, pp. 389-406.

BIONOTE 

Thomas Kelly

of future cities and architectural fantasies. Other research interests include Science Fiction and 
urban planning, the construction and perception of skyscraper geographies, and explorations of the 
relationship between real and imaginary architectures.

THOMAS KELLY


