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ABSTRACT

To challenge the stupefying homogeneities
produced by dense and fast urban environments,
designers should offer a range of experiences

to create a “slowing city,” which first relies on

the understanding of the character and range of
“slow experiences,” then requires an empirically-
driven approach to attain it. Phenomenologically,
slow experiences can be social or solitary; both
are discussed. The former comes from “event”
experiences that facilitate meaningful interactions
among people, while the latter promotes a shift
into “being mode” which can help replenish
human'’s attention. Using findings in psychology
and neurocognition, this article suggests that
architects, landscape designers, and urbanists
adopt a scientifically-grounded phenomenological
approach to designing healthy urban environments
where people can flourish. More attention is
required to investigate people’s experience of
surfaces and textures, and of compositions

with varying levels of patterned complexity, as
well as the changeability of design features and
approaches to combat habituation.
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Anybody who dwells in a large city, whether it be China, the
United States, or elsewhere, lives some version of the “fast life”:

on a schedule, in a hurry, distracted by obligations. Many have
their noses pressed into one or another monitor for hours each
day, consuming literally thousands upon thousands of images and
words. All of this diverts people’s precious attentional resources
away from their proximate human companions as well as from the
places that they physically inhabit.

This article tries to define what a “slowing city” is. It is different
from “Citta Slow.” Before discussing the slowing city, Citta Slow
is a topic which cannot be avoided. While the concept of Citta
Slow originated in a fundamentally sociopolitical critique of the
global economy’s more deleterious effects on local identity, as it
gained popularity, proponents expanded beyond the terrain of
economic and social production to describe and advocate for any
kind of practice, environment, or art that celebrates and promotes
non-virtual, place-and-culture specific, in-the-moment episodes in
our daily lives. Today, the slow movements advocate for a certain
kind of experience: hyper-aware, multisensory, metacognitive, and
memorable. Slow food, for example, now connotes not just fresh,
locally sourced, sustainably produced ingredients but an experience
of eating that transcends food consumption’s bodily role in the
efficient ingestion of nutrients for survival.

In dense urban environments, fast scenes proliferate: slapped-up
housing developments, fast food retail, airports, shopping malls...
all the city’s overstimulating, non-place-specific homogeneities,
which have been theorized most poignantly by the French
anthropologist, Marc Augé'". In such a context, what kinds of slow
experiences should a city offer? And how can design help?

Answering these questions in a way that designers find useful
requires a lot more than intuition, which is celebrated as a kind of
divine guide, especially when it leads to the appropriate solutions,
yet rarely condemned when it leads to the wrong ones. A talented
design demands a systematic and analytical approach as well as
an identification of concrete objectives: What constitutes a slow
urban experience — or better, what is the character and range
of such experiences? Of these, which to target in what kind of
project? Once that is settled, we need, for each target experience, to
specify as precisely as possible the psychological and (if possible)
neurocognitive state or states associated with it; this is an essential
step that enables designers to seek out relevant research in
environmental psychology and / or neurasthenics. That information
will steer them toward design strategies that are both appropriate
to the situation, built context, and anticipated users and effective
in promoting the desired psychological states. If this sounds as
though it is based on a deterministic view of the built environment’s

impact on people’s experiences, it is not — or rather, it is no more
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deterministic that what designers do already, but currently, they are
doing this with little systematic analysis and even less evidentiary
foundation.

To return to step one. The question — what kinds of experiences
should a slowing city offer — contains two parts, for the simple reason
that phenomenologically, we all live alone, encased in our bodies
and minds, and at the same time we all also always live among other
people. These two are not separable, but for heuristic and analytical
purposes, distinguishing them can be helpful because it clarifies for
designers that a slowing city should offer a range of experiences, some
of which will be more social and some more solitary.

Interpersonal engagement and affiliation can transpire between
two people, as at a bus stop; among a few people, as in a public
square; among ten thousand people, as at a performance or
sporting event, and at every scale and interaction-type in between.
Conceptualizing slowing city social experiences means identifying the
psychological states that might transform the time people spend in
such places from what psychologists call a “scene,” which is basically
passively received background noise, into an “event,” or an episode
— meaningful, even memorable, place-specific moments (Fig. 1, 2).
Slow social episodes constitute events rather than scenes by facilitating
engaged, person-to-person or person -to-people interactions of depth
and some complexity. Each type of episode features a distinctive social
character, or characters; each is time- and place-delimited; and each
is (at least minimally) unified, which allows for a narrative coherence
that facilitates storage in long-term memory.

Slow social experiences promote two linked experiential states:
emotional affiliation and identity-driven place attachment. The latter
is as critical as the former because our most potent autobiographical
memories are neurologically encoded by place. A good deal of
existing research sheds light on the kinds of social interactions which
differently-composed places afford, more than that can be summarized
in a short essay. So offered here are simply some discrete observations
to demonstrate the value of seeking out a solid research foundation
for design.

One concerns social proxemics: Jan Gehl and earlier urban
theorists’ work in this realm exemplifies how indispensable this
kind of research can be to practicing designers”™*. Gehl Architects,

a practice that is constantly refining design criteria for walkable,
human-scaled streets that generate active street life, advocate for (and,
in their own projects, specify) variety in functions and uses of street
spaces. They also demonstrate that these functions and uses must be
arrayed in carefully designed hierarchies of scale, as people only begin
to socially engage one another at a distance of around 16 feet. If two
people stand further from one another than that, they cannot quite
discern the expression on the other’s face; beyond 25 feet, this capacity
virtually disappears, and the other person is perceived as a sentient
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In Amsterdam, the
Netherlands, the café
can be a typical place for
events of the "slow social
experiences.”

An example of Medina,
Marakkesh of Morocco:
Urban squares also see
events of the slow social
experiences.
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being but not necessarily one who bears any relevance to you. If

a designer seeks to promote meaningful interpersonal interaction,
then, they need to work with those parameters. Incidentally, social
proxemics sheds light on how to make a stadium or theater a
meaningful social place: since most stadia offer little to no hierarchy
of spaces, opportunities for this kind of social interaction are
limited. Often, there is nothing between the mass consumption of
spectacle and the individual experience of observation.

A different kind of social slow experience concerns awe-states.
Environmental psychologists and cognitive neuroscientists have
established that the awe a person might feel upon entering certain
spaces — from your neighborhood church to, for example, MAD
Architects’ Harbin Opera House in Harbin — promotes pro-social
feelings and behavior"!. Research studies demonstrate that after
experiencing awe-states, people behave more generously toward
strangers, cooperate more with others on group projects, and exhibit
more empathy, because awe — which is partly a bodily and physical
feeling that can be prompted by a distinctive environment —
primes people to remember that they are a part of something much
larger, more beautiful than themselves. So, designers should delve
into the research on the physical characteristics of awe-promoting
environments, which can be acoustic, scalar, sequential, and so on,
to deploy them more deliberately.

How to promote slow individual, as opposed to social,
experiences in cities is an even more complex undertaking because,
owing to socio-cultural and personal factors, the variability of
responses is greater. Even so, provided here is one simple observation
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