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In nearly all major cities, the met-
ro system closes during the dark-
est hours of the night. Though that 
time is often used for cleaning and 
repairs, this shutting down may be 
an unconscious nod to the night’s 
unique rhythms—as if the tracks 
themselves might change in the 
midnight hours, the day’s trains 
not designed to traverse them. Of 
course, there are taxis and night 
buses, but when traveling in the 
dark, walking should be our pre-
ferred mode of transportation.

Nightwalking—choosing to 
perambulate after businesses 
have shut down and most peo-
ple are asleep—is rebellious. It 
serves few, if any, obvious purpos-
es, and that deliberate purpose-
lessness is precisely what makes 
it seem unacceptable. In a world 
dominated by crisp images, prod-
ucts designed for ultra-specific 
uses, overscheduling, and statisti-
cal analyses that compartmental-
ize the world into increasingly de-
fined categories, the out-of-focus 
night is swaddled by darkness and 
infused with aimlessness. 

That the illumination of the ur-
ban environment began during 
the Enlightenment is unsurpris-
ing; it reflects the era’s worship of 
reason and clarity. Such artificial 
brightness makes the line between 
night and day more indistinguish-
able—to our detriment. As “leisure 
time” becomes unabashedly con-
sumed by answering work emails, 
and “nightlife” does not introduce 
alternative ways of being but just 
new ways to consume, we must 
consider what is lost as the dark-
ness vanishes.

The daily commute, with its 
visual monotony of chain stores 
and other familiar sights, molli-
fies us through repetition. Night-
walking, on the other hand, re-
quires heightened alertness. As 
the city changes appearance, new 
landmarks arise and the darkness 
becomes pregnant with unknown 

possibilities. It opens up a space 
of potential. In its purest sense, 
nightwalking provides choices—
choices not available when the 
demands of commerce and traf-
fic and countless other needs de-
limit our every move. At night, 
however, the empty road yields 
to the uninhibited peripatetic. As 
Nick Dunn writes in Dark Matters: 
A Manifesto for the Nocturnal City, 
this second side of the metropolis 
“appears somehow more porous; 
the shadowplay across its edifices 
is rich, deep and gelatinous. In ad-
dition, and perhaps of greater sig-
nificance, it fosters a different way 
of thinking. In an age of hyper-vis-
ibility, encountering anything 
genuinely new seems incredibly 
remote, weirdly distanced from us 
yet at the same time ever-present 
and depthless.”

Architecture takes on new 
forms as the entirety of even the 
simplest buildings appear con-
sumed by thick blackness. Details 
discernible during the day vanish 
as the edges of structures are swal-
lowed into the ether. With our eyes 
less focused, other senses become 
heightened. Contours of the city 
otherwise inaudible or eluding 
our nostrils are made apparent, 
creating new cartographies.

The haze allows a shedding of 
identity, too. On a daily basis, we 
are followed by surveillance cam-
eras, have our online activity mon-
itored and voluntarily give more 
access to the world than is de-
manded. On social media, for ex-
ample, friends and strangers alike 
follow our moves by locations we 
tag in our social posts. Conversely, 
at night, people—if they are visible 
at all—do not even appear as in-
dividuals but mere shapes, some-
times just human-like outlines. 
This purging of identity allows for 
countless freedoms—from social 
conventions, ideological imposi-
tions, personal commitments. It 
fulfills what French philosopher 

and literary theorist Maurice 
Blanchot asserted as “the right to 
disappear.” As Dunn puts it: “The 
idea of being absent, to really em-
brace ‘lack’ of interference, seems 
like a surreal, utopian construct. 
Deliberately opting out of 24/7 
availability, and therefore conven-
tionally accepted accountability in 
the twenty-first century is a choice, 
albeit a very particular one.”

Societies that value clarity, ex-
posure, and constant presence 
often forget the potential of the 
ephemeral and the inexplicable. 
They also forget the benefits of 
contemplation and suggestion, 
gravitating toward sureness and 
the well-defined. Yet there is com-
fort to be found in discomfort, 
and beauty in the void. As Mat-
thew Beaumont writes in Night-
walking: A Nocturnal History of Lon-
don, the act is “extravagant” in an 
etymological sense, meaning that 
it involves “wandering beyond 
bounds, both geographical and so-
cial.” From the Latin vagari, mean-
ing “to wander,” these nighttime 
vagabonds carve uncharted paths.

During the day,   homes and other 
interiors can serve as refuge from 
the outside cacophony. At night, 
they tend to prove even more com-
forting. But when viewed from the 
street in the dark, these rooms ap-
pear like hermetically sealed cells, 
the window-framed lights putting 
those inside on display. Take Ed-
ward Hopper’s Nighthawks, with 
its inhabitants trapped and brood-
ing in a diner; they no doubt know 
there isn’t a door through which 
they might escape. Ask yourself: 
Would you choose to be one of 
Hopper’s immobile characters, 
sealed in for the night, or would 
you rather cavort freely, like Ani-
ta Ekberg in La Dolce Vita, wading 
into fountains and other spaces to 
which access is prohibited when 
the sun shines overhead, the un-
boundedness letting you dream 
with eyes open?

While the city sleeps, our senses come to life.CHARLES  SHAFAIEH

The Joy of Nightwalking

When Charles Dickens killed off 
a character he loved, he would 
walk the streets until dawn as a 
form of catharsis. 


