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Abstract – This essay reconsiders urban deterioration not simply as fail-
ure, loss, or civic abandonment, but as a critical category through which 
the moral authority of preservation, repair, and revitalization can be ques-
tioned. While urban decline is often inseparable from racialized disinvest-
ment, structural neglect, and unevenly distributed harm, the essay argues 
that not all forms of preservation deserve affirmation, and not all forms 
of falling apart are destructive. Against an anti-deterioration ethos that 
equates civic value with permanence, growth, and maintenance, this essay 
examines how declining urban spaces may interrupt harmful built inheri-
tances, open cities to nonhuman lifeways, and disclose alternative forms of 
inhabitation. Abandoned lots, deteriorating infrastructures, and weathered 
surfaces are read not only as signs of vacancy or disorder, but as sites where 
ecological processes, informal uses, and other modes of urban life emerge. 
The essay does not romanticize abandonment or deny the violences of dis-
repair; rather, it calls for a more discriminating civic ethic capable of dis-
tinguishing imposed neglect from necessary unbuilding, harmful collapse 
from generative decomposition. Urban decline, in this account, becomes 
a way to ask when repair is care, when persistence is violence, and when 
allowing certain forms to decompose may be necessary for more just and 
ecological urban futures.

This essay is an affirmation of deterioration. 

A city in decline, however, is rarely encountered positively or even neutrally. It arrives 
already interpreted as failure, abandonment, neglect, disorder, collapse. Empty build-
ings, shuttered storefronts, weedy lots, flaking façades, and cracked pavement signify 
that something has gone horribly wrong. A declining city is one in which the infrastruc-
tural body has lost its animating force as a once-living place falls beneath the thresh-
old of value. To call a city declining is therefore never merely descriptive, but instead 
positions urban deterioration within an inherited moral architecture where endurance 
appears as a civic good, preservation as a civic duty, and repair as the obvious form of 
care.

Such an orientation is not without justification. Urban deterioration is often insepa-
rable from racialized disinvestment, value abandonment, speculative extraction, and 
state-sanctioned neglect. And the dilapidation lands unevenly; its effects are suffered 
differentially, often by those already marginalized. To live amid crumbling infrastruc-
tures and broken-down systems is often not a philosophical provocation but an imposed 
condition of structural violence. 

If decline so often appears as a civic evil, it is in part because the city remains a site 
through which modernity has sacralized its faith in permanence. Cities are imagined, 
built, and governed through an anti-deterioration ethos in which their virtues are cast 
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in the language of stability, resilience, sustainability, growth, and revitalization. Even 
when they change, that change is expected to take the form of managed extension rath-
er than contraction or decline. The city is to endure. Its structures are to be maintained. 
Its functions are to be sustained. Where deterioration appears, the reflex is to arrest it.

What, though, is being preserved when urban form is conserved? Memory, sometimes. 
Public life, often. But also property relations, development logics, toxic inheritances, 
and attachments to built arrangements whose endurance may no longer be either eco-
logically desirable or politically defensible. The moral prestige of preservation depends 
on a prior agreement according to which what exists ought, insofar as possible, to con-
tinue. Yet, there is much whose violence lies precisely in their success at staying.

The lesson is visible most starkly in materials such as plastic, forever chemicals, and 
other residues whose durability was once celebrated as progress. Accumulating, lin-
gering, and saturating, such substances reveal that the absence of decomposition may 
itself be disastrous. 

Urban space is not reducible to something like plastic waste, but neither is its orga-
nization wholly outside logics of malignant continuation. There are urban forms that 
remain beyond their civic life, and not benignly. Vacant towers endure as repositories of 
speculative capital; evidence of a city ordered around investment rather than inhabita-
tion. Heat-retaining surfaces continue to intensify urban climates. Infrastructures built 
for extraction are continually repaired into relevance. These examples make evident 
that urban harm is not exhausted by decline as loss. Harm is also produced through 
what remains because the city has been taught to equate continuation with value.

To say this is not to romanticize abandonment, nor to confuse devastation with possibil-
ity. It is, rather, to question the valuation through which the city is habitually read. Why 
is endurance presumed to be a civic virtue? Why is repair so often taken as the privi-
leged expression of care? Why does the preservation of extant form carry such moral 
weight? If deterioration is always read through the singular register of civic loss, then 
decline as interruption, as deviation, as the condition through which another arrange-
ment of urban life might come into view remains unthought. 

Decline, though, is not entirely reducible to destruction. Etymologically, it signals a 
bending down, a turning aside, a movement away from a presumed straight path. It 
marks a divergence, not necessarily a fall from good to bad. Recovering these etymo-
logical roots unsettles the moral certainty with which decline is commonly received, 
reminding us that not every deterioration is a devastation; some make possible world 
rearrangement. Some forms of falling apart alter, redistribute, and recompose. Urban 
decline, rethought in this register, if only provisionally, suspends the moral inheritanc-
es that equate continuation with flourishing and decomposition with harm.

Such a suspension matters particularly for the city because the built environment has 
long served as an emblem of human resistance to decay. Construction appears as the 
triumph of form over disintegration. Maintenance appears as the labor by which that 
triumph is prolonged. Preservation appears as the ethical practice of holding deterio-
ration at bay. 

Buildings, roads, walls, tunnels, and utilities have been designed and built specifically 
against the dissolutionary activities of the more-than-human world. But the city is not, 
and never has been, outside deterioration. It is not a fixed artifact only later exposed 
to the degradations of time. It is from the start a process of alteration. Moisture enters 
walls. Metals oxidize. Paint peels. Surfaces crack, buckle, and soften. Heat, flood, and 
wind redraw the boundaries of a structure. Even the most rigidly engineered built form 
is continually negotiated by forces it cannot fully subordinate, as roots push through 
concrete while moss, fungi, insects, and birds inhabit the seams.

These spaces, where deterioration-creation and vitality-desertion are co-constitutive, 
render the concept of abandonment newly strange. Places of urban decline, places 
deemed “abandoned,” are rarely empty. They are relinquished by human systems of 
value while remaining dense with other forms of life: unsanctioned human use, vegetal 
overgrowth, animal habitation. What appears as vacancy from the standpoint of eco-
nomic productivity is also an ongoing proliferation of life. 

Abandonment, then, need not be read only as emptiness. It may also mark a threshold 
at which one regime of inhabitation ceases to fully govern a space, allowing other forms 
to emerge. This is not to say that every abandoned building or lot should be celebrated. 
But it is to note that urban thought loses something when it sees in “abandonment” only 
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a deficit to be remedied. What if some spaces become newly legible once no longer 
fully subordinated to intended use? What if the cessation of one form of order allows 
another set of relations to take shape? What if a city’s broken-down spaces are not sim-
ply problems awaiting correction, but sites where the value of “correction” itself can be 
questioned? In these spaces we might recognize forms of de-pavement, making cities 
more water permeable, or the softening of concrete and asphalt heat islands into tem-
perature-regulating greenery. 

However, the most familiar response to abandonment, urban decline, and the depop-
ulation of the city is often one of revitalization. While biological organisms cannot be 
revivified, what can be revitalized, instead, are formations that were never fully rec-
ognized as “alive”: economies, city centers, communities, infrastructures.  “Life” is re-
stored through human repopulation and reinvestment by redeveloping and reoccupy-
ing, to reinsert spaces into circuits of value. 

The return of industry, people, or cultural infrastructure often coincides with the sup-
pression or erasure of ecologies that emerged in the wake of a particular mode of hu-
man withdrawal. Humans’ informal uses of space, nonhuman occupations, and deteri-
orated but adaptive environments are reframed as waste, as evidence of abandonment, 
and as signs of devitalization in which the most ethical action is understood as eradica-
tion. Rather than a neutral return, revitalization is a reallocation of liveliness, one that 
transforms certain presences into waste in order to render others viable. To revitalize is 
then to decide which forms of life are legible as life at all. 

And yet, challenging this anti-deterioration ethos through a troubling of revitalization 
is not to defend neglect. Neglect remains one of the principal ways that harm is uneven-
ly distributed across urban space. Broken housing, failing transit, contaminated water, 
and crumbling public institutions are not the kinds of decline one can affirm without 
reproducing the violences they embody. A revaluation of deterioration must remain 
situated, attentive to who bears urban decline, how, and under what conditions. It may 
undo domination in one site and deepen abandonment in another. The difference is 
irreducibly political.

But it is exactly because this difference matters that the preservation reflex should not be 
allowed to govern our thinking in advance. Not all forms of urban deterioration are the 
same, and not all forms of urban endurance deserve affirmation. Some declines dispos-
sess. Other forms of falling apart interrupt the sanctity of built permanence and open 
urban space to alternate uses, alternate tempos, and alternate agents of world-making.

In this, the built environment is especially important because it unsettles the assump-
tion that creation is singularly additive. Creation is attributed to design, planning, en-
gineering, and policy; decline is assigned to accident, failure, neglect, or natural inva-
sion. Yet once the preservation/destruction binary loosens, another picture emerges. 
Deterioration also creates. Erosion sculpts. Weathering recolors. Collapse redistributes. 
Rust, rot, and root do not subtract from built form and participate in its transforma-
tion, revealing that worlds are made not only through erection and assembly but also 
through decomposition and detraction.

While difficult to recognize within urban discourse when the city remains conceptually 
overowned by the human, nonhuman forces are not external saboteurs of urban form. 
They are among its ongoing architects. They weather, infiltrate, compost, and recom-
pose the city from within. In doing so, they disclose a built environment that is never 
wholly built, but an unstable and permeable arrangement of materials in time. 

And yet, to note as much does not deliver a ready-made program. Rather, such an orien-
tation asks us to become more discriminating about what should endure, what should 
be repaired, what should be permitted to decompose, and what forms of life might de-
pend upon such decomposition. It asks us to distinguish between imposed neglect and 
necessary unbuilding, between disrepair as violence and deterioration as critique of 
enduring harmful forms. Above all, it unsettles the inheritance that positions preserva-
tion as sacrosanct and decline as its degraded other.

If the contemporary city is both deteriorating and ought to be thought ecologically, it 
cannot remain bound to a fantasy of endless maintenance. It must instead learn to in-
habit the tension between repair and refusal, recognizing that there are times when 
care demands maintenance and that there are also times when care requires allowing 
form to fall apart. Acknowledging as much is not an abandonment of the city, but it is a 
refusal to confuse its flourishing with the indefinite persistence of the built.
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Urban decline, then, should not be understood only as the sign that a city has failed. 
Sometimes it is exactly through decline that a city becomes capable of becoming other-
wise. Rather than a denial of violences, to revalue deterioration in this way refuses the 
monopolization of meaning most often imposed on the deteriorating and depopulating 
city. It is to ask, with greater precision than the preservation reflex allows, when endur-
ance shelters worlds and when it suffocates them, when repair is care and when it is 
only the resurrection of what ought finally to end.

This is perhaps the harder civic ethic. It offers no easy consolation, no universal defense 
of decay and no simple call to save. But cities are already teeming with differing forms 
of decline and different demands for endurance. The task is not to choose between pres-
ervation and deterioration. It is to learn how to judge among them, how to attune our-
selves to the harms of persistence as well as the harms of collapse, and how to recognize 
that some urban futures may depend less on revitalizing what remains than on allowing 
certain inheritances to decompose.


