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FOREWORD

Mega cities and in fact cities themselves are human inventions; Mega Cities more so. In the
contemporary modern world, “mega’” has become so seductive that from coca cola bottles to
urban development, ‘bigger’ is being perceived to be better. However, in a recent book titled
‘World until Yesterday’ written by Jared Diamond, the very ideas of non-traditional societies or
rather the modern ways of life are questioned even before ‘mega’ developments. Becoming
‘mega’ particularly in development is diametrically opposite to what the traditional societies did
and achieved. There are huge questions of the achievements of the ‘mega world’ as compared
to the traditional societies, although at a casual glance, the mega cities are both seductive and
highly appealing. It is no wonder that a developing country like Sri Lanka recently wanted to
transform the entire urban geography of its main urban threshold to a Mega City. There is a
feeling today that if a country does not have a Mega City, then it is somehow backward and
lagging behind. Around the world, there is a race to produce mega cities, in addition to the ones
that have come into being by mere migration of rural populations attracted by urbanity, urban
spaces and urban lifestyles. Alarmingly in China, it is said that there are a number of such mega
cities, designed and built with skyscrapers and all the paraphernalia, but without people,
because they have not yet moved in there. In other words, mega cities have been created not as
an eventual outcome of people’s own centralization, gathering and subsequent development. It
is forced down upon people. In many places, cities are becoming mega, not because people
wanted them, but some visionaries have thought that it is necessary to have at least one Mega
City so that they can be on par with Tokyo, Shanghai, Jakarta, Karachi, Seoul, and Mexico.
Ironically, in Jakarta, the cars do not move for hours because of endless traffic jams. The city is
too huge to manage, planners are bewildered.

This is where the ideas of place making and communities become relevant and in fact central to
the whole notion of mega city development. To put it another way, if cities are about people:
spaces for people to live, care for, and grow in, then whether it is a mega development or not,
people matter and by default the communities. Indeed, whether a city is big or small, mega or
otherwise, it is constituted of ‘places’; and the places do not come into being because they have
been planned and constructed. Chinese mega cities tell us that those cities did not ‘become
cities’ because there were no people to transform the spaces, to occupy and make them on their
own. There are two ideas here, ‘places by people’ and ‘becoming places’. In fact, the first idea is
also problematic because there are no places, unless they are created and lived in by people. So
to put it bluntly, there is no meaning in this term although we use it often and | have cited it
myself. ‘Becoming Places’ is really an interesting concept and one that most people including
those who are in the business of planning those mega cities have not come to understand. Space
becomes place through the processes of human habitation, and place becomes other places
over time and everyday happenings. In all these, there are individuals as well as groups of
people acting; the communities. Thus it is imperative that the Mega Cities are guided by a
serious understanding of how space becomes place and place becomes places. In this
conference, on cities people and places, this reality is focused so that we can learn lessons to
guide our own actions in city building and enabling their fruitful and meaningful transformations.

Dr. Janaka Wijesundara and Prof. Ranjith Dayaratne
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