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A B S T R A C T

The 15-minute city has emerged as a key urban development theme in recent years, and especially since the 
Covid-19 pandemic. It has also become a focus point for tensions and debates over future urban trajectories, 
including over the role of automobility as the key technology that defines the experience of the urban. While the 
15-minute city has become a widely-used concept by proponents and detractors alike, it remains vaguely defined 
and heavily contested. The paper makes two contributions: first, it reads plans for, and debates around, the 15- 
minute city as a form of post-political urbanism. Secondly, the paper introduces the concept of paranoid ur
banism as a way of understanding urban tensions and conflicts linked to mistrust, fear and paranoia in the post- 
pandemic city. This novel concept goes to the heart of debates and tensions over the shape of the post-pandemic 
city, and over mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion that characterise it. The arguments presented in the paper 
aim to both chart areas for further research, and as provide critical pointers for policymakers and practitioners 
working in the area of urban development. To this end, the paper presents ten critical reflections aimed at both 
policy and practice, and at establishing new avenues of research on paranoid urbanism in the post-pandemic era.

1. Introduction

The 15-minute city (hereafter, 15-MC) has gained increasing traction 
as an urban development theme (Allam, Bibri, Chabaud, & Moreno, 
2022). Given the growing interest in the 15-MC among city govern
ments, and the frequently controversial reactions to its conceptual 
proposition and practical applications, this paper: a.) situates the 15-MC 
in the broader context of post-political urbanism; b.) analyzes the 15-MC 
conceptually as a manifestation of "paranoid urbanism" that has become 
(more) pronounced in the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, and that is an 
evolution of the post-political city, and c.) offers conceptual and prac
tical considerations to redress the present controversies surrounding the 
15-MC. As such, the paper makes a novel conceptual contribution to the 
growing literature on the 15-MC by studying the phenomenon in and 
beyond the post-political context and, in particular, proposing paranoid 
urbanism as a useful theoretical and analytical lens through which 
tensions over the post-pandemic city can be understood. We deploy 
three concepts in order to understand the 15-MC. First, we use the notion 
of post-political urbanism to denote a context where cities are governed 
through approaches based in consensual management practices, which 
in turn replace democratic and political governance and participatory 

dimensions in ways that exclude debate or dissent (Kapsali, 2024). 
Second, we introduce the concept of “paranoid urbanism” to denote the 
ways in which the post-political city has increasingly been linked to 
paranoia and societal mistrust. Third, we situate paranoid urbanism in 
the context of the post-pandemic city to describe the multiple and at 
times enduring effects that measures to combat Covid-19 have had on 
cities, urban public spaces, the planning process, urban governance and 
inclusion, and the lived experience of urban citizenship. The research is 
guided by two interrelated questions; namely how the 15-MC concep
tually relates to post-political urban development, and how in practice 
public reactions to its (attempted) implementation may be characteristic 
of paranoid urbanism. Our grounded assumption is that, while the 
public reception of the 15-MC may exhibit paranoid tendencies, this 
should not be dismissed as necessarily irrational and aberrant; instead, it 
should be seriously engaged with as a reaction to perceived problematic 
urban practices if constructive resolutions to the surrounding contro
versies are to be found.

As a mainly conceptual inquiry into the topic, the paper is structured 
as follows: Section 2 introduces the 15-MC and its origins and close 
lineage with chrono-urbanism. Section 3 first presents evidence of the 
critical reception of the 15-MC with special reference to recent 
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experiences in several cities in the United Kingdom, followed by the 
conceptual framing of the phenomenon in terms of paranoid urbanism. 
This is used, in Section 4, to offer ten critical reflections that delve into 
specific aspects of the 15-MC and discuss related implications for urban 
theory as well as urban policy and practice. The concluding section 
summarises the key contributions of the paper, discusses its limitations, 
and identifies avenues for future research.

2. Origins of the 15-minute city

The 15-MC has been defined in multiple ways, but broadly speaking, 
it is an urban narrative, vision and/or model that speaks of the rela
tionship between space and time in the contemporary and future city. 
Although the concept first emerged in 2016 (Allam, Bibri, Jones, et al., 
2022), it can be seen part of a broader post-pandemic rethinking of the 
city, and reflects a renewed focus on liveability and wellbeing, being 
predicated on a notion that not all is well with the urban ‘business as 
usual’. Carlos Moreno, a Colombian scholar at the Sorbonne, pop
ularised the concept prior to the pandemic, and linked it to a hyper- 
localised aspiration of urban life aligned with a changed, post- 
pandemic way of living that promotes social dimensions, urban prox
imity, and diversity’ (Allam, Bibri, Jones, et al., 2022: 1369) and that 
does so by leveraging key technologies associated with smart cities, such 
as robotics, sensor systems, Artificial intelligence (AI), crowd-sourcing, 
cloud computing, 5G and eventually 6G, and urban analytics.

Added to the urban wellbeing-related character of 15-MC concepts, 
Moreno’s development of the 15-MC concept is also based on chrono- 
urbanism (Moreno, 2019), the integration of temporal dimensions into 
planning for urban spaces and places. Chrono-urbanism’s four key as
pects are ubiquity, density, diversity and proximity (Allam, Bibri, Jones, 
et al., 2022), and its spatio-temporal focus enables a nodal view of the 
city. As noted by Osman et al. (2021: 269), chrono-urbanism is rooted in 
the recognition that:

“[U]rban planning is realised mainly through space tools such as the 
zoning plan, the regulation plan or the building permit, while most of 
the problems of contemporary city communities stem from temporal 
uncertainty, its transfer to the individual, the creation of individual 
strategies ‘just-in-time’, and the simultaneous management of multiple 
tasks.”

Indeed, Moreno (2019) argues that chrono-urbanism in the 15-MC is 
part of societal and urban transformations towards sustainability which 
focus on decarbonising energy systems as well as shifting towards 
mobility (active travel) in the context of an urbanising world.

In this light, plans for the 15-MC effectively link the temporal aspects 
of chrono-urbanism with the spatial and decentralising effects of tem
poral zone-based planning. More broadly, the 15-MC narrative fits 
within multiple contemporary policy and other strategic contexts, such 
as the climate emergency, various national and global 2030/2050 
agendas, and debates over post-Covid-19 recovery and ways of organ
ising the economy and livelihoods (Allam, Bibri, Jones, et al., 2022). At 
its core, the 15-MC aims for substantially reduced CO2 emissions, con
necting this to the notion of liveable cities where people enjoy the 
benefits of working from home and appreciate neighbourhood and 
community life. It militates against long commutes and the loss of social 
and community life evident in many contemporary cities, linking con
cepts of sociability and personal well-being with sustainability. The 15- 
MC vision involves cities actively providing a mixture of services within 
15 minutes of walking or cycling, creating local jobs whilst heavily 
disincentivising automobility. Thus, the 15-MC is not ‘a strict system of 
urban development and planning standards’ but can be seen as ‘a 
paradigmatic model for sustainably managing urban development and 
for thinking about cities’ (Pozoukidou & Angelidou, 2022: 1370).

The concept of the 15-MC can be related to debates, from the 1960s 
onwards, based in the recognition that the increasing speed of 
communication, circulation, and production in the city were reshaping 
and forging urban realities that could not be easily captured in the 

masterplans and static blueprints that were central to urban planning at 
the time. Melvin Webber (1964) called this phenomenon the ‘nonplace 
urban realm’, arguing that telecommuting (now called ‘working from 
home’) would not only reduce the need to travel, but would also create 
communities that are not necessarily spatially defined, but defined by 
complex networks operating through technological infrastructures: 
underlining the emergence of the ‘nonplace’. At the same time, as noted 
by Hall (1996), the emergence of nonplace urban realms has a spatial 
consequence in the continuation and deepening of decentralisation and 
polycentrism (Hall & Pain, 2012; Scott, 2022). This is deeply linked to 
the 15-MC idea which, in its focus on localism, can actually end up 
promoting urban realms defined by multiple urban ‘centres’ (within a 
15-minute radius), and decentering the importance of a unitary urban 
core or centre. In this sense, the 15-MC can be described as postmodern: 
a vision of and plan for a city constituted by a collage of urban centres, 
functioning as semi-autonomous units linked by city-wide infra
structural networks.

3. Conceptualising the 15-minute city as paranoid urbanism

As an urban development theme, the 15-MC has been promoted by 
city governments, city networks and non-governmental institutions 
(Allam, Bibri, Chabaud, & Moreno, 2022). Initially, it received traction 
after the re-election campaign of Paris Mayor Anne Hidalgo in 2020. 
Indeed, it was at the core of Hidalgo’s campaign and was soon adopted 
by other European cities as a key strategic urban development concept 
(de Valderrama et al., 2020). In Italy, Milan published an adaptation 
strategy in 2020 which made mention of the concept (Pinto & Akhavan, 
2022). Also in 2020, several city mayors writing under the C40 urban 
network umbrella supported the 15-MC concept (UNFCCC, 2021). By 
2022, C40 and NREP had partnered to provide proof of concept for 15- 
minute cities under the C40 Green and Lively Neighbourhoods Pro
gramme (C40, 2022).

3.1. Public controversy and resistance

In contrast to broad policy and mayoral support, the concept has 
attracted significant controversy and has become the centre of a social 
media storm, with questions raised about its authoritarian and control 
potential (Keidar et al., 2023; Limerick et al., 2023). At times, discussion 
of the concept has veered into conspiracy territory, with even high- 
ranking politicians underlining its allegedly totalitarian tendencies. In 
2022 Mark Harper, the UK’s then transport minister, was reported to 
have stated (Harper, in Gilbert, 2023: np), in reference to the 15-MC, 
that:

‘I am calling time on the misuse of so-called 15-minute cities […]. 
What is sinister, and what we shouldn’t tolerate, is the idea that local 
councils can decide how often you go to the shops, and that they can 
ration who uses the roads and when, and that they police it all with 
CCTV.’

The 15-MC idea has further been linked to conspiracy theories about 
a technological and socio-economic ‘Great Reset’, a World Economic 
Forum (WEF)-sponsored theorisation of post-pandemic opportunities for 
taking stock and pushing for change in socio-technical systems (Schwab 
& Malleret, 2020). Ironically for conspiracy theorists, the WEF has itself 
cautiously supported the 15-MC idea, but has also published critiques of 
the way it could deepen existing urban inequalities (Ratti & Florida, 
2021). Indeed, there are challenges around the effects of 15-MC ideas in 
terms of thinking through how the social and economic structures of the 
distribution of labour would need to be rebalanced, opening further 
questions around governance structures and territorial distribution of 
power, matching skilled workers with local jobs whilst unsettling the 
ever-known benefits of agglomeration, such as knowledge production 
and sharing. This could create and maintain 15-minute ghettos, low- 
income urban areas, concentrating the most vulnerable and those with 
a lack of skills and lack of access to quality education, and whose jobs 
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would be limited to their specific location. Would, for instance, an 
informal settlement with high social cohesion, the existence of services 
available although informally provided, and low connectivity to trans
portation facilities be considered a 15-MC?

At other times, the 15-MC has been the focus of acts of urban resis
tance (or vandalism, depending on viewpoint) including the destruction 
of CCTV cameras and bollards. In some cases, the 15-MC (and resistance 
to it) has seemingly been conflated with other urban planning in
terventions such as Low-Traffic Neighbourhoods (LTNs) and low- 
emission zones (as illustrated by London’s Ultra-Low Emission Zone, 
or ULEZ), with their associated spatial planning, restrictions, charging 
and use of camera systems for surveillance and enforcement. An 
example is the cutting, in 2023, of a 240 V cable to ‘disable a data 
collection device’ in the Jesmond neighbourhood of Newcastle upon 
Tyne, UK, in protest at LTN plans which some residents claimed would 
result in a ‘kettling’ of residents (Reid, 2023: np).

It is clear that the 15-MC concept is ill-defined, especially in the 
public sphere. Its translation from ideal to urban practice is proving far 
from straightforward. In some cities, such as Oxford, UK, city authority 
plans to limit automobility between different residential parts of the city 
have seen protests numbering thousands: in February 2023, over 2000 
Oxford residents paraded through the city in protest at plans for 15-MC 
projects (Whittle, 2023). This, in a city where large-scale protest has not 
been a particularly prominent feature of city life, shows the concen
trating power that the 15-MC concept has gained. It also shows the 
difficulties around the translation of broad concepts, such as the 15-MC, 
into urban realities like those of the UK cities, where traffic management 
is a key priority and the 15-MC is interlinked with plans to implement 
LTNs and other traffic measures (Edwards, 2023). Protests around plans 
to implement 15-MC ideals have also been prominent in Edmonton, 
Canada, where social media-fuelled conspiracies linking the 15-MC to 
Covid-19-style restrictions on movement have conflated the 15-MC 
concept with restrictive surveillance and control of urban residents 
(Anderssen, 2023).

3.2. Post-pandemic paranoid urbanism

The 15-MC, as both a (vague) concept and as a set of policy in
terventions, has been the subject of debate, tensions and conflict as well 
as definitional quandaries. This leads us to posit that the significant 
amount of tension and discussion around the 15-MC are an example of 
what we call ‘paranoid urbanism.’ To situate paranoid urbanism, it is 
useful here to link the experience of the urban to that of paranoia, and of 
conspiracies. Scholars working in psychology and cognate fields have 
noted a rise in paranoia in post-Covid-19 times, and Covid-19-related 
conspiracies also became prevalent and widespread since 2020 
(Suthaharan et al., 2021). There is an important distinction to note here 
between paranoia (defined as a state of feeling individually threatened), 
and conspiracy beliefs, which ‘conjure a more general, diffuse harm, 
typically involving a powerful minority covertly mistreating the rest of 
us. But paranoia and conspiracy beliefs are both varieties of mistrust’ 
(Freeman, 2024a,b, np; see also Alsuhibani et al., 2022; Martinez et al., 
2022; Suthaharan & Corlett, 2023). Furthermore, it is also key to note 
that paranoia, which has been called the ‘21st century fear’ (Freeman & 
Freeman, 2008), is at least in part linked to broader trends around 
exclusion, poverty, socioeconomic inequalities (Greenburgh & Raihani, 
2022), all of which are deeply urban themes. The post-pandemic societal 
sphere, then, is one which has seen a significant emergence both of 
paranoia, and of Covid-related conspiracies. Furthermore, adherence to 
conspiracy theories about the pandemic was widespread: 50 % of the UK 
population showed at least some conspiracy thinking (Freeman et al., 
2022), and conspiracy adherence was not confined to specific socio- 
economic classes.

As well as noting the rise in paranoia and conspiracy adherence, we 
situate paranoid urbanism in a broader post-pandemic context. This is 
characterised by the fact that the city, as the focus of social life in the so- 

called Urban Age (Derickson, 2015), is increasingly interpreted as a site 
for experimentation with increasingly intrusive surveillance and inter
diction technologies (Apostolopoulou & Liodaki, 2021) aimed at elimi
nating from the urban all that does not ‘fit’ with progressive, (neo)liberal 
narratives of societal development. This focus was heightened during 
and after the Covid-19 pandemic, with its associated lockdowns (a forms 
of epidemiological spatial control that heavily impacted on the experi
ence, feel, and interactions within urban life), social distancing, and 
other measures such as mask mandates, Covid passports, and high- 
profile examples like the abuse of digital Covid-19 health codes to 
control urban protest in Chinese cities (Bloomberg, 2022; Chen, 2023). 
In turn, post-pandemic paranoid urbanism also draws on longer-term 
unease after the rapid end of post-Cold War notions of global stability 
and prosperity, disillusionment with global consensus politics after the 
2008 financial crisis and its urban repercussions, austerity politics with 
its deep impact on urban services, and the rise of populist movements 
and projects in the 2010s (from Trump’s presidency to the UK’s Brexit) 
which were largely branded as anti-elite, anti-expert technocracies, and 
anti-political (in the sense of being against conventional politics). Thus, 
many populist movements can be seen as characterised by a focus on 
defensive action: defensive behaviours being one of the key character
istics of paranoid behaviour.

The 15-MC can be placed within this broad envelope: an anti- 
political atmosphere of deep suspicion, by citizens, of urban develop
ment paradigms and trajectories often associated with governmental, 
private sector, technical and scholarly elites (Beveridge & Featherstone, 
2021; Clarke, 2012). This is paralleled by the fact that these self-same 
elites also have the agency to engage in reactive urban interventions 
that are, in themselves, a response to hastily constructed notions of 
crisis. Therefore, the 15-MC is both anti-political in its reliance on 
technocratic rationality and subsequent triggering of mistrust, and post- 
political in its consensual and crisis narrative-driven performance. An 
example of this is the continuing debate over access to basic public 
services in the context of austerity urbanism: while key public services 
have been negatively affected in national and urban contexts charac
terised by particularly severe austerity regimes (Davies & Blanco, 2017), 
at the same time delivering access to public services is a key principle at 
the heart of most definitions of the 15-MC. One of the triggers for the 
move from post-politics to paranoid urbanism was the issue of control, 
experienced and performed through mechanisms such as restrictions 
and lockdowns. This is because defense against control helped to catalyse 
a move from technocratic and consensual post-politics, to paranoid ur
banism. Paranoid urbanism can thus be seen as a response to post- 
political urban practices, in two ways.

First, contestations of the 15-MC are also challenges to consensual 
urban politics emerging around issues such as climate change and public 
health (from Covid-19 measures, to immunisation, obesity, smoking, 
and other issues) (Blüdhorn & Deflorian, 2021). These are deeply urban 
forms of politics: for example, Covid-19 and associated aspects such as 
vaccinations, or infection and death rates, were mapped and rendered 
visible at a neighbourhood level, depicting specific neighbourhoods 
(and the populations living within them) as higher or lower risk areas in 
the city. Although much could be said about the use of these urban 
visualisations in a racialised way (Knox & Whyte, 2023), the point we 
wish to make here is that tensions focused on the 15-MC can be seen as a 
form of resistance against consensual urban politics, forming a basis for 
paranoid urbanism while not being wholly constitutive of it. It is in this 
sense that contestations of the 15-MC can be seen as a form of repoliti
cisation (Blüdhorn & Deflorian, 2021), an attempt to open up debates 
around what was previously presented as urban policy faits accomplis.

Second, the 15-MC has crystallized debates around policies and 
urban interventions that are often rooted in apocalyptic crisis narratives. 
These discourses (such as those around carpocalypse, urban safety, the 
climate crisis and climate emergency, and movements such as Extinction 
Rebellion and Just Stop Oil) leverage notions of impending catastrophe, 
with the associated need for responsive socio-technical measures, often 
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predicated (in Northern contexts at least) on new systems being imple
mented in the urban realm, as is the case with smart city technologies 
(such as smart traffic cameras). The recourse to apocalyptic justifica
tions is part and parcel of the politics of fear that Tangheroni (2018)
argues are central to the contemporary city. And yet, as Swyngedouw 
(2010: 228) points out:

‘[A] strictly populist politics emerges here: one that elevates the in
terest of an imaginary ’the People’, ’Nature’, or ‘the environment’ to the 
level of the universal, rather than opening spaces that permit the uni
versalization of the claims of particular socio-natures, environments, or 
social groups or classes.’

Thus, apocalyptic crisis narratives are structured around the neces
sity of recapturing a phantasmic ‘Nature’, ‘Climate’, or ‘City’ con
structed as harmonious, stable, governable; and in so doing, these 
narratives can be seen as constituting a thinly veiled attempt to repro
duce neoliberal economies, with all their attendant inequalities, exter
nalities, and discriminatory structures. Indeed, the key issue highlighted 
by Swyngedouw is the fact that in this new postpolitical landscape, the 
issues that need to be tackled are vaguely defined and socially disem
bodied, and thus function as an ‘empty signifier’ (Brown, 2016) that can 
be deployed by those who exert control over consensual politics, in order 
to drive specific agendas in the neoliberal city.

It is, therefore, key to unpack and excavate what dissent means in the 
context of the 15-MC and when placed in the light (shadow?) of a post- 
political, post-pandemic paranoid urbanism. Dissent and resistance to 
15-MC projects have been vocal and widespread, as mentioned above. 
Dissent has been expressed on mainstream and social media, and 
through site-specific acts of resistance or vandalism, such as the cutting 
of 339 cables to the cameras monitoring London’s new Ultra Low- 
Emissions Zone (ULEZ) over a period of four months in 2023 (Rufo, 
2023). Protests have been widespread: in the UK alone, in 2023 the 15- 
MC was the focus of street protests and campaigns in Oxford, Canter
bury, Maidstone and Liverpool as well as in multiple boroughs in London 
(Esson, 2023; Loader, 2023). Protests have at times been linked to 
broader conspiracies around surveillance and the introduction of ‘global 
government’, among other themes (many of which rose to prominence 
during pandemic lockdowns).

While 15-MC protests may be troubling in terms of their links to 
conspiracy theories and resistance to change, it is striking that they 
effectively constitute a form of resistance to the current constellation of 
technical experts and urban elites that are the main proponents and 
designers of 15-MC ideals. This leads, then, to the notion that as well as 
being paranoid, post-pandemic dissent around the 15-MC should not be 
viewed as a set of discourses to be stymied via demonisation, but as part 
and parcel of the democratic process of contestation and debate which 
valorises difference and the naming of, and discussion over, alternative 
socio-environmental and urban futures. Drawing on Foucault’s notion of 
counter-conduct as the diffuse set of practices that challenge gov
ernmentality, Rosol (2014) shows that acts of urban dissent, however 
fleeting, constitute an element of resistance to the post-political urban 
order, or as Foucault (in Rosol, 2014: 71) put it, a pushback against ‘the 
processes implemented for conducting others’. If dissent and contesta
tion within a democratic urban space not possible, then the very real risk 
is that the 15-MC (and associated strategies to improve urban liveability 
and reduce the city’s environmental impacts) becomes yet another 
example of what Žižek (2004) indicates is a post-Oedipal form of capi
talism, constituted by a desire for the new while being bound by the 
constraints of existing (post-political) neoliberal approaches.

4. Ten critical reflections on the 15-minute city

It can be seen, based on the discussion above, that the 15-MC is both 
a vague concept in terms of its definition, a contested idea in practice, 
and a theme that has given rise to multiple highly spatio-temporally 
specific urban strategies, policies and interventions at the scale of in
dividual cities and/or neighbourhoods. In this sense, plans for 

contemporary 15-MCs are situated within a context that moves from 
vague definitions, to attempts to enshrine sometimes quite specific in
terpretations of 15-MC principles into urban planning, understood here 
as the formalised and governance-based process of designing urban 
spaces. Building on this, the remainder of the paper offers ten avenues 
for much-needed critical reflection on the 15-MC in the context of post- 
pandemic paranoid urbanism.

First, and given both the definitional debates and tensions over the 
concept at the time of writing, it is key to note that the 15-MC concept is 
nothing new (Alberti & Radicchi, 2023). With regards to themes in 
urban futures, the 15-MC can be seen as yet another iteration of the long 
succession of (sometimes short-lived) urban development ‘paradigms’ 
that characterise urban studies and practice (Caprotti et al., 2022; de 
Jong et al., 2015). Historically, Ebenezer Howard’s late 19th century 
proposal for ‘garden cities’ was a key inspiration for a new type of urban 
development aimed at creating liveable mixed-use communities as sat
ellite towns radiating around metropolitan city centres (Vernet & Coste, 
2017). In the second half of the 20th century, in response to excessive 
car-oriented urban development leading to urban sprawl and air pollu
tion, urban planners turned to the ‘compact city’ (Stevenson et al., 2016) 
and ‘transit-oriented development’ (TOD) (Ibraeva et al., 2020) as a 
means of enabling high-density urban development where different 
services and facilities (hospitals, schools, parks, cultural institutions) are 
within easy reach for residents along key transit routes served by public 
transport (Gordon & Richardson, 1997). A focus on urban health (both 
for residents and the environment) and the shift to more active travel 
found expression in the ‘walkable city’ (Speck, 2018) and eco- 
neighbourhoods (Joss et al., 2022). Similarly, and most closely related 
to the 15-MC, the ‘20-minute neighbourhood’ was first adopted in the 
late 2000s by the city of Portland (ORG, USA), often seen as a pioneer in 
sustainable urban development in North America (Joss, 2015; Mackness 
et al., 2021).

There is, therefore, a history of conceptual development in thinking 
about the future city. This goes hand in hand with successive urban 
branding exercises involving city governments and private sector firms 
such as consultancies (Wood, 2002). It is key, then, to both contextualise 
the 15-MC as a concept, and to ‘ground’ it in place, in cities and 
neighbourhoods where it is being operationalised. The 15-MC often 
seems to be treated as a concept that is recent and emergent, given that it 
was first mentioned in scholarly literature in 2016. However, as outlined 
above, the concept has a history and decadal historical roots. It, there
fore, needs to be situated within a broader evolution of paradigms for 
urban development.

Second, the 15-MC deliberately shifts emphasis onto the neigh
bourhood as appropriate scale for urban innovation and community 
engagement. This is done by identifying 15 minutes as a yardstick for 
ideal proximity for non-car-dependent, mixed-use urban living. Inter
estingly, within the UK, while several towns and cities in England have 
adopted the 15-MC concept, in Scotland the government adopted the 20- 
minute neighbourhood idea, leading to similarly critical reactions 
(Reuters, 2023). The UK’s LTNs are a UK-specific road use scheme aimed 
at reducing motorised through-traffic in residential areas with various 
traffic calming and filtering measures (Dudley et al., 2022). The 
conflation (both in policy and wider public discourse) of LTNs with 15- 
MC has been a contributing factor to the latter’s hostile reception among 
some urban residents, activists and the media, as seen above. Overall, 
the 15-MC follows in the footsteps of several distinct, yet related urban 
design visions and planning principles of what Alberti and Radicchi 
(2023) collectively term the ‘proximity city’ on account of their focus on 
mixed-use urban development at small urban scale, such as the neigh
bourhood. In a broader context, it is important to consider the ways in 
which different 15-MC projects vary in cities of different scales, densities 
and exhibiting variegated socio-economic and temporal patterns. These 
scalar factors can be investigated in terms of their overall effect on 15- 
MC strategies in different urban locales.

Third, the 15-MC is rooted in clearly justified imperatives for 
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transformational change in the contemporary city. Some of these im
peratives include, for example, the need to transition away from 
automobility-centred cities, in order to bring about improvements in 
urban life such as lower emissions, congestion and liveability. Policy 
interventions focused on increasing regulation of cars in the city have 
led to significant improvements in air quality. London’s ULEZ, designed 
under the mayoralty of Boris Johnson in 2015 and inaugurated in 
Vesalon, 2019 during Sadiq Khan’s mayoral tenure, has been expanded 
several times and, at the time of writing, covers Greater London. Air 
quality has improved considerably since the ULEZ’s introduction, 
although there are questions about whether a significant part of the 
increase is attributable not to the ULEZ but to a longer-term air quality 
improvement trend in which any single policy intervention cannot be 
identified as the main cause of improvements (Ma et al., 2021).

While focusing on improvements in urban air quality and liveability, 
it is key to understand the nuances of the ways in which 15-MCs can and 
should work: for example, in the case of London there are clear argu
ments to be made for reducing car use while improving the availability 
of bus transport, due to the fact that ‘London’s bus network is dispro
portionately relied on by women, ethnic minority groups and low- 
income groups who may not feel as comfortable or safe walking or 
cycling’ (Nellis, 2022: np). What is key here is, therefore, not the need to 
challenge the imperatives that are identified as justifying 15-MC con
cepts and plans: after all, the contemporary city is replete with socio- 
environmental and other challenges. Rather, in the broader landscape 
of post-pandemic paranoid urbanism it is crucial to focus these imper
atives in a socialised and geographically grounded contexts, in other 
words to render them both visible and political.

Fourth, it is important not to simply recirculate the critique, often 
found in analyses of urban development themes, that 15-MC priorities 
are defined by policy and other elites and parachuted onto cities 
worldwide. As Dragan et al. (2024) have shown in relation to the uneven 
territorial distribution of smart city projects in Romania, it is key to 
understand how new urban development priorities are both developed 
and then implemented, in often socially unequal and spatially and un
even ways. Indeed, elite visions are often based on top-down, master 
planned viewpoints, seeing the city as a static grid onto which planning 
regulations can be enacted. When considering the 15-MC, it is key to 
think about its meaning from the ground up: from the mother with a 
pram struggling to get onto a bus, to an Uber driver having to navigate 
traffic filtering zones, to the informal settlement resident who already 
lives in a splintered urban reality (Graham & Marvin, 2001) defined by 
infrastructural and service Othering, which the 15-MC could end up 
deepening. Additionally, new urban development paradigms and 
“brands” can be used in a circular way to link specific themes to urban 
development strategies and projects (Vesalon, 2019), and as Vanolo 
(2014) has shown with regards to smart cities, can be used to produce 
new notions of urban citizenship that depend on the new paradigm, 
based on the construction and conflation of the new paradigm itself as 
synonymous with the “good city.” This is a tendency that is also clearly 
in operation around 15-MC debates and policy pronouncements.

Fifth, and given the concept’s genealogy and antecedents, it is 
important to highlight the 15-MC’s essentially Northern bias. This is 
because it is largely based in attempts to rethink cities in the Global 
North, as seen by its inception and operationalisation beginning with 
Paris, Milan, and other cities especially in France, Italy, Spain, Canada 
and the UK. As seen above, the concept is based on broadly progressive 
notions of the betterment of the urban, linking the 15-MC with agendas 
and themes such as New Urbanism, the sustainable, compact and 
walkable city, and TOD. However, at the same time and in different 
ways, the 15-MC has in fact largely already been operationalised (if not 
in name) in non-Northern settings, long before Moreno’s popularisation 
of the concept. For example, TOD-focused cities in East Asia are exam
ples of urban areas where 15-minute living is already at least partially a 
reality. In Hong Kong, Taipei, Singapore, and many other cities in China, 
South Korea, Japan and other countries, densification and high-rise 

urban living are long-standing development imperatives. The 15-MC 
also exists in the large reality of urban informality in the Global 
South, but in very different configurations and with different realities 
around public services. In those settings, it is both a vibrant urban reality 
and a determinant of continued inequalities. This raises the question of 
how the 15-MC actually ‘works’ in the growing context of peri-urbanity 
in African and other cities.

Sixth, it is key to note the fracture points between 15-MC ideals and 
the reality of highly socio-economically unequal urban life in both the 
Global South and North. For example, the 15-MC is predicated on the 
delivery of fast, efficient transport services that cannot always be 
afforded in non-Northern global cities with high densities but low 
infrastructural investment (Guma, 2022). Added to this is the fact that 
less wealthy areas in Northern cities are often characterised by high 
levels of sprawl, suburbanization, food deserts, and lack of key services 
such as health care. The 15-MC thus risks being a superficial veneer 
overlaid on a complex constellation of existing urban issues that have 
deep structural roots and which cannot be erased by limiting automo
bility in select neighbourhoods. Debates about 15-MCs also originate 
largely in Northern contexts, and it is important to develop an under
standing of where these may (or may not) be applicable in other con
texts, or indeed to ask the question of whether 15-MC projects, ideals 
and principles are applicable or even desirable in specific Southern or 
Eastern urban contexts.

Our seventh reflection is that there is a need for a more spatialised 
and detailed linking of the 15-MC concept to urban policy and practice. 
The concept is currently (too) often discussed as an idealised notion, 
which treats the ‘15 minute’ bracket as applicable to every urban space, 
and to every citizen, in the same way: in so doing, it produces abstract 
notions of both urban space and urban citizens. The 15-MC needs to be 
unpacked in light of its potentially quite divergent, granular applications 
(Casarin et al., 2023). What is needed is a drawing down of the concept 
from the abstract and idealistic scale at which it circulates, and its 
grounding in a spatialised working out of, for example, how ‘15 minutes’ 
work in different cities, and for different citizens. As an example, 
unpacking the ‘15 minute’ bracket could start by considering multiple 
intertwined perspectives: 

a) the geographical understanding that a 15-minute radius may map 
poorly onto the spatial contours of specific cities and neighbour
hoods (the notion of a geometric radius is also more linked to 
blueprint-based notions of the city than to everyday city life);

b) teasing apart the tensions between the 15-minute temporal bracket 
and current, established spatio-temporal planning principles;

c) a critical socio-economic perspective that takes into account how the 
implementation of 15-MC may lead to gentrification and to dis
advantaging specific socio-economic groups, or to a deepening of 
existing inequalities;

d) airing the question of how the 15-MC ideal connects (or not) to the 
principles of participatory governance, especially in cases where 
perceived imposition of 15-minute policies and plans negates the 
principles and practices of participatory planning and democratic 
decision-making in the city.

Eighth, unpacking the 15-minute bracket will benefit from a growing 
body of research published in the urban science and urban analytics 
literature (e.g. Da Silva et al., 2020; Graells-Garrido et al., 2021; Mur
gante et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2023). This research uses the umbrella 
term ‘N-city’, or ‘X-minute city’, to encapsulate the 15-Minute, 20- 
Minute and 30-Minute City variants of the ‘proximity city’ paradigm and 
interrogate how it should be measured and evaluated. For example, 
Zhang et al. . (2022) argue in favour of analysing the 15-MC in terms of 
spatiotemporal human behaviour, such as captured by human mobility 
data, as opposed to conventional static assessments of population size 
distributions and distances of amenities and services. Among other 
benefits, this helps to differentiate between resident and transient 
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populations and their respective public service access uses and needs. 
Their case study of Nanjing (China) also revealed significantly different 
urban transformation patterns between the core city centre and subur
ban districts with direct implications for how the 15-MC should be 
conceptualised and measured; a finding echoed by Murgante et al. 
(2024)’s case study of two Italian cities. Moreover, the Nanjing case 
study highlighted the discrepancy between intended spatial mix (as 
expressed in masterplans, on which 15-MC planning would normally be 
based) and actual socio-spatial outcomes resulting from rapid urban 
transformation. Consequently, this calls for a continuous assessment and 
related dynamic planning for 15-MC. In their analysis of the city of 
Tempe (Arizona, USA)’s plans to implement the 20-MC, Da Silva et al. 
(2020: 19) highlight the methodological intricacies and challenges of 
measuring and evaluating the 20-MC: ‘creating baseline measures of a 
20-min city requires many decisions about seemingly minor details, but 
the decisions must be made deliberately for legitimacy, replication, and 
to ensure that city priorities are considered.’

Significantly, ninth, building upon exponentially increasing data 
generation and data analytical capabilities, a group of scholars which 
includes Moreno called for the conceptual and practical extension of the 
15-MC by adopting ‘Smart Cities network technologies’, including Dig
ital Twins, the Internet of Things, and 6G (Allam, Bibri, Jones, et al., 
2022: 1). They contextualise this proposition with, on one hand, ‘the 
new realities (new normal) prompted by COVID-19’ (ibid: 2) and, on the 
other, the emergence of new technologies and ICT infrastructure that 
‘enables a 15-minute city to move to a data-driven form of urbanism by 
leveraging advanced data and information technologies to entirely 
transform its processes and practices—evaluating, analysing, re- 
engineering, and envisioning the way urban infrastructures and ser
vices can be designed, developed, managed, and planned in line with the 
vision of sustainability’ (ibid: 5). Advancing this comprehensive ‘tech- 
centric approach’, the authors acknowledge public concerns about the 
smart city but argue that ‘with the assurance of data safety, it would be 
possible to convince urban residents to embrace the [15-MC] concept, 
enabling wider opportunities for urban managers to pursue the project, 
including adopting the smart urban technologies’ (ibid: 13). However, 
such assurance may be difficult to achieve given significant public 
mistrust (especially in the post-pandemic era) in urban control measures 
and ubiquitous data harvesting and monitoring practices. Indeed, 
positing the 15-MC as a natural evolution of the smart city (Allam, Bibri, 
Jones, et al., 2022: 14) may well stoke public paranoia and resistance.

Our tenth and final reflection is that while the 15-MC concept works 
well as a brand, a banner, a clarion call for reshaping the city towards 
urban experience focused on improved liveability, community and 
wellbeing, it also clearly functions as a gimmick, a branding exercise of 
the sort that has been produced again and again over the past few de
cades in the realms of urban management by an urban ‘global intelli
gence corps’ (Rapoport & Hult, 2017) constituted by consultants, global 
engineering firms, and other actors. This gimmick is, however, not only 
operational at the narrative level, but also works through planning 
regulations and mechanisms of political influence, thus generating 
support while also creating controversy and meeting with resistance. It 
is difficult, therefore, to dismiss the 15-MC ideal as vague and vacuous, 
just as it is difficult to dismiss resistance to the ideal as simply based in 
conspiracy and incorrect readings of urban socio-environmental re
alities. This leads to the question of whether the 15-MC effectively 
functions as yet another example of a broader ‘urban fix’ (Smith, 1982), 
currently focused on sustainability (While et al., 2004) and enabled by 
digitally-mediated cognisance of the urban (Martin et al., 2019), that is 
part and parcel of the process of economic and urban restructuring and 
uneven development.

While the main contribution of this paper is to undergird the 15-MC 
concept with a novel theoretical perspective (paranoid urbanism), taken 
together the ten critical reflections also have obvious practical rele
vance. For example, we highlight the need to socialise and geographi
cally ground the 15-MC, rather than treating it as a blueprint to be 

applied generically and in a top-down manner to local policy and 
practice. The reflections also highlight the need to be mindful of the risk 
of exacerbating socio-economic inequalities if the 15-MC acts as a su
perficial veneer overlaid on complex existing urban realities. Further
more, we emphasise the benefits of mobilising urban science to develop 
a fine-grained socio-spatial understanding of the application of the 15- 
MC in specific urban contexts. At the same time, we point to the risks 
of exacerbating local resistance to the 15-MC if it is too uncritically cast 
as ‘tech-centric’ smart city. These practical considerations, thus, go to
wards recognising and addressing the risk of paranoid responses to the 
15-MC and offering possible resolutions to the controversies surround
ing its applications on the ground.

5. Conclusion

As a concept and rallying point for debates and practice propositions 
around the future of the post-pandemic city, the 15-MC has garnered 
strong support from some quarters, and equally strong opposition from 
others. We have situated the 15-MC in a post-political context that is 
characterised by an increasing slide towards what we term paranoid 
urbanism. This is underpinned by the emergence of paranoia, conspir
acies, and suspicion as key lenses through which urban development is 
increasingly being filtered, and through which the practice and politics 
of urban planning and design are increasingly seen as dominated by 
faceless, technocratic, managerial elites. Paranoid urbanism is, there
fore, both rooted in, and a challenge to, the post-political city. The 
emergence of paranoid urbanism is a development of the post-pandemic, 
post-political city, and presents a key challenge for policymakers and 
practitioners alike. In this paper, we have provided a conceptual elab
oration of paranoid urbanism linked to 15-MCs and reflections for 
further research. Furthermore, our ten reflections aim to contribute to 
deepening the critical engagement that practitioners (in city adminis
trations, urban development authorities, planning and design studios 
and consultancies, think tanks, NGOs and other organisations) can use to 
inform their continuing work on the shape of future cities.

Building on our understanding of the 15-MC within the context of 
urban paranoia and mistrust, we offer here a perspective that suggests a 
way past the quagmire of paranoid urbanism. To do so, we must 
recognise the psychological roots of paranoid urbanism in a blend of 
notions of feeling personally threatened, and of conspiracy-tied belief of 
existing in a context where powerful and non-representative elite groups 
are redesigning cities and society in order to control and corral the 
(unheard, unseen, uncared-for) majority. Therefore, what needs to be 
highlighted, over and above paranoid urbanism per se, is the fact that 
the post-political city is both an urban polity based on consensus, and at 
the same time a city that is characterised by deep mistrust. What is to be 
done? As Freeman (2024b) argues, in relation to paranoia and con
spiracy, the choice of a different narrative - one based on trust rather 
than paranoia - is a difficult but wellbeing-enhancing antidote to the 
despair of mistrust. Similarly, Liu (2021: 608), based on an analysis of 
‘collective paranoia’ during the Covid-19 crisis, argues in favour of a 
‘reparative practice of relationship-building and collective action’ to 
help ‘turn paranoia away from its destructive tendency’. Translated into 
the urban realm, this insight might mean two things: first, the need not 
just to challenge urban and other conspiracies, but to build an urban 
culture of mutual trust. This culture needs to be horizontal in nature, 
rather than yet another top-down governance exercise. Second, the rise 
in paranoid urbanism speaks to the need to re-engage citizens with the 
politics and governance of the city: it is not surprising that, in the post- 
political city, it is specific groups of citizens who feel the most excluded 
and sidelined from the changing urban environment around them.

We have underlined the fact that the 15-MC needs to be seen not in 
isolation from urban planning and design practice, but as an urban 
development theme and set of priorities that is rooted in broader his
torical lines of thought for thinking about cities beyond dependency on 
the automobile and its spatial and socio-environmental externalities. 
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Additionally, it is clear that the 15-MC is also linked, as an ideal, to 
increasing interest in the spatio-temporal ways in which cities can be 
planned so as to enhance wellbeing. At the same time, in our ten critical 
reflections we have shown how the 15-MC needs to be engaged with on 
multiple levels, from the focus on neighbourhoods as the key planning 
scale, to the need to integrate chrono-urbanism in planning and design, 
and the role of grassroots, bottom-up views of the 15-MC as helpful 
inroads into a concept that is all too easily tarnished by notions of elite, 
technocratic urban normativity. Underlying all of this, however, is the 
need to also engage with the (currently) problematic Northern focus of 
much 15-MC debate, ignoring urban development realities, priorities 
and lessons from both the urban Global South and East; at the same time, 
there are key questions to be asked about how the 15-MC as an urban 
ideal intersects and speaks to the realities of spatialised socio-economic 
deprivation in deprived areas in Northern cities.

In conclusion, it is important to highlight three limitations of this 
paper which ought to be addressed through follow-up research: first, the 
novel theoretical perspective of paranoid urbanism offered here requires 
further elaboration, especially by linking it to theoretical perspectives 
on fear, mistrust, conspiracy and resistance and their relationship with 
urban planning and development. Second, this theoretical work should 
be used to develop an analytical framework with particular focus on the 
causes, mechanisms and effects of paranoid urbanism. Third, the 
resulting analytical framework could then be used to investigate the 15 
empirically by analysing specific practice applications on the ground; 
that is, carefully charting how 15-MC initiative come about locally, how 
they are implemented, what public reactions they cause, and how 
possible controversies might be resolved.
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Žižek, S. (2004). Organs without bodies: On Deleuze and consequences. New York, NY: 
Routledge. 

F. Caprotti et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Cities 155 (2024) 105497 

8 

http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0115
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0115
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291720001890
https://www.wired.com/story/15-minute-city-conspiracy-uk-politics/
https://www.wired.com/story/15-minute-city-conspiracy-uk-politics/
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944369708975727
https://doi.org/10.1080/01944369708975727
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0250080
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0250080
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203452202
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203452202
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.101362
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.copsyc.2022.101362
https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/010.029
https://doi.org/10.5871/jba/010.029
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0155
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0160
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0160
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tra.2019.10.018
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tra.2019.10.018
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0170
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cities.2022.103643
https://doi.org/10.1177/00420980241235374
https://doi.org/10.1177/00420980241235374
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649357.2023.2286131
https://doi.org/10.1080/13576275.2023.2169116
https://doi.org/10.1080/13576275.2023.2169116
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ufug.2023.128107
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ufug.2023.128107
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41282-021-00236-2
https://doi.org/10.1057/s41282-021-00236-2
https://doi.org/10.1111/newe.12330
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ac30c1
https://hdl.handle.net/10289/14284
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scs.2018.11.028
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.scs.2018.11.028
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1023366
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.1023366
http://www.moreno-web.net/the-15-minutes-city-for-a-new-chrono-urbanism-pr-carlos-moreno/
http://www.moreno-web.net/the-15-minutes-city-for-a-new-chrono-urbanism-pr-carlos-moreno/
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2023.103171
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.apgeog.2023.103171
https://www.futureoflondon.org.uk/2022/09/20/spotlight-london-15-minute-city/
https://www.futureoflondon.org.uk/2022/09/20/spotlight-london-15-minute-city/
https://doi.org/10.2478/mgr-2020-0020
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.trpro.2021.12.048
https://doi.org/10.3390/smartcities5040069
https://doi.org/10.1177/0308518X1668606
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/11/15minute-city-falls-short/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2021/11/15minute-city-falls-short/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carltonreid/2023/09/30/by-railing-against-15-minute-cities-rishi-sunak-aligns-uk-government-with-conspiracy-theory-believers/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carltonreid/2023/09/30/by-railing-against-15-minute-cities-rishi-sunak-aligns-uk-government-with-conspiracy-theory-believers/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/carltonreid/2023/09/30/by-railing-against-15-minute-cities-rishi-sunak-aligns-uk-government-with-conspiracy-theory-believers/
https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSL1N34F1TI/
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2013.879785
https://doi.org/10.1080/13562576.2013.879785
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-66535086
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0290
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0290
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0295
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0295
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0295
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0300
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0300
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0305
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0305
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(16)30067-8
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(16)30067-8
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-023-33305-w
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41562-021-01176-8
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276409358728
https://amateurcities.com/contemporary-urban-paranoia/
https://amateurcities.com/contemporary-urban-paranoia/
https://unfccc.int/blog/the-15-minute-city
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042098013494427
https://doi.org/10.17645/up.v2i4.1104
https://doi.org/10.17645/up.v2i4.1104
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0345
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0345
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0350
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0350
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0350
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0309-1317.2004.00535.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0309-1317.2004.00535.x
https://www.ft.com/content/abe2314b-d65c-40f4-a148-765de193cd8a
https://www.ft.com/content/abe2314b-d65c-40f4-a148-765de193cd8a
https://doi.org/10.1080/0042098022012841
https://doi.org/10.1177/23998083221118570
https://doi.org/10.1177/23998083221118570
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0375
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0264-2751(24)00711-X/rf0375

	The 15-minute city as paranoid urbanism: Ten critical reflections
	1 Introduction
	2 Origins of the 15-minute city
	3 Conceptualising the 15-minute city as paranoid urbanism
	3.1 Public controversy and resistance
	3.2 Post-pandemic paranoid urbanism

	4 Ten critical reflections on the 15-minute city
	5 Conclusion
	CRediT authorship contribution statement
	Declaration of competing interest
	Acknowledgment
	datalink6
	References


