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ABSTRACT

This thesis develops a new theoretical scheme for studying the relationship 

between the fields of urban planning and urban design. It suggests that design is related 

to a distinguishable dimension of the production of the built environment that is 

inevitably present in urban planning problems. This dimension defines the realm of the 

design intervention within the practice of planning. The scheme is then applied to the 

current discussion on the U.S. suburban settlement pattern, or ‘suburbia’, as an example 

of a ‘planning problem’, and the design aspects of the problem are identified. The work 

concludes that design should be conceptually re-integrated as an essential part and tool of 

planning, rather than as a distinct professional practice.
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1
Introduction

This thesis presents a new theoretical scheme for explaining the relationship 

between the fields of urban planning and urban design. There seems to be a consensus 

that these professional practices have diverged, and are currently understood as distinct 

approaches with possibly conflicting views of the city and its needed interventions 

(Boyer 1990). The problem hinges on a deficient theoretical framework (Forester 1981; 

Kahn 1990; Kreditor 1990b), and poses a series of difficulties for education and 

collaboration (McCue 1990), to the point that some authors consider that both fields don’t 

have much to talk about anymore (Dagenhart and Sawicki 1992).

The origin of the planning/design divergence can be traced back to the 1960’s, 

and responded to the takeover of two connected sets of ideas. On one hand, there was an 

effort to expand the scope of planning to the ‘social’ and ‘economic’ dimensions of urban 

problems, in addition to its traditional concern with the ‘physical’ environment. It was 

seen that the desired society could not be attained by concentrating on physical form. 

Pressing problems of poverty, inequity, or pollution could not be addressed simply by 

executing new physical designs (Scimemi 1986). Although the supposed limitations of 

traditional ‘physical’ planning had been part of the debate for many years, the 1960’s 

decidedly re-focused the profession in terms of this desired integration of ‘physical’, 

‘social’, and ‘economic’ planning, encapsulating it in the concept of the ‘new 

comprehensiveness’ (Scott 1969; Locks 1967).

The other impact came from an increased distrust of the importance of physical 

form in the solution of urban social ills. For many professionals, physical form had, in 

this respect, either a secondary or an irrelevant role, at least in comparison with the effect
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of economic or social processes. The contrary view was labeled as ‘design’ or ‘physical 

determinism’; a common fallacy that led planners to believe that form and space 

determined behavior; once form was changed, human behavior (in the direction of human 

welfare) supposedly followed suit. Moreover, the solutions posed by ‘physical’ planners 

were seen frequently as subjective, and consisting of an imposition of elitist standards on 

a diverse group of users (Cans 1968).

This last issue had another dimension in addition to its clear political content. As

systems analysis, micro economics, and the applications of computers and mathematical

modeling to urban problems gained prominence, planning became more ‘scientific’.

Professional value judgments lost status in the field, specially those closely related to the

more design oriented aspects, such as aesthetics. All in all, during this process.

Design took a beating, of course. Design suffered both as a practical activity and 
as a significant intellectual enterprise. This was the real quiet revolution of the 
planning profession in the last twenty years: the displacement, if not the 
denigration, of design practices as a fundamental aspect of the planning 
profession and the simultaneous intellectual submersion, if not the ridicule, of the 
serious aesthetic, ethical, and political questions that designers necessarily 
confront in their work. The profession gained analytic sophistication but suffered 
synthetic impoverishment. (Forester 1983,57. Italics in original.)

In today’s world of practice, this unresolved conflict is probably best reflected in

the current debate on Neo-traditional Development (Handy 1991), centered around a

movement that recovers the ‘design first’ approach that the planning profession had

relegated to history’s dustbin. This time, the ridicule seems to be on the planners, who

are accused of having been insensitive to the ‘three dimensional’ and ‘qualitative’ (as

opposed to ‘quantitative’) aspects of the environment (Knack 1989). ‘Plans’, in this new

approach, again consist of careful architectural drawings (Katz 1994), and basic planning

tools, such as land use classifications, are replaced by three dimensional ‘building types’

(Krohe 1996). Urban space, at all scales, is reclaimed as a necessary object of design
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(Calthorpe 1994). Some planners have, for their part, responded with basically the same 

distrust that produced the previous schism (Handy 1991).

A basic distinction can be made in this regard. For one thing, the divergence can 

be seen as responding simply to planning’s expanded scope of work. This would not 

only refer to its supposed incursion into social and economic planning, but also its more 

common focus on the implementation side of the practice, e.g., on the financial and 

institutional mechanisms that make plans possible. But this view cannot account for the 

relational problems that still prevail in the process of proposing changes to the built 

environment. This thesis assumes that there is still much to be said in reference to the 

design/planning relationship as they converge in devising the content of plans -in 

contrast to their implementation. The ‘content’ can be defined as the ‘solution’ to the 

planning problem at hand, independently of its corresponding implementation strategies. 

In this realm, the practice of design has still an unclear role. While certain aspects that 

lead to the design/planning divergence have been properly addressed -such as the issue of 

design determinism (e.g., Rapoport 1977)- there seems to prevail a confusion in sorting 

out the place of design within the expanded realm of planning: if planners should design 

or not, what design consists of, or how the practices impinge on each other. This seems 

specially relevant in relation to planning practices that are eminently physical, such as 

land use and transportation planning, and such is the planning realm mainly addressed 

here. But this distinction tends to be also unclear, and it will be dealt with in passing. 

During the thesis’ research and discussion period, it became evident that the theoretical 

problem between design and planning is intertwined with the issue of distinguishing 

between ‘physical’ planning and its social and economic complements. Somehow, 

planning has to be isolated in its physical dimension in order to properly study its 

relationship to an alternate physical practice termed ‘design’. In essence, an exploration
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of the design/planning relationship is as much an inquiry into the nature of urban 

planning as anything else.

There are innumerable ways of approaching this topic. This thesis sets out with 

an analysis of the main distinctions between urban design and planning as they appear in 

the references on design. Some of these distinctions are inferred from recent criticisms of 

planning. The analysis then leads to an alternate path of inquiry.

Neither ‘planning’ nor ‘design’ are defined. ‘Urban Design’ has long been 

recognized as a difficult term and field to define (Knack 1984; Kreditor 1990a), which is, 

again, a product of the theoretical disarray. Rather, the discussion will work with the 

concerns and tasks of planning and design, that is, with what planners and designers do or 

claim to do. In this case, the definitions are seen as the product rather than as a 

prerequisite of the analysis. In general, the design field is seen here as encompassing 

architecture, at least in its characteristic interests. The focus is obviously on the urban 

scale, but it is evident that the design field shares such a common root as to make any a 

priori distinctions senseless.

Section 2 contains the main discussion on the planning/design differences and the 

development of the theoretical model. Section 3 then applies the model to a problem that 

lies at the center of much current debate: the U.S. suburban settlement pattern. The 

exercise tries to explore the question: To what degree is suburbia a ‘design problem’? 

The example is a convenient one, as it is the main focus of many counterproposals, which 

offer an interesting opportunity to test the analytic framework offered here.
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Modeling the Design Intervention

2.1 Evaluating the specificity of design

Solving the theoretical problem of the design/planning relationship requires 

defining the respective domains of the fields. A ‘problem’ in this sense can only evince 

some degree of overlap on their typical tasks and concerns or in the way the fields view 

themselves. What follows is a critical examination of the three topics that seem to 

embrace the main sources of confusion.

The scale o f urban design

The scale of the urban design intervention is an issue generally defined in a 

tentative manner. Most authors concede that urban design works mainly at the 

neighborhood or district scale, but readily point out that it can also apply to the scale of 

the whole city (e.g., Steger 1994). Others straightforwardly present its distinct 

approaches at both scales (Branch 1985,165-168). Urban design would be, in any case, a 

partial effort made within a much broader framework of planning decisions related to 

land use, transportation and other urban problems.

This traditional view falls short of some recent proposals -as well as many old 

ones. Calthorpe’s (1993,1994) schemes for ‘designed’ urban regions, for example, end 

up addressing most of the typical planning topics, making it difficult to distinguish the 

specific design component. It also seems clear that, for many professionals, limiting 

design to small sites or urban fragments does little justice to the field’s potential (Gallion 

and Eisner 1986,515). This then adds up to the question of what is specifically the 

concern of the design exercise.

2
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The place o f aesthetics and urban form

There is little discussion in the literature on the idea that design should deal with 

the aesthetics of the urban environment. There is less clarity, however, on what else 

should be included1. In congruence with traditional architectural theory, it is stated that 

‘functional’ issues also have to be addressed, i.e., the list of human activities that the 

designed environment has to favor and support. The list can become, of course, quite 

lengthy. In following this path, it is commonly expanded to include almost any 

dimension of human well-being and, inevitably, all of what one may consider the 

traditional concerns of urban planning (e.g., Shirvani 1985,6-48,122-133; Hall 1996,

21), as well as its classic topics, such as land use and transportation (Shirvani 1985,6-48; 

Steger 1994,140).

In general, most designers today place ‘urban form’ as their main concern. 

However, the use of the concept -popularized probably by Lynch (1981)- helps little in 

drawing the line. Dagenhart and Sawicki (1992: 8) suggest that design focuses on the 

three dimensional environment, while planning would focus on the two-dimensional city. 

Planners, are thus "... still concerned about the location of activities, especially when they 

are deemed noxious, but there is virtually no concern for physical form” (ibid., 6). It is 

not veiy clear, though, how ‘location’ issues can be left out of the more holistic design 

visions -e.g., how a land use scheme could be left out of the realm of ‘physical form’. In

1 Lynch was probably the key figure in offering urban design a clear sense of purpose beyond aesthetics. In 
The Image o f the City (1960) he introduced the concept o f urban ‘legibility’, attainable through the 
manipulation of his famous five elements. The legibility o f a city was seen by Lynch as providing a neutral 
physical frame (a good ‘image’) that improved by itself the capacity o f an environment for emotional 
attachment and for guaranteeing human well-being. From then onwards, urban designers set out to improve 
the legibility o f cities; in fact, this is the type o f task that Branch (1985) saw as urban design at the city 
scale. Southworth (1985) sees this work as the foundation o f “the whole field of contemporary urban 
design”. Lynch was careful in avoiding all reference to aesthetics and instead provided an ‘objective’ 
method o f urban form evaluation. He later admitted ([1984a] 1990) that his assumptions had been shaky 
and complained about the use o f the approach by many designers.
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addition, some authors criticize such approaches that deal with urban form issues ‘after’

decisions have been made at the planning level (e.g.. Lynch 1976,1-8).

The supposed lack of concern for physical or urban form is also a recurrent theme.

Somehow, it assumes that planners can be indifferent to it. Jacobs and Appleyard’s

widely cited Urban Design Manifesto is a good example:

City planning is too immersed in the administration and survival of housing, 
environmental, and energy programs and in responding to budget cuts and 
community demands to have any clear sense of direction with regard to city form. 
(Jacobs and Appleyard 1987,114)

If ‘urban form’ is taken at face value -as the physical dimension of cities, 

supportive of human activities- it is not clear how the ‘community demands’ mentioned 

by Jacobs and Appleyard would not include urban form issues or how planners could 

avoid them. In reality, it is difficult to imagine any type of urban planning that could be 

‘unconcerned’ with urban form. Many times, the only way of interpreting these ideas is 

by assuming a normative stance, i.e., by understanding the planners’ indifference as 

relating to a specific type of city. In this sense, the Manifesto -as other similar 

statements- is basically a defense of a specific type of urbanism, and less a defense of 

urban design as such, a fact that was made clearly evident in a later response (Fink 

1993)2. The frequency of the normative position in design deserves in itself an 

examination.

The normative stance o f urban design

In general, ‘theory’ in the architecture field has remained of normative nature, that 

is, it deals more with the quest for ‘good’ design solutions rather than for an explanation

2In other words, design is really presented as aiming not at doing something extra, but at doing something 
different. It seems not to be saying ‘we are going to design cities’ (because planners are not doing it), but 
‘we are going to design good cities’.
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of how environments work (Hillier 1996,1-87). The urban design field shares the same 

approach:

The field was bom out of a search for quality in urban form. This search 
continues to date, focused on urban environments that have both functional and 
aesthetic appeal to those who inhabit them. The thrust of the field has lain in 
practical rather than academic pursuits: urban designers worry about “what should 
be done” and “what will work”.
By and large also, the “theories” guiding practice have remained at a 
paradigmatic level, based on different exemplary solutions. (Moudon 1992a, 331)

The ‘theories’ of urban design thus generally consist of a compilation and

description of design models, or schools of thought and styles (e.g., the ‘theory’ section

in Barnett 1988). In contrast, traditional planning theory has been of procedural nature,

i.e., it lays out the process by which plans are made or should be made3. The content of

the plans (what the plans aim at) is generally left to the client (the ‘community’). In this

theoretical approach, the goals of the plan are assumed as a given, resulting from the

political process. The theories deal only with the issue of how these goals are determined

and how they fit into the process of planning. In essence, they are indifferent to the issue

if the goals are ‘good’ or ‘bad’.

The main point here is how urban design’s normative stance is sometimes seen as

inevitably intrinsic to the field and, consequently, one of its differentiating aspects. Thus,

Forester reflects around the idea of evaluation and judgment as specific contributions of

design for a collaboration between the fields:

The opportunity...is that the reintegration of design will provide the occasion for 
planners to teach and learn from those who have thought about the problems of 
judgment, in addition to those of calculation... (Forester 1983,59)

Under an aesthetically-focused view of design, the centrality of an evaluative 

(normative) attitude of designers in contrast to planners may be valid as long as designers

3Functional or analytic theories (the common ‘scientific’ theories) try to explain how a phenomenon works 
and thus aid in the prediction of the effects of proposed interventions. In contrast, normative theories dwell 
on what should be done, and procedural theories on the process o f attaining goals or making decisions. See 
Lynch (1981, chap. 2) for a brief description o f these three types in the context o f  urban issues.
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are accepted as the “arbiters of taste” in society (Kreditor 1990a, 157). But when the 

scope of the design field is expanded to the general support of human activities in space 

through the design of form, one would expect the discretional judgment to give way to a 

more ‘scientific’ methodology for objectively evaluating proposals.

Equally debatable are the positions that present design as an intrinsically ‘utopian’ 

field in contrast to the ‘pragmatic’ field of planning (e.g., Boyer 1990; McCue 1990; 

Dagenhart and Sawicki 1992). In theory, there is no reason for conferring these 

prerogatives, as both fields obviously should require a capacity to envision ideal 

scenarios, and to evaluate both their intrinsic merits and their feasibility4 *. In reality, 

design can be presented in the same neutral (procedural) terms that have been traditional 

with planning:

In its broad sense, the term ‘design’ means the same as ‘planning’ -the mental 
anticipation of a combination of means to achieve a goal, or a set of goals. In this 
discussion the goal will be defined more narrowly as a modification of the 
physical environment and design as the creation of the form of city and country. 
(Blumenfeld 1967,304)

In this type of approach, the judgmental aspect of design necessarily loses 

prominence:

Design is seen as being concerned with providing settings for people. It is thus a 
problem-solving activity which must be based on an understanding of man- 
environment relations. In other words design is not a free, capricious, ‘artistic’ or 
‘creative’ activity based on whims, guesses or designers’ likes or preferences. It 
is rather a responsible attempt to help provide settings appropriate for specific 
groups of people. The creativity involved is more akin to that of scholarship or 
science: it has to do with the profundity of understanding, the sophistication of 
the analysis, the selection of appropriate theoretical, conceptual, and 
methodological tools and so forth. Conceivably, a designer might design an

4 Unless one argues that the three-dimensional representations typically produced by designers lend
themselves better for the presentation of utopian visions. This relates to what some authors consider a 
crucial difference between the fields: the focus o f design on ‘products’ and o f planning on ‘process'(McCue 
1990). But this is really a matter o f degree. However process oriented planning may be, it will eventually 
end up with a physical plan (a ‘product’) o f some type at some point or points in time (Kaiser, Godschalk, 
and Chapin 1995,398; Hall 1982,7-8). And at the end, a land use scheme may be as ‘utopian’ as anything 
that a designer can produce. In any case, the critical issue here seems to be more a question o f subject- 
matter than of methodologies.
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environment which he intensely disliked personally if it were appropriate and 
desirable for the group in question. (Rapoport 1983,249-50)5

In synthesis, the specificity of design practice cannot be theoretically secured in

terms of a distinct scale of intervention, an exclusive concern on ‘physical form’, or a

special capacity either to evaluate proposals or to produce utopian scenarios. In contrast,

it will be argued here that, if an important specificity exists at all, it should relate to a

particular dimension of the environment (beyond aesthetics) where designers’ skills with

physical form are clearly relevant Because the physical environment is the concern of

both planning and design, this dimension can only be located within a description of how

urban form is produced and used, and how different types of professional interventions

take part in that process. The following pages are dedicated to that effort.

2.2 The experiential and non-experiential dimensions of the use and production of 

the environment

A basic distinction can be made between ‘experiential’ and ‘non-experiential’ 

influences on environmental form6. The experiential relates to those aspects of the 

physical environment that can be immediately perceived and evaluated by users, and that 

determine actual behavior in space. In general, it encompasses the form of the 

environment as it supports (or hinders) the activities that should occur in it, sends 

messages of ‘appropriate’ social behavior, provides aesthetic pleasure (or displeasure), 

and accounts for other experiences that result from the use of the environment as such.

6 In contrast to this approach, some authors try definitions that contain the normative dimension. Kreditor 
(1990a), for example, defines urban design as the “ institutionalization o f our search for good urban form”, 
and relates the field’s problems to the deficiencies o f the normative theory (the issue of what a ‘good’ city 
is) and to its incapacity o f providing a ‘good’ environment. Here, this is seen as a separate problem. The 
‘goodness’ o f an environment refers to a discussion o f values and political priorities (‘good for whom, and 
in terms o f what?’). The efficacy o f a profession refers to its capacity o f attaining a set of goals, however 
defined. The deficiencies o f urban design are not in the normative theory, but more likely in the analytic 
theory, i.e., in the incapacity of explaining environmental problems and thus of evaluating its own  
proposals in relationship to the users’ or clients’ needs.
6See Doxtater (n .d ) for an example o f this approach to architecture.
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The non-experiential, in contrast, would include, for example, the mechanical (artificial) 

and natural systems that support this form and their corresponding human activities in 

space. Although mechanical systems -such as utilities, infrastructure, or structural 

support systems- are evidendy part of form, their disposition in space is subservient to the 

design as it needs to address the experiential, e.g., rarely does the sewer or water lines 

define the form of a building or neighborhood, rather they are usually adjusted to serve a 

previous design envisioned in terms of aesthetic, functional or social needs7. These 

systems, although physically present, typically do not affect daily experience or behavior 

in space, unless they fail.

Natural systems are likewise beyond the users’ experience. As important as 

natural ecosystems are in supporting human life, their workings cannot be actually 

experienced until they start having adverse effects on human activities (e.g., when they 

appear as pollution); in other words, when they become experiential. The non- 

experiential would also include the conditions of the production of space and form, i.e., 

the economic mechanisms that influence form but that are not spatial in any immediate 

sense.

Most important, it is the experiential dimension which ultimately concerns the 

architectural or urban designer. Although he or she must be aware of how the non- 

experiential systems fit in a project and constrain it, the design process is generally 

guided by those aspects that will affect the user in an immediate way: the sensations that 

the environment will produce, the spatial structure and dimensions needed to meet the 

users’ needs, its functional appropriateness, and so forth. Assuming a cross-cultural

7Admittedly, many projects are guided in the design process by the unique challenges posed by utilities or 
other supporting systems; for example, when the form o f buildings is dictated by some specially demanding 
requirements of anti-seismic structural design. But even in these cases, the buildings are not evaluated by 
users in this manner. Users will still see it in terms of appeal, usefulness, etc. In any case, it is almost 
impossible for the layman to ascertain what ‘determined’ the form o f  a building or an urban setting; he or 
she can only evaluate it in terms of his or her present needs.
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perspective, one can see, for example, that a neighborhood in two different cultures (or 

aimed at two different lifestyles) would look radically different even if the economic, 

technological and ecological framework is very similar. This framework may limit the 

design of form in several ways (for example, in a quantitative sense of how much space 

can be actually provided) but will not be a primary determinant of it. The pencil of the 

designer will be guided, so to speak, by the need of addressing the experiential 

requirements of the user, however delimited this exercise may be by non-experiential 

influences. This primary concern for form as an immediate support of human activity 

and experience can be seen as the ethos of design, irrespective of the scale of the 

intervention. In this perspective, design, as an activity focused on the experiential, not 

only spans scales, but also topics dealt with both by planning and urban design.

2.3 Components of the experiential dimension

The concern of this work with the nature of.design, will inevitably leave the non- 

experiential dimension in very sketchy form. The experiential, though, requires a more 

detailed analysis. To properly study this dimension, it is convenient to break it down into 

distinct types or categories of environmental use. Three categories are proposed here8.

Task Performance

Traditional architectural theory has acquainted us with the ‘functional’ dimension 

of designs as a distinct layer of analysis of environmental performance. In general, it 

refers to the list of practical tasks and activities that the environment has to support, and 

contrasts with the (supposedly) less measurable and ‘capricious’ aesthetic component 

Typically, tasks can be formulated in precise form and made subject to numerical.

8This approach is based on Doxtater (n.d.) and Doxtater and Mittieman (forthcoming). See these references 
for a comparison to other methods o f design analysis.



21

engineering-type approaches. They also relate closely to the technology and the material 

culture of a society. If at the building level, ergonomics and space-adjacency analyses 

come to mind, at the urban scale the design of streets and street networks is probably the 

best example.

In general, this component of analysis acknowledges that much of the form of the 

environment can be explained simply as responding to the spatial requirements of defined 

practical tasks. The width of streets, the layout of parking spaces, the setbacks imposed 

as sunlight easements, or the dimensions of benches, arguably respond to objective 

criteria of task performance; in consequence, their efficiency can only be contested 

precisely in these terms. As with all components of the experiential dimension, this 

efficacy evaluation is also within reach of the user.

The social

In contrast, other aspects of the form of the environment relate not much to the 

performance of tasks, but to the expression and control of social relationships. A wall 

around a subdivision may have an instrumental purpose (e.g., shielding traffic noise from 

the street), but it may be aimed rather at protecting the neighbors from the visual, 

auditory, or physical intrusion of other people (of ‘outsiders’). Arguably, in the absence 

of any adjoining neighborhoods, the wall would not exist.

It will be proposed here that, in modem societies, the social component of space 

and form is commonly manifested as territoriality and/or symbolic expression. 

Territoriality would refer to the control of space for the purpose of excluding others or, in 

general, regulating social interaction. It is spatially exercised through the use of physical 

barriers, distances, or through more subtle (but conventionalized) signs of control. It can 

be motivated exogenously -as with the case of personal security measures in the presence
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of high crime- or endogenously -as in the desire for privacy9. It can be exerted by 

individuals (the private room), households (the private domicile) or groups (the gated 

community). At the level of social groups, it is generally assumed that territoriality 

increases with the level of social or cultural heterogeneity (in terms of social status, stage 

in life-cycle, ethnicity, or lifestyle), as people always tend to shield themselves from 

others that behave differently or who do not share an established set of rules. In this 

sense, territoriality is related, at the urban scale, to the issue of residential segregation 

(e.g., discussions in Rapoport 1980/81, and Knox 1994,199-231).

‘Symbolic expression’ refers here to the use of space and form as markers of 

social identity and/or status10. As with territoriality, it can also be exercised at the level 

of individuals or households (generally termed ‘personalization’), as well as by social 

groups. At the building level, we know that distinct architectural styles, along with 

building materials, are related (and designed to relate) to different income or cultural 

groups, as when apartments are considered ‘low status’, the use of expensive materials is 

seen as demonstrating the wealth of the owner, or the height of an office tower is 

proportionately related to the corporation’s economic power. Whole urban landscapes 

have the same potential, as when a grid pattern of streets is associated with low income 

groups and a curvilinear with upper classes (see section 3). At the two-dimensional level, 

urban location is also used as symbolic expression. Some locations have a ‘higher’ social 

status than others, some areas of the city are identified with a specific ethnic group, and 

so forth (see Appleyard 1979, Duncan and Duncan 1984, and numerous examples in

9The term ‘territoriality’ is preferred here in lieu o f ‘privacy’. Privacy can relate to task performance 
issues, as when enclosures are sought to block out noise from nearby machinery (auditory privacy). 
Territoriality, on the other hand, is assumed to relate always to people.
10Thc word ‘symbol’ is used here in the ‘colloquial’ sense proposed by Appleyard (1979). The meaning of 
‘symbolic expression’ is here equivalent to his usage: “An environment becomes a social symbol when it is 
intended or perceived as a representative of someone or some social group...”(ibid., 144). In general, 
territoriality and symbolic expression work together, as the latter presumes the former. Form and space can 
only be manipulated to express social meanings after they are in control o f the message-sender (see review 
in Walmsley 1988,89).
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1

Rapoport 1977, 1990)11. One can here also use Bourdieu’s concept of ‘symbolic capital’ 

as a way of referring to this symbolic component of the environment that is employed by 

owners and users in the process of negotiating their social status and identity within the 

overall structure of society (Knox 1995,224-225).

It is important to distinguish the levels of the experiential at which urban form is 

acting, e.g., a neighborhood location can be valuable in reference to its closeness to stores 

(a task performance value), or because of its status (a social value), or both; urban plazas 

have been known to be designed as to improve the visibility of a ‘prestigious’ building (a 

social power symbol) rather than, for example, as usable urban space.

The aesthetic

This final category refers to the use and design of space and form for sheer 

sensuous enjoyment, independent of any social meanings or instrumental purposes.

Much literature has stressed the convenience of sensuously stimulating environments 

(through the use of form, materials, textures and colors), a balance between sensual 

complexity and perceptual clarity, or the presence of greenery (e.g., Ktiller 1980). Design 

literature has elaborated on criteria such as rhythm, proportion, sense of enclosure, scale, 

and the experiences of moving through space or experiencing a sequence of views. Here, 

aesthetics would include not only the visual, but also the olfactory, auditory, kinesthetic, 

and the ‘bodily’ responses termed ‘haptic’ by Moore and Bloomer (1977). It is obvious

11 It is important to emphasize that territoriality and symbolic expression -as referring to symbols o f status 
and identity- are presented here as only typical of ‘modem’ societies. In other, more traditional cultures, 
territoriality may be largely absent due to well established rules of behavior (see Rapoport 1975).
Likewise, in egalitarian societies (or groups), built form is obviously not used to express social power or 
status. Rapoport (1990) has argued that space and building form become important as social markers when 
the size and complexity o f society render useless the traditional mechanisms o f familiarity and a common 
set of non-spatial cues (clothing, manners) for situating status and identity. Doxtater (1995.1994) has 
proposed a typology of distinct forms o f architectural and spatial expression that includes the sacred space 
of ancient societies, the egalitarian group, and the modem milieu, each o f  which presents radically different 
forms of the social component of the experiential.
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that the aesthetic pertains to the building and all urban scales; form as well as location. 

Waterfronts, foothills, and other areas with interesting views are valued precisely because 

of their aesthetic qualities (reason for which they are usually taken over by wealthier 

groups and thus acquire an additional symbolic status). To this, one could add more 

‘intellectual’ types of experiences, such as Lynch’s (1981) concepts of ‘transparency’, 

and ‘sense of time’ -respectively, the capacity of an environment to communicate cultural 

or natural processes, and to aid in the perception of time- as well the presence of humor, 

wit, or mystery in the built environment.

Having said this, it should be noted that it may be difficult to distinguish in 

practice between the social and aesthetic dimensions. People’s aesthetic preferences 

seem to follow closely their social associations; what is considered ‘pretty’ (and also 

‘practical’) seems to be really no more than what is socially ‘appropriate’. Regardless of 

the methodological difficulties, however, the distinctions are important, and shed light on 

the confusing use of many design concepts (e.g., Greene 1992). The ‘identity’ of a 

building or a city may refer solely to its perceptual clarity and distinctiveness (properties 

that are valued in aesthetic analysis), but this says nothing about its social meanings; in 

fact, the visual prominence of the building or the main structures of a city may be, for 

some groups, at odds with the social significance of the institutions they symbolize.

Much of the recent discourse on the lack of ‘focus’ or ‘sense of place’ of the modem 

urban landscape points towards a desire for visual focal points that would coincide with 

structures of symbolic communal or social importance. In this sense, it can be only 

partially a question of aesthetics12. Likewise, the ‘legibility’ of a city may refer to its 

orientation or way-finding potential (which is more of a task performance aspect), an 

issue of visual character (aesthetics), or a question of sending an unequivocal message of

12Sec, for example, Kay (1991) where commentaries on the lack of visibility and ‘image’ o f a community’s 
city hall (mainly a social symbolism issue) are combined with statements on the lack o f pedestrian-friendly 
spaces (an aesthetic and task performance issue).
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social importance through buildings and urban form. Of course, what in the past was 

symbol of power, today may be only a ‘pretty’ building, since, as we know, meanings 

change over time.

2.4 A model for the influences on the production of urban form

However important the experiential preferences or needs of citizens are, we know 

that they alone do not define the form of cities. The fact that we can influence urban 

form by non-physical measures (e.g., a taxing policy) warns us that there is more out 

there than what meets the eye. A description of physical urban processes would have to 

account for those actions and results that respond to a rationale not immediately linked to 

the manipulation of form; such as that of urban space as a commodity and as an 

investment.

Figure 1 presents a general model for sorting out the determinants of urban form 

in a mixed economy. Vertically, it is divided into the experiential and non-experiential 

dimensions; horizontally, into a demand side, representing the choices and preferences of 

consumers, and a supply side, representing the actions of the producers of space and 

form. Quadrant 1 stands for the experiential consumer preferences, explicable through 

the three categories described above. These may coincide or not with what the producers 

offer (quadrant 2), which is in turn partially a response to consumer preferences, but also, 

in the case of the private sector, what is economically profitable (quadrant 4). The 

supplied form and space can also be the product of the government (as in public housing), 

and is always influenced to some extent by public ordinances and regulations on form.

Quadrant 3 acknowledges the obvious fact that what people acquire in terms of 

space and form is determined by their economic constraints as much as by their 

preferences. Sometimes, though, people act according less to limitations than to their 

‘awareness’ of the potential economic, ecological or social consequences of their spatial
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Experiential Non-experiential
Dimension Dimension

Demand Side
(consumer
choice)

1

Consumer preferences, 
values, and needs on 
task performance 
/social /aesthetic 
dimensions

2

Consumer
economic/ecological/ 
social awareness and 
constraints

3 4
Supply of
environments with 1. Public economic

Supply Side certain task policies & market
(workings of performance/aesthetic mechanisms
government /social solutions 2. Infrastructure and
and market) (result of market, natural resource

government, and planning
public ordinances)

Fig. 1. A Model for the Factors Influencing the Production of Urban Form
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decisions (in the present or in the future) to them or to others, however non-experiential 

these may be. Thus, a household may prefer apartments because they are 

‘environmentally friendlier’ -however difficult this may be to prove for them- even 

though, in other circumstances they would prefer a detached house. Likewise, a house 

buyer may make a decision based on the predicted future economic value of the property 

rather than on its present usefulness13. In both examples, choices are influenced by 

considerations that (as with the case of buying power) do not stem from the exclusive 

analysis of what the physical environment has to offer in terms of experience and use. 

The same reasoning -with variations- can be applied to the locational and spatial choices 

of commerce and other ‘consumers’ of urban space and form.

Finally, quadrant 4 situates first the effect of public economic policies and private 

market rationale, both of which would be seen here as comprising the realm of the 

‘economy’ (or market). It is evident that a special public subsidy to the production of a 

specific type of housing has an enormous influence on urban form, and affects the 

decisions of the producers and consumers, regardless of whether the public really prefers 

them or not. In a similar vein, the market typically produces what is profitable, which 

always carries the possibility of mismatches with what consumers are seeking (quadrant 

1). The second aspect of quadrant 4 refers to the more physical influences within the 

non-experiential, such as public infrastructure and the actions typical of ‘environmental’ 

(ecological) planning. These interventions can be seen as acting in regards to the two 

distinct support systems, the ‘natural’ and the ‘artificial’, both belonging to the non-

13This division recalls that o f political economy between ‘use values’ and ‘exchange values’ of urban 
localities (Logan and Molotch 1987). People act according to both. Logan and Molotch, however, extend 
the ‘use values’ o f urban settings to experiences that result from prolonged inhabitation: emotional 
attachment to places or the value o f local social networks developed over time. In these cases, the 
environment usually takes on a large load o f social identity meanings, which have an enormous importance 
in the areas of conservation and neighborhood defense (Hayden 1995). These use values are highly 
idiosyncratic, and may relate more to ‘what happened there’ than to the form o f the environment Here, the 
concern is more with those aspects that relate specifically to form as a support o f users’ desired activities 
and that lend themselves to generalizations.



28

experiential. The functioning of complex ecosystems cannot really be ‘seen’ or 

experienced in the environment. The conservation of a watershed or a flood plain may 

protect us from future problems and, on the way, have a great impact on city form, but 

both spaces will probably be interpreted (and used) as ‘open space’ or ‘parks’. 

Experientially, there is probably no way to evaluate the performance of a preserved flood 

plain (except, of course, when the flood arrives)14.

2.5 Design and planning problems

The usefulness of the model should reside in its capacity of clarifying the role of 

design versus other types of interventions in the solution of an urban planning problem. 

‘Design’ here will be proposed simply as the conscious definition, manipulation or 

control of the form of the environment, or of a feature thereof; a practice that generally 

culminates in a spatial (graphic) representation of some kind. In the tradition of 

architecture and urban design, this practice is guided, as was expressed above, by 

experiential needs, and is subject to different degrees of physical demands from 

supporting systems (artificial or natural)15.

One can conceptually establish another type of design practice oriented 

exclusively towards these support systems and that thus works wholly within the non-

14This model docs not pretend to include all the factors that influence the form o f the built environment, 
but only those that have a relevant role in the more immediate process o f urban form production. It is 
obvious that the natural landscape has an enormous influence on the form of settlements, but it cannot be 
‘produced*. Likewise, the technology and construction materials employed by a society are other important 
influences on form. In this model, these variables are assumed as a given.
15In this tradition, there is a related type o f design practice that is less exclusively experiential. It refers to 
the design of physical structures for a predicted ‘capacity’. Transportation planning falls in this category. 
While the design of streets and highway ramps is clearly within the experiential, the design o f whole 
transportation networks becomes less so, as users can only evaluate their efficiency during peak flows.
Land use allocations in planning also depend on some prediction o f future demand that helps define the 
amount o f space provided or assigned (acreage, number o f road lanes, etc.). While this type of practice 
may seem very distant from the conventional architectural or urban design project, it is really different in its 
level o f complexity, but not in kind. Although not common, one can actually imagine smaller design 
projects where spatial needs were equally indeterminate and would also have to be approximated with some 
predictive model.
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experiential realm, in the sense that it does not address human behavior in space in any 

immediate way. Such is precisely the case of most engineering design practices (e.g., 

structural design, electrical design, etc.) and some land use design practices that only 

address ecological issues. We have commented on how these practices are generally 

subservient to experiential design. But some of these have an independent impact on 

urban form. Their products may appear as infrastructural ‘artifacts’, such as a network of 

electric power poles or an embankment, or whole land set-asides, such as conservation 

areas. It is clear that these physical interventions also have experiential impacts (in 

addition to their efficacy as part of support systems) (e.g., electric power poles intrude 

visually and physically in streetscapes and right of ways). At the urban scale, both types 

of design sometimes converge in the same product, as when a planner combines 

conservation areas and experientially-oriented land use distributions in a land use 

proposal. In these cases, professionals usually attempt to integrate these design 

influences and evaluate their combined experiential effects.

At the urban scale, both of these design practices are important and have a 

considerable impact on form. Both are also practiced by planners. Here, the interest is in 

tracking down the role of the more experiential type of design related to the tradition of 

architecture, and which also incorporates the physical influences of the non-experiential 

practices. This realm of design in planning is broad, and encompasses conceiving a new 

land use scheme, the re-design of a street intersection, the design of a new town, or the 

plotting of a subdivision, regardless of whether it is being done by a ‘planner’ , a 

‘designer’, or a transportation engineer. As was expressed above, all these practices are 

conceptually similar: they are mainly addressing task performance, social, and aesthetic 

dimensions of users’ experiential needs16. Given this definition, the question is, what is

16This approach is compatible with the one consistently adopted in Chapin’s classic Urban Land Use 
Planning (Kaiser, Godschalk, and Chapin 1995) where many traditional ‘design’ topics are integrated
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the role of this type of activity in the solution of urban problems dealt with by urban 

planning.

For our purposes, such ‘urban problems’ will be defined as social or human 

problems that have a critical physical or spatial dimension. Typically, one can state that 

such a problem is identified when the environment is ‘dysfunctional’ in relationship to a 

given norm of social welfare. It can present itself as an inadequate level of services or 

inadequate access to these services, traffic congestion, ugliness and blight, or pollution. 

Or one may want to offer new possibilities and options of urban living in a new urban 

extension (a situation that may require some ‘utopian’ thinking), or simply to prevent the 

new environment from falling into well known problems (a precautionary stance). In 

existing environments, it may be either because it is dysfunctional in itself (e.g., traffic 

congestion) or because of its byproducts (pollution): the distribution of land uses is 

inadequate, the road network is insufficient for the demand, or there are territorial or 

symbolic conflicts between groups (e.g., exclusionary zoning issues). In all of these 

cases, one can argue that form is part of the ‘problem’.

The solution to these problems can take two forms: they can be physical too (e.g., 

a new land use design), or totally non-physical (a reform of work schedules to prevent 

traffic congestion). The latter has obviously no design dimensions. It is the former type 

which is of special interest here.

Pure design problems

As fig. 1 shows, urban form is the product of complex interactions of a series of 

influences, some of which are directly physical and some are not. One can imagine a 

‘pure’ design problem, that is, one in which the solution is totally within the reach of the

within the practice o f land use planning without special labels or distinctions. Hopefully, this thesis can 
further clarify this same stance.
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direct manipulation of space and form. The failures in these cases would reside in a 

deficiently designed form (a ‘bad design’). Many unsuccessful public housing projects 

fall within this category: the design was deficient within a non-experiential context (e.g., 

budgetary) that could have enabled a better response. This is what is typical of 

architectural projects (but also of some within engineering and planning, such as the 

design of a street): the non-experiential influences have been controlled and harnessed for 

the purpose of building a complete new environment or environmental feature. Failures 

at this level are basically due to deficiencies in predicting experiential behavior, i.e., how 

people will behave in, and use space, and how the designed setting will respond to the 

users’ experiential needs.

Complex planning problems

But as the scale grows, the environment typically ceases to be a static enclosure of 

activities (such as a building) and becomes the terrain itself of economic forces; the result 

of physical and non-physical influences. At this level, addressing problems thus requires 

a combination of both types of approaches: a design proposal and, for example, some 

type of economic policy that will make it feasible. In these cases, the design milieu (the 

city) is a dynamic system where all influences (experiential and non-experiential) are 

acting to produce the physical form of the environment.

Handy (1993), for example, has analyzed how the hierarchical system of roads 

imposed by public regulations since the 1930’s is related to the evolution of a simplified 

retail hierarchy of commercial centers and malls typical of present suburban regions. The 

road system was created to favor overall automobile access and protect residential 

neighborhoods from traffic. Improved automobile access meant that stores relocated in 

auto-accessible (major) arterials and abandoned residential areas. At the same time, the 

retail sector took advantage of this increased accessibility to agglomerate into larger,
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more varied, and cheaper (and more profitable) commercial complexes. The result is an 

absence of local, smaller, and pedestrian accessible stores in favor of a big scale, auto

dependent pattern. The consequences in terms of traffic congestion and pollution are well 

known. A problem like this involves both the design of a new urban form and an 

adequate attention to the economic mechanisms involved (mainly retail economics in this 

case). The urban form is obviously dysfunctional, but the problem cannot be solved 

simply by zoning for comer stores17. The question thus seems to point at exploring the 

‘relative weights’ of experiential and non-experiential influences on the issue being 

analyzed.

The argument can be graphically expressed by re-arranging some of the 

dimensions presented in fig. 1, now exclusively from the standpoint of the typical 

planning intervention (Fig. 2). The four layers of the diagram represent the distinct 

realms of planning action. An urban problem can be seen as having dimensions in the 

economy, the experiential, or in the support systems, and such are also the dimensions at 

which the planning action is targeted (in fact, one can state that such are precisely the 

realms of most urban plans). Three of these realms of action involve different types of 

design practices. In contrast to complex problems, ‘pure’ design problems only require 

targeting such layers.

17Unless the global urban economy is also controlled, as in centralized systems. One can mention here the 
well known fact that the larger a design proposal is, the more political control is needed to make it possible. 
But the issue here pretends to get a little further. One thing is to control the realization of a designed form 
and another to control the actual global mechanisms o f urban form production. Stores may be designed at 
certain places, and not work out; housing may be planned in a certain way, just to be engulfed by 
spontaneous housing developments. These are the types o f processes that centralized economies 
supposedly have influence on. In more decentralized societies, a design at the urban scale may work if it is 
largely compatible with the tendencies of the urban economy, as when a set o f land use regulations 
effectively orient growth and attain community goals in the total absence o f other measures. But, in these 
cases, the design may have unwanted consequences at non-experiential levels, as with the widely discussed 
effect of land use regulations on land and housing markets. One can state that, if  planning is something in 
addition to simply design at large scales (however future oriented), it must be its comprehension and 
inclusion of these non-experiential effects and impacts that accompany urban spatial processes.
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The realms of planning

The economy

#

The artificial support system The realms of design

Fig. 2. The Realms of the Planning Intervention



34

The following section applies this type of reasoning to a generic ‘problem’: the 

U.S. suburban settlement pattern, which currently offers a convenient amount of analytic 

studies on which to base the discussion. The analysis will again emphasize the 

experiential, with some references to the economic, non-experiential issues. Support 

systems will be absent from the discussion, as they are not prone to such generalizations.
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3

An Example: The Design Dimension of Suburbia

The U.S. suburban settlement pattern, or ‘suburbia’ for short, has been under 

major criticism by planners and designers since at least the early 1960’s. What is under 

attack is a decentralized pattern of development characterized by very low densities, the 

predominance of the single family home, and a strict separation of land uses. The 

criticism focuses on its wasteful use of land, its dependence on the use of the car, and its 

lack of community life (Boles 1989).

Diverse counterproposals have been part of the critical effort. Much has also been 

written on the causes behind the spread of this pattern of urbanized growth. Here, the 

interest is on sorting out these influences in accordance to the scheme presented, and 

pinpointing the more design oriented dimensions of the problem.

3.1 The non-experiential influences and the need to distinguish dimensions

Clearly, the influence of the non-experiential factors in the development of 

suburbia has been enormous. Following Jackson’s analysis (1985), one has only to 

mention the series of federal policies and programs that supported suburbanization, as 

well as their ripple effects. Government-backed mortgage insurances for the purchase of 

single-family homes were established in the 1930’s -while the same policy for apartments 

came thirty years later (Moore 1985,5). Residential tax benefits were established for 

home buyers, but not for renters. As the population capable of buying houses abandoned 

the central cities for the suburbs, they took with them the municipal tax base, and, in 

consequence, the higher quality of urban services and schools, as the new suburban 

extensions had incorporated into distinct municipalities precisely in order to avoid
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sharing their taxes with these inner cities. This self-feeding spiral could only keep 

drawing the middle class into the suburbs. One can mention other favorable predisposing 

conditions. The suburban boom has generally been favored with abundant and cheap raw 

land, as well as with a largely uncontrolled land market. The ownership of land in the 

form of a lot, on the other hand, obviously offers the home owner far more possibilities of 

future speculative profits than any other type of residential property.

These factors alone can account for the consistent commitment to suburban 

patterns. In Jackson’s words, this residential behavior “...can be viewed primarily as the 

result of market forces and government policies” (Jackson 1985,296). But, following a 

truism of economics, these public policies and market actions should respond, at least to 

some extent, to consumer preferences in terms of purely experiential choices. Even if the 

single-family home and neighborhood was (and has been) basically a “good deal”, it must 

also be based on a set of preferences that serve as a “precondition” for public policy and 

market workings (ibid, 288,296). These preferences should refer to what the suburban 

environment has to offer as such, independent of its economic advantages. To distinguish 

these dimensions is important, as the analysis and solutions to a given planning problem 

in this context would differ accordingly.

To take an example, one can present the scenario of a single-family residential 

neighborhood opposing the construction of a new residential complex in an adjacent 

vacant tract of land -a situation common in suburban areas and that causes ‘leapfrogging’ 

development The reasons for this opposition may vary. If we limit ourselves to the 

experiential, we can imagine a series of possible causes: maybe the vacant area was used 

by the children as a playground, or was enjoyed as natural surroundings. If we shift to 

non-experiential influences, we could present an alternative motivation: the neighbors 

may have considered that the additional population would crowd schools and lead to a 

raise in taxes. They may be actually quite indifferent to the presence of the vacant lot
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itself. In the first case, we are dealing with environmental preferences, which presumably 

influence design practice: if people like natural surroundings, one should expect the 

private sector (or municipalities) to incorporate greenbelts or natural environs to their 

developments (obviously, when possible and to whom possible). In the second case, the 

problem has more to do with the way that local public finances are structured than with 

the environment per se. The solution does not reside in the manipulation of physical 

form, but in re-structuring the school funding system as to make urban growth and infill 

irrelevant in this respect.

To establish the design dimension of suburbia, we have to then filter out those 

aspects that are exclusively experiential. By doing this we assume that, even if the 

economic incentives for choosing suburbia were eliminated (e.g., subsidies, cheap land, 

etc.), there would still be a series of environmental preferences that would have to be 

addressed. These would, in essence, constitute the ‘design problem’.

3.2 The suburban ideal

The analysis has to be centered in what can be called the ‘suburban ideal’. Many 

authors have described the series of environmental features that characterize suburban 

areas and that currently reflect themselves in design practices, subdivision regulations, 

and zoning (Jackson 1985; Fishman 1987; Rapoport 1990,162-176). These include 

basically the predominance of the single family home, the use of a road hierarchy of 

(mainly) curved streets and cul de sacs, the use of open front lawns, and the exclusion of 

commerce and multifamily buildings from single-family residential areas. The history of 

this pattern has also been studied in detail, and can be traced back a couple of centuries in 

the Anglo-American world (Fishman 1987). It is related at the social level, to the rise of 

the nuclear family and class segregation (and racial segregation in the U.S.), to the 

association of dense and diverse urban environments to low status, and of low density
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natural settings to health, domesticity, and morals. In its physical form, the suburb was 

envisioned and created as an opposition to the traditional European city. It was also 

originally an exclusive privilege of the wealthy, and has thus traditionally carried an 

important status content. In terms of aesthetics, it represented a radical commitment to 

natural environments as the ideal setting for domestic and, eventually, everyday life.

Although many of the historical associations seem currently valid, many may 

have died away as society has changed. At the end, we are interested in those that are 

still active, i.e., experiential. In any case, it is clear that the suburban pattern analyzed 

here is a cultural product of the U.S. and can barely be observed in its integrity elsewhere, 

however popular and common the single family home may be in other countries18. It also 

transcends the house and lot, encompassing urban scales, and bespeaks of an integral 

urban cultural model in its own right.

3.3 A synthetic scheme

Figure 3 and the following pages describe the experiential preferences and 

rationales that have been documented (in published sources) for the suburban pattern, 

broken down into the categories of task performance, social, and aesthetic dimensions. 

The scheme starts with the smaller scale of the lot and advances towards the urban level. 

A special warning is in order. It is not being stated that all these aspects are present in 

any U.S. suburban area today. Rather, the scheme should be used as a ‘check-all-that- 

apply’ list, adding and eliminating elements where appropriate.

18In many countries o f Latin America, for example, detached houses have no front lawns: rather, the lot is 
surrounded by solid walls -which generally assume the symbolic functions o f the lawn (see below). Houses 
are constantly being modified, and restrictive covenants are rare. Commercial uses are seldomly excluded 
from neighborhoods, and the mix o f housing types is also more frequent.
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Individual lot and house
Task Performance Social Aesthetic

Space requirements 
(maybe related to life- 
cycle): accessible and 
(traffic) safe yard for child 
play, and other outdoor 
actvities...

Flexibility of adjusting 
space according to needs 
(adding rooms, stories, 
etc.). But may be in 
conflict with controls on 
house appearance for 
purposes of symbolic 
capital conservation (see 
social).

Territoriality: of nuclear 
family or household 
(maximum control of 
interaction with others).

Preference for natural 
surroundings, for gardens, 
etc.

Symbolic expression: House 
as symbol of household 
('nuclear family') 
autonomy. As symbol of 
social achievement and 
status through established 
suburban imagery.

£l
___ ^ -----
□  □ D □

D □ □  □

Ease of status and identity 
expression (unless 
constrained by controls on 
house appearance for 
neighborhood symbolic 
capital conservation).

m#
Oi

Fig. 3. The Experiential Dimension of Suburbia
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AestheticSocialTask Performance
Preference for naturalistic 
streets layouts.

Territoriality: Traffic 
controlling layouts keep 
'strangers' out of 
neighborhood.

Curvilinear streets deter 
through traffic.

Neighborhood Layout

Hierarchical street system 
minimizes traffic exposure.

Symbolic expression: The 
naturalistic suburban image 
as symbol of status.

Established street widths, 
turning radii, and other 
similar geometric 
regulations guarantee 
convenient vehicular 
access.

Fig. 3. The Experiential Dimension of Suburbia (cont.)
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AestheticSocialTask Performance
Territoriality: Keeps 
'strangers' (customers 
from other areas) away.

Keeps commercial traffic 
out of residential areas.

Exclusive residential use 
neighborhood

Symbolic expression: 
Local stores as symbol of 
low status.

Land use hierarchy 
(traditional zoning)

Protects residential areas 
from 'nuisances' ( broad 
land use hierarchy).

Territoriality: Keeps 
'different' population far 
away (hierarchy within the 
residential use).

Preference for low 
density/natural 
surroundings ('open 
space').

oof; cm

Symbolic expression: 
Nearby
apartments/commerce as 
low status symbol.

Fig. 3. The Experiential Dimension of Suburbia (cont.)
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The individual lot and house

It has been common to relate the practical (task performance) advantages of a

detached house to the space requirements of households of specific life-stage cycles, such

as families with children (Short 19%, 194-1%). Houses are assumed to be bigger than

apartments -although the latter can really be built in any size. More important seems the

fact that individual homes offer safe and easily supervised yards for the playing activities

of small children -something that apartments rarely guarantee- as well as the appropriate

space for a whole series of outdoor activities (Michelson 1977,54-55)19.

One can also highlight the potential of individual houses for expansion and

adjustment. Unlike apartments, houses can be spatially modified to adapt to changing

spatial requirements, a fact that is readily taken advantage of in many parts of the world.

In the U.S., though, private neighborhood covenants frequently frustrate these

possibilities by strictly controlling the addition of rooms, stories, or in general, any

change in the exterior appearance of houses. This is seemingly due to the association of

high social status to ‘clean’ and professional designs, as well as to the preservation of the

original low densities of neighborhoods. Uncontrolled (potentially ‘ugly’) additions are

seen as menacing to the status of neighborhoods (and, in consequence, to their property

values). Writing in the 1980’s, Relph noted that in recent decades there had been an

increased emphasis in stylish appearance:

It is significant that the earlier designs of houses allowed scope for do-it-yourself 
additions, out of which a sort of vernacular variety of garages, porches and 
shutters has subsequently emerged. By comparison the most recently built 
corporate houses, and of course apartments, are totally designed packages.

I9At this point we would have to ask ourselves if the individual lot is also cherished precisely because its 
related outdoor activities can be practiced there in ‘privacy’. Apartments may offer common outdoor 
spaces, but these may be rejected if  they cannot be used without controlling the interaction with unwanted 
others, e.g., common playing yards may be traffic safe, but may not offer the parent the possibility of 
selecting the children’s playmates. This being the case, we would have to consider this additional social 
(territorial) component
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customized in some details such as the colour of the bricks perhaps, but otherwise 
completely finished down to the coachlamps and co-ordinated colour schemes.
The fact that these houses cannot be easily modified on the exterior seems to be to 
the modem taste since many new home buyers immediately add to their house 
packages by acquiring a landscaping package for the front yard, a layout of plants 
and interlocking brick sidewalks designed by a landscaping company. The idea 
seems to be that everything on the property must bear the stylish look of 
professional design. Individuality in the corporate suburb is now expressed not by 
making substantial modifications and additions to one’s house,...individuality in 
the houses of the 1980’s is expressed by one’s choice of completely finished 
corporate products. (Relph 1987,177-178)

This not only demonstrates a conflict of the social dimension (the status issue) 

with a task performance (practical) potential, but also a conflict within the social 

dimension itself, as the expression of household identity (‘individuality’) is also being 

challenged by the symbolic conventions of social (neighborhood) status.

In this social category, probably the most popular asset of the single family home 

refers to the scope of its territorial effects. The maximum offer of ‘privacy’ has always 

been bestowed on the detached house -although this is only true for certain lot sizes and 

dispositions. Its isolationist character is also assumed to be the expression of a “national 

distrust of urban life and of communal living” (Jackson 1985,288). Although the link 

between community life and single-family homes may actually be very weak (for 

example, in Weber’s sense [1963] of not associating spatial propinquity with levels of 

social interaction), the preference does speak of a special desire to guarantee the privacy 

of the household, which is, after all, the basic social unit in U.S. society. This zeal may 

actually be more symbolic than territorial (Michelson 1977,54); the detached house is 

also a symbol of nuclear family, of autonomy, and liberty (Rapoport 1977,53) -a set of 

meanings that admittedly may not be expressed by any other type of dwelling quite as 

well. It also carries an enormous symbolic association to high social status and social 

achievement, in contrast to apartments and other multifamily typologies, which are 

frequently seen as typical of lower-income groups (Perin 1977). (This has had 

considerable consequences in land use practice, as will be described below). Finally, the
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detached house -in contrast to most multifamily types- obviously offers a large potential 

for expression of household or individual identity through customized design 

(personalization), although, as described above, this has to play out with conventions of 

social conformity at the neighborhood level.

In terms of aesthetics, one can mention the historic preference for natural 

surroundings, in this case referring to those offered by the lot. The related fondness for 

gardening activities has also been associated to the preference for the individual plot of 

land (Michelson 1977,54-55). One can add here the important role of the front lawn, a 

typical U.S. suburban feature that has suffered a historical shift in meaning and use. In 

early suburban history, the lawn was apparently used as a space for recreation and family 

activities. The individual lawns could also mesh with neighborhood ‘greens’. These 

consisted of a central common open space that had been used in the past in rural villages 

for productive activities, but in the suburban context was incorporated for aesthetics and 

neighborhood recreational uses (Fishman 1987; Borman, Balmori, and Geballe 1993; 

Jenkins 1994)20. A large front lawn also distanced the street and the sidewalk from the 

house, which clearly set the suburban house in stark and intentional contrast to the urban 

dwelling. In this process, it was inevitable that the lawn acquired also a symbolic 

content. In this sense, it has become an essential element of the suburban image as it 

speaks of the social status and identity of the home owners. This symbolic function may 

actually be the main role of the lawn today, as most recreational activities could have 

been moved to the backyard or internalized in the house (Fishman 1987,146-147; 

Audirac and Shermyen 1994,167). There is some evidence that the use of the front lawn 

is currently discouraged as a play ground, as for any other purpose (Perin 1987,31;

20In the U.S., these greens quickly evolved, by the end o f the 19th century, into golf courses, which 
offered the correct combination o f natural scenery and social prestige upon which the suburban style was 
based (Fishman 1987,147) -a combination that has not lost its punch to this day. Obviously, these 
meanings have to be analyzed independently o f the actual use o f the facilities for the sport
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Rapoport 1990,129-130). Interestingly, in some cases where developers have cut in lot 

sizes, the backyard has been the one reduced, maybe confirming this continuing 

importance of an empty front lawn as a key element of the suburban ideal (Moudon 

1992b, 195). Needless to say, this appearance of a well kept, fence-less lawn has also 

been protected by covenants from the beginnings of suburban living, and of the U.S. 

suburban boom (Fishman 1987; Popenoe 1977,116).

The neighborhood layout

The current typical suburban neighborhood structure has two clear sets of 

justifications. In terms of its curvilinear form, it is a direct descendant of the historic 

suburban picturesque tradition, that emphasizes naturalistic layouts and ‘anti-urban’ 

forms. In this sense, it ties with the general symbolic (status and identity) and aesthetic 

contents of the suburban environment mentioned before. To this background, a whole 

series of regulations were added after the 1930’s pertaining basically to the issue of traffic 

circulation. The hierarchical road system, the use of cul de sacs, and the general 

dimensions of the different types of neighborhood streets have their justification in the 

desire to guarantee both adequate circulation for the car and a traffic-safe residential 

environment (Southworth and Ben-Joseph 1995; Southworth and Owens 1993; Moudon 

1992b). As may have been expected, the need to deter through traffic in neighborhoods 

provided an additional task performance justification for the use of curved streets.

At the social level, we would have to add the territorial purposes of these traffic 

controlling mechanisms. Protecting children from speeding cars is an objective that 

pertains to all cars, including those of neighbors. But the control of through traffic 

usually means impeding the entrance of non-residents, and generally carries with it the 

desire to keep unfamiliar people outside of neighborhood boundaries (Appleyard 1981). 

The maze-like and disorienting suburban layouts that result from the use of loops and cul
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de sacs must thus be seen as territorial mechanisms as much as anything else. Obviously, 

one of the main assets of cul de sacs is precisely the privacy that they offer.

The exclusive residential use neighborhood

The exclusion of commercial uses from residential areas has been a constant of 

suburban environments since their appearance, and was originally enforced through 

private covenants long before the existence of zoning (Fishman 1987). Originally, non- 

residential uses were again considered as belonging to urban environments, and their 

exclusion was seen as another privileged trait of suburbia. In this respect, the issue 

belongs to the realm of social symbolism. In terms of territoriality, the presence of local 

stores has also been opposed because it brings customers from other areas, as is reported 

from existing research:

Proximity to nonresidential land uses such as pharmacies and local markets 
decreased satisfaction of residents, particularly as the increased numbers of 
unfamiliar others brought by nonresidential development interfered with 
residents’ ability to regulate contacts outside their homes and generated 
perceptions of crowding and loss of control. (Audirac, Shermyen and Smith 1990, 
474)

Stores can also constitute targets for crime (Greenberg and Rohe 1984,58). At 

the task performance level, commercial uses have been controlled because of the traffic 

they bring to residential areas (Handy 1993,28-29). In general, the insistence on an 

exclusive residential use is very much part of a broader conception of (sub)urban order 

that currently finds its characteristic form in traditional zoning.

The suburban land use hierarchy

Although the separation of activity zones in cities goes way back in urban 

history, modem zoning laws were, according to Relph (1987,67),”...first developed in 

Germany and California in the late nineteenth century -in Germany to keep abattoirs out
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of residential areas and in California for the discriminatory purpose of restricting the 

location of Chinese laundries”. In this reference we find the two characteristic faces of 

zoning: as a functional (task performance) device for controlling nuisances and as a 

mechanism for social segregation. Although acting in two different dimensions, these 

two aspects of zoning are frequently clumped together and disguised as addressing 

technical issues of land use planning. Here, the ‘technical’ side will be limited 

exclusively to the ‘noise and fumes’ types of zoning controls. These generally justify 

well the separation of uses in very broad categories such as residential, industrial, and 

certain commercial activities. The minute distinctions of uses -specially within the 

residential- is rather related to the protection of social symbolism and territoriality21. To 

paraphrase Perin (1977), in this sphere, the conflicts are not so much between land uses, 

but between land users.

This dimension of traditional U.S. zoning within the social category is very much 

related to the suburban ideal, and is best expressed by the use hierarchy that pervades 

most zoning schemes (Kelly 1988)22. In general, it bestows a preferential treatment to

21The U.S. history of zoning is an interesting sequence of alternations and exchanges between experiential 
categories. The first U.S. comprehensive zoning scheme -New York’s 1916 ordinance- had both task 
performance and territorial contents. While its ‘bulk’ restrictions were aimed at avoiding congested and 
dark streets, its separation o f uses was motivated by the business community o f 5th Ave. who wanted their 
exclusive stores isolated from the manufacturing establishments and the immigrant workers that produced 
their merchandise (Kwartler 1989,196-197; Scott 1969,154; Perin 1977,195). The zoning landmark case, 
Euclid v. Ambler Realty Co., dealt with an ordinance based on this first example and was, according to a 
judge of a lower court, aimed to classify “the population and segregate them according to their income or 
situation in life” (Kwartler 1989,197). Applied in this case to a suburb, the New York ordinance’s setback 
and yard (‘bulk’) regulations, designed to provide sunlight to an environment o f multistory attached 
buildings, were applied (and have since been applied) to the airy suburban houses mainly as a way o f  
legally legitimizing and protecting the existing suburban model.
22Alexander (1965) and (since) many others have blamed the strict separation o f land uses on modem 
planners and their professional ideology. However true this may be in general, in the Anglo-American 
suburban context it is certainly an overstatement A s expressed above, this pattern o f use segregation in 
suburbia clearly predates modem planning. In her famous book. Death and Ufe o f Great American C ities, 
Jane Jacobs, for exam ple, recognized the modem zoning scheme being imposed in cities as “imitative o f  
suburban conditions” (Jacobs 1961,237). This only stresses the need to see urban form as mainly a socio
cultural product rather than simply a result o f professional ideas. In the case concerned here, Fishman has 
stated that, “if suburbia was an original creation, it was not the product o f an architect o f genius who 
conceived the modem suburb in a single vision, which then gradually inspired the design profession and the
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the single family neighborhood, restricting non-residential uses in the area as well as 

multifamily dwellings. The hierarchy then advances in an increasing gradient of 

residential density that allows for an increasing mix of uses. Apartments are frequently 

placed closer to major arterials and shops, and as buffers between the latter and single

family house areas. This scheme follows the suburban ideal of an exclusive residential 

environment in nature and distanced from ‘urban’ activities and low income groups 

(Perin 1977). The density gradient may be a way of preserving the cherished low density 

surroundings, even in highly developed regions23. Obviously, the segregation of denser 

residential areas is a legalized form of dealing with (or negotiating) territorial conflicts 

between income, age, and ethnic groups. In this sense, zoning has been explained as a 

mechanism for publicly ‘mapping’ society and providing certainty and predictability 

(establishing ‘who lives where’) in a highly mobile and diverse society such as the U.S. 

(Rapoport 1979). (Obviously, this use of zoning carries with it the seeds of well known 

exclusionary zoning practices).

3.4 Some final notes on the possible transformation of suburbia

An analysis of experiential and non-experiential factors such as the one presented 

above, should hopefully aid in evaluating proposed changes in the context of a given 

urban problem. In the case of suburbia, some authors are emphatic in that, unless 

consumer preferences change, the ecological and fiscal problems produced by this pattern 

can only be ameliorated through tailored regulations (basically of the ecological, non- 

experiential type) and by establishing pricing policies for public services (Audirac,

middle class. Indeed, in this history of suburban design, professional architects and city planners play a 
remarkably limited role" (Fishman 1987,9).
^M any pre-automobile suburbs preserved their isolation (both social and in terms o f natural environment) 
by the high cost o f transportation to the urban fringes and through the urban geography o f hub and spokes 
typical of the rail era (Fishman 1987; Muller 1986). Today, when all points in a region are equally 
accessible through an ubiquitous road network, only a public mechanism such as a hierarchized zoning 
scheme can preserve such a settlement pattern.
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Shermyen, and Smith 1990). From a more demand side view, one should also expect that 

in the presence of rising land and/or transportation costs, suburbia would start losing its 

relative advantages as a residential option. An unfavorable shift in the mortgage market 

(the cost of money) could also have the same effect. At the experiential level, it has been 

frequently pointed out that recent demographic changes have rendered the suburban 

house problematic. The everyday more frequent single parent or elderly household no 

longer finds convenience in the lack of local services or in the suburban home’s pastoral 

isolation (Jackson 1985,296-305).

In summary, as we know, if the suburban pattern needs replacement, it will be 

because of either its non-experiential -e.g., economic or ecological- problems, or because 

of its current experiential dysfunctionalities, or both. In any case, a new physical form 

will be in order. In this regard, attention should be paid to the specific categories of 

environmental performance that really need to be addressed. The analysis of alternative 

proposals should be approached in a dimension-by-dimension and category-by-category 

manner. It makes a difference if consumers want denser environments just because they 

cannot afford the previous densities, or because they are looking for a radically different 

type of residential setting. Higher densities may be desirable (for example to make public 

transit viable), but densities alone say nothing about urban form, as a specific number of 

dwellings per acre can be equally provided by very different architectural layouts.

This perspective could be applied, for example, to neo-traditional developments, 

which currently propose changing the isolationist suburban street layout to a more ‘open’ 

gridlike pattern, reinforcing the public spaces, favoring the pedestrian, and introducing a 

mix of uses and income levels in residential developments. These changes would 

supposedly contribute to an enhanced, diverse, and ecologically ‘sustainable’ community 

(see descriptions in Knack 1989; Audirac and Shermyen 1994; Katz 1994; Kieger and 

Lennertz 1991,102-103). One could state that part of this movement’s prescriptive
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weakness resides precisely in this ‘holistic’ approach. By clumping together a series of 

practical, social, and aesthetic assumptions in a rounded-up utopia, their proponents may 

fail to realize that consumers may be evaluating their proposals in very disparate and 

discriminative terms. Neo-traditional neighborhoods may be successful just because they 

are cheaper or provide the local commerce that some user groups need, or just because 

they represent the new residential status symbol, or even because they are simply 

‘prettier’ than the previous suburban developments, any reason of which would have little 

to do, for example, with their designers’ assumptions about the developments’ supposed 

stimulus for neighborly and socially diverse living. In terms of evaluation, the neo- 

traditionalists’ prescription of the street grid as a disperser of traffic and as a solution to 

traffic jams is, for example, a specific task performance proposal that can be evidently 

analyzed in very objective terms based on the existing knowledge on transportation 

design and planning -disregarding, for the sake of the analysis, the grid’s additionally 

claimed virtue of aiding social interaction (which could cause its own problems of 

territoriality).

Finally, one should do well in remembering that new urban forms always imply 

some type of adjustment in experiential values. In present suburban areas, for example, 

the inclusion of local commerce in neighborhoods would probably have to overcome the 

negative symbolic associations that local stores have endured in traditional suburban 

mentality, as well as the territorial problems they can lead to. In general, any change of 

suburban patterns towards higher density living will probably require a re shuffling of 

symbolic codes in terms of which types of housing and environments bestow the desired 

social status of the times. This, of course, is very possible, as symbolic contents are 

basically social conventions that are prone to changes under certain circumstances. Other 

elements of the formula, such as the preference for natural settings or -more defmitively- 

the desire for social segregation, may well be much more difficult to modify.
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4

Conclusion

The previous sections have tried to re formulate the place of design within 

the practice of ‘urban planning’. It has been suggested that urban design relates to a 

dimension of the environment that will be inevitably present in any human spatial 

problem. The division between planning and design has been replaced by the distinction 

between experiential and non-experiential types of planning approaches, both of which 

should be taken into account in accomplishing any given environmental goal. Thus, 

‘design’, as a practice related to the experiential, spans all scales, and is only partially 

related to aesthetics. In this sense, planners, by definition, cannot be ‘indifferent’ to it 

(or, by the same token, to ‘urban form’); any planning problem has a design (experiential) 

dimension, if only for the reason that human societies only exist within a specific and 

culturally bound spatial structure (a specific ‘form’). There has also been an effort to 

strip design from its inscrutability, and its supposed evaluative and discretional character. 

Enough seems to be presently known about what goes on regarding the human use of 

space so as to make design a much more accountable and open exercise, given the right 

theoretical constructs, concepts, and terms.

This approach has then been applied to the analysis of suburbia as an example of a

‘planning problem’. The latter, in turn, has been defined as a ‘social or human problem

that has a critical physical or spatial dimension’. Although there are good reasons for

arguing that the planning field as a whole is essentially concerned with these types of

urban problems that have a spatial or physical dimension24, this delimitation is certainly

24por example, Peter Hall, writing at the end of the 1970’s, stated that “a great deal o f discussion and 
controversy in recent years tends to have obscured [the fact that]...it is simply impossible to think o f [urban 
and regional] planning without some spatial representation - without a map, in other words...For tlx: final 
output o f such a process is the act o f physical development (or, in some cases, the decision not to develop, 
but to leave the land as it is)...The central point...is that this type of planning is essentially spatial - whatever
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crucial for isolating the range of planning problems where design has potential 

applications. One can argue that many of the social problems that require urgent 

attention today really have no critical spatial dimension. As important as the issue of 

drug addiction is, it is difficult indeed to link it to spatial processes. The same happens to 

many other social problems, such as deficient education, or divorce rates. Certainly, the 

latter one could have spatial consequences or dimensions, as when a host of new single 

parents starts rejecting the suburban pattern and requiring local services. But, in this 

case, the general social phenomenon has finally manifested itself as an environmental 

problem.

If we can delimit a planning realm dedicated to the solution of this subset of social 

problems that are spatial in some sense, the role of design within this practice can be 

more precisely defined* 25. As was said before, not all of these problems have physical 

solutions; in fact, many of them don’t. The role of the planner involves analyzing the set 

of causes and pointing towards the best possible direction. In this context, explicit design 

interventions may not be constant; rather, they may pop in and out.

Some topics for future research

The basic argument of this thesis raises questions about a number of topics that 

could be further explored. Planning education is an obvious candidate. The main 

problem concerns the dilemma of teaching design (or not) in planning programs (McCue 

1990).

By now it should be evident that this discussion would have to start by 

acknowledging how much design planners are actually and frequently doing. In a first

the scale and whatever the sequence. It is concerned with the spatial impact o f many kinds o f problem, and 
with the spatial coordination of many different policies” (Hall 1982,7-8).
25This formulation of social spatial problems as the concern o f planning hopefully helps clarify a somewhat 
false dichotomy presented by Dagenham and Sawicki (1992): planning’s supposed concern cm ‘social 
space’ and design’s concern on ‘physical space’.
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instance, the problem could be then basically a matter of labels. This points towards 

clarifying the definition, as well as the role and place of design in the practice of the 

profession. The basic conceptual unity of the design field (regardless of scale) could also 

be explained, as well as the distinctions between experiential and non-experiential types 

of design. This would also be a way of conceptually tying together the diverse 

professional design practices that converge in the production of the environment. But if 

design is an unavoidable part of planning (as has been stated here), the need for some 

actual design instruction in planning seems equally inescapable. However, this 

instruction may have to be very different from the conventional architectural education26. 

In essence, it should consist of offering some basic notions of how people actually use 

space, and how it can be manipulated to address specific environmental goals (and of 

possibly some hands-on ‘pure’ design practice). This knowledge could then swiftly find 

its way into any studio planning project27.

One could even probe into a more integral vision. Following the realms 

mentioned before (fig. 2), the bulk of planning education could be divided into thematic 

‘blocks’, one comprising the design oriented topics, and another comprising topics of 

urban and regional economics for planning. Each ‘block’ could consist of a number of

26At least if  it follows Dagenhart and Sawicki’s (1992,1994) description o f where this education stands 
right now. An architecture school more focused on the study o f design methods and man-environment 
relations obviously has more to offer a planning curriculum. These authors correctly see the abandonment 
of these topics by architecture schools as a source o f alienation between the fields. But, strangely, they 
seem to see this shift as an opportunity for interdisciplinary collaboration more than as a problem.
However, it is very difficult to see how architecture’s present interest on philosophy and linguistic 
metaphors could possibly assist such a process. Only a more straightforward discussion o f actual human 
use of space can reveal the obvious coincidences between the two professional practices.
^ T h is design training in no way should demerit the role o f the traditional architect at the urban scale. If 
design is an art as much as anything else, ‘pure’ and talented designers will always be needed -not because 
good designers ‘know better’ what is good for people, but because they have the capacity o f creating 
innovative solutions to (hopefully) well defined design problems. This also brings up the topic o f the place 
of ‘urban design’ as a professional field. Typically focused on the experiential side, it can be seen either as 
a project oriented practice at the urban scale (‘Mg architecture’) or simply the experiential dimension o f  
planning practice. In this sense, it can be a sub-specialty o f either architecture or urban planning. The key 
issue, though, is its conceptual and practical integration within the general realm o f planning interventions 
(see also Lynch [1984b] 1990).
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integrated courses, or of a series of modules within some broader academic unit. The 

‘design’ block would include all the topics that involve the direct control and 

manipulation of environmental form (defined here as ‘design’), and that today are 

dispersed in a list of supposedly distinct subjects but with somewhat confusing overlaps: 

‘land use planning’, ‘urban design’, ‘transportation planning and design’, ‘site and 

subdivision planning’, ‘environmental land use planning’, ‘community design’,

‘landscape design’, etc. In this sphere, a simpler organization based on distinctions of 

design practices oriented to the natural support system, the artificial support system, and 

the experiential (with its distinct dimensions and specialized sub-topics) may prove to be 

more clarifying than the current scheme, based more on the historical evolution of diverse 

professions. Finally, a third thematic block could take care of the realm not dealt with in 

this work: that of implementation. Here we can situate the typical financing and law 

topics, and other material that deals with the legal and institutional forms through which 

the planning intervention takes place (the ‘comprehensive plan’, the ‘zoning ordinance’, 

etc.), and the long list of financial and other ‘know how’ tools.

Lastly, one could highlight the questions raised in this work concerning the 

definition itself of the planning field. Just as the picture presented points towards 

viewing design as an integral part of planning practice, the subject of the planning 

intervention, on the other hand (’urban spatial problems’), necessarily situates design as 

one of many possible planning approaches. The complexity of this planning subject 

matter possibly points towards a number of subspecialties -maybe along the divides 

suggested above- but stemming from a core knowledge based on the study of the 

determinants of urban form and the tools for its transformation. But this view probably 

does little in including the more non-spatial modes of social and economic planning. The 

extent to which the planning field can be expanded without losing a recognizable profile
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and professional efficacy in today’s interdisciplinary world is still, in any case, an open 

topic.

For the moment, one could venture a re-definition of ‘physical’ planning, seen not 

as a field that only solves problems through designs or the direct control of form, or -even 

less- that pretends to address all urban ills; but a field concerned primarily with the subset 

of human spatial problems, and that counts with a varied number of strategies. These 

would surely include physical plans and regulations, but would also embrace the wide 

scope of economic incentives and other similar public policy tools28. Within this 

professional realm, design may find again a comfortable place.

^ In  this respect, it is inevitable not to recall Kevin Lynch’s concept o f ‘City Design’ (1990[1980]), a term 
he admitted coining “in some desperation” (ibid., 653). Erroneously understood as another way of defining 
‘urban design’ (Knack 1984) (again, probably due to the ambivalence o f the term ‘design’), it was rather 
meant as “a return to that old-fashioned field o f physical city (or land use) planning, but it is simultaneously 
more focused and yet also more amply connected to other concerns, and given a sharper sense of 
humanistic purpose” (Lynch 1990[1980], 652).
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