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Before the city wakes. Ella Watson, who cleaned the Washington, D.C., offices of the Farm Security
Administration, photographed by Gordon Parks in August 1942. Every city runs on public servants few
people see.
Image: Gordon Parks (FSA-OWI), "American Gothic (Ella Watson, Washington, D.C.)," August 1942. Library of
Congress, Prints & Photographs Division, FSA-OWI Collection, LC-DIG-fsa-8b14845. Public domain (work of the U.S.
federal government). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.



P R E F A C E

The Civic Servant as Artist
A Framework for Public-Sector Leaders by the Institute for Civic Service

Every morning before dawn, thousands of men and women step quietly into
municipal offices to steward the fragile machinery of the American city. They
manage  transit  schedules,  inspect  aging  tenements,  review  water  mains,
balance departmental ledgers, and staff neighborhood health clinics. They are
decent, hardworking people who entered public service out of a noble desire to
do good. Yet too often, the modern municipal apparatus confines them to the
sterile  comfort  of  the  administrative  silo.  Walled  off  by  specialized  jargon,
protective procedures,  and software dashboards that  tally  data points while
missing the human spirit,  they find themselves managing the symptoms of
decline rather than shaping the living whole.

The Institute for Civic Service (ICS) was founded on a conviction as old as the
Republic itself: that public service is not mere bureaucratic maintenance, but a
demanding,  creative  craft.  The  crises  fracturing  our  shared  civic  life  (the
working families displaced by speculative housing, the transit riders stranded in
daily exhaustion, the loneliness that shadows our public parks) are not tame
mechanical puzzles waiting for another regulatory checklist. They are wicked
systems, where an isolated decision in one department ripples through the
lives and dignity of entire neighborhoods.

To  heal  this  fractured  landscape,  local  government  must  recover  what  this
book terms The Artist’s Method. It is an operational discipline built upon four
enduring pillars: first, the discipline of witness, which leaves behind the aerial
abstraction of the spreadsheet to listen with reverence to the lived reality of the
street; second, the art of moral synthesis, which sees across bureaucratic silos
to weave housing, transit, and public health into a singular civic tapestry; third,
the  courage  to  test,  which  de-risks  the  civic  imagination  by  trying  small,
humble experiments on the pavement before pouring irreversible concrete; and
fourth, the discipline of critique, which confronts broken historical promises and
ends the amnesiac cycle of municipal erasure.

The Lost Art of the Plan is both an indictment of our administrative retreat and
an invitation to renewal.  It  asks public servants across every agency to set
down the clipboard of the clerk, take up the tools of the civic artist, and join us
in the quiet, magnificent labor of seeing the city whole.

The Lost Art of the Plan is both an indictment of
our administrative retreat and an invitation to
renewal.

Institute for Civic Service (www.incivicservice.org)

vii



I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Journey Ahead
You hold in your hands a work of recovery and conviction. The Lost Art of the
Plan is not a conventional textbook, nor is it a detached academic history. It is
a moral  argument,  a practical  manual,  and a call  to action for every public
servant, civic leader, and engaged citizen who believes that the American city
deserves better than bureaucratic paralysis and fragmented governance.

This book will take you on a journey through the soul of a profession: from its
magnificent, ambitious birth in the smoke-choked industrial  cities of the late
nineteenth  century,  through  its  catastrophic  mid-century  betrayals,  its
subsequent retreat into administrative timidity, and finally, toward a bold and
necessary renaissance.

In Part 1, The Dream of Order, you will stand alongside Daniel Burnham as he
dares  an  entire  metropolis  to  imagine  itself  anew  through  the  sweeping
grandeur  of  the  1909  Plan  of  Chicago.  You  will  descend  into  the  sunless
tenement airshafts with Jacob Riis and Benjamin Marsh, witnessing how the
earliest social reformers fused moral outrage with physical planning to demand
justice  for  the  most  vulnerable.  You  will  see  the  first,  fragile  attempts  to
professionalize the art of seeing the city whole, and the early tension between
monumental  vision and grassroots reform that  would define, and eventually
fracture, the discipline.

In Part 2, The Loss of the Art, you will confront the tragic consequences of that
fracture. You will follow the profession through the post-war decades as federal
dollars, interstate highways, and the ideology of Urban Renewal conspired to
weaponize planning against the very communities it was meant to serve. You
will witness how, chastened by the devastation of cleared neighborhoods and
severed  communities,  the  profession  abandoned  its  artistic  ambition  and
retreated into the safety  of  administrative procedure,  splintering into narrow
sub-disciplines that lost sight of the civic whole.

In Part 3, Reclaiming the Lost Art, you will explore the profession's long identity
crisis and its search for a new compass. You will  examine the promise and
limitations of movements like New Urbanism and sustainability planning, and

you will arrive at a fundamental insight: the recovery of planning's soul requires
not a new ideology, but a return to the foundational disciplines of civic craft.
These are the practices of empathetic witness, moral synthesis, courageous
experimentation,  and  institutional  memory  that  defined  the  profession's
greatest achievements.

In  Part  4,  The Way Forward,  the  book turns  from diagnosis  to  operational
prescription. You will be introduced to The Artist's Method, a rigorous, practical
framework that equips public servants across every municipal department with
the tools to see, understand, and shape the city as a living whole. You will
learn to practice the discipline of witness, descending from the abstraction of
the spreadsheet into the lived reality of the street. You will master the art of
moral synthesis, tracing the invisible threads that connect housing failures to
transit breakdowns to public health crises across departmental silos. You will
confront the political friction and institutional veto points that obstruct reform,
and you will discover how to design the structural balancing loops (the urban
thermostats)  that  build  resilience  into  the  very  machinery  of  municipal
governance.  Finally,  you  will  learn  how  to  transform  temporary  street
experiments into permanent capital investments, crossing the Chalk-to-Capital
Bridge that converts civic imagination into enduring public infrastructure.

This journey is not meant for passive reading. It is designed to transform the
way you see. By the time you reach the final chapter, the city outside your
window  will  look  different,  not  because  the  buildings  have  changed,  but
because you will  have recovered the lost art of seeing the connections, the
human stories, and the systemic architecture that bind them together into a
single, struggling, magnificent whole.

Let us begin.
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P A R T  1

The Dream of Order
The birth of modern urban planning arose from the clash between Daniel
Burnham’s monumental aesthetic order and the grassroots moral urgency of social
reformers. This foundation established the enduring tension between civic
inspiration and technical utility.

F I G U R E  1  ·  I N F O G R A P H I C

Figure 1: A century of the American plan. The milestones this book traces, from the tenement crisis and the City Beautiful to the specialized, federally driven profession of the
1970s. Dark markers fall in Part 1; blue markers in Part 2.
Based on Peterson (2009); Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Co. (1926); Davidoff (1965); Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act (1966); National Historic Preservation Act
(1966); National Environmental Policy Act (1969); Housing and Community Development Act (1974).
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The witness with a camera. Lodgers sleeping in tiers in a single room of a Bayard Street tenement, New
York, photographed by Jacob A. Riis (catalogued 1889) and published in How the Other Half Lives (1890).
Image: Jacob A. Riis, "Lodgers in a Crowded Bayard Street Tenement," 1889. Museum of the City of New York, Jacob A. Riis
Collection, scan via Wikimedia Commons. Public domain (published 1890). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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C H A P T E R  1

The Spark: A Tale of Two Visions
The American city at the dawn of the 20th century was such a problem.

There is a certain kind of problem that resists definition. It is not a puzzle to be solved, but a fog to be navigated. It announces itself not with a
clear set of facts, but with a vague and pervasive feeling that a system is failing, that the delicate web of connections that holds a society
together is beginning to tear. The American city at the dawn of the 20th century was such a problem. It was a place of raw, chaotic, and often
brutal energy, what one historian aptly called a "rough and unfinished setting" (Peterson, 2009). But to call it merely "unfinished" is to miss the
point. It was a new kind of creation, a vast and complex machine for living that was generating unprecedented wealth and unprecedented
misery in equal measure. It was the first great "wicked system" of the modern age, and the story of urban planning is the story of the first group
of people who had the audacity to believe they could tame it.

A World of Smoke and Steam

To understand the scale of their ambition, one must first attempt to inhabit the
sensory reality of that world. The air itself was a testament to the new industrial
age, thick and heavy with the smell  of coal smoke billowing from countless
factories and residential furnaces, casting a permanent gray pall over the sky.
It was a gritty, sulfurous haze that stung the eyes, coated every surface with a
film of soot, and caught in the back of the throat. The soundtrack of the city
was a relentless, deafening cacophony: the deep, rhythmic roar of machinery
from iron foundries that never slept, the high-pitched shriek of steam whistles
marking the endless cycle of shift changes, the constant, jarring clang of early
streetcars on steel tracks, the cries of street vendors hawking their wares in a
dozen different languages, and the unceasing, thunderous clatter of iron-shod
hooves and heavy wagon wheels on rough cobblestone streets.

This was a world built around the unyielding logic of the railroad. The city’s
form was not organic; it was dictated by the rigid, iron lines of the tracks that
were its lifelines. Dependent on this network to move raw materials, finished
goods, and, most importantly, people, the city center became a compressed,
hyper-dense knot of activity. Factories, warehouses, and worker housing were
crammed  together  in  a  desperate  proximity  to  the  rail  lines  and  industrial
waterfronts,  creating  a  landscape  of  extreme  overcrowding  and  perpetual
congestion. For the vast majority of the urban population, there were few, if
any, parks or public open spaces to offer respite from the oppressive density.
The  only  communal  areas  were  the  filthy  sidewalks  and  the  streets
themselves,  which  served  simultaneously  as  playgrounds  for  children,
makeshift markets for vendors, and open conduits for animal and human waste
(Peterson, 2009; Rohe, 2009).

This was the crucible of the new industrial economy, a powerful magnet for
capital, ambition, and millions of people seeking a better life. Many of them
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were new immigrants,  pouring into  the country  from Southern and Eastern
Europe,  arriving  with  little  more  than  the  clothes  on  their  backs  and  a
desperate  hope  for  work.  They  were  packed  into  crowded,  hastily  built
tenements, often with entire families (and sometimes multiple families) living in
a  single,  airless  room.  These  buildings,  thrown  up  by  speculators  with
maximum profit and minimum concern for human welfare, were dark warrens,
with interior rooms that had no windows, no ventilation, and no direct access to
sunlight. Sanitation was rudimentary at best. Garbage piled up in the narrow
alleyways and interior  air  shafts,  festering in  the summer heat.  Wastewater
from  sinks  and  washbasins  often  ran  in  open  gutters  down  the  street.
Outhouses in the rear yards served dozens of families, overflowing into the soil
and contaminating the shallow wells that were often the only source of drinking
water.  It  was  a  perfect  breeding  ground  for  disease,  and  epidemics  of
tuberculosis,  cholera,  typhoid,  and  diphtheria  swept  through  these
neighborhoods with terrifying speed and regularity. The city was a marvel of
industrial  might,  a testament to human ingenuity and relentless progress.  It
was also a public health disaster of unprecedented scale, a ticking time bomb
of social and physical decay.

This was the world that gave birth to urban planning. It was not an academic
discipline born in a quiet university hall, but a desperate, pragmatic response
forged  in  the  crucible  of  crisis.  The  city  was  a  problem that  demanded  a
solution.  And  from  the  clamor  of  this  chaotic  new  world,  two  powerful,
competing visions emerged. Each was championed by passionate and brilliant
leaders who believed they held the key to the city's salvation. This was the first
great debate, a battle for the soul of a new profession, a fundamental conflict
between two different ways of seeing, two different artistic modes of grappling
with a wicked system: one that sought to heal the city through the power of
beauty, and one that sought to heal it through the demands of justice.

It was not an academic discipline born in a quiet
university hall, but a desperate, pragmatic
response forged in the crucible of crisis.

The Human Cost

The chaos of the industrial city was not merely a matter of smoke, noise, and
congestion; it was a deeply human crisis, a daily assault on the bodies and
spirits of the millions who called it home. To truly understand the forces that
gave rise to the planning profession, one must look beyond the panoramic view
of the cityscape and into the dark, crowded interiors where the human cost of
this new era was paid in full. The problem was not just the city's form, but the
lived experience of its inhabitants, an experience defined by disease, despair,
and a profound sense of social breakdown.

The  tenement  building  was  the  physical  epicenter  of  this  crisis.  These
structures, often thrown up by speculators on narrow 25-by-100-foot lots, were
machines for  maximizing  profit  by  minimizing  human dignity.  The infamous
"dumbbell" tenement design, a so-called reform that won an architecture prize
in 1879, perfectly illustrates the perverse logic of the time. Designed to fit two
families deep on a standard lot,  the building was pinched in  the middle to
create a narrow air shaft. This shaft, in theory, was meant to provide light and
ventilation  to  the  interior  rooms.  In  reality,  it  was  a  dark,  fetid  chute  that
became a repository for garbage, waste, and stagnant air, effectively funneling
noise  and  smells  from  one  apartment  to  another.  Sunlight  rarely,  if  ever,
reached the lower floors, leaving families to live in a perpetual twilight.

Inside, conditions were even more grim. A single apartment might consist of
two or three small rooms, housing an entire family, often with the addition of
boarders or "lodgers" to help pay the exorbitant rent. These lodgers, typically
single men working in the city's factories, would sleep on floors or in shifts,
further  straining  the  already  nonexistent  privacy  and  sanitation.  With  no
building  codes  to  mandate  basic  amenities,  a  single  water  tap  in  a  public
hallway and a row of foul outhouses in the rear yard might serve hundreds of
people.

This  environment  was a perfect  incubator  for  disease.  Tuberculosis,  known
then as "consumption" or the "white plague," thrived in the dark, unventilated
rooms,  passing  easily  from  person  to  person.  Outbreaks  of  waterborne
diseases like cholera and typhoid were common, as the overflowing outhouses
contaminated the shallow wells that provided the only source of drinking water
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for  many (Rohe,  2009).  Infant  mortality  rates  in  these neighborhoods were
staggering, a grim testament to the lethal conditions.

Beyond  the  physical  sickness,  the  reformers  identified  a  deeper  social
pathology  taking  root.  The  industrial  city  shattered  the  traditional  social
structures of village and rural life. For the millions of new immigrants, the move
to  the  city  meant  the  loss  of  the  tight-knit  communities,  extended  family
networks, and religious institutions that had provided support and a sense of
identity for generations. In the anonymous, overwhelming environment of the
city, individuals and families were left isolated and alienated. This breakdown
of community, reformers argued, was the direct cause of the social  ills that
plagued the urban poor: rising crime rates, youth delinquency as children were
left  unsupervised  on  the  streets,  and  rampant  alcoholism  as  men  sought
escape from the misery of their daily lives (Rohe, 2009). The city, it seemed,
was not just physically unhealthy; it was socially and morally corrosive.

For decades, this horrifying reality remained largely invisible to the comfortable
middle and upper classes, who lived in more spacious parts of the city. That
changed  dramatically  with  the  arrival  of  a  new  breed  of  crusading
photojournalists,  most notably Jacob Riis.  An immigrant from Denmark who
had experienced the city's poverty firsthand, Riis used the recent invention of
flash photography to capture shocking, unvarnished images of life inside New
York's slums. This new technology was revolutionary, allowing him to illuminate
the  dark  interiors  of  tenements,  lodging  houses,  and  opium  dens,  places
previously hidden from public view.

His  1890 book,  How the  Other  Half  Lives,  was a  landmark  work  of  social
documentary.  Its  stark  photographs,  combined  with  Riis's  visceral,  often
sensationalized prose, exposed the squalor of tenement life to a shocked and
largely  ignorant  audience.  The images were unforgettable:  a  group of  men
sleeping on the filthy floor of a seven-cents-a-night lodging house; a young
mother  and her  children in  a  cramped,  bare  room;  children sleeping in  an
alleyway,  huddled  together  for  warmth.  Riis's  work  was  not  a  call  for
beautification; it  was a demand for immediate and radical action. It  made it
impossible for  the city's powerful  classes to ignore the human cost  of  their
progress. It was a direct, powerful counterpoint to the City Beautiful's focus on
aesthetics,  shifting the conversation from the city's  appearance to the lived

reality of its most vulnerable citizens. The human cost was now visible, and it
demanded a response.

The White City Revelation

The City Beautiful movement, in its infancy, was more of a shared sentiment
than  a  coherent  philosophy:  a  yearning  for  order  and  grace  in  an  age  of
industrial chaos. To coalesce into a true force for change, it needed a catalyst.
It needed a tangible vision, a grand, physical manifestation of its ideals that
could capture the public imagination and prove that a different kind of city was
not just possible, but achievable. That catalyst arrived in 1893, on the swampy
shores of Lake Michigan, in the form of the World's Columbian Exposition. This
was more than just a fair; it was the first great prototype of a comprehensive,
orderly urban system, an experiment so powerful that it would forever alter the
course of American urbanism.

Ostensibly  organized  to  celebrate  the  400th  anniversary  of  Christopher
Columbus’s  arrival  in  the  New  World,  the  Chicago  World's  Fair  became
something far more profound: a meticulously crafted argument for a new urban
future.  At  the heart  of  the fair  was the legendary  "White  City,"  a  stunning,
temporary  metropolis  designed  by  the  nation's  preeminent  architects  and
landscape architects, under the masterful direction of the architect and master
organizer Daniel Burnham and the brilliant landscape architect Frederick Law
Olmsted Jr.

For the millions of visitors who passed through its gates, the experience was
nothing short of transformative. Stepping into the White City was like stepping
out of the 19th century and into a utopian dream. The architectural style was a
triumphant,  unapologetic  classicism,  a  style  known  as  Beaux-Arts,  which
emphasized  symmetry,  grandeur,  and  a  harmonious  relationship  between
buildings. Gleaming white structures, their facades covered in "staff" (a mixture
of  plaster  and  fibrous  material  that  could  be  molded  into  ornate  classical
forms), rose majestically from the shores of the lake. These were not individual
buildings  competing  for  attention,  but  a  cohesive  ensemble,  their  cornices
aligned to  create  a  uniform,  orderly  skyline.  They were arranged around a
series of  grand plazas and a massive,  formal  body of  water  known as the
Grand Basin, creating breathtaking vistas and a powerful sense of civic order
(Peterson, 2009).

T H E  S PA R K :  A  TA L E  O F  T W O  V I S I O N S
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P L A T E  1 . 2  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  1 8 9 3

The White City. The Court of Honor and Grand Basin of the World's Columbian Exposition, Chicago,
1893, with the Statue of the Republic in the foreground and the Administration Building dome closing
the vista.

Image: C. D. Arnold and H. D. Higinbotham, official photographers of the exposition, "The Court of
Honor (Plate 15, Official Views of the World's Columbian Exposition)," 1893. Official Views of the
World's Columbian Exposition (1893), scan via Project Gutenberg, via Wikimedia Commons. Public
domain (published 1893). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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The landscape, designed by Olmsted Jr., was as important as the architecture.
It  was  not  a  wild,  romantic  landscape,  but  a  formal,  manicured  one,  with
carefully  laid  out  gardens,  broad  promenades,  and  a  network  of  orderly
lagoons. Silent electric boats, a marvel of the new age, plied these waterways,
a stark and deliberate contrast to the noisy, dirty steam power that drove the
real  city  just  beyond the fairgrounds. Every detail,  from the placement of  a
statue to the design of a bench, was part of a single, comprehensive vision. It
was a completely controlled, master-planned environment.

The  psychological  impact  of  this  vision  cannot  be  overstated.  For  people
accustomed to  the dark,  narrow,  chaotic  streets  of  industrial  Chicago,  New
York, or Pittsburgh, the White City was a revelation. It was clean: an army of
workers swept the grounds nightly. It was spacious and safe, a place where
one could stroll  without fear of being run down by a horse-drawn wagon. It
was, above all, inspiring. It suggested that urban life did not have to be a brutal
struggle for survival. It could be beautiful, dignified, and uplifting.

The White City became the foundational myth of the City Beautiful movement.
It was the proof of concept that its proponents needed. It demonstrated that a
comprehensive,  top-down,  expert-led  design  approach  could  create  a
harmonious  and  inspiring  urban  environment.  The  fair's  success  gave  its
creators,  particularly Daniel  Burnham, an almost heroic stature. He and his
fellow architects and landscape architects were no longer  just  designers of
individual buildings; they were now seen as visionary city-builders, uniquely
qualified to solve the problems of the modern metropolis. The experience of
the White City was so powerful that it was codified into a philosophy: that the
problems of the city were, at their core, design problems, and that the proper
application of aesthetic principles could be a powerful tool for social and moral
reform. The gospel of beauty now had its temple, and its disciples were ready
to spread the word to cities across the nation.

The Philosophy of Order

The dazzling spectacle of the White City was more than just an architectural
triumph;  it  was  the  physical  embodiment  of  a  powerful  and  seductive
philosophy.  The  proponents  of  the  City  Beautiful  movement  took  the
experience of the fair  to heart and built  a comprehensive ideology upon its

foundation. This was their first, great, intuitive attempt at synthesis: a grand, if
flawed,  hypothesis  that  a  single,  unified  design  vision  could  create  a
harmonious  social  system.  They  became  evangelists  for  a  form  of
environmental determinism, the belief that a city's physical environment could
directly  and  predictably  shape  the  character,  morals,  and  behavior  of  its
citizens. This was the intellectual engine of the movement, the core belief that
transformed it  from a  collection  of  aesthetic  preferences  into  a  full-fledged
crusade for urban salvation.

At  its  heart,  environmental  determinism  was  a  profoundly  optimistic,  if
paternalistic,  idea.  It  held that  human beings were largely  products of  their
surroundings. Therefore, if you could control and perfect the surroundings, you
could  perfect  the people  within  them. The chaos,  filth,  and ugliness of  the
industrial city were seen not just as symptoms of social problems, but as their
root  cause.  The  reformers  argued  that  a  person  living  in  a  dark,  squalid
tenement, surrounded by noise and filth, was naturally more inclined to vice,
crime,  and social  unrest.  Conversely,  they  believed that  an  environment  of
beauty, order, and grandeur would have an elevating and civilizing effect on the
urban masses (Corburn, 2007).

This philosophy manifested in a clear set of goals. The first was the instillation
of  civic  pride.  Grand,  tree-lined  boulevards,  stately  public  buildings  in  the
classical  style,  and  inspiring  monuments  were  not  just  for  decoration;  they
were intended to create a sense of shared identity and patriotism. By creating
a beautiful and monumental city, they hoped to give all citizens, rich and poor,
a sense of ownership and pride in their community, fostering a more cohesive
and orderly society.

A closely related goal was the assimilation of the vast and diverse immigrant
populations.  In  an era of  mass immigration,  the established,  largely  Anglo-
Saxon elite looked upon the crowded immigrant ghettos with a mixture of fear
and paternalistic  concern.  They saw these communities as chaotic,  foreign,
and potentially subversive.  The City Beautiful  offered a solution:  a powerful
visual  language  of  American  democracy  and  classical  order.  By  exposing
immigrants to these grand public spaces, they believed they could teach them
the values of American citizenship, uplift them from their "old world" ways, and
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mold them into a unified, English-speaking populace. The park, the museum,
and the grand plaza were to be classrooms for Americanization.

Underpinning  all  of  this  was  a  concept  that  can  be  described  as  "moral
environmentalism" (Corburn, 2007). This was the belief that a beautiful  and
orderly  physical  environment  was  intrinsically  linked  to  a  healthy  moral
environment.  Serene  public  parks  were  not  just  for  recreation;  they  were
designed  to  provide  a  "moral  antidote"  to  the  saloon  and  the  dance  hall,
offering a space for wholesome, family-oriented leisure that would improve the
moral  character of  the working class.  The very act  of  creating order out  of
chaos (of paving streets, creating formal gardens, and arranging buildings in a
symmetrical plan) was seen as a moral act, a triumph of civilization over the
base, chaotic forces of nature and industrialization.

This  philosophy  provided  a  powerful  justification  for  a  top-down,  expert-led
approach to city-making.  If  the city  was a complex organism that  could be
scientifically  diagnosed  and  treated  through  physical  interventions,  then  it
required the steady hand of trained professionals:  the architects,  landscape
architects, and engineers who possessed the specialized knowledge to impose
order  and  beauty.  Public  participation  was  not  a  significant  part  of  this
equation.  The  experts,  it  was  believed,  knew  best.  They  were  the  urban
physicians,  and  their  prescription  was  a  strong  dose  of  comprehensive,
aesthetic design. The problem of the city, in their eyes, was fundamentally a
design problem, and they were the designers uniquely qualified to solve it.

The Movement in Practice

The philosophy of the City Beautiful, born from the inspiring vision of the White
City,  did  not  remain  an  abstract  ideal  for  long.  It  quickly  translated  into
ambitious, large-scale plans for real American cities, becoming the dominant
paradigm for urban improvement in the first decade of the 20th century. The
movement’s  power  lay  in  its  ability  to  offer  a  compelling,  visually  coherent
alternative to the chaos of the industrial city. Two projects, in particular, stand
as towering monuments to this era, perfectly encapsulating the movement's
principles,  its grand scale,  and its expert-led, top-down approach: the 1902
McMillan Plan for Washington D.C. and the 1909 Plan of Chicago. These were
not  just  plans;  they  were  masterpieces  of  visual  storytelling,  the  first  great

"plans  as  persuasive  art,"  designed not  just  to  be  implemented,  but  to  be
believed.

The Plan of Chicago was the ultimate expression
of the City Beautiful’s top-down, expert-led
philosophy.

Washington D.C., at the turn of the century, was a city of jarring contradictions.
While it was the nation's capital, its core, particularly the National Mall, had
strayed far from the grand, formal vision laid out by Pierre L'Enfant in 1791.
The Mall had become a cluttered, disjointed landscape, marred by a sprawling
web of railroad tracks, a noisy and smoky train station situated directly on its
grounds, and a haphazard collection of industrial sheds and markets. It was an
embarrassment, a symbol of national neglect rather than democratic grandeur.

In 1901, Senator James McMillan of Michigan championed a Senate resolution
to create a commission to restore and develop the park system of the District
of  Columbia.  The  Senate  Park  Commission,  which  became  known  as  the
McMillan  Commission,  was  a  veritable  all-star  team  of  the  City  Beautiful
movement,  including Daniel  Burnham and Frederick Law Olmsted Jr.,  fresh
from their triumph in Chicago (Peterson, 2009). The commission’s 1902 report
was  a  masterwork  of  the  City  Beautiful  ethos.  It  called  for  a  radical  and
comprehensive  reshaping  of  the  capital's  core.  Its  central,  most  dramatic
proposal was the complete removal of the railroad tracks and the train station
from the National Mall, relocating them to a new, grand Union Station to the
north. This single move would reunify the Mall, restoring it to the grand, park-
like space L'Enfant had originally envisioned. The plan then proposed framing
this  restored green space with a series of  monumental,  white,  neoclassical
public buildings and museums, creating the iconic landscape we know today.
The McMillan Plan was a landmark achievement because it successfully fused
the public park movement with the civic art movement, establishing a powerful
precedent for comprehensive, city-wide aesthetic planning (Peterson, 2009).
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The plan as a vision. Jules Guérin's rendering of the proposed Civic Center for Daniel H. Burnham
and Edward H. Bennett's Plan of Chicago (1909): a domed civic building commanding its plaza.

Image: Jules Guérin (delineator); Daniel H. Burnham and Edward H. Bennett (architects), "Plan of
Chicago: Civic Center," 1908; published 1909. Google Art Project, asset bgHo64aXidhmtA, via
Wikimedia Commons. Public domain (published 1909). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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If the McMillan Plan was the movement's most elegant expression, the 1909
Plan of Chicago was its most audacious. Spearheaded by Daniel Burnham,
who was backed by the city's powerful commercial and business elite, the plan
was  a  breathtakingly  ambitious  vision  for  the  radical  reshaping  of  a  major
industrial  metropolis.  It  was  not  a  piecemeal  improvement  but  a
comprehensive,  city-wide  surgical  intervention.  The  plan  proposed  a  new
system of radial and circumferential boulevards to ease traffic congestion, a
vast  expansion  of  the  city's  park  system,  the  creation  of  a  stunning  new
lakefront park stretching for miles along the shore of Lake Michigan (built on
landfill),  and the construction of  a monumental  civic center to serve as the
city's administrative and cultural heart.

The Plan of Chicago was the ultimate expression of the City Beautiful's top-
down, expert-led philosophy. It was developed over several years by a team of
designers with little to no public input. It was a vision imposed upon the city by
its most powerful interests, a blueprint for a more efficient, more beautiful, and
more orderly commercial capital. These plans were the movement in practice:
bold, comprehensive, and unapologetically focused on the physical form of the
city as the primary tool for its salvation.

A Different Diagnosis

The Social  Reformers  did  not  just  offer  a  different  solution;  they  offered  a
fundamentally different diagnosis of the urban illness. While the proponents of
the City Beautiful saw the city's sickness as a skin-deep affliction, a disease of
ugliness and disorder that could be cured with a cosmetic application of parks
and grand boulevards,  the reformers saw a deep, systemic cancer growing
within the city's economic and political bones. Their counter-narrative was a
powerful rejection of the idea that the city's problems were merely aesthetic.
For them, the physical squalor of the tenements was not the disease itself, but
a symptom of a much more profound pathology rooted in economic injustice,
unchecked greed, and a catastrophic failure of government. This was the first,
intuitive practice of empathy in American planning, a way of seeing that began
not with a grand vision, but with a deep and unflinching look at the human
condition.

Their critique of the City Beautiful was scathing and direct. They viewed the
movement’s  focus  on  monumental  architecture  and  civic  art  as,  at  best,  a
naive and frivolous distraction. At worst, they saw it as a dangerous anesthetic,
a beautiful mask designed to hide the grotesque reality of urban life from the
very people who had the power to change it. What good was a magnificent,
marble-clad city hall, they argued, if the people it governed were living in filth
and dying of preventable diseases? What was the purpose of a grand, tree-
lined parkway if  the workers who built  it  could not afford a decent home or
adequate food for their children? For the reformers, the City Beautiful was a
solution that utterly failed to comprehend the problem. It  was an attempt to
decorate a building that was rotting from the inside out.

The reformers, in contrast, were determined to expose and treat the rot. Their
diagnosis was built on three interconnected pillars of systemic failure. The first,
and  perhaps  most  central,  was  rampant  land  speculation.  In  the  rapidly
growing  industrial  city,  land  was  not  just  a  place  to  live  or  work;  it  was  a
commodity to be bought and sold for maximum profit. Speculators would buy
up cheap land at the city's edge, hold it until the growing population drove up
its value, and then sell it  to developers who would cram as much profitable
building onto it as possible. This created a vicious cycle: it drove up the cost of
all  urban  land,  which  in  turn  drove  up  rents  for  the  working  poor  and
incentivized the construction of the cheapest, densest, and most dangerous
tenements  (Jacobs  and  Paulsen,  2009).  The  very  shape  of  the  city,  the
reformers argued, was being dictated not by the needs of its people, but by the
speculative greed of a few.

The second pillar  was a  broader  economic  injustice.  The reformers  saw a
direct,  unbreakable link between the physical  squalor  of  the slums and the
economic  exploitation  of  the  people  who lived  there.  The  low wages,  long
hours,  and dangerous conditions  of  the  factories  and sweatshops kept  the
working class in a state of perpetual poverty, unable to afford better housing or
a healthier environment. The tenement was not a choice; it was the only option
available  to  people  who  were  systematically  denied  a  fair  share  of  the
immense wealth they were helping to create. The reformers understood that
you  could  not  solve  the  housing  problem  without  also  addressing  the
underlying  economic  system that  made  such  housing  both  necessary  and
profitable.
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The third pillar of their diagnosis was a near-total lack of regulation. The Gilded
Age city was a testament to the philosophy of laissez-faire capitalism. There
were virtually no effective housing codes to mandate basic standards for light,
air,  or sanitation. There were no meaningful workplace safety regulations to
protect workers from injury or death. There were no public health agencies with
the power to enforce clean water and sanitation standards on a city-wide scale.
This  absence  of  government  oversight,  the  reformers  argued,  was  not  an
accident; it was a deliberate choice that prioritized private profit over the public
good. The result was a city where landlords were free to build lethal firetraps
and factory owners were free to exploit their workers, all with the tacit approval
of a government that refused to intervene. The reformers' diagnosis was clear:
the industrial city was not suffering from a lack of beauty, but from a profound
and deadly lack of just and effective governance.

There were virtually no effective housing codes
to mandate basic standards for light, air, or
sanitation.

The Power of Regulation

Given their diagnosis of the city as a victim of systemic economic and political
failure,  the  Social  Reformers’  proposed  cure  was  not  art,  but  power.  They
rejected the City Beautiful’s faith in aesthetic persuasion and instead placed
their trust in the coercive and regulatory power of the state. If the problems of
the city were caused by the unchecked excesses of private interests, then the
solution,  they  argued,  must  be  the  assertion  of  the  public  interest  through
strong, proactive, and scientific governance. This was a radical and, for many,
a deeply unsettling idea in the laissez-faire climate of Gilded Age America, but
for  the  reformers,  it  was  the  only  logical  path  forward.  In  the  language  of
systems thinking, they were proposing the creation of balancing loops: new
rules  and  feedback  mechanisms  designed  to  counteract  the  vicious,  self-
reinforcing cycles of the industrial city and restore a measure of equilibrium.

Their inspiration came not from the classical past,  but from the progressive
present, specifically from the cities of Germany. In the late 19th and early 20th
centuries,  German municipalities  were  at  the  forefront  of  urban  innovation,

developing sophisticated techniques for managing urban growth and protecting
the  public  welfare.  The  reformers  looked  to  Germany  and  saw  a  different
model  of  urban  governance,  one  where  municipal  authorities  wielded
significant power to shape urban development and control the use of private
land for the public good. They championed a set of new and powerful tools, the
most revolutionary of which was zoning (Akimoto, 2009; von Hoffman, 2009).

In the American context, the idea of zoning was nothing short of revolutionary.
It  was  a  direct  challenge  to  the  deeply  entrenched  Anglo-American  legal
tradition that  held private property  rights as nearly  sacred.  The idea that  a
government could tell a landowner what they could or could not build on their
own property was, to many, an unacceptable infringement on individual liberty.
But the reformers, armed with a powerful sense of moral urgency, argued that
the  traditional,  absolute  view  of  property  rights  was  a  luxury  the  modern
industrial city could no longer afford. They believed that by giving the state the
power  to  regulate  how  private  land  could  be  used  (separating  noxious,
polluting industries from residential areas, mandating minimum standards for
access to  light  and air,  and controlling building heights  and densities),  you
could  curb  the  worst  excesses  of  industrial  capitalism.  They  advocated  for
public control over private land to reduce the critical issues of overcrowding
and land speculation, which they saw as the root cause of the urban problem
(Jacobs  and  Paulsen,  2009).  The  driving  ideology  was  often  the  physical
removal of what they termed "environmental miasmas": not just garbage and
wastewater, but also the undesirable and sick people who were seen as part of
the blight,  a troubling undercurrent of the reformist zeal that viewed certain
populations as a form of pollution to be cleansed from the urban environment
(Corburn, 2007).

The chief evangelist for these new ideas was Benjamin C. Marsh. In 1907, he
became a leader  of  the  influential  Committee  on Congestion  of  Population
(CCP)  in  New York.  The  CCP,  recognizing  the  advanced  state  of  German
municipal governance, sent him to Germany to study its planning techniques.
He returned a man on a mission, convinced that American cities needed to
adopt these methods to survive. His goal was to divert the nascent American
planning  movement  away  from  what  he  saw  as  the  frivolous  pursuit  of
beautification  and  into  a  full-fledged,  scientific  battle  against  congestion,
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insecure  private  property  rights,  inadequate  public  housing,  and  the  poor
health of the urban poor (Peterson, 2009).

In  his  1908  book,  An  Introduction  to  City  Planning,  Marsh  laid  out  his
comprehensive case,  detailing the city's  failure to enforce proper access to
space, sunlight, and privacy. His vision was not merely to clean up the city, but
to fundamentally restructure it along economic, hygienic, and aesthetic lines,
promoting a better and more rational distribution of the population throughout
the country. He was not just trying to treat the symptoms of the urban crisis; he
was determined to cure the disease itself. His prescription was a strong dose
of government intervention, a radical assertion of the public good over private
profit, and a new vision of the city not as a work of art, but as a complex social
organism that required careful and scientific regulation to survive.

The First National Conference

The  simmering  conflict  between  these  two  powerful  and  opposing
philosophies, planning as aesthetic design versus planning as social reform,
was destined for a direct confrontation. The stage for this pivotal clash was set
in  May of  1909 at  the first-ever  National  Conference on City  Planning and
Congestion in Washington D.C. This was more than just a meeting; it was the
moment the profession was forced to look at itself in the mirror and choose its
identity. It was the fateful choice between its two intuitive, artistic modes: the
comprehensive, top-down vision of the designer versus the human-centered,
bottom-up empathy of the reformer. The soul of the new profession was up for
grabs.

Organized  and  driven  by  the  relentless  energy  of  Benjamin  Marsh,  the
conference was intended to be a national platform for the Social Reformers'
agenda. The very title, with "Congestion" given equal billing to "City Planning,"
was a clear statement of Marsh's priorities. This was not to be a gathering of
artists  discussing  the  finer  points  of  civic  monuments;  it  was  to  be  a  war
council for a new generation of urban crusaders. The sessions were dominated
by the reformers'  urgent concerns. Experts delivered papers filled with grim
statistics  on  housing,  public  health,  and  sanitation.  Speakers  passionately
debated the merits of  various anti-slum crusades and the necessity of  new
housing laws to  protect  the urban poor.  The central  theme,  woven through

every discussion, was what was termed the "social question": how to repair the
evils  of  modern urban civilization (von Hoffman,  2009).  For  Marsh and the
reformers,  the primary  mission was to  cure overcrowding and its  attendant
miseries, not to create impressive vistas or monumental civic centers. They
had seized the initiative, framing the nascent profession in their own terms, as
a tool for social justice and public health.

But the City Beautiful proponents, led by the calm, patrician, and strategically
brilliant Frederick Law Olmsted Jr.,  arrived with a different plan. Olmsted, a
landscape architect by training and the son of the famed designer of Central
Park, was a pragmatist. He was deeply critical of what he saw as the "genteel
aestheticism and the sublime faith in the all-knowing expert" that characterized
some  of  his  more  ardent  colleagues  in  the  design  professions  (Peterson,
2009). He was a realist who believed that no single person or profession could
possibly pass judgment on the future needs of a complex, ever-changing city.
He  saw  that  the  planning  efforts  that  truly  shaped  the  urban  environment
"inhered in the myriad undertakings of many agents" (Peterson, 2009).

At the same time, he understood that while Marsh’s passion was powerful, the
long-term  future  of  the  profession  lay  in  establishing  it  as  a  respected,
technical,  and, crucially, apolitical discipline. He masterfully maneuvered the
proceedings,  arguing that  planning should  not  be about  social  crusades or
mere beautification. Instead, he proposed that it should be a comprehensive
and rational vocation, a "technical art" that would coordinate the many different
agents  (architects,  engineers,  politicians,  business leaders)  who collectively
shaped the city (Peterson, 2009).

During  the  conference,  Olmsted  made  two  critical  and  ultimately  decisive
proposals. First, that a second conference be held the following year, in 1910,
with a "well considered project of organization for developing comprehensive
city planning in America." Second, and more importantly, that the organizing
committee for  this  new conference include members  from a wide range of
established professional groups: the American Society of Civil Engineers, the
American  Institute  of  Architects,  the  American  Society  of  Landscape
Architects, and others, including even the National Conference of Charities and
Corrections  to  give  a  nod  to  the  reformers.  Both  motions  were  approved
(Akimoto, 2009; Peterson, 2009).
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With  these  two  seemingly  procedural  moves,  Olmsted  had  completely
outflanked Marsh and the reformers. He had ensured that the future of the
planning  movement  would  be  guided  not  by  social  activists  and  housing
advocates,  but  by  a  mainstream  coalition  of  established  design  and
engineering professionals who shared his preference for technical  expertise
over political agitation. He had successfully and decisively shifted the focus
from Marsh's passionate plea for social  justice to his own vision of orderly,
expert-driven professionalism. The battle  for  the soul  of  the profession had
been fought not with fiery speeches, but with the quiet, devastating efficiency
of a well-crafted motion on the conference floor.

The Birth of the "City Practical"

The second National  Conference on City Planning and Congestion,  held in
Rochester, New York in 1910, was organized by Olmsted, and it cemented his
victory. The tone and focus were markedly different from the first gathering.
Where the Washington conference had been a fiery, impassioned affair driven
by the moral urgency of the reformers, the Rochester meeting was a sober,
professional,  and technical  proceeding.  The very air  of  the conference was
different: less a crusade, more a professional conclave. Olmsted, through his
careful organization and selection of speakers, had successfully transformed
the conversation.

He  took  center  stage,  delivering  a  keynote  address  that  carefully  and
deliberately defined the new field. He stressed the "organic unity of the city," a
concept that framed the city not as a collection of disparate problems to be
solved, but as a complex, interconnected system, much like a living organism.
In this view, a change to one part of the city, whether a new street, a park, or a
factory, would inevitably affect all the other parts. Therefore, he argued, any
intervention must be guided by a comprehensive understanding of the whole.
He advanced the idea of planning as a technical, bureaucratic, and practical
discipline. The focus, he argued, must be on the city itself (its efficiency, its
systems, its physical layout), not on social welfare or beautification as ends in
themselves. As one historian aptly put it, the City Beautiful gave way to what
would become known as the "City Practical" (von Hoffman, 2009).

The mission of the new profession was now set, codified by the consensus of
the  powerful  professional  groups  Olmsted  had  brought  into  the  fold.  The
planner would be an expert, a rational professional who brought order to the
chaos  of  the  city  through  the  creation  of  a  comprehensive  plan.  The
foundational principles were established: planning would be comprehensive in
nature,  recognizing  the  "organic  unity"  of  the  city;  it  would  be  a  technical
expertise, grounded in data and scientific principles, not social advocacy; and
its primary goal was to create physical order within the industrial city of the
time.

The dream of radical social change, so passionately championed by Benjamin
Marsh,  retreated  into  the  background.  He  had  lost  the  battle  for  the
profession's  soul.  His  fiery  calls  for  justice had been replaced by the cool,
rational language of efficiency and order. But in a final, ironic twist, his most
potent weapon, the concept of zoning, was about to be picked up by the very
experts who had defeated him. The "City Practical" planners, in their quest for
tools to impose order on the chaotic city, quickly realized that the regulatory
power  of  zoning  was  far  more  effective  than  the  persuasive  power  of  a
beautiful  drawing.  It  was  the  perfect  instrument  for  their  new,  technical
approach to city-making. The stage was now set for the creation of the modern
planner's toolkit: a powerful combination of the City Beautiful's comprehensive
vision and the Social Reformers' regulatory muscle. The first great test of this
new profession's power to reshape the American city was about to begin.

Stepping into the White City was like stepping
out of the 19th century and into a utopian dream.
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The dream made visible. A civic center in the manner of the 1909 renderings — dome, plaza, and
reflecting pool — drawn as the movement’s artists taught the public to imagine it.
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The city in color-coded pieces. The use-district (zoning) map of Minneapolis as approved in 1924
and amended to 1929, dividing the whole city into residence, multiple dwelling, commercial, and
industrial districts.
Image: City Planning Commission, City of Minneapolis, "Use District Map of the Zoning Ordinance in the City of
Minneapolis, as Approved April 7, 1924 and Amended March 12, 1929," 1924; amended 1929. Hennepin County
Library, James K. Hosmer Special Collections, via the Digital Public Library of America, DPLA
6aff617899b819dfcbe71b8443aad848. Public domain (U.S. publication before 1930; no known copyright). Not altered
by ICS; resized for print.
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The Birth of the "City Practical"
The new philosophy was, at its core, a gospel of efficiency.

The victory of Frederick Law Olmsted Jr. and his coalition of established professionals at the 1910 Rochester conference was more than just a
political triumph; it was a philosophical one. It marked a decisive turning point in the story of the nascent planning profession, a moment when
one way of seeing the city (the intuitive, human-centered, and often messy art of the reformers) was deliberately and decisively pushed to the
margins in favor of another: the rational, technical, and seemingly objective science of the expert. This was the birth of the "City Practical," a
new paradigm that would dominate American planning for the next half-century. It was a movement that, in its quest for professional legitimacy
and scientific certainty, began the long, slow, and ultimately tragic process of forgetting the profession's own artistic soul.

The New Philosophy: From Art to Science

The new philosophy was, at its core, a gospel of efficiency. The planner, in this
new model, was not a social crusader or a civic artist; they were a technician,
an  urban  engineer  whose  primary  mission  was  to  make  the  complex
machinery of the city run more smoothly. The messy, unpredictable, and often
irrational human condition, which had been the central focus of the reformers,
was now seen not as the subject of the planner's work, but as a problem to be
managed, a variable to be controlled. The goal was no longer to heal the city's
social wounds, but to optimize its performance.

This shift was a direct consequence of Olmsted's victory. By aligning the new
profession with the established and respected fields of architecture, landscape
architecture,  and,  most  importantly,  civil  engineering,  he  had  successfully
positioned planning as a technical, not a political, discipline. This was a brilliant
strategic move. It gave the new profession an immediate and powerful claim to

legitimacy. It allowed planners to present themselves not as wild-eyed idealists,
but as sober, scientific experts, professionals who could bring the objective and
unimpeachable  logic  of  science  to  the  chaotic  and  often  corrupt  world  of
municipal governance.

But this quest for scientific legitimacy came at a profound cost. It required the
profession to systematically strip away the very things that had made the early
reform movement so vital:  its moral passion, its deep empathy for the lived
experience of the poor, and its willingness to engage in the messy, contentious
work of political advocacy. The new "City Practical" planner was expected to be
apolitical,  to be a neutral  servant  of  a singular  "public  interest."  But  as the
reformers had so powerfully argued, this neutrality was an illusion. In a world of
unequal power, to be neutral is to be on the side of the powerful. The new
philosophy,  with  its  focus  on  the  seemingly  objective  goals  of  order  and
efficiency, was a philosophy that was perfectly aligned with the interests of the
city's business and political elite. A more efficient city was, after all, a more
profitable city. This was the first, fateful step in the profession's long drift away

24



from its human-centered roots, a subtle but decisive pivot from a focus on the
human condition to a more mechanical and ultimately less human view of the
city.

F I G U R E  2  ·  I N F O G R A P H I C

Figure 2: The ideal of the rational plan. The linear, step-by-step method of the City Practical planners, as this chapter describes it, and the blind spot the book identifies in it.

The Ideal of the Rational Plan

The new philosophy of the "City Practical," with its gospel of efficiency, was not
just a change in attitude; it was a fundamental change in method. It required a
new and more rigorous way of thinking, a process that could transform the
messy, intuitive art of the founders into a respectable and replicable science.
The answer,  the great  intellectual  project  of  this  new era,  was the ideal  of
Rational  Comprehensive  Planning.  This  was  to  be  the  profession's  formal,
scientific method for seeing the city whole. It was a powerful and ambitious
idea,  a  genuine  attempt  to  create  a  process  that  was  as  complex  and
interconnected as the urban organism it sought to manage. But it was also a
fateful step. In its noble pursuit of objectivity and scientific certainty, the ideal of
the rational plan began to elevate the detached "expert" and devalue the on-
the-ground empathy of the reformers, a move that would have profound and
devastating consequences in the decades to come.

Rational Comprehensive Planning was, at its core, a direct application of the
scientific  method  to  the  problems  of  the  city.  It  was  a  linear,  step-by-step

process that was deeply appealing to the engineering and technical mindset of
the "City Practical" planners. The process began with an exhaustive phase of
data collection and analysis. The planner, in this model, was a kind of urban
scientist,  meticulously  gathering  data  on  every  aspect  of  the  city's  life:  its
population, its economy, its housing stock, its transportation systems. The goal
was to create a complete and objective picture of the city as it currently existed.

From  this  data-rich  foundation,  the  planner  would  then  identify  the  city's
problems and formulate a clear set of goals. These goals were meant to be
rational  and  comprehensive,  addressing  every  facet  of  the  city's  physical
development.  The  next  step  was  to  generate  a  wide  range  of  alternative
solutions, or "plans," that could potentially achieve these goals. Each of these
alternatives was then to be rigorously evaluated, using cost-benefit analysis
and other quantitative tools, to predict its likely consequences. Finally, after this
exhaustive process of analysis and evaluation, the planner would select the
single,  optimal  plan:  the  one  that  was  scientifically  proven  to  be  the  most
efficient and effective way of achieving the city's goals.

This method was seductive in its logic and its promise of certainty. It offered a
clear and defensible process for making complex decisions. It was a way of

STEP 1

Collect and analyze
data

Population, economy, housing
stock, transportation systems

STEP 2

Identify problems and
set goals

Rational, comprehensive goals
for every facet of physical
development

STEP 3

Generate alternative
plans

A wide range of alternative
solutions

STEP 4

Evaluate each
alternative

Cost-benefit analysis and
other quantitative tools
predict consequences

STEP 5

Select the optimal
plan

The single plan held to be
most efficient and effective

WHAT THE MODEL LEFT OUT

Any way of knowing that was not based on quantifiable data, including the stories of the tenement that had driven the reformers.
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taming the chaotic, political, and often corrupt world of municipal governance
with  the  cool,  clean  logic  of  science.  But  this  scientific  approach  had  a
profound and often unacknowledged side effect: it systematically devalued any
way  of  knowing  that  was  not  based  on  quantifiable  data.  The  messy,
subjective, and deeply human stories of the tenement, the very things that had
animated the Social Reformers, had no place in this new, rational model. The
lived experience of the citizen was not considered "data." It was "anecdote,"
and it was to be treated with suspicion.

This elevation of the expert and the marginalization of the citizen was not a
bug in the system; it was a feature. The ideal of the rational plan was built on
the assumption that  the  planner,  armed with  their  data  and their  analytical
tools,  could  and  should  stand  apart  from  the  messy  world  of  politics  and
human emotion. Their job was to find the one, technically correct answer, and
the role of the public was simply to accept it. This was the beginning of the
great hollowing-out of the profession's empathetic soul. The new method, for
all its scientific rigor, was a method that was becoming increasingly blind to the
very human condition it was supposed to be improving. It was a powerful tool
for seeing the city as a machine, but a deeply flawed one for seeing it as a
home.

Zoning: The Double-Edged Sword

The  new  philosophy  of  the  "City  Practical,"  with  its  ideal  of  the  rational
comprehensive plan, was a powerful vision. But a vision, on its own, is a fragile
thing. It is a ghost, an elegant drawing of a future that does not yet exist. To
give that ghost form, to impose its will upon the chaotic reality of the city, it
needed  a  tool.  It  needed  muscle.  And  in  a  final,  profound  irony,  the  new,
expert-driven profession found that  muscle  in  the intellectual  armory of  the
very  movement  it  had just  vanquished.  The Social  Reformers  had lost  the
battle for the soul of the profession, but their most potent weapon, the radical
concept of  zoning, was about to be enthusiastically adopted by the victors.
This was a pivotal moment in the history of planning, the forging of a tool that
was at once a brilliant instrument for creating order and a blunt instrument that
would  begin  the  long,  slow process  of  segmenting  the  city  into  rigid,  non-

comprehensive parts.  Zoning was the double-edged sword upon which the
modern planning profession would be built.

The idea of zoning, as we have seen, was a direct import from the progressive
cities of Germany, a radical assertion of the public good over the sanctity of
private  property  rights.  In  the  American  context,  its  adoption  was  not  a
foregone conclusion. It faced fierce legal and philosophical opposition. But the
reformers had successfully laid the groundwork, arguing with moral passion
that the traditional, absolute view of property rights was a luxury the modern
industrial  city  could  no  longer  afford.  The  "City  Practical"  planners,  while
lacking the reformers'  moral  fire,  saw the immense utility  of  this  argument.
They recognized that the regulatory power of zoning was far more effective for
imposing order than the merely persuasive power of a beautiful drawing. It was
the perfect instrument for their new, technical approach to city-making.

The planners  from the  design  and engineering  professions,  who had once
been skeptical of the reformers' social agenda, now became the most powerful
advocates for the use of zoning. They saw it not as a tool for social justice, but
as  a  tool  for  rational  organization,  a  way  to  bring  a  scientific  order  to  the
chaotic land use patterns of the industrial city. They embraced the value of the
state's "police power" as the essential mechanism for ensuring the orderly and
controlled development of the city (Jacobs and Paulsen, 2009).

The legal battle over this new power culminated in the landmark 1926 U.S.
Supreme Court case of Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Co. The case
was a direct challenge to the constitutionality of a zoning ordinance that had
prevented  a  landowner  from  using  their  property  for  industrial  purposes,
significantly reducing its market value. The central question before the court
was a profound one: Did the government have the right to restrict the lawful
uses of private property in this way? The court's decision was a resounding
"yes." It  affirmed that zoning was a legitimate exercise of the state's "police
power" to protect the public health, safety, and general welfare.

This decision was the legal bedrock upon which the entire edifice of modern
American planning would be built.  It  cemented the zoning ordinance as the
central, most powerful tool in the planner's toolkit. And it gave rise to a new
generation of planning consultants, like the prolific Harland Bartholomew, who
sought  a  "scientific  way  to  develop  zoning  plans  and  provide  the  orderly
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development of cities" (Akimoto, 2009). But this victory came with a hidden
cost. As the scholar Michael Neuman has argued, the profession's embrace of
zoning marked a critical shift in its focus, a move away from an emphasis on
"plans, designs, and urban forms" and toward an emphasis on "zoning, laws,
and land use" (Neuman, 1998).

This was the other edge of the sword. Zoning, in its practical application, was a
tool of segmentation. It worked by dividing the city into a series of discrete,
single-use districts: residential here, commercial there, industrial somewhere
else. This was a powerful tool for preventing the most egregious harms of the
industrial city, such as the factory next to the school or the slaughterhouse next
to  the  tenement.  But  it  was  also  a  profoundly  anti-urban  and  anti-
comprehensive  way  of  thinking.  It  was  a  method  that,  by  its  very  nature,
encouraged the separation of the functions of daily life, the very opposite of the
complex, messy, and vibrant mix that had defined the city for centuries. This
was the beginning of the great unraveling, the first step in the process of losing
the art of seeing the city whole. The profession had gained its most powerful
tool, but in doing so, it had also acquired a powerful new blind spot, a tendency
to see the city not as a single, interconnected organism, but as a collection of
separate, color-coded pieces on a map. This color-coded segmentation also
had a darker history. Used alongside federal mortgage-underwriting maps, it
helped  enforce  government-sanctioned  racial  segregation  and  kept  lower-
income and minority households out of single-family neighborhoods, limiting
their access to homeownership and the wealth it builds across generations, a
legacy the profession is now reexamining (Rothstein, 2017; Whittemore, 2021).

Zoning, in its practical application, was a tool of
segmentation.

The Codification of the Plan

The Supreme Court's decision in Euclid v. Ambler was a seismic event. It gave
the "City Practical" planners the legal muscle they had craved, the power to
impose a rational, segmented order on the chaotic city. But a tool, no matter
how powerful,  is only as effective as the instructions that come with it.  The
legal  victory  of  zoning  created  an  immediate  and  urgent  need  for  a

standardized,  replicable  process  for  creating  and  administering  these  new
powers.  The  response  came  not  from  the  courts,  but  from  the  executive
branch, in a move that would have a profound and lasting impact on the very
nature of the American plan. This was the moment of codification, the crucial
step where the "plan" began its  long,  slow transformation from a visionary,
artistic  document  into  a  standardized,  legalistic,  and ultimately  bureaucratic
one. This was a key moment in the "loss of the art."

In  1928,  the  U.S.  Department  of  Commerce,  under  then-Secretary  Herbert
Hoover, issued the Standard City Planning Enabling Act. This was not a federal
law, but a model statute, a piece of template legislation that the department
encouraged all  states to  adopt.  It  was,  in  essence,  a  recipe for  creating a
modern planning department and for defining the legal scope and content of a
"master plan." The Act was a masterpiece of "City Practical" thinking. It laid out
a  clear,  rational,  and  legally  defensible  process  for  municipal  planning.  It
granted  cities  the  power  to  create  a  master  plan  that  would  cover  streets,
public  grounds,  public  buildings,  public  utilities,  and,  most  importantly,  the
development of private property through zoning (Akimoto, 2009).

On the surface, this was a tremendous victory for the planning profession. It
was a powerful endorsement from the federal government, a seal of approval
that  legitimized  the  new  field  and  provided  a  clear  roadmap  for  its
implementation in cities across the country. But this act of codification had a
subtle and deeply damaging side effect. By creating a standardized, one-size-
fits-all  template for  what  a plan should be,  it  began to strip  the plan of  its
unique, artistic, and visionary character. The plan was no longer a bespoke
work of art, a unique response to the specific cultural and physical context of a
particular city, as the Plan of Chicago had been. It was now a standardized
product, a legal instrument whose primary purpose was not to inspire, but to
conform to the requirements of the state enabling act.

This shift is most clearly visible in the very elements the Act prescribed for a
master  plan.  The  list  (streets,  public  buildings,  utilities,  zoning)  is  a  list  of
physical  infrastructure  and legal  regulations.  It  is  a  list  of  the  tangible,  the
measurable, the manageable. There is no mention of the intangible qualities
that make a city a home: the social  life,  the cultural  vibrancy, the sense of
community,  the  human  experience.  The  plan,  as  defined  by  the  federal
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government, was a document concerned with the efficient arrangement of the
city's hardware, not the health of its software.

This  codification  accelerated  the  profession's  drift  away  from  its  human-
centered roots. It reinforced the idea that planning was a purely technical and
administrative function,  a matter  of  correctly  applying a set  of  standardized
rules  and  procedures.  It  was  a  process  that  could  be  managed  by  any
competent technician, not a creative act that required the unique vision of an
artist. This was the great, tragic irony of the "City Practical" era. In its noble
and necessary quest to make planning a legitimate and respected profession,
it had created a set of tools and procedures that, over time, would slowly but
surely squeeze the art, the soul, and the very humanity out of the plan itself.

Beyond the City Limits: The Rise of Regionalism

The new, rational method of the "City Practical," with its powerful tools of the
comprehensive plan and the zoning ordinance, was not just a philosophy; it
was an ideology, and like all  powerful ideologies, it  had an innate desire to
expand. The planners of this new era, confident in their scientific approach,
began to look beyond the chaotic but contained world of the individual city.
They saw that the forces shaping urban life,  including the new networks of
highways, the spread of suburban development, and the shifting patterns of
industry, did not respect municipal boundaries. They were regional forces, and
they required, in the minds of the planners, a regional solution. This was the
birth of regional planning, a bold and logical extension of the "City Practical"
ideal. But it was also another fateful step in the profession's journey away from
its human-centered roots. As the scale of the plan expanded from the city to
the region, the planner's perspective became ever more abstract, ever more
detached from the tangible, lived reality of the neighborhood and the street.

The  intellectual  seeds  of  regionalism  had  been  planted  early.  The  "City
Practical" planners, in their quest for order and efficiency, quickly realized that
many of a city's most intractable problems, such as traffic congestion, water
supply, and sewage disposal, could not be solved within its own borders. But
the  idea  truly  came  to  fruition  in  the  1920s,  a  decade  of  unprecedented
economic growth and suburban expansion. The automobile was no longer a
novelty;  it  was  a  mass-market  reality,  and  it  was  radically  reshaping  the

American landscape. For the first time, a significant portion of the population
could live in one jurisdiction and work in another, creating a new, sprawling,
and deeply interconnected metropolitan reality.

S K E T C H  ·  D R A W I N G ,  2 0 2 6

The region, sketched. Radiating corridors, green wedges, river and bay — the regional
idea as a planner’s first drawing.

The most ambitious and influential attempt to grapple with this new reality was
the Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs, completed in 1929 under the
direction of the planner Thomas Adams. This was a project of breathtaking
scale. It was not a plan for a city, but for a vast, multi-state region, an area of
thousands of square miles encompassing parts of New York, New Jersey, and
Connecticut. The plan was a masterpiece of "City Practical" thinking. It was a
deeply researched, data-driven, and technically sophisticated document that
sought to impose a rational order on the chaotic growth of the nation's largest
metropolitan area. Adams's personal view, which animated the entire project,
was that regional planning should promote the "best uses of land and to make
means  of  communication  with  the  highest  degree  of  efficiency"  (Akimoto,
2009).
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P L A T E  2 . 1  ·  M A P ,  1 9 2 9

The region, drawn. "General Plan of the Proposed Land Uses for New York and Its
Environs," Fig. 34 of The Graphic Regional Plan (1929): the whole metropolitan region
on a single sheet.
Image: Engineering Division, Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs (Thomas Adams, Director
of Studies), "General Plan of the Proposed Land Uses for New York and Its Environs (Fig. 34, The
Graphic Regional Plan, Vol. I, p. 401)," 1929. Internet Archive, scanned library copy, item
graphicregionalp0000unse. Public domain (U.S. publication before 1930). Cropped by the image
researcher to the figure frame from the page scan. Not altered by ICS; resized for print.

The  plan's  recommendations  were  a  direct  reflection  of  this  philosophy.  It
proposed a massive, integrated network of new highways, bridges, and tunnels
to facilitate the efficient movement of cars and goods throughout the region. It
called for a hierarchical system of development, with a dense central business
district  surrounded  by  a  series  of  lower-density  suburban  communities,  all
carefully  arranged to  ensure  an  orderly  and  efficient  pattern  of  growth.  By
1932,  inspired  by  the  New  York  example,  some  30  regional  planning
organizations had been established across the United States (Akimoto, 2009).

But this expansion of scale, for all its technical brilliance, had a profound and
often unacknowledged consequence. It completed the process of transforming
the planner  from an on-the-ground observer  of  the human condition into  a
detached, bird's-eye-view manager of abstract systems. The regional planner
was not walking the streets of a tenement district; they were looking at a map
of a multi-state highway network. Their concerns were not the intimate, human-
scale problems of a single neighborhood, but the grand, abstract problems of
regional traffic flow and land use patterns. This new, regional perspective was
a powerful tool for understanding the large-scale forces that shape our world,
but it was a deeply flawed one for understanding the human consequences of
those forces. It was another crucial step in the "loss of the art," a move that
further solidified the planner's identity as a detached expert and pushed the
messy, empathetic, and human-centered art of the reformers ever further to
the margins of the profession.

Creating the Professional Class

The new, rational method of the "City Practical," with its powerful legal tools
and its expanding, regional vision, was a formidable intellectual construct. But
an idea, no matter how powerful, is an inert thing until it is embodied in the
people who practice it. For the new paradigm to truly conquer the professional
landscape, it needed more than just a philosophy and a set of tools; it needed
an army. It needed a professional class, a cadre of trained experts who would
carry  the  gospel  of  rational,  comprehensive  planning  from  the  university
classroom to the city halls of America. The final, crucial step in the birth of the
"City Practical" was the creation of the institutions that would produce this new
kind of planner. This was the moment the profession was formally born, with
the  establishment  of  the  first  university  planning  programs  and  the  first
professional  organizations.  But  it  was  also  a  fateful  moment.  This  act  of
professionalization,  of  creating  a  standardized  and  replicable  model  of  the
planner, was the very process by which the intuitive, artistic, and often messy
methods of the founders were systematically filtered out. The new planner was
trained in a rational method, not in an art, and this distinction would define the
profession for the rest of the century.

The first seeds of this new professional class were sown in the university. The
earliest formal courses in planning began to appear in 1909, the very year of
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the first National Conference, with civic design classes at Harvard, followed
shortly by programs at the University of Illinois and the University of California
at Berkeley (Anselin, Nasar, and Talen, 2011). Crucially, these early programs
were  housed  within  the  established  design  schools,  in  departments  of
landscape architecture. The first generation of formally trained planners were,
in essence, designers who were being taught to apply their skills at a larger,
civic scale.

But by the late 1920s, a powerful push began from within the profession to
break away from this design-centric model. The leaders of the "City Practical"
argued  that  for  planning  to  be  seen  as  a  true,  independent  profession,  it
needed its own distinct academic identity, its own specialized courses, and its
own body of knowledge. This was a direct reflection of the profession's desire
to be seen as a science, not just an art. Despite this break, however, the early
academics maintained that the "primary task of planning was to design the city
in physical terms" (Anselin, Nasar, and Talen, 2011). The tension between the
profession's design roots and its scientific aspirations was present from the
very beginning.

This push for a distinct professional identity culminated in the creation of the
first professional organizations. In 1917, the American City Planning Institute
was founded, later to be renamed the American Institute of Planners. In its
founding  documents,  it  defined  the  field  as  the  work  of  determining  the
"comprehensive arrangement of land uses and occupancy and the regulation
thereof" (Birch, 2001). The language is telling. The focus is on the rational,
technical tasks of "arrangement" and "regulation," not on the more intangible
goals of social justice or civic inspiration. At its founding, the Institute had only
about  100  members,  a  tiny  group  of  pioneers  in  a  new  and  still  largely
unrecognized field (Birch, 2001).

But this small group had a powerful and coherent vision. They were building a
profession in their own image: the image of the rational, apolitical expert. The
new university programs were the factories that would produce these experts,
and the new professional organizations were the guilds that would certify their
legitimacy. This was a necessary step in the professionalization of the field. But
it was also a profound act of forgetting. The new, standardized curriculum had
little room for the messy, intuitive, and often politically charged methods of the
Social Reformers. The on-the-ground, empathetic work of a Jacob Riis was not

something  that  could  be  easily  taught  in  a  classroom  or  codified  in  a
professional code of ethics. And so, it was left behind. The new professional
class  was  being  trained  to  be  masters  of  the  rational  method,  but  in  the
process,  they  were  becoming  strangers  to  the  artistic  soul  of  their  own
profession.

The Federal Seal of Approval

The  new  professional  class,  armed  with  their  university  degrees  and  their
powerful regulatory tools, was a formidable force. But for the "City Practical"
model to achieve complete and unquestioned dominance, it needed one final,
crucial  piece  of  the  puzzle:  a  powerful  client.  It  needed  a  patron  with  the
resources and the authority to transform the profession from a small, advisory
body into a nationwide, institutionalized force. That patron, as it had been so
many times in the nation's history, would be the federal government. The early
federal  incentives  of  the  1940s,  born  not  from  a  desire  to  promote  good
planning  but  from  the  urgent  necessities  of  war,  were  the  final  step  in
legitimizing the "City Practical" model. This was the federal seal of approval,
the moment  that  solidified this  rational,  expert-driven approach as the only
legitimate  form of  planning,  setting  the  stage  for  the  grand,  and  ultimately
flawed, experiment of Urban Renewal.

For the first three decades of its existence, the planning profession had been a
largely  local  and  often  marginal  affair.  Planners  were  typically  hired  by
independent,  citizen-led  "good  government"  committees,  a  structure
deliberately designed to keep them out of the corrupting influence of day-to-
day  municipal  politics  (Brooks,  1988;  Hanchett,  1994).  This  gave  them  a
certain moral  authority,  but  it  also left  them politically  impotent.  They could
produce beautiful  and rational  plans,  but  they had little  power to see them
implemented. As one survey by the International City Managers Association
revealed, as late as 1940, half the cities in the United States had spent nothing
at all on city planning. Even in a major city like San Francisco, the planning
staff at the beginning of the decade consisted of just three people (Hanchett,
1994). The profession, for all its intellectual progress, was not yet a real force
in the life of the American city.
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The  crucible  of  World  War  II  would  change  everything.  The  massive,
nationwide mobilization for the war effort created a series of unprecedented
urban  crises,  particularly  a  desperate  shortage  of  housing  and  community
facilities  in  the  booming  defense  industry  centers.  In  response,  Congress
passed the Lanham Act in 1940 to provide for wartime housing. A year later,
the act  was amended to include a massive $150 million investment for  the
construction  of  community  facilities:  schools,  hospitals,  water  and  sewer
systems,  and  roads.  Crucially,  this  funding  came  with  a  new  requirement.
Unlike the New Deal public works projects of the 1930s, which were primarily
about  job  creation,  the  Lanham  Act  required  mayors  to  provide  planning
documents to demonstrate the urgent need for these investments and to show
how they would serve war industries and workers (Hanchett, 1994). For the
first time, local planning was directly linked to the spigot of federal funding.

This link was strengthened by the War Mobilization and Reconversion Act of
1944, which provided direct loans to cities specifically for the costs of drawing
up these public works plans (Hanchett, 1994). The message from Washington
was clear: if you want federal dollars for post-war reconstruction, you need to
have a professional plan ready to go. This created an unprecedented boom in
local  planning.  Cities  that  had  spent  nothing  on  planning  in  1940  were
suddenly  creating  planning  departments  and  hiring  professional  staff.  The
number of professional planners, once a tiny cadre of consultants, began to
grow  exponentially  as  local  business  leaders,  real  estate  developers,  and
politicians saw the immense value of planning in attracting federal investment
(Rohe, 2009).

This was the final, crucial step in the triumph of the "City Practical." The federal
government, in its search for a reliable and efficient method for allocating its
vast resources, had found the perfect partner in the new, rational, and expert-
driven  planning  profession.  The  government  needed  a  process  that  was
predictable, replicable, and, above all, defensible. The "City Practical" model,
with  its  emphasis  on  data,  on  technical  analysis,  and  on  the  creation  of
standardized,  comprehensive  plans,  was  the  perfect  fit.  This  federal
endorsement had a profound and lasting impact. It not only created a massive
new market  for  planners,  but  it  also  gave an  official  seal  of  approval  to  a
particular  kind  of  planning.  The  messy,  empathetic,  and  politically-charged
methods of the reformers were not what the federal government was looking

for. It was looking for the clean, rational, and seemingly apolitical certainty of
the expert. The profession, in its eagerness to serve its powerful new client,
was more than happy to oblige. The stage was now set. The profession had its
philosophy, it  had its tools, it  had its professional class, and now, it  had its
patron. The grand experiment was about to begin.

The stage was now set. The profession had its
philosophy, it had its tools, it had its professional
class, and now, it had its patron.
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P L A T E  2 . 3  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  C .  1 9 4 1 – 4 2

Planning goes to war. Newly built defense housing for war workers on open mesa land, San Diego,
California, photographed by the U.S. Navy from 2,000 feet, c. 1941–42.

Image: Unknown U.S. Navy photographer, "Aerial view of Defense Housing unit looking north, San
Diego, California. Altitude 2000 Feet," c. 1941–42. U.S. National Archives and Records
Administration, RG 80-G, NAID 295625. Public domain (work of the U.S. federal government). Not
altered by ICS; resized for print.
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P A R T  2

The Loss of the Art
In the decades following the Second World War, vast federal subsidies, interstate
highway construction, and hyper-specialized sub-disciplines dismantled the
comprehensive plan, severing communities and institutional memory.

P L A T E  3 . 2  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  1 9 6 5

Concrete knives. Interstate 95's Trans-Manhattan Expressway cut through the tenement grid of Washington
Heights, New York, 1965, with the four Bridge Apartments built directly over the trench.
Image: Federal Highway Administration (Bureau of Public Roads), "NY 8 I95 FHWA 1965 46 (Trans-Manhattan Expressway,
Washington Heights)," 1965. Federal Highway Administration, Interstate Photo Gallery, via Wikimedia Commons. Public
domain (work of the U.S. federal government). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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The cure. Boston's West End, a dense working-class neighborhood, after clearance under Title I urban
renewal: dozens of city blocks reduced to open ground. Catalogued c. 1959–64.
Image: "West End project area looking northeasterly" by Urban Redevelopment Division, Boston Housing Authority, City of
Boston Archives (file no. 01-2962-10), via Wikimedia Commons, c. 1959–64. CC BY 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/2.0/). Tones adjusted for this edition by ICS; resized for print.
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The Grand Experiment
The program, in effect, became a massive, federally funded shell game,
clearing out the poor to make way for the affluent.

The planning profession, forged in the fires of the industrial revolution and legitimized by the cool logic of the "City Practical," entered the 1940s
with a clear and confident sense of purpose. The great debate between the visionaries and the reformers had been settled. A consensus had
emerged: the planner was a technical expert, a rational professional whose mission was to bring comprehensive order to the physical
environment. Their tools were the master plan and the zoning ordinance, and their goal was to solve the human-scale problems of the city.
Having successfully professionalized and established a body of knowledge, the profession now held a bold new vision for itself. It would take
the principles of order and rationality that had begun to tame the industrial city and apply them on a grander scale, solving problems not just for
a single metropolis, but for entire regions, and even for the nation as a whole (Kaiser, 1969).

The Post-War City on the Brink

This new generation of planners, the first to be formally trained in university
programs, was armed with a powerful sense of optimism. They believed they
had  the  methods  and  the  mandate  to  build  a  better,  healthier,  and  more
efficient  America.  But  the  problems  they  were  about  to  face  were  vastly
different and far more complex than those their predecessors had confronted.
The chaotic energy of the industrial city had been replaced by a new and more
insidious crisis. Two seismic events, the Great Depression and World War II,
had  profoundly  reshaped  the  nation's  urban  landscape,  leaving  behind  a
legacy of physical decay and social dislocation. The post-war American city
was a city on the brink, and the new, confident planning profession was about
to face its greatest and most consequential test.

The long shadow of the Great Depression was the first and most critical factor
in this new urban crisis. The economic collapse of the 1930s brought urban
development to a screeching halt. For more than a decade, new construction
virtually ceased. More importantly, routine maintenance on the existing urban
fabric  was  deferred  indefinitely.  Landlords,  with  their  rental  incomes
plummeting,  had no capital  to  repair  leaking roofs,  update  faulty  wiring,  or
replace crumbling facades. City governments, facing a catastrophic collapse in
tax revenues, slashed their budgets for public works, leaving streets, sewers,
and water systems to decay. The result was a decade of accelerated aging.
The physical housing stock of the nation's cities, much of it already old and
substandard, deteriorated at an alarming rate. Buildings that had been merely
old in 1929 were dilapidated by 1940. Neighborhoods that had been struggling
were now verging on dereliction.

This  physical  decay was mirrored by  a  profound social  decay.  Widespread
unemployment and poverty became concentrated in the urban centers, turning
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once-vibrant working-class neighborhoods into landscapes of despair. The city,
which had once been a symbol of opportunity, was now, for many, a trap.

Then  came  World  War  II.  The  war  effort  brought  a  temporary  economic
reprieve,  as  factories  roared  back  to  life  for  military  production,  but  it  also
placed  further  strain  on  the  aging  urban  infrastructure.  Housing  was
desperately scarce in the booming defense industry centers, leading to even
greater overcrowding. And when the war ended, the nation faced a new set of
challenges.  The  post-war  economic  boom  unleashed  a  torrent  of  pent-up
demand,  particularly  for  housing.  Millions  of  returning  GIs,  armed  with  the
promise  of  the  GI  Bill  and  federally  insured  mortgages  from  the  Federal
Housing  Administration  (FHA),  were  ready  to  start  families  and  claim their
piece of the American dream.

But  they  did  not  look  for  that  dream in  the  aging,  crowded,  and  decaying
central cities. They looked to the periphery, to the vast tracts of open land that
were being transformed, seemingly overnight, into a new landscape of single-
family homes, green lawns, and winding streets: suburbia. This massive wave
of suburbanization was not a natural phenomenon; it was actively encouraged
and subsidized by federal policy. FHA mortgages overwhelmingly favored new
construction in the suburbs over the rehabilitation of older housing in the city.
The new Interstate Highway System, the largest public works project in history,
made it possible for the middle class to live miles from their jobs in the central
business district and commute by car.

The consequences of this mass exodus were devastating for the central cities.
The middle  class,  the bedrock of  the urban tax  base,  fled to  the suburbs,
taking their  wealth,  their  investment,  and their  political  influence with  them.
Businesses soon followed, first  with the development of suburban shopping
centers and later with the relocation of corporate offices. The city was being
hollowed out from the inside. This exodus left behind a grim new urban reality:
a declining central business district, a rapidly aging and deteriorating housing
stock,  a  shrinking  tax  base  that  crippled  the  city's  ability  to  provide  basic
services, and an increasing concentration of the poor, the elderly, and, due to
discriminatory housing practices, African Americans and other minority groups
who were effectively barred from the new suburbs.

This was the new crisis. It was no longer just about a few bad neighborhoods;
there  was  a  growing  and  palpable  fear  among  the  nation's  political  and
business elite that the American city as an institution was on the brink of total
failure. The problem was national in scope, a threat to the country's economic
health and social stability. It was a complex, tangled knot of physical decay,
economic  decline,  and  social  segregation.  And  it  was  a  problem  that
demanded  a  bold,  powerful,  and  national-scale  solution.  This  crisis  had  a
name, a word that would come to dominate the planning discourse for the next
thirty years: blight.

Defining the Disease

Before  a  war  can  be  declared,  the  enemy  must  be  named.  The  vague,
creeping sense of urban decay that haunted post-war America needed a clear,
powerful, and official definition. To mobilize the vast resources of the federal
government and justify the radical, surgical interventions that many believed
were necessary, the problem of the decaying city had to be framed not as a
series of  unfortunate circumstances,  but  as a  singular,  identifiable  disease.
This process of definition was a crucial step, transforming a complex social
and  economic  reality  into  a  concrete  target  for  policy.  The  words  chosen,
"slum"  and  "blight,"  were  not  merely  descriptive;  they  were  potent,  loaded
terms that would shape the course of urban policy for a generation. This was
the moment the profession’s new, scientific method began to detach itself from
the human scale, the moment it  stopped seeing neighborhoods and started
seeing pathologies.

The effort to create a national consensus around this new urban crisis began
as early as 1930, when the Hoover Administration convened a conference to
address the nation's housing problems. It was here that the term "slum" was
given a formal, influential definition. A slum, the conference declared, was "a
residential area where houses and conditions of life are of such a squalid and
wretched  character  and  which  hence  has  become  a  social  liability  to  the
community."  This  definition  was  significant.  By  labeling  the  slum  a  "social
liability," it framed the problem in terms of its negative impact on the broader
community. It was not just a private problem for the people who lived there; it
was  a  public  problem  that  demanded  a  public  response.  The  National
Association of Housing Officials further refined this, defining a slum as an area
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where  dwellings,  due  to  "dilapidation,  obsolescence,  overcrowding,  poor
arrangement  or  design,  lack  of  ventilation,  light  or  sanitary  facilities,"  were
detrimental  to  the  "safety,  health,  morals,  and  comfort"  of  the  inhabitants
(National Association of Housing Officials Year Book 1930).

S K E T C H  ·  D R A W I N G ,  2 0 2 6

The cut. An expressway trench driven through a nineteenth-century neighborhood —
the era’s method, drawn plainly.

But  as  the  crisis  deepened  in  the  post-war  years,  a  second,  even  more
powerful  term entered the lexicon:  blight.  While  often used interchangeably
with "slum," "blight" carried a distinct and critically important connotation. If a
slum was a  "social  liability,"  a  blighted  area was defined as  an  "economic
liability" (Gordon, 2003; Sogg and Weirtheimer, 1959). This was the key that
unlocked the political will for large-scale action. The argument, championed by
downtown business interests, real estate developers, and city mayors, was that
these  decaying  neighborhoods  cost  the  municipal  government  far  more  in
public services (police protection, fire departments, public health clinics) than
they generated in property tax revenues. They were a net drain on the city's
finances, a dead weight that was dragging the entire urban economy down.

This economic definition was a stroke of political genius. It shifted the focus
from the morally charged, but often politically marginalized, issue of poverty
and  housing  conditions  to  the  far  more  urgent  and  universally  understood
language of municipal finance and economic self-interest. It created a powerful
coalition  of  the  "haves"  (the  downtown department  store  owners,  the  bank
presidents, the newspaper publishers), who now saw the clearance of these
neighborhoods not as an act of charity, but as a necessary investment in their
own economic survival.

To  galvanize  public  support  for  the  radical  action  this  diagnosis  implied,  a
powerful and terrifying metaphor was deployed: blight as a cancer. The United
Autoworkers,  in  a  1944  memorandum  on  post-war  housing,  stated  it  with
chilling clarity: "The spread of blight will be just as fatal to the city as the spread
of  cancer  is  to  the  individual  and  the  treatment  must  be  as
thorough" (Memorandum on post-war urban housing, 1944). This analogy was
incredibly  effective.  It  framed  blight  not  as  a  static  condition,  but  as  an
aggressive, contagious disease that, if left untreated, would inevitably spread
and  consume  the  healthy  parts  of  the  city.  It  suggested  that  piecemeal
solutions were useless,  akin  to  treating a  tumor  with  a  bandage.  The only
rational response to cancer was radical surgery: the complete excision of the
diseased tissue to save the life of the patient. In urban terms, this meant the
wholesale  clearance  of  entire  neighborhoods.  The  metaphor  of  cancer
transformed  a  complex  socio-economic  problem  into  a  simple,  terrifying
medical  emergency,  creating  a  powerful  mandate  for  the  drastic,  federally
funded urban surgery that was to come. The disease now had a name, a clear
economic rationale for its treatment,  and a powerful  metaphor to justify the
radical therapy required for its cure.

Forging the Weapon

With the disease of blight officially named and its cancerous nature declared a
national emergency, the stage was set for the federal government to forge a
weapon powerful enough to combat it. The piecemeal efforts of the past were
deemed  insufficient.  What  was  needed  was  a  bold,  federally  funded,  and
nationally  coordinated  program  of  urban  surgery.  This  program  would  not
emerge from a vacuum. Its legislative and institutional foundations were laid in
the preceding decade, during the crucible of World War II, when the federal
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government first began to systematically invest in local planning as a tool of
national policy. This was the ultimate expression of the detached, expert-driven
model, the moment the profession was handed a powerful new set of tools
designed to operate at a scale that made the human cost all but invisible.

The  critical  turning  point  came  not  with  a  housing  bill,  but  with  wartime
mobilization. In 1940, as the nation prepared for war, Congress passed the
Lanham Act  to  provide  emergency housing in  burgeoning military-industrial
centers. A year later, the act was amended to include a massive $150 million
investment  for  the  construction  of  community  facilities:  schools,  hospitals,
water and sewer systems, and roads. Crucially, this funding came with a new
requirement. Unlike the New Deal public works projects of the 1930s, which
were primarily about job creation, the Lanham Act required mayors to provide
planning documents to demonstrate the urgent need for these investments and
to show how they would serve war industries and workers (Hanchett, 1994).
For the first  time, local  planning was directly linked to the spigot  of  federal
funding.

This link was strengthened by the War Mobilization and Reconversion Act of
1944, which provided direct loans to cities specifically for the costs of drawing
up these public works plans (Hanchett, 1994). The message from Washington
was clear: if you want federal dollars for post-war reconstruction, you need to
have a professional plan ready to go. This created an unprecedented boom in
local  planning.  Cities  that  had  spent  nothing  on  planning  in  1940  were
suddenly  creating  planning  departments  and  hiring  professional  staff.  The
number of professional planners, once a tiny cadre of consultants, began to
grow  exponentially  as  local  business  leaders,  real  estate  developers,  and
politicians saw the immense value of planning in attracting federal investment
(Rohe, 2009).

In parallel with this federal push, states began to create the legal machinery for
large-scale urban redevelopment. By 1947, nearly half the states had passed
laws creating  "quasi-public"  redevelopment  agencies.  These agencies  were
granted  extraordinary  powers,  most  notably  the  power  of  eminent  domain,
which  allowed them to  seize  "blighted"  private  property  for  the  purpose  of
redevelopment (Gordon, 2003). These powerful new agencies were essentially

waiting in the wings, armed with the legal authority for clearance but lacking
the massive funding necessary to use it.

That funding arrived with the landmark Housing Act of 1949. Title I of the act
was the silver bullet the nation's urban leaders had been waiting for. It declared
a bold  national  goal:  "the realization as soon as feasible  for  the goal  of  a
decent home and suitable living environment for every American family." To
achieve this, it authorized the federal government to provide billions of dollars
in loans and grants to local redevelopment agencies to acquire and clear vast
tracts of land identified as blighted.

The Act was a masterpiece of political coalition-building, uniting a diverse and
often contradictory set of interests. Downtown business interests saw it as a
way to save their declining central business districts (CBDs) and reverse the
slide in property values. Mayors and city councils saw it as a tool to increase
sagging  tax  revenues  by  replacing  low-value  housing  with  high-value
commercial  development.  Social  welfare leaders,  heirs  to  the legacy of  the
Social Reformers, were encouraged that it would finally clear the nation's worst
slums and improve living conditions for the urban poor. And housing advocates
hoped that this massive federal intervention would at last increase the stock of
decent and affordable housing in city centers (Teaford, 2000).

However,  this  grand  coalition  was  built  on  a  foundation  of  critical,  and
ultimately fatal, flaws. The law stated that blighted areas were "predominantly
residential," but it did not require local governments to replace the housing they
were clearing with new, affordable housing (Gordon, 2003). More importantly, it
delegated  almost  all  the  power  to  the  local  level,  allowing  the  newly
empowered redevelopment agencies to define what constituted "blight" and to
decide what  would be built  in  its  place.  This created a situation where the
noble, stated goal of providing decent homes was often in direct conflict with
the powerful local incentives to maximize tax revenue. The weapon had been
forged, and it was now in the hands of cities across the country, ready to be
wielded in the great post-war experiment of Urban Renewal.

The Human Cost of the "Cure"

The Urban Renewal programs of the 1950s and 1960s were unleashed upon
American cities with the force of a military campaign. Armed with billions in
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federal funding and the legal power of eminent domain, local redevelopment
agencies began their assault on the "cancer" of blight. The theory was elegant
in its simplicity: excise the diseased tissue of the slums, and the healthy body
of the city would regenerate, leading to a vibrant new era of urban prosperity.
Planners,  operating  as  the  technical  experts  in  this  grand  experiment,
produced meticulous maps and models, confident that their rational, top-down
approach would serve the greater good. But the reality on the ground, for the
hundreds of thousands of people who lived in the path of the bulldozer, was a
brutal  and  often  devastating  affair.  The  "unintended  consequences"  of  this
grand experiment were not minor side effects; they were a catastrophic failure
of the program's core mission, a failure that would leave deep and lasting scars
on the nation's cities and on the soul of the planning profession itself. This was
the  moment  the  art  was  truly  lost,  the  moment  the  profession's  detached,
scientific method was revealed to be profoundly, and tragically, inhuman.

The most  immediate and visceral  consequence of  Urban Renewal  was the
mass  displacement  of  people.  The  program's  primary  tool  was  wholesale
clearance.  Entire  neighborhoods,  often  vibrant,  close-knit  communities  with
rich social histories, were declared "blighted" and condemned. Residents, who
were often renters with few legal protections, were given eviction notices and
forced to  find new homes.  The scale  of  this  displacement  was staggering.
Between  1949  and  1968,  the  homes  of  more  than  a  million  people  were
demolished in the name of  urban renewal.  The majority  of  those displaced
were from the nation's most vulnerable populations: low-income families and,
disproportionately, African Americans and other minority groups (Biles, 2000).
The process was often traumatic, severing the deep social and economic ties
that  held  communities  together.  Local  businesses  (the  corner  stores,  the
barbershops, the neighborhood cafes) were destroyed along with the homes,
shattering the local economy and erasing the cultural heart of the community.
The  psychiatrist  Mindy  Thompson  Fullilove  later  named  the  effect  of  this
wholesale destruction "root shock": a traumatic stress reaction to the loss of
one's emotional ecosystem, which, she found, broke apart the social networks
of displaced Black communities and harmed their health and economic stability
for generations (Fullilove, 2016).

Compounding this tragedy was the program's catastrophic failure to deliver on
its central promise: the provision of decent housing. The Housing Act of 1949

had declared a national goal of "a decent home and suitable living environment
for every American family." But the implementation of the act on the local level
made a mockery of this noble sentiment. The powerful local redevelopment
agencies, driven by the need to maximize their city's tax base, had a powerful
incentive to replace low-tax-revenue "slums" with high-tax-revenue commercial
developments,  luxury  apartment  towers,  and  civic  institutions  like  sports
stadiums and convention centers. The result  was a net catastrophic loss of
affordable housing. The statistics tell a grim story: between 1949 and 1968,
425,000 housing units were demolished under Urban Renewal programs. Only
122,000 were ever replaced, and the vast majority of these new units were
high-priced luxury apartments, far beyond the reach of the families who had
been  displaced  (Biles,  2000).  The  program,  in  effect,  became  a  massive,
federally funded shell game, clearing out the poor to make way for the affluent.

This  destruction  was  often  amplified  by  another  massive,  federally  funded
program running in parallel: the construction of the Interstate Highway System.
The Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956 authorized the construction of thousands
of miles of  urban expressways.  Planners and engineers,  operating with the
same top-down, "expert knows best" mentality, routed these massive concrete
arteries  directly  through  the  heart  of  dense  urban  neighborhoods,  often
choosing  the  path  of  least  political  resistance,  which  inevitably  meant  the
communities of the poor and politically powerless. These highways were not
just transportation corridors; they were concrete knives that sliced through the
fabric of the city, destroying thousands more homes and businesses, creating
massive, impassable barriers that isolated neighborhoods, and inflicting noise
and air pollution on the residents who remained.

The cumulative effect of these policies was not the revitalization that had been
promised,  but  the  intensification  of  the  very  problems Urban Renewal  was
meant to solve. By clearing out poor and minority neighborhoods and failing to
replace the affordable housing, the program did not eliminate slums; it merely
shifted them, often creating even greater concentrations of poverty and racial
segregation in other parts of the city. The promised economic renaissance of
the central business districts often failed to materialize, as the new highways
made it  even easier for  the middle class to flee to the suburbs (Fasenfest,
1984).  The  grand  experiment,  born  of  such  high  hopes  and  confident
expertise, had become a nightmare for the very people it  was supposed to

T H E  G R A N D  E X P E R I M E N T

39



help. The patient, it seemed, was sicker than ever, and the surgeon's knife was
looking more and more like the cause of the disease.

The Reckoning

The failures of Urban Renewal were not just a matter of flawed policy; they
were  a  profound and  devastating  blow to  the  very  identity  of  the  planning
profession.  The grand experiment,  which  was supposed to  be  the  ultimate
validation of the planner's expertise, had become a national catastrophe. The
profession, which had entered the post-war era with such confidence and a
clear sense of mission, was now forced into a painful and prolonged period of
self-examination. The core tenets of the "City Practical" (the faith in the all-
knowing expert, the belief in physical determinism, and the commitment to top-
down, rational comprehensive planning) had been tested on the national stage
and found wanting. The reckoning that followed would shake the profession to
its  foundations,  leading  to  a  fundamental  re-evaluation  of  its  methods,  its
education, and its purpose. This was the moment the art was truly lost, the
moment the profession, in an act of collective penance, chose to abandon its
own artistic soul.

The first and most powerful critique was aimed squarely at the figure of the
planner  as  the  infallible  expert.  For  decades,  the  prevailing  image  of  the
planner, reinforced by the profession's own literature, was that of a technical
expert who diagnosed the city's ills and prescribed their solutions, much like a
physician  treating  a  passive  patient  (Birch,  2001).  The  "Green  Book,"  the
profession's  instructional  manual  published  by  the  Institute  for  Training  in
Municipal  Administration,  explicitly  promoted  this  idea.  The  1959  edition,
published at the height of Urban Renewal, devoted an entire chapter to the
subject, defining it in terms of design and craft, and focusing on blight analysis
and model administrative organization (Birch, 2001). This top-down approach,
which Olmsted himself had warned against in his critique of the "sublime faith
in the all-knowing expert,"  had become the profession's  standard operating
procedure. But the disastrous results of Urban Renewal, which were developed
and implemented without any meaningful input from the people who were the
objects of these programs, exposed the profound arrogance and danger of this

model (Lopez, 2009). The "experts," it turned out, were not all-knowing. Their
rational plans had produced irrational and inhumane outcomes.

This  led  to  a  direct  assault  on  the  profession's  core  belief  in  physical
determinism. This was the foundational idea, inherited from the City Beautiful
movement,  that  a rational  and orderly  physical  environment would naturally
lead to a healthy and orderly society. The planners of the Urban Renewal era
truly believed that by clearing the physical blight of the slums, they could cure
the social ills of poverty, crime, and social decay. The results proved this to be
a tragic fallacy. Making communities look nice, or replacing them with new,
modern structures, did not alter the underlying economic and social problems
that had led to their decline in the first place (Rohe, 2009). The new, sterile
housing projects  often  became even greater  concentrations  of  poverty  and
despair than the "slums" they had replaced. The key lesson learned was that
physical  improvements  alone could  not  provide  solutions  to  complex  social
problems.

In the face of this intellectual crisis, the profession began to retreat from its
roots in physical design and recast itself as a social science. The focus shifted
dramatically from the product of planning (the master plan) to the process of
planning. Planners, chastened by the social turmoil of the 1960s, which was
often  exacerbated  by  their  own projects,  began to  focus  more  on  systems
theory,  the  scientific  method,  and,  most  importantly,  citizen  participation
(Berke, 2003; Fainstein, 2000). The rise of the Civil Rights movement brought
with it a new and powerful voice in planning theory: advocacy planning, most
famously championed by Paul Davidoff. Davidoff argued that planners should
abandon  the  pretense  of  being  neutral,  objective  technocrats.  Instead,  he
proposed that they should act as advocates for their clients, particularly for the
poor and disenfranchised communities who had been victimized by the top-
down planning of the past (Davidoff, 1965). This was a radical rejection of the
apolitical,  expert-driven  model  that  had  dominated  the  profession  since  its
inception.

This  intellectual  shift  was  mirrored  by  a  profound  change  in  planning
education. The first generation of professional planners had largely come out
of design schools, primarily architecture and landscape architecture. But as the
profession moved away from physical design, so too did the universities. The
new generation of planning professors hired in the 1970s and 1980s were not
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designers;  they  were  social  scientists:  economists,  sociologists,  political
scientists, and geographers. They brought with them a new set of tools and a
new set of priorities, focusing on quantitative analysis, policy evaluation, and
social theory (Anselin et al., 2011). The curriculum shifted from design studios
to statistics labs.

The  cumulative  effect  of  this  reckoning  was  a  deep  and  lasting  loss  of
confidence.  The  profession,  which  had  once  been  defined  by  the  bold,
visionary leadership of  figures like Daniel  Burnham, now retreated from the
business of creating grand visions. The failure of Urban Renewal had resulted
in a lack of confidence in the very foundations of planning, especially in the
willingness  to  lead  and  be  visionary.  Planners,  wary  of  being  labeled  as
arrogant, top-down experts, recast themselves as facilitators, negotiators, and
land-use  regulators  (McClendon,  2003).  The  focus  shifted  to  incremental
change,  to  managing  the  process  of  development  rather  than  shaping  its
outcome.  The  grand  experiment  was  over,  and  it  had  left  the  planning
profession in a state of profound uncertainty, adrift from its historical moorings
and searching for a new compass to guide it through the turbulent decades to
come.

The program, in effect, became a massive,
federally funded shell game, clearing out the
poor to make way for the affluent.
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Figure 3: The human cost of the cure. The scale of displacement under Title I and the parallel severance of neighborhoods by urban expressways, using the figures given in this
chapter. The schematic is illustrative, not a map.
Based on Biles (2000).
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The advocate in the room. A resident addresses officials at a public forum on transportation and clean air,
New York, August 1973.
Image: Dan McCoy (DOCUMERICA), "Citizens Meeting on Transportation, a Forum on "Strategies for Clean Air" Proposed by
the New York City EPA," August 1973. U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, DOCUMERICA, RG 412, NAID
554333. Public domain (work of the U.S. federal government). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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C H A P T E R  4

A Profession Adrift
The intellectual and institutional crisis that followed Urban Renewal did not
obliterate the planning profession entirely; instead, it fractured it.

The vision of the planning profession, as it entered the mid-20th century, had been one of boundless ambition. The mission, forged in the
intellectual battles of its founding, was clear and held with a general consensus among those who taught and practiced it in the United States: to
be a profession that developed expert-driven, rational, comprehensive plans. Having successfully solved, in their view, the initial problems of
industrial-era chaos, the profession's pioneers and their first generation of disciples looked to a grander horizon. They believed that the tools of
comprehensive planning, which had brought a measure of order to the city, could be scaled up to solve the problems of the region, and even the
nation itself. The period of Urban Renewal was to be the ultimate test of this vision, the grand experiment that would prove, once and for all, that
rational planning could not only be a city problem-solver, but a national one.

The Problem of Planning Itself

But the experiment had failed. Spectacularly.  The results were in,  and they
were  a  damning  indictment  of  the  profession's  core  beliefs.  Instead  of
improving  the  human  condition  through  the  orderly  removal  of  blighted
conditions, the human condition for many, especially the poor and marginalized
in  the  nation's  cities,  was demonstrably  worse.  The racial  segregation,  the
concentrated poverty, the unemployment, and the housing crises had not been
solved; they had been exacerbated, amplified, and often surgically relocated by
the very tools meant to cure them. The consensus that had once unified the
profession was shattered. The foundational principle, that the problems of the
human condition could be solved through the rational application of physical

improvements, lay in ruins, buried under the rubble of the very neighborhoods
it had sought to save.

In the wake of this catastrophic failure, the planning profession was forced to
turn its analytical gaze inward. It had to confront a new, deeply uncomfortable,
and existential  problem: the problem of planning itself.  If  the mission of the
profession was to solve problems, but the full expression of that mission had
created even greater ones, then what was the profession to do? It had set out
to be the nation's problem-solver, but it had become the problem. There was
no longer any consensus within the profession as to what its mission or vision
was  as  the  Urban  Renewal  programs  began  to  fade.  If  there  was  any
agreement  at  all,  it  was  a  grim  and  humbling  one:  planning  needed  to
fundamentally change.
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This  was  not  a  simple  course  correction;  it  was  a  crisis  of  identity.  The
profession  had  lost  its  north  star.  The  old  mission,  to  produce  rational,
comprehensive plans, was now viewed with deep suspicion. The old vision, to
be an expert-driven national problem-solver,  was seen as a dangerous and
arrogant fantasy. In its place, a new, more cautious, and profoundly defensive
mission began to  take shape.  If  planning could not  guarantee that  it  could
make things better, it must, at the very least, ensure that it no longer made
things worse.

This was not a simple course correction; it was a
crisis of identity.

This shift marked the beginning of a long and painful journey of reinvention.
From the late 1960s through the 1980s, the planning profession would radically
reorient itself, moving away from the grand visions of the past and toward a
new set of priorities. This process involved a conscious effort to remove the
planner from the corrupting influence of politics, a new focus on working to
represent the needs of those who had been victimized by past planning efforts,
and,  most  importantly,  the  creation  of  complex  processes  and  procedures
designed to protect people and the environment from the potential  negative
impacts of any future physical change.

This new approach, born of a deep sense of institutional guilt and a desire for
self-correction, would have a profound and lasting impact on the profession. It
would lead, inevitably, to a fragmentation of the once-unified field. In place of
the  "master  planner"  who  oversaw  a  single,  comprehensive  vision,  a  new
ecosystem of specialized planners would emerge. Each specialty would be a
direct  response  to  a  specific  failure  of  the  past,  a  new  check  or  balance
designed to mitigate the potential for harm. The goal was to create a balance
of  power  among the  various  actors  who shaped the  city,  ensuring  that  no
single,  top-down  vision  could  ever  again  run  roughshod  over  the  complex
reality of urban life. This chapter is the story of that transformation: the story of
how the planning profession, in its attempt to solve the problem of itself, was
remade from a singular,  confident  force into  the  complex,  fragmented,  and
often conflicted profession we know today.

Lessons Learned in the Rubble

The  reckoning  that  followed  the  failures  of  Urban  Renewal  was  not  just  a
political or public relations crisis; it was a profound intellectual crisis that struck
at the very heart of the planning profession's identity. The rubble of the cleared
neighborhoods was also the rubble of the profession's foundational theories.
For  the  first  time,  planners  were  forced  to  confront  the  devastating  gap
between their confident, rational theories and the messy, often tragic, reality of
their implementation. This painful process of self-examination led to two critical
and lasting lessons, hard-won insights that would fundamentally reshape the
future of the profession.

The  first  and  most  important  lesson  was  the  decisive  rejection  of  physical
determinism. This was the foundational belief, inherited directly from the City
Beautiful  movement,  that a rational  and orderly physical  environment would
naturally and predictably lead to a healthy and orderly society. It was the core
assumption that underpinned the entire Urban Renewal project: the idea that
by surgically  removing the physical  "cancer"  of  the slums,  the social  ills  of
poverty,  crime,  and despair  would  wither  and die.  The planners  of  the era
genuinely believed that by replacing dilapidated tenements with clean, modern,
and well-designed housing projects, they could engineer a better society. They
saw a direct, causal link between the physical form of the city and the social
health of its citizens.

The results  on the ground proved this  to  be a tragic  and profoundly  naive
fallacy. The new, sterile housing projects, often designed as high-rise towers
isolated from the surrounding urban fabric, did not become the vibrant, healthy
communities  that  the planners  had envisioned.  Instead,  they often became
even greater concentrations of poverty, social isolation, and despair than the
"slums"  they  had  replaced.  The  intricate  social  networks  of  the  old
neighborhoods (the corner stores, the churches, the stoop-front conversations)
were destroyed and could not be recreated by an act of architectural design.
The  crucial  lesson,  as  one  scholar  summarized  it,  was  that  "making
communities look nice does not alter the underlying problems that led to their
decline" (Rohe, 2009). The physical environment, it  turned out, was not the
primary driver of social outcomes. The root causes of urban decay were far
deeper and more complex, rooted in economic inequality, racial discrimination,
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and a lack of opportunity. The profession had to learn, the hard way, that you
could not solve deep-seated social problems with a bulldozer and a new set of
blueprints.

The second critical lesson was the recognition that planning does not operate
in a political vacuum. The early planners of the "City Practical" era had prided
themselves on their apolitical, technical expertise. They believed that through
the rational application of scientific principles, they could separate themselves
from the  messy,  irrational  world  of  politics  and  create  plans  that  served  a
singular,  objective "public  interest"  (Berke,  2002).  Urban Renewal  shattered
this illusion. Planners came to realize that their "rational" plans were often co-
opted and manipulated by powerful,  entrenched local  political  and business
interests. The decisions about which neighborhoods to clear and what to build
in their place were often driven not by the planner's comprehensive vision, but
by  the  mayor's  need  to  increase  the  tax  base  or  the  downtown  business
community's  desire  to  eliminate  low-income housing  near  their  commercial
properties (von Hoffman, 2009). The planner, who had envisioned themselves
as the objective, expert surgeon, often found that they were merely a hired
hand, providing the technical justification for a political and economic agenda
that had little to do with the public good. This painful realization led to a new
focus within the profession on understanding the political and economic forces
that truly shape the city, and a deep skepticism toward the idea of a single,
unified "public interest." The profession had learned that its plans were not just
technical  documents;  they  were  intensely  political  ones,  and  to  ignore  that
reality was to risk becoming an unwitting tool of the powerful.

The Advocate in the Room

The intellectual crisis that gripped the planning profession in the 1960s did not
occur in a vacuum. It was a direct reflection of the broader social and political
upheaval  that  was  shaking  the  foundations  of  American  society.  The  Civil
Rights  movement,  the  anti-war  protests,  and  a  growing  counter-culture  all
contributed  to  a  profound  questioning  of  authority  and  a  deep-seated
skepticism toward the claims of "experts." The top-down, paternalistic model
that had defined not just planning, but much of post-war American life, was
under assault. In this turbulent environment, the planning profession's quiet,
internal reckoning was about to be given a powerful and revolutionary voice.

That voice belonged to a planner and legal scholar named Paul Davidoff, and
his  explosive  1965  essay,  "Advocacy  and  Pluralism  in  Planning,"  was  the
intellectual bombshell that would shatter the profession's old consensus and
chart a new, radically different course for its future.

P L A T E  4 . 1 A  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  1 9 7 3

At the podium. The same New York forum on transportation and clean air, August
1973, seen from closer in: a speaker at the podium, officials at the table beside her.
Image: Dan McCoy (DOCUMERICA), "Citizens Meeting on Transportation, a Forum on "Strategies
for Clean Air" Proposed by the New York City EPA," August 1973. U.S. National Archives and
Records Administration, DOCUMERICA, RG 412, NAID 554342. Public domain (work of the U.S.
federal government). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.

Davidoff's  argument  was a  direct  and uncompromising assault  on  the  very
foundation of the "City Practical" model: the idea of the planner as a neutral,
objective technocrat serving a single, unified "public interest." For fifty years,
planners had operated under the assumption that their role was to stand apart
from the messy world of politics, using their technical expertise to identify the
one best  solution  for  the  city  as  a  whole.  Davidoff argued that  this  was a
dangerous and self-serving fiction.  In  a diverse and democratic  society,  he
contended, there is no such thing as a single "public interest." Instead, there
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are  multiple,  competing,  and often  conflicting  interests:  the  interests  of  the
downtown business community, of the suburban homeowners, of the factory
workers, of the residents of a low-income housing project. The "public interest,"
Davidoff argued, was simply the interest of the group that had the most political
power.

He charged that by pretending to be neutral, planners had, in fact, become the
unwitting  (and  sometimes  witting)  servants  of  the  powerful.  The
"comprehensive plans" of the Urban Renewal era, he pointed out, were not
objective, scientific documents; they were political documents that consistently
reflected the values and served the interests of the business and political elite,
often at the devastating expense of the poor and marginalized. The planner, in
this view, was not a neutral arbiter, but an "unwitting advocate for the wealthy
and powerful" (Davidoff, 1965).

Davidoff's proposed solution was as radical  as his critique.  If  planning was
inherently political, he argued, then planners should stop pretending otherwise.
They should embrace their political role and actively choose a side. He called
for a new model of advocacy planning. In this model, planners would not work
for  a  monolithic  city  government,  but  would  instead  act  as  professional
advocates for the various interest groups within the city, particularly for those
groups that had traditionally been excluded from the planning process. Just as
a lawyer advocates for their client in a court of law, an advocacy planner would
use their technical skills (their knowledge of zoning, of data analysis, of the
political process) to formulate plans that represented the specific needs and
values of  their  client  organization,  be it  a  neighborhood association,  a  civil
rights group, or a tenants' union.

This would lead, he argued, to a more honest and democratic form of planning,
a system of "plural plans" rather than a single, monolithic master plan. Each
group would present its own plan, and the final decision would be made not by
a small group of "experts" behind closed doors, but in the open, political arena,
through a process of public debate and negotiation. The role of the planner, in
this new model, was to "empower the public and expand the size and scope of
their client organization" (Davidoff, 1965). It was a call for planners to get their
hands  dirty,  to  step  down  from  their  ivory  towers  and  into  the  messy,
contentious, but ultimately more democratic, world of grassroots politics.

The  impact  of  Davidoff's  essay  on  the  shell-shocked  planning  profession
cannot be overstated. It was a direct and powerful response to the failures of
Urban Renewal, providing a clear, compelling, and morally charged alternative
to the discredited expert model. It gave a name and a theoretical foundation to
the growing sense of unease and guilt that many planners felt about their role
in the destructive projects of  the previous decade. It  was a call  to arms, a
challenge  for  the  profession  to  abandon  its  pretense  of  neutrality  and  to
rededicate itself to the cause of social justice. The advocate was now in the
room, and the quiet, orderly world of the "City Practical" would never be the
same.

The Federal Response

The intellectual and moral critiques leveled against Urban Renewal were not
confined to academic journals and community meeting halls. The devastating
real-world consequences of the program (the mass displacement, the social
unrest, the deepening of urban poverty) were becoming impossible for even
the  federal  government  to  ignore.  The  very  institution  that  had  forged  the
weapon  of  Urban  Renewal  was  now forced  to  witness  the  damage  it  had
wrought.  By  the  mid-1960s,  against  the  backdrop  of  President  Lyndon  B.
Johnson's ambitious "Great Society" and "War on Poverty" initiatives, a new
consensus began to emerge in Washington: the top-down, clearance-focused
model  had  failed,  and  a  new,  more  holistic  and  humane  approach  was
desperately  needed.  This  realization  culminated  in  a  landmark  piece  of
legislation that represented a direct and dramatic repudiation of the old way of
doing things: the Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act of
1966, better known as the "Model Cities" program.

On the  surface,  the  Model  Cities  program was  an  extension  of  the  Urban
Renewal  concept,  designed  to  channel  federal  funds  into  targeted,  high-
poverty urban neighborhoods. But in its philosophy and its specific mandates,
it was a revolutionary departure. The Act's stated purpose was not merely to
"rebuild  slum  and  blighted  areas,"  but  to  provide  the  "public  facilities  and
services necessary to improve the general welfare of the people who lived in
those areas" (Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act, 1966).
This  was  a  critical  shift.  For  the  first  time,  federal  legislation  explicitly
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recognized that the problems of these neighborhoods were not just physical,
but deeply social and economic.

The program's goals reflected this  new, comprehensive understanding.  The
Act  called  for  a  coordinated  attack  on  all  fronts,  aiming  to  "make  marked
progress  in  reducing  social  and  educational  disadvantages,  ill  health,
underemployment,  and  enforced  idleness"  (Demonstration  Cities  and
Metropolitan Development Act, 1966, Sec. 103). It was a mandate to provide
not just new buildings, but a full suite of social services (education, healthcare,
job  training,  and  recreational  facilities),  all  targeted  at  the  poor  and
disadvantaged residents of the designated area. This was a direct response to
the key lesson learned from Urban Renewal: that you could not solve social
problems  with  physical  solutions  alone.  The  federal  government  was  now
acknowledging that a new community center was useless without the social
programs to run inside it, and a new apartment building was not a solution if its
residents had no access to jobs or healthcare.

But the most radical and consequential element of the Model Cities program
was a single, powerful phrase embedded in its text. The legislation required
that  the  planning  and  implementation  of  the  program  involve  "widespread
citizen participation" (Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act,
1966, Sec. 103). This was more than just a suggestion; it was a legal mandate,
a non-negotiable condition for receiving federal funds. With these three words,
the federal government effectively overturned the fifty-year-old paradigm of the
planner as the all-knowing, apolitical expert. The top-down model was officially
dead.

In practice, this mandate led to a dramatic shift in the locus of power. Instead
of  plans  being  developed  by  professional  planners  in  city  hall  and  then
imposed upon a neighborhood, the Model Cities program required the creation
of local citizen boards and quasi-political organizations within the designated
"Model Cities Districts." These boards, made up of neighborhood residents,
were given real  authority  to  identify  their  own problems,  propose their  own
solutions, and oversee the implementation of the programs in their community
(Getzels  and  So,  1988).  The  decision-making  power  was,  in  theory,  being
transferred from the hands of the distant experts to the hands of the people
who were most directly affected by the plans.

This new federal  policy was,  in essence,  the codification of  Paul  Davidoff's
advocacy planning theory.  The government was now actively promoting the
idea that local communities should have their own advocates and their own
plans, and that the planning process should be an open, political negotiation
rather than a closed, technical exercise. The Model Cities program was not just
a  new  funding  stream;  it  was  a  new  philosophy  of  planning,  one  that
fundamentally challenged the profession's traditional  relationship with power
and expertise. It was the federal government's official acknowledgment of its
past  failures,  and a bold,  if  ultimately flawed, attempt to build a new, more
democratic, and more humane model of urban revitalization from the ground
up.

The New Classroom

The  intellectual  and  political  revolution  sweeping  through  the  planning
profession in the post-Urban Renewal era did not stop at the doors of city hall.
It  flowed  directly  into  the  universities,  the  very  institutions  responsible  for
shaping the minds and methods of the next generation of planners. The crisis
of confidence that had shaken practitioners forced a similar reckoning within
academia. The old educational model, which had produced the confident, top-
down experts of the Urban Renewal era, was now seen as deeply complicit in
the profession's failures. A new kind of planner was needed to navigate the
complex  social  and political  landscape of  the  1970s and beyond,  and that
meant a new kind of planning education was required to create them. This
transformation  of  the  planning  academy  was  not  just  a  minor  curricular
adjustment; it was a fundamental reorientation of the field, a seismic shift away
from its historical roots in design and toward a new identity as an applied social
science.

To understand the magnitude of this change, one must first appreciate the old
model.  From its  earliest  days,  planning education in the United States was
firmly anchored in the world of design. The first formal courses in the early 20th
century  were established within  departments  of  landscape architecture  and
architecture at institutions like Harvard and the University of Illinois (Anselin et
al., 2011). The curriculum was built around the design studio, a project-based
learning  environment  where  students  were  taught  to  think  spatially  and  to
create comprehensive physical plans for cities and regions. The primary skill
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being taught was the "design of the city in physical terms" (Anselin, Nasar, and
Talen,  2011).  The  ideal  planner  was  envisioned  as  a  master  designer,  a
visionary  artist-technician  who  could  impose  a  rational  and  beautiful  order
upon the chaotic urban landscape.

The failures of Urban Renewal shattered this ideal. The massive, destructive
projects of the 1950s and 60s, which had been designed and implemented by
this very generation of planners, were now seen as a catastrophic failure of the
design-centric  approach.  At  the  same  time,  the  post-war  economic  boom
created  a  massive  demand  for  architects  and  landscape  architects  in  the
private sector, leading to a "brain drain" from public planning. Fewer design
graduates  were  entering  planning  schools,  and  fewer  still  were  choosing
careers in the public sector (Anselin et al., 2011). This created a vacuum within
the planning academy. As the old guard of design-oriented professors began to
retire, there was no clear pipeline of successors to replace them.

Universities filled this vacuum by looking outside the traditional design fields.
They began to hire a new generation of faculty members, not from architecture
or  landscape  architecture,  but  from  the  social  sciences.  Economists  were
brought in to teach quantitative analysis and cost-benefit analysis. Sociologists
were  hired  to  teach  community  development  and  social  theory.  Political
scientists  taught  public  policy  and administrative  law.  Geographers  brought
new tools for spatial analysis. These new professors had little or no academic
training  in  planning,  and  even  less  practical  experience  in  the  field  (Birch,
2001). They were scholars in their own disciplines who were now applying their
theoretical frameworks and research methods to the problems of the city.

This influx of social scientists had a profound and immediate impact on the
curriculum.  The  design  studio,  once  the  heart  of  planning  education,  was
marginalized or eliminated entirely, replaced by statistics labs, policy seminars,
and courses in social theory. The focus shifted from the creation of physical
plans to the analysis of urban problems. Students were taught to be critical
thinkers and rigorous analysts, to understand the complex economic and social
forces that shape the city, and to evaluate the effectiveness of public policy.
The  "plan"  as  a  physical,  visual  object  became  less  important  than  the
"process" as a social and political negotiation.

By the end of the 1980s, with over 80 universities offering graduate degrees in
planning, this new model had become the standard. It produced a new kind of
planner,  one who was more socially  aware,  more analytically  rigorous,  and
more attuned to the complexities of politics and power than their predecessors.
But this transformation came at a cost. The profession, in its rush to embrace
the scientific certainty of the social sciences, had severed its connection to its
historical roots in physical design. The new planner was often ill-equipped to
think spatially, to visualize the physical consequences of their policies, or to
communicate a compelling physical vision for the future. The profession had
gained a new set  of  skills,  but  it  had lost  a  core part  of  its  identity  in  the
process. This new classroom had created a new kind of planner, and in doing
so, had set the stage for the deep and lasting fragmentation that would come
to define the modern profession.

The Foundational Planners

The intellectual  and institutional  crisis  that  followed Urban Renewal  did  not
obliterate the planning profession entirely;  instead, it  fractured it.  The once-
unified ideal  of  the "City  Practical"  planner,  a single,  comprehensive expert
who seamlessly blended the art of physical design with the science of rational
order, was shattered into a dozen specialized pieces. Before we can examine
the new specializations that emerged from this fragmentation, it is crucial to
understand  what  happened  to  the  original,  foundational  pillars  of  the
profession itself.  The two core practices that  had defined planning from its
inception, Urban Design and Land Use Regulation, did not disappear. Instead,
they were forced to adapt, evolving from being the intertwined essence of the
profession into separate, distinct,  and often competing specializations, each
claiming a piece of the original legacy. Their transformation is the story of a
house dividing against itself.

Urban Design, in the post-renewal era, became the direct heir to the legacy of
the City Beautiful. Modern urban design is defined as the practice focused on
the  form,  shape,  character,  arrangement,  and  design  of  buildings,  public
spaces, transportation systems, and amenities (Center for Design Excellence,
2012). This is, in essence, the original mission of the City Beautiful movement,
a continuation of the belief that the physical quality of the public realm is a
paramount concern. Its lineage can be traced in an unbroken line from the
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civic art and public park movements of the late 19th century, through the grand
visions of the McMillan Plan and the Plan of Chicago, to the day-to-day work of
contemporary  urban  designers.  For  the  first  half  of  the  20th  century,  this
practice was not considered a specialty of planning; for many, it was planning.

But in the wake of Urban Renewal, Urban Design was forced into a retreat.
The widespread critique of the top-down, aesthetically-driven master plans of
the past made large-scale, comprehensive design politically and intellectually
untenable. The profession, now dominated by social scientists wary of physical
determinism,  largely  abandoned  the  business  of  creating  grand  physical
visions. As a result, Urban Design was siloed, becoming one specialty among
many rather than the core of the profession. Its focus narrowed from the scale
of the entire city to the scale of the project. The urban designer was no longer
crafting the comprehensive plan for the metropolis; they were now focused on
the design of a specific public plaza, the details of a streetscape improvement
project, or the site plan for a new mixed-use development. While it retained its
focus on the quality of the physical environment, it often became disconnected
from the larger social,  economic,  and political  questions that  were now the
primary concern of the mainstream planning profession. It kept the "art" of the
original mission but lost much of the comprehensive scope.

On the other side of the divided house stood Land Use & Code Enforcement.
This was the direct heir to the "City Practical,"  the engine of the regulatory
state that the Social  Reformers had championed and the early professional
planners had adopted as their most powerful tool. This specialty is focused on
the efficient  and effective  regulation of  land,  primarily  through the creation,
administration, and enforcement of the zoning code. Its historical roots lie in
the reformers' crusade for public power over private property, a crusade that
was  given  its  ultimate  legal  sanction  by  the  U.S.  Supreme  Court  in  the
landmark  1926  case  of  Village  of  Euclid,  Ohio  v.  Ambler  Realty  Co.  That
decision  affirmed that  regulating  land use  was a  legitimate  exercise  of  the
state's "police power" to protect the public health, safety, and welfare, and it
cemented  the  zoning  ordinance  as  the  central,  most  powerful  tool  in  the
American planner's toolkit.

In the post-Urban Renewal era, as the profession retreated from the politically
risky business of creating grand visions, the day-to-day administration of the
zoning code became the primary function of most city planning departments.

Land  use  planning  became  a  reactive,  bureaucratic,  and  often  adversarial
process. The planner, in this role, was not a visionary city-shaper, but a rule-
enforcer, a gatekeeper who reviewed development proposals to ensure they
complied with the complex web of regulations laid out in the code. This focus
on  the  meticulous,  legalistic  application  of  rules  further  widened  the  gap
between  the  visionary  ideals  of  Urban  Design  and  the  practical,  often
mundane,  reality  of  municipal  planning.  The two foundational  pillars  of  the
original profession, the beautiful vision and the practical rule, were now housed
in separate, often non-communicating, silos. This internal division was the first
and  most  significant  fracture  in  the  remaking  of  the  American  planning
profession.

Land use planning became a reactive,
bureaucratic, and often adversarial process.

Planners of the Megastructure

While the foundational practices of urban design and land use regulation were
adapting to the post-renewal world, a new and powerful breed of planner was
emerging, forged not in the nuanced debates of the neighborhood, but in the
massive, federally-funded megaprojects that were reshaping the nation. These
were the planners of the megastructure, specialists who operated at a regional
and  national  scale,  wielding  immense  budgets  and  sophisticated  analytical
tools. Two specialties, in particular, came to define this era of grand, top-down
planning:  Transportation  Planning  and  Economic  Development  Planning.
Though born from different federal mandates, they shared a common DNA: a
faith in large-scale physical intervention, a reliance on expert-driven technical
analysis,  and a tendency to  operate  in  a  silo,  often disconnected from the
human-scale consequences of their work.

Transportation Planning, as a distinct specialty, was born from the roar of the
automobile.  The  post-war  economic  boom  and  the  explosion  of  suburbia
created a transportation crisis of unprecedented scale. The nation’s system of
two-lane highways, adequate for the pre-war era, was completely overwhelmed
by a tidal wave of new cars. Car production skyrocketed from 70,000 in 1945 to
3.5 million by 1947 (Weiner, 1992). This explosion in traffic created crippling
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congestion, threatening the very efficiency of the new suburban model. The
federal government’s response was the Federal-Aid Highway Act of 1956, the
largest public works project in history, which authorized the construction of a
41,000-mile "National System of Interstate and Defense Highways."

This massive undertaking created an immediate and massive demand for a
new kind of  planner.  The 1962 Federal-Aid Highway Act  made this  official,
mandating transportation planning as a condition of  receiving federal  funds
and  requiring  that  it  be  done  cooperatively  between states  and  cities  at  a
metropolitan, or regional, scale (Weiner, 1992). This gave birth to the modern
transportation  planner.  Their  work  was  highly  technical,  expert-driven,  and
focused on a singular goal: accommodating traffic demand. They developed
sophisticated computer models to predict traffic flows and designed massive
highway  systems  to  meet  those  predictions.  The  goal  was  scientific  and
rational: to connect cities and provide efficient access to areas of economic
activity. However, much like the Urban Renewal planners, their focus was on
the  macro-scale  system,  not  the  micro-scale  impact.  The  human
consequences  of  routing  a  six-lane  expressway  through  a  dense  urban
neighborhood  (the  displacement,  the  noise,  the  pollution,  the  severing  of
community ties) were often treated as unfortunate but necessary externalities
in the service of the greater goal of regional mobility.

Running  in  parallel  was  the  rise  of  Economic  Development  Planning.  This
specialty  emerged  not  from  a  crisis  of  mobility,  but  from  a  crisis  of
deindustrialization and urban poverty. As the manufacturing jobs that had been
the bedrock of the urban economy began to disappear, cities were left with a
declining tax base and a growing population of unemployed workers. President
Lyndon Johnson’s "War on Poverty" sought to address this crisis, and a key
piece of legislation was the Public Works and Economic Development Act of
1965.  This  act  created  the  Economic  Development  Agency  (EDA)  and
mandated  a  new  kind  of  planning  focused  on  stimulating  industrial  and
commercial growth, generating jobs, and retaining existing businesses.

The  economic  development  planner  was  tasked  with  analyzing  local
economies,  defining  economic  goals,  and  formulating  programs  to  reduce
unemployment  and  increase  incomes  (Public  Works  and  Economic
Development Act, 1965). Like their transportation counterparts, their approach
was often top-down and focused on large-scale physical interventions. They

became the architects of industrial parks, downtown revitalization projects, and
convention centers, all designed to attract private investment and bolster the
municipal tax base. This specialty was, in many ways, a direct continuation of
the Urban Renewal ethos, which had always prioritized the economic health of
the central  business district.  While their  goals were laudable, their  methods
often suffered from the same blind spots as the highway planners, focusing on
the  "hardware"  of  economic  growth  (the  buildings  and  infrastructure)  while
sometimes neglecting the "software": the skills, education, and social needs of
the people they were meant to serve. Together, these two powerful specialties,
the planners of the megastructure, represented the last great flowering of the
top-down,  expert-driven  model,  even  as  the  rest  of  the  profession  was
beginning to grapple with its profound and damaging legacy.

Planners of the Human Scale

While the planners of the megastructure were busy drawing the grand arteries
of the new metropolitan region, a different kind of specialist was emerging from
the  rubble  of  the  old  city.  These  were  the  planners  of  the  human  scale,
specialists whose work was a direct and often painful response to the profound
social failures of Urban Renewal. They were not focused on regional efficiency
or economic growth in the abstract, but on the tangible, lived realities of the
urban neighborhood. Two specialties, in particular, came to define this new,
socially-conscious wing of the profession: Housing Planning and Community
Development. They were the conscience of the post-renewal era, tasked with
cleaning up the social mess left behind by the bulldozers and building a more
humane and equitable city from the ground up.

Housing  Planning,  as  a  distinct  specialty,  was  born  from a  deep sense  of
betrayal. The central, animating promise of the entire Urban Renewal project,
enshrined in the Housing Act of 1949, had been the "realization as soon as
feasible for the goal of a decent home and suitable living environment for every
American  family."  For  two  decades,  this  noble  goal  had  been  the  public
justification for the mass clearance of urban neighborhoods. But by the late
1960s, it was painfully clear that the program had been a catastrophic failure
on  its  own  terms.  The  President's  Committee  on  Urban  Housing,  in  its
landmark  1968  report,  delivered  a  scathing  verdict.  It  found  that  federal
programs had "simply not produced an adequate number of dwellings" and
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that after more than thirty years of federal activity, the nation had met "only
one-tenth of the nation's subsidized housing need" (Kaiser, 1968).

This  public  admission  of  failure  created  a  powerful  mandate  for  a  new
approach.  The committee's most  critical  finding was that  most  communities
had no real understanding of their own housing needs, nor did they have the
capacity to develop action programs to meet them. The old model, which had
focused vaguely on "slum clearance," was replaced by a new, data-driven, and
goal-oriented paradigm. The Housing and Urban Development Act of 1968 for
the first time established specific, quantitative housing goals: the construction
or rehabilitation of 26 million housing units in ten years, with 6 million of those
specifically targeted to low- and moderate-income families (Getzels and So,
1988). This gave birth to the modern housing planner. Their job was no longer
to identify areas for clearance, but to conduct detailed needs assessments, to
analyze housing market data, and to develop specific, measurable strategies
for producing and preserving affordable housing. It was a shift from the art of
demolition to the science of production.

This new focus on preservation and production was codified in the Housing
and Community Development Act of 1974, which officially ended the Urban
Renewal program. In its place, it created the Community Development Block
Grant (CDBG) program, a new model that would become the primary tool for a
new generation of planners. The CDBG program was a complete departure
from  the  top-down,  project-based  funding  of  the  Urban  Renewal  era.  It
provided flexible  block grants  directly  to  states and cities,  allowing them to
decide for themselves how best to meet their local needs. This gave rise to the
Community Development Planner.

The goals of the CDBG program, as laid out by Congress, read like a point-by-
point  repudiation  of  every  failure  of  Urban  Renewal.  Where  renewal  had
focused on clearance, CDBG focused on the "conservation and expansion of
the nation's housing stock." Where renewal had led to the displacement of the
poor, CDBG mandated that its primary beneficiaries be "persons of low and
moderate  income."  Where  renewal  had  destroyed  neighborhoods,  CDBG
focused on their "revitalization." And where renewal had led to increased racial
segregation,  CDBG  called  for  the  "spatial  deconcentration  of  housing
opportunities  for  persons  of  lower  income"  (Housing  and  Community
Development Act, 1974). The community development planner was the agent

of  this  new,  bottom-up  approach.  Their  work  was  grounded  in  the
neighborhood,  focused  on  rehabilitating  existing  housing,  upgrading  public
facilities,  and  providing  the  social  services  necessary  to  build  a  healthy
community  from  within.  Together,  the  housing  planner  and  the  community
development planner represented a profound shift in the profession's center of
gravity, a move away from the grand, abstract visions of the megastructure and
toward  the  messy,  complex,  but  ultimately  more  human,  reality  of  the
neighborhood.

S K E T C H  ·  D R A W I N G ,  2 0 2 6

The empty cockpit. The council  chamber at  rest  — chairs,  desks,  and abandoned
plans: a profession between assignments.

The Protectors (Part 1): Parks and Recreation

The remaking of the planning profession in the post-renewal era was not just a
story  of  social  and  economic  course  correction.  It  was  also  a  story  of  a
powerful and growing backlash against the sheer physical destruction that had
been wrought in the name of progress. The bulldozers of Urban Renewal and
the  massive  earth-movers  of  the  Interstate  Highway  System  had  not  just
displaced people; they had erased irreplaceable parts of the nation's natural
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and cultural heritage. In response to this widespread destruction, a new set of
planning specialties emerged, born not from a desire to build something new,
but  from  a  fierce  determination  to  protect  what  was  left.  These  were  the
Protectors. Their mission was fundamentally defensive, their tools were legal
and regulatory, and their rise marked a critical shift in the profession's ethos,
from a relentless focus on the future to a new and urgent appreciation for the
value of the past.

The  need  for  Parks  and  Recreation  Planning  was  driven  by  a  dawning
realization  that  open  space,  once  taken  for  granted,  was  a  finite  and
endangered resource. The massive highway projects of  the 1950s and 60s
had often sliced through existing urban parks, which were seen by engineers
as the path of least resistance: free land with no residents to displace. At the
same time, rapid suburbanization was consuming vast tracts of farmland and
natural landscapes on the metropolitan fringe. This twofold threat created a
new  sense  of  urgency  to  preserve  and  properly  plan  for  the  nation's
recreational resources.

The federal response was the Land and Water Conservation Fund Act of 1965.
This landmark piece of legislation was designed to "preserve, develop, and
assure the accessibility to all citizens... of present and future generations... [of]
quality  and  quantity  of  outdoor  recreation  resources"  (Land  and  Water
Conservation  Act,  1965).  To  achieve  this,  the  Act  created  a  powerful  new
planning mandate. In order to receive federal assistance for parks, states were
required to prepare a comprehensive statewide outdoor recreation plan. This
created  a  new  class  of  professional  planner,  one  who  was  tasked  with
evaluating the demand for  and supply  of  outdoor  recreation resources and
developing a long-range plan for their acquisition and development.

Crucially,  the  Act  also  included  a  powerful  protective  clause:  any  property
acquired  or  developed  with  funds  from the  Act  could  not  be  converted  to
anything other than public outdoor recreation without the express approval of
the Secretary of the Interior and the substitution of other properties of at least
equal value and usefulness. This created a strong legal shield, making it much
more difficult  for  highway departments  or  redevelopment  agencies  to  seize
parkland for their projects. The parks and recreation planner, armed with this
new  federal  mandate,  became  a  new  and  powerful  voice  in  the  planning
process,  a  specialist  whose primary job was to  say "no"  to  the destructive

impulses of the megastructure planners. They were the first line of defense,
the protectors of the green spaces that had been so casually sacrificed in the
name of progress.

The Protectors (Part 2): Historic Preservation

A similar protective impulse, born from a profound sense of loss, drove the rise
of Historic Preservation Planning. Throughout the Urban Renewal era, citizens
across the country had watched in horror as beloved historic buildings, and in
some cases, entire historic neighborhoods, were demolished to make way for
new highways, housing projects, and commercial developments. These were
not just old buildings; they were the physical embodiment of a city's memory,
the tangible links to its past. Their destruction was felt as a deep and personal
wound.  The  demolition  of  New  York  City's  magnificent,  Beaux-Arts
Pennsylvania Station in 1963 was a particularly galvanizing moment, a cultural
trauma that sent shockwaves across the nation. The public outcry over the loss
of  this  architectural  masterpiece  sparked a  national  movement,  a  new and
powerful constituency that demanded a voice in the planning process, a voice
for the past.

This movement culminated in the passage of the National Historic Preservation
Act  of  1966.  This  was  the  single  most  important  piece  of  preservation
legislation in American history, and it fundamentally and permanently changed
the planning landscape. The Act was a declaration that the nation's historical
and cultural  heritage was a resource worthy of  protection,  and it  created a
powerful new set of tools to ensure that protection. It established the National
Register  of  Historic  Places,  creating an official,  national  listing of  buildings,
sites, and districts deemed significant in American history and culture. It also
created a network of  State Historic  Preservation Officers (SHPOs) in every
state to administer the program and to serve as the primary point of contact for
preservation issues.

But  its  most  powerful  provision,  the  one  that  would  give  the  preservation
movement real teeth, was Section 106. This section required that all federal
agencies give the newly created Advisory Council on Historic Preservation the
opportunity to comment on any federal undertaking (be it a highway, a housing
project, or a new federal building) that had an impact on a property listed on
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the National  Register  of  Historic  Places (National  Historic  Preservation Act,
1966).

The impact of Section 106 was revolutionary. It  created a legally mandated
review process  that  forced federal  agencies,  for  the  first  time,  to  stop  and
consider  the historical  and cultural  consequences of  their  actions.  It  was a
direct  and  powerful  check  on  the  unbridled  power  of  the  megastructure
planners. No longer could a highway department simply draw a line on a map
through a historic  district  without  a formal,  public,  and often lengthy review
process. This,  in turn, created an entirely new professional class of historic
preservation planners, experts who were hired by government agencies and
private developers to navigate the complex Section 106 review process. Like
their  parks  and  recreation  counterparts,  their  role  was  fundamentally
defensive. They were the guardians of the past, the experts who stood in the
path  of  the  bulldozer  and  demanded that  the  cultural  value  of  a  place  be
weighed  against  the  economic  logic  of  "progress."  Together,  these  two
specialties,  the  Protectors,  represented  a  profound  shift  in  the  planning
profession's DNA, a new understanding that sometimes the best plan is not to
build, but to save.

The Guardians (Part 1): Environmental Planning

The  protective  impulse  that  animated  the  historic  preservation  and  parks
movements was part of a much larger cultural shift in late 1960s America. The
unquestioning, mid-century faith in progress and technology was beginning to
crumble, replaced by a growing awareness of the fragile and interconnected
nature of both the natural environment and the social fabric of communities.
This new consciousness gave rise to two more planning specialties, born not
from a desire to build or even to protect specific things, but from a mandate to
act as permanent guardians of entire systems. These were the Guardians: the
Environmental  Planners  and  the  specialists  in  Community  Activism  and
Empowerment.  They  were  the  watchdogs,  the  system-checkers,  the
professionals tasked with ensuring that the fundamental values of ecological
health  and  democratic  participation  were  woven  into  the  very  DNA of  the
planning process.

The  rise  of  Environmental  Planning  was  fueled  by  a  series  of  ecological
disasters and a growing public alarm about the consequences of unchecked
industrial growth. The publication of Rachel Carson's blockbuster book Silent
Spring in 1962 had awakened a generation to the dangers of pesticides and
chemical pollution. The infamous Cuyahoga River fire in 1969, where a river so
polluted with industrial waste literally caught on fire, became a national symbol
of environmental neglect. This groundswell of public concern culminated in the
passage of the National Environmental Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA), a piece of
legislation so sweeping and powerful that it has been called the "Magna Carta"
of environmental law.

NEPA's purpose was to "prevent or eliminate damage to the environment and
biosphere"  and to  "enrich the understanding of  the ecological  systems and
natural  resources  important  to  the  United  States"  (National  Environmental
Policy Act, 1969). To achieve this, it created a revolutionary new planning tool:
the Environmental Impact Statement (EIS). The law required that all  federal
agencies prepare a detailed statement  on the environmental  impact  of  any
"major  Federal  actions  significantly  affecting  the  quality  of  the  human
environment."  This  was  a  procedural  masterstroke.  It  forced  every  federal
agency, from the Department of Transportation to the Department of Housing
and  Urban  Development,  to  stop  and  systematically  analyze  the  potential
environmental consequences of their actions before they were taken.

This  mandate  created  an  entirely  new  field  of  professional  practice.  The
environmental  planner was the expert  tasked with preparing these complex
and data-intensive environmental impact statements. Their job was to study
the potential impacts of a project on air and water quality, on wildlife habitats,
on noise levels, and on a host of other ecological factors. By the mid-1970s,
many states had passed their own versions of NEPA, such as the powerful
California  Environmental  Quality  Act  (CEQA),  creating  an  even  greater
demand for these specialists (Alm, 1988; Neuman, 1998). The environmental
planner  became a  permanent  and  powerful  new actor  in  the  development
process,  a  guardian  of  the  natural  world  whose  scientific  analysis  could
significantly alter, delay, or even stop a project in its tracks. In later decades,
however,  the  same  environmental  review  procedures  were  also  used  by
opponents of particular projects to delay or block infill housing near transit and
other projects with environmental benefits, a pattern documented in studies of
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environmental review litigation in California (Hernandez, 2018; Elmendorf and
Duncheon, 2022).

P L A T E  4 . 2  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  1 9 4 2

The loss that taught preservation. Travelers in Pennsylvania Station, New York,
August 1942, two decades before the station's demolition began in 1963.
Image: Marjory Collins (FSA-OWI), "Loners in a crowd. Waiting for trains at the Pennsylvania
railroad station, in New York City, New York," August 1942. Library of Congress, Prints &
Photographs Division, FSA-OWI Collection, scan via Wikimedia Commons. Public domain (work of
the U.S. federal government). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.

P L A T E  4 . 3  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  1 9 7 3

The river that burned. The Cuyahoga River in Cleveland's industrial Flats, with
steelworks on the far bank, May 1973. This is not a photograph of the 1969 fire.
Image: Frank John Aleksandrowicz (DOCUMERICA), "Cuyahoga River Waterfront," May 1973. U.S.
National Archives and Records Administration, DOCUMERICA, RG 412, NAID 550225. Public
domain (work of the U.S. federal government). Resized for print.

The Guardians (Part 2): Community Activism and
Empowerment

At the same time that a new class of planners was being trained to guard the
natural environment, another was being created to guard the democratic one.
The spirit of advocacy and citizen participation, which had been so powerfully
championed  by  Paul  Davidoff  and  legally  mandated  by  the  Model  Cities
program, was now becoming professionalized into its own distinct specialty:
Community Activism and Empowerment. This was, in many ways, the most
direct and profound response to the sins of Urban Renewal. If the great failure
of the old model was its arrogant, top-down detachment from the lived reality of
the community, then the new model would be built on the opposite principle: a
deep and unwavering commitment to empowering the community to shape its

A  P R O F E S S I O N  A D R I F T

55



own future. This was a noble and necessary corrective, but it was also a final,
decisive  step  in  the  profession's  long  retreat  from its  role  as  the  visionary
author of the plan.

The advocacy planner of the 1960s had often been an outsider, a "guerilla in
the bureaucracy," a renegade who worked from within the system to challenge
its assumptions and to fight for the rights of the disenfranchised. But by the
1970s, the lessons of Urban Renewal had been so deeply absorbed that the
"guerilla" was invited inside. The planner as an officially sanctioned community
organizer was born. The central lesson had been clear: top-down plans that
ignored the needs and desires of  the community were not just  unjust;  they
were ineffective. They were doomed to fail.

The planner specializing in community activism was tasked with rectifying this.
Their role was not to create a physical plan, but to build social and political
capacity within a neighborhood. They were the facilitators, the organizers, the
professionals who worked to ensure that the "widespread citizen participation"
mandated by federal law was a meaningful reality, not just a box to be checked
on a grant application. They organized community meetings, they conducted
needs-assessment surveys, and they helped neighborhood groups articulate
their  own vision for  the future.  They were the guardians of  the democratic
process,  the professionals  whose job was to  ensure that  the voices of  the
powerless were heard in the halls of power.

This was a profound and necessary shift. It was a recognition that a just and
effective plan could not be created in a vacuum; it had to be co-created with
the community it was meant to serve. But this new role, for all its virtues, had a
profound and often unacknowledged consequence. It completed the process
of  transforming  the  planner  from  a  creator  of  products  to  a  manager  of
process. The community activism specialist was not, in the end, responsible for
the final plan. Their job was to manage the process that led to the plan. The
vision itself was now seen as the property of the "community," a vague and
often  contested  entity.  The  planner's  role  was  to  be  a  neutral  facilitator,  a
midwife who helped the community give birth to its own vision, but not the
artist who shaped that vision themselves.

Together  with  the  environmental  planners,  these  two  new  specialties,  the
Guardians, represented the full flowering of the post-renewal ethos. They were

the  profession's  new  conscience,  a  powerful  and  necessary  check  on  the
destructive  impulses  of  the  past.  But  they  were  also  a  symbol  of  its
fragmentation  and  its  loss  of  confidence.  The  profession  had  become  so
focused on preventing harm that it  had forgotten how to create a bold and
unified  vision  of  its  own.  It  had  become  a  profession  of  guardians,  but  a
guardian, by definition, is a protector of what already exists, not a creator of
what  is  to  come.  This  was  the  final,  crucial  step  in  the  loss  of  the  art,  a
profound  and  lasting  shift  in  the  profession's  understanding  of  its
responsibilities not just to the physical city, but to the natural world and the
democratic society it contained.

The Managers

The long,  tumultuous  remaking  of  the  planning  profession,  from the  grand
visions of Urban Renewal to the specialized, protective mandates of the 1970s,
was driven by a series of powerful federal interventions. For three decades, the
federal government had been the primary client, the chief financier, and the
ultimate agenda-setter for American planning. But in the 1980s, the political
winds shifted dramatically. The election of Ronald Reagan ushered in an era of
fiscal  conservatism,  a  deep-seated  skepticism  of  "big  government,"  and  a
concerted effort to devolve federal responsibilities back to the states and cities.
The  generous  spigot  of  federal  funding  that  had  fueled  the  growth  of  the
planning profession for a generation was suddenly, and decisively, turned off.
This  new  era  of  austerity  created  yet  another  existential  crisis  for  the
profession, forcing it to adapt once again. But this adaptation was different. It
was not a response to a new social mission or a new intellectual movement. It
was a pragmatic surrender to a new and harsh economic reality. This crisis
gave  birth  to  the  final  specialty  of  the  post-renewal  era:  the  planner  as
Manager,  the  pragmatic,  data-driven  expert  in  Planning  Management  and
Finance.

This shift was not just a federal phenomenon. It was mirrored at the local level
by  a  powerful  "tax  revolt,"  most  famously  exemplified  by  California's
Proposition 13 in 1978. This ballot initiative drastically cut property taxes and
severely  limited the ability  of  local  governments to  raise new revenue.  The
impacts were immediate and profound, not just in California, but across the
country as similar measures were adopted. City planning departments, once
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seen as essential, were now often viewed as a luxury, and their budgets were
slashed. The era of federally-funded, long-range comprehensive planning was
over.  The  new  imperative  was  to  do  more  with  less,  to  justify  every
expenditure,  and to  prove the tangible,  bottom-line  value of  planning in  an
environment of scarce resources.

This new reality created a demand for a new set of skills. The visionary, the
advocate, and the guardian were now joined by the manager. The Planning
Management and Finance specialist was the professional who could navigate
this new world of fiscal constraint. Their focus was not on the grand vision, but
on  the  practical,  day-to-day  business  of  running  a  planning  agency  and
implementing projects in a cost-effective manner. They became experts in a
new set of tools, borrowed not from design or sociology, but from the world of
business and public administration.

One  of  the  most  important  new  tools  was  strategic  planning.  Unlike  the
traditional,  long-range  comprehensive  plan,  which  often  sat  on  a  shelf
gathering dust, the strategic plan was a short-term, action-oriented document.
It  focused  on  identifying  an  organization's  or  a  city's  key  strengths  and
weaknesses, setting a limited number of achievable goals, and developing a
clear, step-by-step plan for meeting them within a tight budget and timeframe.
It  was a pragmatic,  results-oriented approach,  perfectly  suited to  an era of
limited resources.

Another critical tool was the Capital Improvement Program (CIP). The CIP was
a multi-year schedule of all planned public works projects, from street repairs
to new fire stations. The planner, in this role, was not just a designer of these
projects,  but  a  financial  manager,  tasked  with  prioritizing  the  city's  needs,
estimating  costs,  identifying  funding  sources,  and  ensuring  that  the  city's
limited capital budget was being spent in the most efficient and effective way
possible.  This  required  a  new  level  of  financial  literacy  and  a  deep
understanding  of  municipal  bonding,  grant  writing,  and  public-private
partnerships.

P L A T E  4 . 4  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  1 9 7 8

The tax revolt. Howard Jarvis, the public face of California's Proposition 13, among
supporters and press after the measure passed in June 1978.
Image: "Howard Jarvis after California Proposition 13 victory" by Mike Meadows, Los Angeles
Times, Los Angeles Times, via Wikimedia Commons, June 8, 1978 (as catalogued). CC BY 4.0
(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.

Underpinning all of this was a new emphasis on cost-benefit analysis. In the
old era, a project was often justified by its grand vision or its social goals. In
the new era of  austerity,  every project  had to prove its  worth in cold,  hard
numbers.  The  planner  as  manager  had  to  be  able  to  conduct  rigorous
analyses to demonstrate that the economic benefits of a proposed project (the
new tax revenue, the new jobs, the increased property values) outweighed its
costs. This was a profound shift in the profession's value system. The planner
was no longer just  a visionary or a social  advocate;  they were now also a
bottom-line manager, a pragmatic professional whose success was measured
not by the beauty of their vision, but by their ability to deliver tangible results in
a world of ever-tightening fiscal constraints. This final specialty completed the
fragmentation  of  the  profession,  adding  a  powerful,  pragmatic,  and  often
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dominant new voice to the already crowded and conflicted chorus of modern
planning.

The planner was no longer just a visionary or a
social advocate; they were now also a bottom-
line manager.

A Tower of Babel

The  long,  painful,  and  necessary  remaking  of  the  American  planning
profession was, in many ways, a story of successful problem-solving. Faced
with the catastrophic failures of Urban Renewal, the profession had responded.
Each new specialty that emerged in the post-renewal era was a direct and
often  brilliant  solution  to  a  specific,  identifiable  flaw in  the  old  model.  The
advocates  and  community  organizers  gave  voice  to  the  voiceless.  The
environmental planners and historic preservationists created powerful shields
to  protect  the  nation's  natural  and  cultural  heritage.  The  housing  and
community  development  specialists  built  a  new,  more  humane  model  of
neighborhood  revitalization  from  the  ground  up.  The  managers  brought  a
much-needed dose of fiscal reality to a field that had often been disconnected
from the practical  constraints of  governance. Each of  these new specialists
was an essential corrective, a necessary check or balance in a system that
had been dangerously out of whack.

But this collection of successful solutions had an unintended and deeply ironic
consequence. In its effort to solve the problem of itself, the planning profession
had shattered into a thousand pieces. The once-unified field, which had been
founded on the very principle of comprehensiveness, was now a fragmented
collection of specialized, and often competing, fiefdoms. The end result of this
three-decade-long transformation was not a stronger, more unified profession,
but a modern-day Tower of Babel.

The metaphor is a powerful one. In the biblical story, the descendants of Noah,
speaking a single language, came together to build a tower that would reach
the heavens. Their unity and shared purpose gave them immense power. In
the post-renewal era, the planning profession was like the aftermath of that

story. It was a collection of brilliant builders, each an expert in their craft, but
they no longer spoke the same language. The transportation planner spoke
the  language  of  traffic  models  and  level-of-service  calculations.  The
environmental  planner  spoke the  language of  ecological  impact  statements
and  biodiversity  metrics.  The  housing  planner  spoke  the  language  of
affordability gaps and pro-forma analysis.  The historic preservationist  spoke
the language of architectural integrity and period of significance. The economic
development planner spoke the language of tax increments and job creation
ratios.

Each of these languages was precise, powerful, and essential for its specific
task. But they were not mutually intelligible. The values and priorities of one
specialty were often in direct conflict with the values and priorities of another.
The transportation planner's desire to widen a road to improve traffic flow was
a direct  threat to the historic preservationist's  goal  of  protecting the historic
streetscape. The economic development planner's push for a new commercial
project  was  often  at  odds  with  the  housing  planner's  mandate  to  create
affordable housing. The environmental planner's demand for a larger setback
to protect a wetland could derail the entire financial model of a project.

The original vision of the "City Practical" planner, as articulated by Frederick
Law Olmsted Jr., had been that of a coordinator, a master professional who
could understand and orchestrate the "myriad undertakings of many agents" to
create a single, comprehensive, and harmonious urban vision. But by the end
of the 20th century, the planners themselves had become the "many agents,"
and there was no one left to coordinate them. The "master planner" was gone,
replaced by a committee of specialists, each a powerful advocate for their own
piece of the puzzle, but with no one responsible for putting the puzzle together.

This was the fractured legacy of the post-renewal era. The profession, in its
righteous and necessary quest to "do no harm," had become so focused on
preventing the mistakes of the past that it  had lost its ability to articulate a
coherent and compelling vision for the future. It had become a profession of
critics, of regulators, of guardians, and of managers. It had learned its lessons
well. It had solved the problem of its own destructive power by ensuring that
planning would, first and foremost, be a process of damage prevention. But in
doing so, it had created a new and more insidious problem. It had become a
profession so fragmented, so specialized, and so internally conflicted that it
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had lost its unified voice, its comprehensive vision, and its sense of a shared
and noble purpose. It was a profession adrift, a collection of brilliant specialists
speaking different languages, unable to build the tower they had set out to
create.  The stage  was  now set  for  the  modern  identity  crisis,  a  deep and
lasting  search  for  a  new,  unified  language  that  could  make  the  profession
whole again.

It was a profession adrift, a collection of brilliant
specialists speaking different languages, unable
to build the tower they had set out to create.

F I G U R E  4  ·  I N F O G R A P H I C

Figure 4: A tower of Babel. How the post-renewal profession fractured into specialties, each tied to the federal law or local event this chapter credits with creating it.
Based on Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Co. (1926); Public Works and Economic Development Act (1965); Land and Water Conservation Fund Act (1965); National Historic Preservation Act
(1966); Kaiser et al. (1968); National Environmental Policy Act (1969); Housing and Community Development Act (1974).

THE ONCE-UNIFIED CITY PRACTICAL PLANNER

FOUNDATIONAL

Urban Design

Heir to the City
Beautiful

Land Use & Code
Enforcement

Zoning upheld in Euclid,
1926

MEGASTRUCTURE

Transportation

Federal-Aid Highway
Acts, 1956 and 1962

Economic
Development

Public Works and
Economic Development
Act, 1965

HUMAN SCALE

Housing

President's Committee on
Urban Housing, 1968

Community
Development

Housing and Community
Development Act, 1974

PROTECTORS

Parks & Recreation

Land and Water
Conservation Fund Act,
1965

Historic
Preservation

National Historic
Preservation Act, 1966

GUARDIANS

Environmental

National Environmental
Policy Act, 1969

Community Activism
& Empowerment

Building capacity within
neighborhoods

MANAGERS

Planning Management
& Finance

Proposition 13, 1978;
strategic plans, CIP,
cost-benefit

Specialties as grouped in Chapter 4: Foundational Planners; Planners of the Megastructure; Planners of the Human Scale; the Protectors; the Guardians; the Managers.
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P A R T  3

Reclaiming the Lost Art
Isolated behind departmental walls and abstract data dashboards, modern planning
suffered an identity crisis. Reclaiming the civic plan requires returning to the
planner’s foundational role as an artist of the civic whole.

“Sustainability is a worthy and essential goal, but it
is not a method.”



P L A T E  5 . 3  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  1 9 6 8

Seeing the whole. Earth rising above the lunar horizon, photographed by astronaut William Anders from
Apollo 8 on December 24, 1968. Sustainability, the subject of this chapter's later pages, asked planners to see
the whole.
Image: William Anders, NASA, "Earthrise," December 24, 1968. NASA, Apollo 8 mission photography, AS08-14-2383. Public
domain (NASA imagery; work of the U.S. federal government). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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C H A P T E R  5

The Search for a North Star
The process, in a very real sense, had eaten the plan.

The story of the American planning profession, throughout its tumultuous history, has always defined itself in relation to a problem. It was born
from the problem of the industrial city. It was remade by the problem of Urban Renewal. And in the decades that followed, it successfully solved
the problem of itself, transforming from a profession that did harm into one that was, above all, designed to prevent harm. The intricate web of
specializations, the complex procedural requirements, the deep-seated focus on citizen participation: all were necessary and successful
solutions to the sins of the past. But this success came at a profound and unforeseen cost. In its relentless focus on fixing what was broken, the
profession had lost sight of what it was trying to build. The old mission and vision, for all their flaws, had been clear and unifying. Now, there
was nothing to take their place. The post-renewal era had not produced a new consensus; it had produced a vacuum.

The Modern Identity Crisis

This  vacuum  is  the  source  of  the  modern  identity  crisis  that  haunts  the
planning  profession  today.  The  contemporary  planning  landscape,  as  one
scholar noted at the turn of the 21st century, is defined by a "renewed search
for definition" (Myers and Kitsuse, 2000). After more than a hundred years of
practice,  the profession finds itself  in  the paradoxical  and deeply unsettling
position of having to ask, once again, the most fundamental questions: What is
planning? What is our purpose? What is our mission, and what is our vision for
the future? The lack of clear and compelling answers has left the profession in
a state of profound uncertainty, a ship without a north star.

The  root  of  this  crisis  is  the  very  fragmentation  that  was  the  profession's
solution to the failures of Urban Renewal. The old, unified profession had been
shattered into a dozen specialized pieces, and in the decades that followed,

each of these pieces had evolved its own distinct culture, its own technical
language, and its own set of values and priorities. The transportation planner,
the housing advocate,  the environmental  specialist,  the urban designer,  the
economic development expert: they were all, in theory, part of the same "larger
planning  profession,"  as  the  American  Planning  Association  calls  it.  But  in
practice,  they  often  operated  in  separate,  non-communicating  silos,  their
specialized goals frequently in direct conflict with one another. The profession
that  had  been  founded  on  the  very  principle  of  comprehensiveness  had
become a collection of competing special interests.

This internal fragmentation has made it nearly impossible to articulate a single,
coherent definition of what a planner is or does. The old definitions, rooted in
the idea of the comprehensive, rational master plan, no longer fit the reality of
a  profession  dominated  by  specialists.  But  no  new,  unifying  definition  has
emerged to  take its  place.  The result  is  a  profession that  is,  as  two of  its
leading critics have argued, "too open, porous, and vaguely defined" (Myers
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and Banerjee, 2005). This lack of clear boundaries has created a deep and
pervasive  sense  of  confusion,  not  just  for  the  public,  but  for  planners
themselves. Many practitioners today, when pressed, struggle to articulate a
clear and compelling mission for their work beyond the narrow confines of their
specific specialty.  They can tell  you what  a transportation planner does,  or
what a housing planner does,  but  they often cannot tell  you what planning
does.

P L A T E  5 . 1  ·  P R I N T E D  P A G E ,  1 9 0 9

The plan as artifact. The title page of the Plan of Chicago (1909), prepared under the direction of
the Commercial Club of Chicago by Daniel H. Burnham and Edward H. Bennett, edited by Charles
Moore.

Image: Daniel H. Burnham and Edward H. Bennett (authors); Charles Moore (editor); The
Commercial Club of Chicago (publisher), "Plan of Chicago, title page," 1909. Internet Archive,
digitized copy (Google Books scan), item planchicagoprep00moorgoog, leaf n15. Public domain
(published 1909). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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S K E T C H  ·  D R A W I N G ,  2 0 2 6

The plan, drawn. The 1909 plan as a drawing — the grid cut by diagonal boulevards radiating from
the civic center, the lakefront held as park, the river threading through.

This internal confusion has, inevitably, led to a profound confusion among the
public. If planners themselves cannot agree on what their purpose is, how can
they be expected to communicate their value to the mayors, the city councils,
and the citizens they are meant to serve? The public has no clear framework
with  which  to  understand  the  role  and  importance  of  planning.  The  old,
powerful  image  of  the  visionary  city-builder,  for  all  its  flaws,  was  at  least

understandable. The modern reality of a dozen different specialists managing
a complex and often opaque process is far more difficult to grasp, let alone to
value  (McClendon,  2003).  This  has  left  the  profession  in  a  dangerously
vulnerable position, its influence often diminished, its purpose questioned, and
its very existence sometimes threatened in an era of tight municipal budgets.
This  chapter  is  an  exploration  of  that  crisis.  It  is  a  deep  dive  into  the
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contemporary debates that define the search for a new north star, a search
that revolves around two central and fiercely contested questions: the role of
"the plan" in a post-comprehensive world, and the enduring conflict between
the planner as a manager of process and the planner as a creator of place.

The old, powerful image of the visionary city-
builder, for all its flaws, was at least
understandable.

A House Divided

The modern identity crisis is not just a vague, philosophical malaise; it has a
clear and identifiable epicenter. The fault line runs directly through the heart of
the profession's intellectual ecosystem, creating a deep and persistent schism
between the world of the planning practitioner and the world of the planning
academic. This is not merely a friendly debate over theory; it is a fundamental
disagreement over the very definition of the profession and the essential skills
required  to  practice  it.  The  contemporary  planning  profession  is  a  house
divided against itself, with the practitioners on the front lines often feeling that
the academics in the ivory tower are out of touch with the gritty realities of their
work,  and  the  academics  often  viewing  the  practitioners  as  intellectually
uncurious and overly constrained by the compromises of day-to-day politics.
This internal schism is perhaps the most significant obstacle to forging a new,
unified professional identity.

The most visible symptom of this divide is the fierce and ongoing debate over
the core curriculum in university  planning programs.  For  decades,  planning
schools have struggled to reach a consensus on what, precisely, constitutes
the essential  body of  knowledge that  every aspiring planner must possess.
This is not for lack of trying. But as one study of the issue found, there is a
"continual  tension  between  the  practitioners  and  academics  within  the
profession"  and  "conflicting  views  within  academia  about  what  the  role  of
planning is and what a planner is supposed to do" (Edwards and Bates, 2011).
The difficulty in defining a curriculum is a direct result of the multifaceted and
often  contradictory  definitions  of  planning  itself.  If  the  professors,  the  very
people tasked with defining and transmitting the profession's core knowledge,

cannot agree on what that knowledge is, it is a clear and alarming sign of a
profession without a defined intellectual core.

This academic disagreement is a direct reflection of the broader fragmentation
of the field. A professor specializing in social justice and community advocacy
will  argue that  the core curriculum must  be grounded in critical  theory and
qualitative  research  methods.  A  professor  specializing  in  transportation  will
insist  on  the  primacy  of  quantitative  modeling  and  statistical  analysis.  A
professor with a background in urban design will lament the absence of the
design  studio  and  the  skills  of  physical  plan-making.  Each  of  these
perspectives is valid, but the result is often a curriculum that is either a mile
wide  and an  inch  deep,  or  one that  is  heavily  skewed toward  the  specific
ideological and methodological biases of its faculty.

This creates a widening gulf between the world of the university and the world
of the municipal planning department. The daily reality of the practicing planner
is one of hard deadlines, tight budgets, intense political pressure, and the need
for a host of practical, applicable skills: the ability to read a site plan, to write a
clear  and  legally  defensible  staff  report,  to  navigate  a  contentious  public
hearing,  to  negotiate  with  developers.  The  daily  reality  of  the  planning
academic, on the other hand, is one of research, publishing, teaching, and the
pursuit of theoretical and critical rigor. The incentive structures of these two
worlds  are  fundamentally  different.  The  practitioner  is  rewarded  for  getting
things done, for finding workable compromises, for successfully implementing
projects  on  the  ground.  The  academic  is  rewarded  for  producing  original
research,  for  critiquing  existing  paradigms,  and  for  pushing  the  theoretical
boundaries of the field.

This disconnect has a profound impact on the next generation of planners.
Students often graduate from prestigious programs armed with a sophisticated
understanding of critical urban theory, but with little to no practical experience
in the day-to-day tasks that will define their first years of employment. They can
deconstruct  the political  economy of  neoliberal  urbanism,  but  they may not
know how to review a zoning application for compliance with the municipal
code. This sets up a cycle of disillusionment, with young planners often feeling
that their expensive graduate education did not prepare them for the reality of
their jobs, and with senior practitioners often feeling that the universities are
producing graduates who are intellectually arrogant but practically inept. This is
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the tangible, human cost of a house divided, a profession at war with itself over
its own definition, purpose, and the very nature of the skills required to build a
better city.

The Enduring Importance of "The Plan"

In the midst of the chaotic, fragmented, and often self-doubting landscape of
the modern planning profession,  it  can be difficult  to  find a  single  point  of
consensus, a solid piece of  ground upon which a new professional  identity
might be built. The house is divided between academics and practitioners, the
field is fractured into a dozen competing specializations, and the very definition
of  a  planner  is  up  for  debate.  And  yet,  beneath  all  the  turmoil  and
disagreement, there is one, single, enduring point of near-universal agreement.
It is the one idea that has survived the failures of Urban Renewal, the critiques
of the social scientists, and the fragmentation of the post-renewal era. It is the
simple,  powerful,  and almost tautological  idea that  the soul  of  the planning
profession resides in its signature product: the plan.

This may seem obvious, but in the context of the modern identity crisis, it is a
profoundly  important  anchor.  The  profession,  after  all,  is  not  called  "urban
processing" or "community facilitation." It is called planning, and the plan is the
tangible artifact  that  gives the profession its name, its core identity,  and its
ultimate reason for being (Neuman, 1998). Despite all the internal debates and
external pressures, the belief that the primary mission of the profession is, and
must be, the production of plans remains the central, unifying principle. As a
wide range of scholars and practitioners have consistently argued, the plan is
the profession's "most important product," the centerpiece of its work, and the
ultimate measure of its value and effectiveness (Alexander, 2002; Edwards and
Bates, 2011; Myers and Kitsuse, 2000; Ryan, 2011).

This  consensus,  however,  is  not  a  simple  continuation  of  the  old  "City
Practical"  model,  even  as  local  governments  continue  to  face  persistent
hurdles  in  translating  adopted  plans  into  ground-level  implementation
(Waldner,  2004).  It  is  a  hard-won  belief,  one  that  has  been  tested  and
challenged and has emerged, in the contemporary era, with a renewed sense
of importance. In the late 1990s, as the profession was beginning to take stock
of its post-renewal identity, the scholar Michael Tietz observed that while the

focus on social ills in the 1960s and 70s had been a necessary corrective, it
had also led to a period where the development of physical, land-use plans
was often seen as a "routine and irrelevant exercise" (Teitz, 1996). The plan, in
that era, was often viewed with suspicion, as a tool of the old, discredited, top-
down model. But Tietz argued that despite this challenge, the comprehensive
plan, as the embodiment of physical land-use planning, had not only survived
but was re-emerging as central to the profession's identity.

This re-emergence was driven by a growing recognition that the pendulum had
perhaps swung too far. The intense focus on process and social analysis, while
valuable, had left  a void at the center of the profession. It  had produced a
generation of  planners who were skilled critics and analysts,  but  who were
often less skilled at the fundamental task of creating a compelling, coherent,
and actionable vision for the future of a place. The call to return to the plan
was, in essence, a call for the profession to reclaim its core purpose. It was a
subconscious yearning for the lost art of plan-making.

The most forceful modern articulation of this view comes from the practitioner
and scholar Bruce McClendon. In his treatise on the need for a new brand
identity for the profession, he argues that the only way to solve the modern
identity crisis is for the profession to once again define itself, unapologetically,
around  the  creation  and  administration  of  the  comprehensive  plan
(McClendon, 2003). He contends that the shift away from the plan and toward
a focus on process has been a catastrophic mistake, one that has rendered
the profession rudderless and incomprehensible to the public. For McClendon,
the plan is not just one product among many; it is the product, the unique and
essential contribution that planners make to society.

This renewed focus on the plan is also a central  theme in the debate over
planning education. In their  study of core planning curricula, Mary Edwards
and Lisa Bates found that even amidst all the disagreement over what should
be  taught,  the  one  point  of  consensus  was  that  students  needed  to  have
practical, hands-on experience in plan-making. They noted, with some alarm,
that the intense focus on process and theory in many programs had made it
possible  for  students  to  "graduate  without  adequate  plan-making
experience"  (Edwards  and Bates,  2011).  The solution,  they  argued,  was  a
renewed emphasis on studio-based courses that taught the practical art and
science  of  creating  a  plan.  This  academic  consensus  reflects  a  broader
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professional understanding: that the plan, in all its forms, is the essential and
non-negotiable core of  the planning profession.  It  is  the one solid  piece of
ground in a shifting landscape, the starting point for any attempt to build a new
and more confident professional identity.

The Modern Plan: A Product in Flux

While the abstract idea of "the plan" serves as a much-needed anchor for the
modern planning profession, this consensus quickly evaporates the moment
one asks a simple,  practical  question:  What,  exactly,  is  a  plan today? The
comforting unity  of  the word itself  masks a deep and fractured reality.  The
"plan" of the 21st century is not a single, monolithic product. The confident, all-
encompassing master plan of the "City Practical" era is largely a relic of the
past. In its place, a diverse and often disconnected array of new plan types has
emerged,  each  a  product  of  a  different  historical  moment,  each  serving  a
different  purpose,  and  each  reflecting  a  different,  specialized  wing  of  the
fragmented  modern  profession.  The  very  product  that  should  unify  the
profession has itself become a reflection of its internal divisions. To understand
the modern identity crisis,  one must first  understand that  the profession no
longer produces the plan; it produces a plurality of plans, each with its own
distinct DNA.

The first and most historically resonant of these is the spatial plan. This is the
direct descendant of the original,  foundational plan, the product that has its
roots in the City Beautiful movement and the early comprehensive plans of the
20th century. A spatial plan is, at its core, concerned with the physical form and
arrangement of the built  environment. It  is the plan as a physical design, a
visual  representation of  a desired future for  a place.  This type of  planning,
which had been marginalized during the social-science-dominated era of the
1970s, experienced a powerful resurgence in the 1990s with the rise of the
New  Urbanism  movement  (Fainstein,  2000).  The  New  Urbanists,  reacting
against  the  perceived  soullessness  and  inefficiency  of  post-war  suburban
sprawl,  called  for  a  return  to  the  traditional  principles  of  urban  design:
walkable,  mixed-use neighborhoods,  a  clear  distinction  between public  and
private  space,  and  a  renewed  focus  on  the  aesthetic  quality  of  the  built
environment. The spatial plan is their primary tool. It is a document filled with
maps, diagrams, architectural  renderings, and design codes, all  focused on

shaping the physical form of cities, the relationship between work and living,
and the quality of the environment (Fainstein, 2000). It represents the enduring
legacy of the "physical design" wing of the profession, the belief that the artful
arrangement of the physical world remains the central and most important task
of the planner.

S K E T C H  ·  D R A W I N G ,  2 0 2 6

The return of the street. Porches, awnings, and a corner café — the walkable main
street drawn back into fashion.

The second major category is the environmental or community plan. This type
of  plan  is  the  direct  heir  to  the  legacy  of  the  Social  Reformers  and  the
advocacy  planning  movement  of  the  1960s.  Its  primary  concern  is  not  the
physical  form  of  the  city,  but  the  social  and  environmental  health  of  its
communities. An environmental or community plan is a document that deals
with the challenging, often intangible, issues of our time: poverty alleviation,
community development, educational inequality, and environmental justice. Its
focus  is  on  promoting  social  equity  and  empowering  marginalized
communities. This type of planning, as one scholar notes, has a central theme
of "promoting change to modify social behaviors" (Birch and Silver, 2009). Its
tools  are  not  architectural  renderings,  but  social-impact  assessments,
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community-needs  surveys,  and  strategies  for  building  political  and  social
capital. This is the plan as a tool for social justice, the product of the "social
science"  wing  of  the  profession,  which  believes  that  the  planner's  primary
responsibility is to address the underlying social and economic inequities that
shape the lives of a city's most vulnerable residents.

The third and newest form of the plan is the strategic plan. This is the product
of the planner-as-manager, born from the fiscal crises of the 1980s and the
subsequent embrace of tools and techniques from the world of business and
public administration. A strategic plan is fundamentally different from the other
two types in that its subject is often not a place, but an organization. It is a
business  tool,  a  document  designed  to  help  a  city  government,  a  public
agency, or a non-profit organization set clear goals, identify key priorities, and
develop  a  set  of  measurable,  action-oriented  strategies  for  achieving  them
within  a  limited  budget  and  timeframe.  It  is  a  plan  focused  on  improving
policies and business processes as a means to promote change (Neuman,
1998). This is the plan as a management tool, the product of the "managerial"
wing  of  the  profession,  which  believes  that  the  planner's  most  valuable
contribution is to bring a dose of pragmatic, data-driven efficiency to the often-
chaotic business of governance.

These three distinct plan types (the spatial, the social, and the strategic) are
the clearest possible symptom of the profession's modern identity crisis. They
are the products of a field that is no longer sure what its primary purpose is. Is
it  to  design  beautiful  and  functional  places?  Is  it  to  fight  for  social  and
environmental  justice?  Or  is  it  to  manage  the  complex  machinery  of  the
modern city? The fact that the profession's signature product has fractured into
these  three  separate,  and  often  non-communicating,  forms  reveals  a
profession  at  war  with  itself,  a  house  divided,  still  searching  for  a  single,
coherent answer to the question of what it means to make a plan.

The Crisis of the Modern Plan

Even as the profession rallies around the enduring importance of "the plan," a
deep  and  persistent  anxiety  haunts  the  modern  planner.  It  is  a  quiet  but
corrosive  doubt,  a  nagging  question  that  strikes  at  the  very  heart  of  the
profession's value and effectiveness: Do our plans actually matter? This is not

a  question  about  the  quality  of  the  ideas  within  the  plans,  but  a  more
fundamental and troubling question about their real-world impact. A growing
body of critique from within the profession itself suggests that the link between
the creation of a plan and its successful implementation is tenuous at best, and
often nonexistent. This has led to a profound and troubling concern that the
modern planning process, for all  its analytical  rigor and public participation,
often produces beautifully crafted, well-researched, and democratically-vetted
documents  that  ultimately  sit  on  a  shelf,  gathering  dust,  their  bold  visions
unrealized and their practical recommendations ignored. This crisis of impact
is inextricably linked to a parallel crisis of the imagination. The modern plan
has not only lost its effectiveness; it has lost its vision.

This is the problem of the "plan-implementation gap," and it is one of the most
significant  challenges  to  the  modern  profession's  legitimacy.  The  critique
begins with a simple, damning observation: planners, as a professional group,
are often far more focused on the creation of the plan than on its subsequent
life in the real world. The planning process is often treated as a linear one, with
a clear beginning (the identification of a problem) and a clear end (the formal
adoption  of  the  plan  by  the  city  council).  Once  the  plan  is  adopted,  the
planner's job is often seen as complete. They move on to the next plan for the
next neighborhood, with little to no formal mechanism for tracking, monitoring,
or evaluating the success of the plan they just spent months or even years
creating (Laurian, 2004).

This lack of follow-through has created a professional culture where there is
often a shocking lack of institutional knowledge about what works and what
doesn't. As one study noted, planners "do not typically conduct evaluations of
their work" (Myers and Kitsuse, 2000). This is not necessarily due to a lack of
interest, but often to a lack of resources, a lack of political will, and a lack of
clear and agreed-upon methodologies for  conducting such evaluations.  The
result is a profession that is often flying blind, repeating the same mistakes
from one plan to the next because it has no systematic way of learning from its
past successes and failures.

This problem is compounded by the fact that the modern plan, in its quest for
analytical rigor, has often become a document that is profoundly uninspiring.
The great, foundational plans of the early 20th century, for all their profound
flaws, had one undeniable and powerful virtue: they were compelling. Daniel
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Burnham's Plan of Chicago was not a dense, text-heavy policy report; it was a
magnificent, large-format book filled with breathtaking, full-color renderings of a
transformed city. These early plans were, at their core, works of persuasive art.
But as the planning profession retreated from its roots in design and embraced
the language and methods of the social sciences, a critical part of its soul was
lost.

The  consequences  of  this  shift  are  starkly  visible  in  the  very  form  of  the
modern plan. Where the Plan of Chicago was a beautiful object in itself, the
typical comprehensive plan of today is a dense, bureaucratic document, often
hundreds of pages long, filled with impenetrable jargon and endless tables of
data. It is a document designed to be a legally defensible policy instrument, not
a source of inspiration. It speaks the language of the bureaucrat and the policy
analyst, not the language of the citizen. As one critic notes, it is difficult for the
public to get a sense of the future of a place "through the haze of statistical
data and quantitative analysis" (Neuman, 1998).

It speaks the language of the bureaucrat and the
policy analyst, not the language of the citizen.

This has led to a profound and damaging consequence: the modern plan often
fails to provide a compelling vision of the future. It is so focused on analyzing
the problems of the present that it fails to paint a clear and attractive picture of
a  better  tomorrow.  This  is  a  catastrophic  failure  of  the  profession's  core
mission.  As  two  scholars  have  argued,  the  future  has  always  been  the
"recognized focus of the planning profession," and a plan's primary job is to
"provide  an  image  of  the  future  and  detail  how  that  future  can  be  made
reality" (Myers and Kitsuse, 2000). But the modern, text-heavy plan often fails
on this most basic count. It tells us, in excruciating detail, what is wrong with
our city, but it often fails to show us, in a clear and inspiring way, what a better
city would look and feel like. This is the crisis of the modern plan: a product
that is at once ineffective and uninspiring, a document that has lost both its
power to be implemented and its power to make us dream.

The Critique of Process

The  modern  plan’s  crisis  of  impact  and  its  crisis  of  imagination  are  not
separate problems; they are two sides of the same coin. Both are symptoms of
a much deeper, more fundamental shift in the very definition of planning itself,
a shift that has been the subject of a powerful and growing critique from within
the profession. This is the critique of process. It is the argument that in the
decades following the failures of Urban Renewal, the planning profession, in a
desperate search for a new and less dangerous identity, made a fateful and
ultimately  self-defeating  choice.  It  abandoned  its  historical  focus  on  the
creation of a visionary product, the plan as a compelling physical vision, and
instead dedicated itself to the management of a fair and rational process. This
shift, while born of the best intentions, has, according to its critics, come at a
terrible cost, leaving the profession without its most powerful tools and without
a clear sense of its ultimate purpose.

This  transformation  can  be  traced  directly  back  to  the  trauma  of  Urban
Renewal. The profession, burned by the devastating social consequences of
its  top-down physical  plans,  sought  refuge  in  the  perceived  objectivity  and
democratic legitimacy of process. If the problem with the old model was the
arrogant,  all-knowing  expert  imposing  their  singular  vision  on  a  powerless
public,  then the solution, it  seemed, was to create a new model where the
planner was not the visionary, but the facilitator. The planner’s new role was to
design and manage a fair, open, and inclusive process that would allow the
community to create its own vision. This was a noble and necessary corrective,
a  direct  response  to  the  social  upheavals  of  the  1960s  and  70s  and  the
powerful  call  for  citizen  participation  and  advocacy  planning  (Berke,  2003;
Birch, 2011; Neuman, 1998).

The profession’s embrace of the social sciences further accelerated this shift.
The new generation of  planners,  trained as sociologists,  political  scientists,
and policy analysts, brought with them a new set of tools and a new set of
values. They were trained in the scientific method, in systems theory, and in
the rigorous analysis of quantitative and qualitative data. They were skeptical
of  the  grand,  intuitive,  and often  unsubstantiated  claims of  the  old  design-
oriented planners.  They believed that  the path to  a  better  city  lay  not  in  a
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beautiful drawing, but in a rigorous, data-driven, and methodologically sound
process of analysis and decision-making (Berke, 2003; Fainstein, 2000).

But what began as a necessary corrective soon became, in the eyes of many
critics, an end in itself.  The process, not the outcome, became the primary
focus of the planner's work. The success of a planning effort was no longer
measured by the quality of the final plan or its impact on the physical city, but
by the quality of the process that produced it. Was the process inclusive? Was
it  equitable? Was it  transparent? Was it  legally defensible? These were the
new metrics of success. This created a new kind of planner, the planner as a
process manager, a professional who was highly skilled at running community
meetings,  facilitating  stakeholder  workshops,  managing  complex  regulatory
reviews, and writing dense, data-rich reports.

The critique of this model is that it came at the expense of place. The intense
focus on the mechanics of the process often meant that the actual physical
place  being  planned  for  was  lost  in  the  shuffle.  The  planner  became  so
consumed with managing the conversation that they forgot their unique and
essential role as a shaper of the physical environment (Neuman, 1998). This
was,  as  Bruce McClendon argues,  a  direct  result  of  a  catastrophic  loss  of
confidence. The profession, terrified of repeating the mistakes of the past, had
lost faith in its own ability to be visionary and passionate. It had retreated from
the politically risky business of advocating for a specific physical future and
had instead taken refuge in the seemingly safe and neutral role of the process
manager  (McClendon,  2003).  The  result,  as  another  critic  argues,  was  a
profession that had lost its ability to "project a clear vision through physical
plans expressed in graphics and spatial displays" (Berke, 2003). The process,
in a very real sense, had eaten the plan. This was the great, hollowing-out of
the modern planning profession, the quiet but devastating trade-off that left the
field with a set of fair and rational procedures, but without its visionary soul. As
theorists of the "just city" have argued, open procedural discussion falls short
when  it  is  divorced  from  substantive  outcomes;  a  democratic  process
conducted within an unequal political economy can end up reinforcing existing
advantages (Fainstein, 2014; Legacy, 2017).

The Planner as Manager

The logical and deeply damaging consequence of the profession's retreat into
the perceived safety of process was the creation of a new, diminished role for
the planner in the ecosystem of urban governance. As the focus shifted from
the visionary product to the manageable process, the planner was quietly but
decisively relegated from the role of a visionary city-shaper to that of a mid-
level technician or manager. This was not a conscious choice, but the slow,
inevitable result of a profession that had voluntarily ceded its most powerful
and essential function: the articulation of a compelling vision for the future. In
the new, process-driven world, the "big picture" thinking, the setting of the city's
long-term goals and aspirations, was no longer seen as the primary job of the
planner. That critical task was left in the hands of others, and the planner was
left to manage the details.

This new role, the planner as manager, is a direct outcome of a professional
culture that came to value procedure over substance. The planner’s expertise
was no longer defined by their ability to synthesize complex information into a
powerful physical vision, but by their ability to manage a complex and often
labyrinthine set of procedures. Their daily work became a checklist of process-
oriented  tasks:  organizing  and  facilitating  community  meetings,  ensuring
compliance with a dizzying array of state and federal regulations, writing legally
defensible  environmental  impact  reports,  and  processing  development
applications to ensure they adhered to the letter of the zoning code. These are
all, without question, essential and difficult tasks. But they are the tasks of a
manager, a facilitator, and a regulator, not the tasks of a visionary leader.

The most significant consequence of this shift was the creation of a profound
power vacuum at the heart of the city-making process. If the planners, the very
people trained to think comprehensively and long-term, were no longer in the
business  of  creating  the  city's  vision,  then  who was? The answer,  as  one
scholar noted, was that the critical work of "vision making" was left to "elected
officials and appointed managers" (Burby, 2003). The city's long-term future
was now being shaped not by the principles of  sound planning, but by the
short-term political calculations of the mayor, the competing agendas of the city
council members, and the managerial priorities of the city manager, who was
often a public administration expert with little to no training in urban planning.
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This has had a devastating impact on the quality and effectiveness of the plans
themselves. The planner, in this new model, is often handed a set of goals that
have been predetermined in the political arena. Their job is not to question or
shape these goals, but to manage the technical process of turning them into a
formal planning document. This is why so many modern plans, as discussed
previously, lack a compelling vision and often feel like a collection of pragmatic,
incremental compromises. They are a reflection of the current political reality,
not a bold blueprint for a different one. The planner, in this role, becomes a
"manager of process and implementation," a technician tasked with achieving
the goals that have been laid out for them by others, rather than a leader who
helps to define what those goals should be in the first place (Burby, 2003).

This  has  created  a  deep  and  lasting  sense  of  disillusionment  within  the
profession.  Planners,  who  are  often  drawn  to  the  field  by  a  genuine  and
passionate desire to create better cities, find themselves trapped in a role that
often feels more like a bureaucrat than a city-builder. They are trained to think
comprehensively, but they are often forced to work in narrow, procedural silos.
They are passionate about creating a better future, but they are often tasked
with managing the mundane realities of the present. This is the ultimate, quiet
tragedy  of  the  process-driven  model.  In  its  noble  and  necessary  quest  to
create a more inclusive and democratic process, it has inadvertently stripped
the planner of their most essential and powerful tool: the ability to lead. It has
left  the  profession  in  the  paradoxical  position  of  being  more  procedurally
correct, and more substantively irrelevant, than at any other time in its history.

The Promise of New Urbanism

Into the vacuum of the process-driven, managerially-focused planning world of
the late 20th century, a powerful and provocative new movement emerged. It
was not a subtle theoretical adjustment, but a full-throated, passionate, and
often  polemical  rebellion  against  the  perceived  failures  of  the  post-renewal
profession. This was the rise of New Urbanism, a design-oriented movement
that  sought  to  rescue  the  planning  profession  from what  it  saw as  a  self-
inflicted irrelevance. The New Urbanists looked at the American landscape that
had been created in the post-war decades (the endless, sprawling suburbs, the
congested  arterial  roads,  the  soulless  office  parks),  and  they  saw  a
catastrophic failure of design. Their solution was simple, radical, and deeply

traditional: a return to the profession's historical roots in the art and craft of
physical placemaking. It was the first, great, well-intentioned attempt to reclaim
the profession's lost art.

P L A T E  5 . 2  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  B Y  2 0 1 0

The return of the porch. A picket-fenced footpath in Seaside, Florida (founded 1981),
shown as the best-known built example of New Urbanism. The text names the
movement, not a town.
Image: "Seaside Alley" by M.Fitzsimmons, Wikimedia Commons, uploaded November 27, 2010; no
date recorded. CC BY-SA 3.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/). Share-alike: this
reproduction is shared under the same license. Not altered by ICS; resized for print.

The New Urbanist critique was aimed squarely at the dominant development
pattern of the post-war era: suburban sprawl. For decades, this had been the
default mode of American growth, a model of development defined by a strict
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separation of uses (housing here, shopping there, offices somewhere else), a
complete dependence on the automobile for transportation, and a landscape of
single-family homes on large lots. The New Urbanists diagnosed this model as
a profound social,  economic, and environmental disaster. They argued, with
growing  public  support,  that  this  pattern  of  development  was  "wasteful  of
natural resources, socially isolating, and aesthetically impoverished" (Dowell,
2001). It consumed vast tracts of farmland and open space, it forced families
into a costly and time-consuming car-dependent lifestyle, and it  produced a
landscape of monotonous, placeless uniformity.

Their  solution  was  a  direct  and  unapologetic  return  to  the  principles  of
traditional urban design. The New Urbanist movement was, in essence, a call
for planners to stop being process managers and to start being city-builders
again.  It  was  a  "design-oriented  approach  to  planned  development  and  a
response to the idea that planning had come to ignore the physical context and
design of the environment" (Berke, 2002; Fainstein, 2000). The movement was
spearheaded by a new generation of charismatic architects and designers who
became its public evangelists, arguing for a return to the time-tested principles
of the pre-automotive city.

The core of the New Urbanist philosophy was a set of clear and compelling
design  principles.  They  championed  the  creation  of  walkable,  mixed-use
neighborhoods, where homes, shops, and workplaces were located in close
proximity, allowing people to meet their daily needs without getting in a car.
They  advocated  for  a  connected  network  of  streets,  often  laid  out  in  a
traditional grid pattern, to disperse traffic and create a more pedestrian-friendly
environment.  They called  for  a  renewed focus on the public  realm,  on the
creation of beautiful and functional public spaces (plazas, squares, and parks)
that would serve as the heart of community life. And they promoted a higher
density of development, with a mix of housing types, from single-family homes
to  townhouses  and  apartments,  to  create  more  diverse  and  affordable
communities (Fainstein, 2000).

This was, in many ways, a direct  and conscious echo of  the City Beautiful
movement.  Like  their  predecessors  a  century  earlier,  the  New  Urbanists
believed in the power of physical design to shape human behavior and to solve
social  problems.  They  argued  that  by  creating  a  more  traditional,  human-
scaled physical environment, they could foster a stronger sense of community,

reduce social isolation, and create a more environmentally sustainable way of
life. They were not just designing subdivisions; they were designing a better
society. This return to the profession's roots in physical design was a powerful
and necessary corrective to the abstract,  placeless,  and often disembodied
world of process-driven planning. It was a passionate reminder that planning,
at its best, is not just about managing conflict and analyzing data; it is about
the art and science of creating beautiful,  functional,  and meaningful places.
The New Urbanists  had brought  the question of  physical  form back to  the
center of the planning debate, and in doing so, they had taken the first, crucial
step in the long journey of reclaiming the profession's lost art.

The Limits of New Urbanism

The  return  to  physical  design,  so  passionately  championed  by  the  New
Urbanists, was a powerful and necessary corrective. It injected a new energy
into a profession that had become bogged down in process and procedure,
and it reminded planners of their unique and essential role as shapers of the
physical  world.  But  as  the movement  gained influence and its  picturesque,
traditional neighborhoods began to proliferate across the country, a powerful
counter-critique emerged from within the planning academy. This critique, while
acknowledging the movement's laudable goals, raised a series of difficult and
familiar questions. It argued that New Urbanism, for all  its aesthetic appeal,
was  haunted  by  the  very  same ghosts  that  had  haunted  its  City  Beautiful
predecessor.  The  critique  was  a  sobering  reminder  that  the  fundamental
dilemmas of the planning profession could not be solved by a new design style
alone. It  revealed that the New Urbanists had successfully rediscovered the
design part of the lost art, but had failed to rediscover the deep empathy that
must be its partner.

The first and most fundamental charge leveled against New Urbanism was that
it  suffered  from  a  renewed  and  deeply  problematic  faith  in  physical
determinism. Critics argued that  the movement,  in its  zealous focus on the
physical form of the neighborhood, was repeating the central mistake of the
City Beautiful era: the naive belief that a well-designed physical environment
could, by itself,  solve complex social problems. The New Urbanists claimed
that their traditional neighborhood designs, with their front porches, walkable
streets,  and  mixed  uses,  would  automatically  foster  a  stronger  sense  of
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community, reduce social isolation, and create a more harmonious society. But
critics, particularly those from the social science wing of the profession, viewed
these claims with deep skepticism. As the scholar Susan Fainstein argued,
New Urbanism promoted an "unrealistic environmental determinism that has
threaded its way through the history of physical planning" (Fainstein, 2001).
There was little empirical evidence, she and others contended, to support the
idea that a specific architectural style or street layout could magically create
social cohesion. The real drivers of community, they argued, were not physical,
but  social  and  economic:  shared  values,  common  interests,  and,  most
importantly, a relative degree of social and economic equality.

This led directly to the second major critique: that New Urbanism, in practice,
often failed to  address,  and sometimes even exacerbated,  the problems of
social equity and affordability. While the movement's rhetoric often spoke of
creating diverse, inclusive communities, the reality on the ground was often
very  different.  The  high  cost  of  construction  for  their  detailed,  traditionally-
styled homes, combined with the immense popularity of the "New Urbanist"
brand, meant that these new neighborhoods were often far more expensive
than conventional suburban developments. As a result, they frequently became
exclusive enclaves for the affluent, with little to no room for low- or moderate-
income families.  The planner and scholar Phillip Berke, in a sharp critique,
argued that the principles of New Urbanism were "narrowly focused on urban
livability and sense of place, with only limited attention to social  equity and
economic development." He further charged that the movement, in practice,
tended to  "cater  to  the  rich  and promote  elitism and gentrification"  (Berke,
2002).  Far  from  solving  the  problem  of  social  segregation  that  plagued
American cities, New Urbanism, in the eyes of its critics, was often creating a
new, more aesthetically pleasing form of it.

Finally, there was a growing concern that many New Urbanist projects were not
truly "urban" at all. While they successfully replicated the physical form of a
traditional town or neighborhood, they were often built as isolated "pods" on
the  suburban  fringe,  disconnected  from  the  larger  metropolitan  fabric.
Residents of these beautifully designed "towns" still had to get in their cars and
drive on the same congested highways as everyone else to get to their jobs in
the regional economy. This led critics to argue that New Urbanism was not a
solution to suburban sprawl, but merely a more aesthetically pleasing version

of it. It was a cosmetic fix that failed to address the larger, systemic problems
of regional transportation, land consumption, and environmental quality (Berke,
2002). The movement had successfully brought the conversation back to the
importance of place, but it had not yet provided a convincing answer to the
question of  how to create places that were not just  beautiful,  but  also just,
equitable, and truly sustainable. The ghost of the City Beautiful,  it  seemed,
was not so easily exorcised.

The Promise and Limits of Sustainability

As the planning profession grappled with the internal  contradictions of  New
Urbanism, another, far more powerful idea was beginning to capture the public
and political imagination. It was a concept that seemed to offer a way out of the
endless, circular debates of the past, a "big idea" so comprehensive and so
morally  urgent  that  it  held  the  promise  of  finally  reunifying  the  fragmented
profession.  This  was  the  rise  of  sustainability.  The  idea  of  sustainable
development,  broadly  defined as meeting the needs of  the present  without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs, was
not just another planning trend; it was a potential salvation, a new north star for
a  profession  that  had  lost  its  way  (Akimoto,  2009;  Birch  and  Silver,  2009;
Myers and Banerjee, 2005).

The power of sustainability as a unifying concept lies in its inherently holistic
and  comprehensive  nature.  Unlike  the  narrow,  siloed  concerns  of  the
specialized  planning  fields,  sustainability,  by  its  very  definition,  touches
everything.  A  sustainable  city  is  not  just  a  city  with  a  good  transportation
system, or a city with affordable housing, or a city with a strong economy, or a
city with a healthy environment. It is a city that has all of these things, existing
in a complex and harmonious balance. The concept of sustainability forces the
transportation planner to consider the environmental impact of their highways.
It forces the economic development planner to consider the social equity of the
jobs they are creating. It forces the housing planner to consider the ecological
footprint  of  their  new developments.  It  is  not  just  another  specialty;  it  is  a
framework that can contain and connect all the other specialties, forcing them
out of their silos and into a single, integrated conversation.
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This is why many scholars saw sustainability as the long-awaited bridge across
the  profession's  great  divide.  The  scholar  Phillip  Berke  argued  that
sustainability  is  the  "overarching  framework"  that  can  finally  overcome  the
individual  limitations  of  the  process-driven  and  design-driven  approaches,
holding the two warring parts of the profession together (Berke, 2002). A truly
sustainable  city,  after  all,  must  be  both  well-designed  and  socially  just.  It
requires the skills of the urban designer to create the dense, walkable, mixed-
use, and green urban forms that are the physical foundation of sustainability.
And it requires the skills of the social scientist to ensure that this new, green
city  is  also  an  equitable  one,  with  affordable  housing,  accessible
transportation, and a fair distribution of environmental benefits and burdens.
Sustainability, as another scholar notes, "interweaves the coalition of politics
and discourse with the concern over outcomes" (Fainstein, 2005). It forces the
profession to be concerned with both the beauty of the final product and the
justice of the process that creates it.

For  many,  sustainability  is,  without  question,  the  planning  profession's  new
overarching goal (Birch and Silver, 2009). It is a problem big enough, complex
enough, and urgent enough to finally give the profession the unifying mission it
has been searching for since the failures of Urban Renewal. It is a "big idea"
that is not a nostalgic return to the past, but a bold and necessary vision for the
future.

And yet, for all its power and promise, sustainability has not, on its own, been
able to solve the profession's identity crisis. And the reason is a simple but
profound one.  Sustainability  is  a  worthy  and essential  goal,  but  it  is  not  a
method. It tells the profession what it should be striving for, but it does not tell it
how to get there. It is a destination, but it is not a map. The profession, having
found its new "what," is still  left with the same old, unanswered question of
"how."  How  do  we  facilitate  the  difficult,  cross-disciplinary  collaboration
between designers, scientists, engineers, and community members that true
sustainability requires? How do we resolve the inevitable conflicts and trade-
offs  between  the  "three  E's"  of  sustainability:  environment,  economy,  and
equity? How do we translate the grand, global goal of sustainability into a set
of  concrete,  actionable,  and  politically  achievable  steps  at  the  local  level?
These are questions of method, of process, of art. And they are questions that
the concept of sustainability, on its own, cannot answer. In the decades since,

as  sustainability  has  expanded into  climate  adaptation  and proximity-based
"fifteen-minute"  urbanism (Moreno et  al.,  2021),  scholars  have warned that
green and resilience investments can also raise property values and displace
existing residents, a process known as green gentrification, unless equity is
built into their design (Anguelovski et al., 2019). The search for a new north
star, it turns out, was only half the battle. The real search, the one that will
define the next chapter in the story of American planning, is the search for a
new compass.

Sustainability is a worthy and essential goal, but
it is not a method.

The Real Search

The great, unresolved debates of the modern planning profession (the return to
physical design, the search for a new "big idea" like sustainability) are not, in
the  end,  the  real  issue.  They  are  symptoms of  a  much  deeper  and  more
profound confusion.  The profession,  in its  long and often painful  journey of
self-examination, has been asking the wrong question. It has been engaged in
a desperate search for a new mission, a new "what," a new grand purpose that
can finally reunify its warring factions and restore its sense of relevance. But
the analysis of its history, from its ambitious, artistic origins to its fragmented,
managerial  present,  reveals  a  simple  and  powerful  truth:  the  planning
profession does not have a mission problem. It has a method problem.

The original  mission of  the profession, the one that animated both the City
Beautiful visionaries and the Social Reform crusaders, was never in doubt. It
was a clear,  noble, and enduring one: to solve the problems of the human
condition at a human scale, to see the city whole, and to make it a better place
for all who live there. This mission has never been abandoned. It is the quiet,
often  unstated,  but  deeply  held  value  that  continues  to  draw talented  and
passionate  people  to  the  field.  The problem is  not  that  the  profession has
forgotten what it is supposed to do. The problem is that it has forgotten how to
do it.

The story of the 20th century, for the planning profession, is the story of the
slow, tragic, and almost accidental loss of its own original, intuitive, and artistic
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method.  The  early  planners,  as  we  have  seen,  were  artists.  They  were
comprehensive, systemic thinkers who understood that the city was a complex,
interconnected organism. They were deeply, if imperfectly, engaged with the
human condition, whether through the aesthetic lens of the designer or the
empathetic lens of  the reformer.  They were bold experimenters,  unafraid to
propose radical new visions for the future. And they were master storytellers,
capable of crafting narratives so powerful they could mobilize a city to action.
This  was  their  method.  It  was  holistic,  it  was  human-centered,  and  it  was
creative.

The profession lost its way when it abandoned this method in favor of a more
scientific,  more  specialized,  and  seemingly  safer  one.  It  traded  the
comprehensive  art  of  the  master  planner  for  the  technical  science  of  the
segmented specialist. It replaced the deep, empathetic understanding of the
human condition with the detached analysis of quantitative data. It swapped
the courageous act of prototyping for the risk-averse process of endless study.
And  it  exchanged  the  power  of  the  compelling  narrative  for  the  legal
defensibility of the technical report. In doing so, it became a profession that
was more rational, more specialized, and more procedurally correct than ever
before. It also became a profession that was less visionary, less effective, and
less relevant to the very people it was meant to serve.

This is the real search. The profession does not need a new "big idea" like
sustainability to save it. It needs to rediscover its own lost, holistic method for
achieving its original one. It needs to remember how to be artists. The search
for a new north star was a misdiagnosis. The profession has always had its
north star; it has simply forgotten how to build a ship that can sail toward it.
The  real  search,  the  one  that  will  define  the  next  chapter  in  the  story  of
American planning, is the search for a new compass, a new set of tools and
practices that can allow the profession to once again see the city whole and to
navigate the wicked, complex, and uncertain waters of the 21st century. That
compass, that rediscovered art, is The Artist's Method.

It needs to remember how to be artists.
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The first act of civic craft begins not with a
blank page, but with an audit of history.



P A R T  4

The Way Forward (The Artist’s Method)
The Artist’s Method equips public servants across all agencies with an operational
framework rooted in the discipline of witness, the art of moral synthesis, the
courage to test, and the quiet discipline of institutional memory, so that they can
design cities that endure.

F I G U R E  5  ·  I N F O G R A P H I C

Approach
Era (as dated
in text)

The planner as Starts from Limit this book identifies Ch.

City Beautiful 1893–1909 Designer of a grand,
comprehensive civic vision

The physical form of the city Top-down and expert-led, with little to no
public input

1

City Practical (the
rational plan)

From 1910 Technician; an urban engineer Exhaustive data collection and
analysis

Devalued any way of knowing not based on
quantifiable data

2

Advocacy and
community activism

From 1965 Advocate for interest groups;
facilitator and organizer

Plural plans; the community’s
own process

Turned the planner from a creator of
products into a manager of process

4

New Urbanism Late 20th
century

City-builder again Design and the physical context Narrowly focused on livability; limited
attention to equity

5

The Artist’s Method Today Civic artist practicing civic craft Witness, moral synthesis, the
courage to test, critique

The book’s proposal, set out in Chapters
6–8

6–8

Figure 5: Five ways of planning the city. The approaches this book follows, in its own terms; the shaded row is the method it proposes.
Based on Davidoff (1965); Berke (2002).
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Boarding in the dark. Riders on a King County Metro bus after nightfall, Seattle, December 2007. A
representative image: the riders shown are not people described in the text.
Image: "Seattle Metro 10" by Shawn Henning, Wikimedia Commons (via Flickr), December 8, 2007. CC BY-SA 2.0 (https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/). Share-alike: this reproduction is shared under the same license. Not altered by
ICS; resized for print.



06 P A R T  4  ·  T H E  W A Y  F O R W A R D

C H A P T E R  6

The Artist's Method: A Return to Roots
It has withered because the profession systematically surrendered its moral
imagination.

The American planning profession stands today amid a quiet, self-inflicted institutional ruin. The crisis that paralyzes contemporary practice is
not born of a deficiency in technical skill, a shortage of sophisticated computational models, or an absence of statutory authority. It has not
withered because local governments lack access to geospatial information systems, origin-destination transit analytics, or detailed matrices of
capital depreciation. It has withered because the profession systematically surrendered its moral imagination. Over the course of the late
twentieth century, chastened by the catastrophic social consequences and physical violence of mid-century clearance, the discipline chose to
retreat into the sterile, defensive shelter of administrative procedure. Terrified of making another consequential mistake on the grand stage of
the city, planners surrendered their historical birthright as visionaries and builders. We cast aside the mantle of leadership, chose the passive
comfort of the regulatory clerk, and constructed an elaborate procedural fortress designed primarily to manage liability, deflect controversy, and
enforce mechanical compliance.

The Planner and the Calling of Civic Craft

The modern municipal  landscape reflects the tragedy of  this retreat.  In city
halls  across  the  nation,  thousands  of  dedicated  public  servants  find
themselves trapped within an administrative machine that compiles massive,
encyclopedic planning documents that satisfy every statutory checklist yet sit
entirely  unread  on  municipal  shelves.  These  reports  are  monuments  to
procedural diligence and graveyards of civic aspiration. They are dense with
data, exhaustively vetted through endless hearings, and utterly devoid of life,
passion,  or  operational  consequence.  While  these  documents  accumulate
dust,  the  actual  city  fractures.  The  living  communities  entrusted  to  our

stewardship suffer under an affordability crisis that drives the working class
beyond regional borders, a fragmented transit infrastructure that strands the
transit-dependent  in  daily  cycles  of  exhaustion,  and  an  epidemic  of  civic
cynicism that views local government not as an instrument of shared purpose,
but  as  an  opaque  bureaucratic  obstacle.  Public  administration  and  legal
scholars  have  described  the  costs  of  this  thicket  of  defensive  rules:  the
"administrative  burden"  that  procedures  impose  on  the  very  people  public
programs  are  meant  to  serve,  and  a  "procedure  fetish"  that  can  weaken
government's capacity to act (Herd and Moynihan, 2018; Bagley, 2019).

To lead our cities out of this long twilight, we do not require another imported
management  trend  from  corporate  consulting,  another  proprietary  software
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dashboard  that  promises  to  automate  spatial  decision-making,  or  an  even
more  convoluted  series  of  procedural  checkpoints.  We must  perform a  far
more radical and courageous act: we must reclaim the forgotten soul of the
discipline. We must recover the lost art of the plan.

When we speak of planning as an art, we are not issuing a call for superficial
beautification, nor are we advocating for the autocratic egoism of the master
architect who treats the living city as a blank canvas for personal vanity. We
are invoking the deep, demanding discipline of civic craft. We are calling for
the recovery of phronesis, that classical form of practical moral wisdom that
Aristotle  recognized  as  the  indispensable  virtue  of  civic  stewardship.  The
practitioner of civic craft approaches the urban organism not as an inert piece
of machinery to be tuned by detached technocrats, but as an intricate, fragile,
and living civic body. That civic body cannot be understood through statistical
abstraction  alone.  It  must  be  apprehended  through  patient,  humble
observation,  grasped through moral  empathy,  synthesized through systemic
intuition, and shaped through the courageous willingness to act directly in the
world. This phronetic approach to social science, applied to planning, holds
that because power often shapes what counts as technical rationality, the civic
practitioner must combine empirical rigor with value-rational judgment, asking
who gains and who loses in the shaping of the city (Flyvbjerg, Landman, and
Schram, 2012).

We are invoking the deep, demanding discipline
of civic craft.

The  foundational  pioneers  of  American  planning,  despite  their  profound
philosophical differences and historical errors, understood this reality intuitively.
When  Daniel  Burnham looked  upon  the  industrial  squalor  and  chaotic  rail
yards of turn-of-the-century Chicago, he did not respond with an incremental
zoning amendment or a timid policy memo. He mobilized the civic imagination
through the persuasive power of artistic synthesis, creating a unified vision of
lakefront parks, civic centers, and regional boulevards that dared the city to
believe in its own dignity. When Benjamin Marsh, Jacob Riis, and the early
social reformers descended into the sunless depths of Manhattan’s dumbbell
tenements, they did not hide behind the illusion of value-neutral technocracy.

They bore witness. They took the revolutionary power of the camera and the
written word into foul, unventilated airshafts and exposed the raw human cost
of speculative greed, demanding justice for the immigrant families whose labor
fueled the nation’s industrial might.

Burnham and Marsh occupied opposite poles of the nascent profession, one
reaching for monumental order, the other fighting for redistributive justice, yet
both practiced an art of the civic whole. They shared an underlying conviction
that the city was an indivisible organism, and that the planner’s highest duty
was  to  confront  that  organism in  its  entirety.  The  tragedy  of  the  twentieth
century was that the profession severed these twin impulses, casting aside the
moral fire of the reformer and perverting the grand vision of the builder into the
blunt,  destructive  instruments  of  Title  I  clearance  and  urban  expressways.
Chastened  by  the  devastation  that  followed,  we  abandoned  both  art  and
justice, settling for the safety of administrative management.

To move forward, therefore, planning must first go back. It must return to the
foundational  truths  that  made  the  discipline  vital  at  its  birth.  Planning
succeeded when it was unapologetically human-centered—when it measured
its worth not by the volume of permits processed or the mathematical elegance
of its models, but by its capacity to relieve the daily burdens of the human
condition.  It  succeeded  when  it  was  genuinely  comprehensive,  refusing  to
sever housing from transportation, land use from parks, or zoning from public
health,  treating  them  instead  as  inseparable  instruments  of  a  single  civic
composition.  And  it  succeeded  when  the  planner  stood  as  a  creative
synthesizer  and  builder  rather  than  a  technocratic  regulator.  The  Artist’s
Method is  not  a  new ideology;  it  is  the recovery of  this  original,  integrated
inheritance.

Reclaiming the lost art of the plan requires us to dismantle this administrative
fortress and reconstruct our practice upon four enduring pillars of civic craft:
the discipline of witness, the art of moral synthesis, the courage to test, and
the quiet discipline of institutional memory. Together, these disciplines form the
foundation of a new operating model: an operational framework we call  the
Artist’s Method.
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The Discipline of Witness: From Detached Analyst to Civic
Neighbor

The  primary  methodological  failing  of  twentieth-century  planning  was  its
obsession with detachment. In its desperate quest for professional legitimacy
and  academic  prestige,  the  field  aligned  itself  with  the  positivistic  social
sciences, adopting the premise that truth can only be found in that which can
be  counted,  graphed,  and  objectively  measured.  The  university  planning
departments of the post-war era systematically stripped the human element
from the curriculum, replacing the reflective studio with the econometrics lab
and training a generation of planners to view the city from a clinical,  aerial
distance. The planner became an urban physician who diagnosed pathologies
from afar, studying the city’s anatomy through the cold medium of the census
tract, the land-use polygon, and the traffic-count model.

This analytical detachment was hailed as an intellectual triumph, the proof that
planning had finally matured into a hard, rigorous science. In truth, it was an
intellectual  lobotomy.  By  deciding  that  only  quantifiable  data  constituted
legitimate evidence, the profession blinded itself to the very essence of urban
life.  The city  is  not  a  mathematical  equation  waiting  to  be  solved;  it  is  an
intricate web of human souls striving for dignity, security, and connection. The
most  vital,  consequential  truths  of  an  urban  neighborhood  do  not  reveal
themselves on an administrative  dashboard.  Even in  an age of  algorithmic
governance and urban sensor networks, data is never a neutral reflection of
reality;  without  the  witness  of  lived  neighborhood  knowledge,  municipal
dashboards can automate historical blind spots (Mattern, 2021; D'Ignazio and
Klein, 2020).

A municipal spreadsheet can tell you precisely how many passengers board
the cross-town bus line at six o’clock in the morning. It  can record average
dwell times, calculate vehicle headways, and project farebox recovery ratios.
But that spreadsheet is entirely blind to the human drama unfolding on the
platform. It  cannot measure the quiet panic of the line cook standing in the
freezing rain, eyes fixed on a cracked smartphone screen, calculating whether
a ten-minute transit delay will cost a job, a week's wages, and the ability to pay
the  landlord  at  the  end  of  the  month.  A  housing  needs  assessment  can
categorize housing units by age,  square footage,  and median rent  burdens

with  impeccable  statistical  precision.  But  it  remains  deaf  to  the  quiet
heartbreak of an elderly widow who watches her neighborhood vanish behind
luxury developments,  realizing that the corner bakery where she spoke her
native language for fifty years has been replaced by an upscale boutique she
can never afford to enter.

The discipline of witness insists that practical civic wisdom begins with the ear,
not  the  spreadsheet.  It  demands  a  fundamental  posture  of  professional
humility. Those who wish to practice the art of the plan must step out of the
municipal office, walk away from the comforting abstraction of the computer
screen,  and  descend  into  the  sensory  reality  of  the  street.  This  is  not  an
informal exercise in public relations, nor is it  a box to be checked during a
legally mandated public notice period. It is the foundational primary research of
the civic servant.

To practice the discipline of witness is to become an attentive neighbor to the
community. It requires the planner to spend hours in the laundromat listening
to the casual conversations of parents waiting for the spin cycle, to ride the
dawn bus alongside hospital janitors and cafeteria workers, to walk the unlit
corridors of the public housing complex, and to sit quietly on the stoop with the
elders who have guarded the block for half a century. It means observing how
children  actually  navigate  their  way  to  school,  noting  the  dangerous
intersections where parents grip small hands with terror because a promised
pedestrian signal was deferred to balance a departmental ledger.

This  immersive  practice  alters  the  planner's  understanding  of  expertise.  It
recognizes that  the single  mother  who has navigated two buses,  a  broken
stroller, and a missed grocery run possesses an intimate, empirical knowledge
of  the  city's  operational  failures  that  no  consulting  team  with  a  six-figure
contract  could  ever  replicate.  She  is  not  an  anecdotal  data  point  to  be
cataloged;  she  is  a  primary  expert  on  the  systemic  breakdown  of  local
government.  When  the  planner  listens  to  her  with  genuine  reverence,  the
dynamic of planning is fundamentally inverted. The planner ceases to be a
distant authority dispensing technical solutions from above and becomes an
institutional ally dedicated to making the invisible visible.

Yet listening to residents cannot be an end in itself. If the discipline of witness
merely  replaces  the  distant  expert  with  a  sympathetic  listener,  while  the
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institution keeps sole control over the capital budget and the zoning code, it
risks a softer form of paternalism. Civic craft must connect witness to shared
governance. The planner's objective is not to speak for the neighborhood but
to  help  design  institutions,  such  as  participatory  capital  budgeting  boards,
community  land  trusts  with  right-of-first-refusal  powers,  and  tenant-led
oversight  committees,  that  give  residents  a  real  and  accountable  role  in
decisions and budgets, especially residents whose voices have long been left
out.

This does not mean that the practice of civic craft discards quantitative rigor.
The tools of economic modeling, environmental assessment, and demographic
forecasting remain essential instruments in the planner's arsenal. But their role
is  profoundly  redefined.  In  the  hands  of  those  who  practice  civic  craft,
quantitative  data  is  never  the  master  of  the  plan;  it  is  the  supporting
scaffolding. It is the framework that provides context, scale, and boundary to
the living, human truths discovered on the pavement. Statistics can describe
the  scope  of  an  injustice,  but  only  direct  witness  can  reveal  its  human
character  and  summon  the  moral  urgency  required  to  overcome  it.  By
grounding  our  practice  in  the  discipline  of  witness,  we  strip  away  the
comforting illusions of administrative detachment and anchor our work in the
only reality that matters: the lived experience of the citizen.

The Art of Moral Synthesis: Uncovering the Living Whole

Once  the  discipline  of  witness  has  been  established,  the  civic  servant
encounters  an  immediate,  paralyzing  obstacle:  the  modern  crisis  of
departmental fragmentation. The institutional structure of the twentieth-century
municipality  was  deliberately  engineered  to  divide  the  city  into  narrow
administrative  domains.  The  municipal  apparatus  resembles  a  collection  of
independent empires operating under a single city seal,  each walled off by
specialized jargon, separate funding streams, and inward-looking bureaucratic
mandates.

The transportation agency tracks vehicle throughput, pavement quality ratings,
and  curb-management  revenue.  The  housing  authority  focuses  strictly  on
voucher utilization rates, unit completions, and compliance with federal subsidy
thresholds. The public health division monitors chronic disease rates, pediatric

asthma admissions, and sanitation complaints. The department of parks and
recreation  maintains  athletic  fields,  prunes  street  trees,  and  schedules
seasonal  leagues.  The economic  development  agency pursues commercial
tax-base  expansion,  corporate  retention  packages,  and  retail  recruitment.
Meanwhile,  the  budget  office  sits  in  sovereign  judgment  over  all  of  them,
ruthlessly  enforcing  annual  expenditure  ceilings  and  policing  line-item
allocations  without  ever  assessing  the  systemic  impact  of  deferred  capital
investments.

Each of these departments behaves with administrative rationality within the
boundaries  of  its  own  legal  jurisdiction.  Their  program  managers  hit  their
annual  performance  benchmarks,  their  directors  produce  clean  compliance
audits, and their technical specialists draft sophisticated master plans for their
respective sectors. Yet when their individual actions spill out into the daylight of
the  street,  they  frequently  collide,  cancel  each  other  out,  and  produce
catastrophic civic dysfunction.

The  transportation  agency  widens  an  urban  arterial  to  reduce  automobile
delay,  simultaneously  cutting  down  a  sixty-year-old  tree  canopy,  destroying
pedestrian access to neighborhood shops, and inducing a flood of commuter
traffic  that  leaves  adjacent  residents  choking  on  particulate  matter.  The
housing  authority  constructs  high-density  family  units  on  cheap,  peripheral
land where land-acquisition costs fit  federal  underwriting guidelines,  only to
strand those working families three miles from the nearest grocery store and
ninety  minutes  away  from  the  metropolitan  employment  core  on  an
uncoordinated bus route.  The parks department  closes public  restrooms at
dusk  to  reduce  maintenance  expenditures,  forcing  elderly  citizens  and
unhoused residents into humiliating circumstances that immediately prompt a
punitive, multi-million-dollar enforcement response from the police department.

This is the bureaucratic tragedy of the modern city: each department operates
with  procedural  competence in  its  own room,  while  the  house burns  down
around them.

The citizen, however, never lives in an administrative silo. The human being
moving through the city experiences life as an undivided, continuous reality. A
citizen does not  encounter  a  transportation  problem at  eight  o'clock  in  the
morning,  an  education  problem at  nine  o'clock,  an  economic  development
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problem at noon, a public health problem at four o'clock, and a public safety
problem at dark. She encounters a single, unrelenting urban environment that
either  affirms her  dignity  and enables her  labor,  or  exhausts  her  spirit  and
drains  her  household  resources.  When an  elder  finds  herself  trapped in  a
sweltering apartment during a summer heatwave, her plight is not an isolated
emergency  management  problem.  It  is  the  cumulative,  integrated
consequence of an urban canopy stripped away by street-widening decades
earlier, a utility billing structure that penalizes poverty, an exclusionary housing
market  that  prevents  her  from  moving,  and  a  transit  system  that  makes
traveling to a cooling center an endurance test.

Here  lies  the  distinctive  calling  of  the  planner  as  artist:  the  act  of  moral
synthesis.

Synthesis is not data aggregation. It is not the passive compilation of disparate
departmental reports into a single, three-ring binder. Synthesis is an active,
demanding intellectual and creative discipline. It is the capacity to perceive the
invisible  architecture  of  connection  that  links  scattered,  contradictory  clues
across  an  entire  municipal  landscape.  It  requires  practical  wisdom:  the
inductive, intuitive judgment of an investigator who walks into a room littered
with  unrelated  fragments  of  evidence  and  suddenly  discerns  the  hidden,
underlying logic that binds them together.

The  practitioner  who  embraces  synthesis  refuses  to  be  bounded  by  the
municipal  organizational  chart.  While  other  municipal  officials  are  paid  to
defend their turf and hit narrow sectoral targets, the planner is the sole civic
servant explicitly charged with the duty of seeing the living whole. This work
traces  the  systemic  flows  of  cause  and  effect  through  the  institutional
underbrush. When looking at skyrocketing emergency room visits for pediatric
asthma in an industrial district, the planner does not stop with a public health
referral.  They  connect  those hospital  charts  to  the  routing  of  heavy  freight
trucks through residential streets, trace those truck routes back to the location
of  regional  logistics  centers,  link  those  distribution  hubs  to  the  historical
absence of industrial buffer standards in the zoning code, and connect that
zoning  failure  to  the  property  tax  incentives  that  rewarded  commercial
warehousing over neighborhood stabilization.

Crucially,  moral  synthesis  does  not  end  with  diagnosis;  it  is  the  engine  of
comprehensive problem-solving. Where the technocratic regulator retreats into
a  single  instrument—tweaking  a  zoning  setback  in  isolation,  drafting  a
standalone housing element, or engineering a detached transit corridor—the
civic artist orchestrates the entire toolkit at once. In the hands of the artist, a
single  neighborhood  plan  simultaneously  rewrites  exclusionary  zoning  to
permit  family-sized  social  housing,  redesigns  the  arterial  street  to  prioritize
high-frequency transit, embeds a neighborhood park and stormwater greenway
into the heart of the block, and aligns land use so daily necessities sit within a
dignified walk. Housing, land use, transportation, zoning, and parks cease to
be  separate  chapters  in  a  bureaucratic  binder;  they  become  interlocking
movements of a single, human-centered solution.

This ability to weave disconnected facts into a unified civic portrait is an act of
creation.  It  changes the terms of  the civic  conversation.  When the planner
holds up this synthetic mirror to local government, departmental directors can
no longer hide behind the defense that they followed their own guidelines. The
illusion of departmental independence collapses. The city begins to see that its
disparate agencies are not running separate enterprises, but are co-authoring
a shared human outcome. Moral synthesis transforms planning from a reactive
administrative chore into an essential instrument of civic integration, uniting the
fractured machinery of municipal government in service of the common good.

The Courage to Test: Humble Action Over Paralyzing
Paperwork

The  second  great  pathology  born  of  twentieth-century  planning  is
administrative  paralysis.  For  nearly  a  century,  the  planning  profession  has
been trapped within a linear, rigid sequence of work: study, deliberate, draft,
adopt,  and  construct.  This  conventional  sequence  rests  upon  an  arrogant,
high-stakes  conceit:  the  assumption  that  a  municipality,  through  sheer
analytical  force,  comprehensive  surveying,  and  predictive  econometric
modeling,  can  anticipate  every  future  variable,  foresee  every  behavioral
response, and draft an unassailable twenty-year master plan.
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The courage to test. Broadway at Times Square on May 24, 2009, in the first days of
New York's pedestrian pilot: barrels and signs close the avenue and people stand where
traffic ran. The text describes the method, not this city.
Image: Jim Henderson, "TSq Bwy pedestrianized jeh," May 24, 2009. Wikimedia Commons,
contributor file. Public domain (released by the photographer). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.

When this hubris met the real world during the post-war era of Urban Renewal,
the results were catastrophic. Billions of dollars in federal capital were spent
executing  irreversible  master  plans  that  cleared  hundreds  of  thousands  of
homes,  severed  thriving  commercial  cores  with  elevated  highways,  and
replaced  organic,  human-scaled  streetscapes  with  sterile,  concrete
superblocks.  The  planners  of  that  era  were  not  lacking  in  data,  technical
certainty,  or  legislative  authority.  What  they  lacked  was  humility.  They
possessed no mechanism for testing their assumptions at a modest scale, no
process  for  discovering  error  before  the  concrete  was  poured,  and  no
institutional capacity to change course once the bulldozers were unleashed.
They placed massive, all-or-nothing bets with public funds and human lives,

and when their grand hypotheses proved disastrously wrong, the city paid the
price in decades of physical ruin, racial segregation, and social trauma.

S K E T C H  ·  D R A W I N G ,  2 0 2 6

The test. Planters, hay bales, and cones claim a curb lane for people — the temporary
city, sketched as proposed.

Chastened  by  that  catastrophe,  the  modern  planning  profession  swung
violently  to  the opposite  extreme.  Paralyzed by the memory of  mid-century
destruction,  contemporary  planners  constructed  an  elaborate  apparatus  of
defensive avoidance. Rather than risk making a bold mistake, the discipline
developed a procedural obsession with perpetual study.

Today,  if  a  municipality  wishes to  make even a modest  improvement  to  its
public realm (such as repurposing a redundant travel lane on a commercial
avenue for a protected bikeway, or transforming a blighted asphalt triangle into
a neighborhood gathering space), it enters a procedural purgatory that lasts for
years. The city commissions a multi-phase existing conditions study. It hires
specialized  consultants  to  run  complex  microsimulation  traffic  models  to
determine whether shifting fifty feet of asphalt will alter the level of service at
an  intersection  three  miles  away.  It  conducts  twelve  months  of  preliminary
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scoping, publishes an exhaustive environmental review document that spans
hundreds of pages of legal boilerplate, convenes a dozen sparsely attended
stakeholder charrettes, and drafts a comprehensive corridor master plan. By
the  time  the  plan  is  formally  adopted  by  the  city  council,  four  years  have
evaporated, several hundred thousand dollars in public funds have been paid
to  consulting  firms,  the  political  champions who initiated the idea have left
office,  and the local  merchants and residents who needed immediate relief
have  succumbed  to  cynical  despair.  And  even  then,  after  years  of  paper
compliance, not a single shovelful of dirt has been turned, and no one truly
knows whether the design will work in the messiness of real life.

The practice of civic craft rejects both the destructive arrogance of mid-century
clearance and the cowardly paralysis of modern procedure. In their place, we
must recover the courage to test.

The courage to test is an operational commitment to humble, empirical action.
It recognizes that the human city is a complex, adaptive organism that does
not yield its secrets to theoretical models or computer simulations. The only
way to truly understand how human beings will inhabit a physical space, how a
commercial district will adapt to a shift in mobility, or how a neighborhood will
respond to a new civic asset is to test the idea directly in physical reality.

Instead  of  committing  millions  of  dollars  in  permanent  capital  to  unproven,
contentious assumptions based entirely on paper studies,  the planner must
learn  the  discipline  of  rapid,  real-world  civic  experimentation.  If  a  broad,
dangerous  commercial  avenue  suffers  from  speeding  traffic  and  struggling
storefronts,  the  practitioner  does  not  wait  three  years  for  a  federal
transportation grant to begin studying the corridor. The planner works with the
public  works  crew  to  put  down  temporary  striping,  uses  hay  bales,  potted
planters, and modular wooden benches to create a temporary curb extension,
adjusts the traffic signal timing for thirty days, and invites food trucks and street
vendors into the newly created public space.

This immediate, tactile intervention transforms the entire civic dynamic. It de-
risks  the  municipal  imagination.  It  shifts  the  debate  from  the  realm  of
speculative  fear  to  the  realm  of  empirical  experience.  At  traditional  public
hearings,  opponents  of  change  present  catastrophic  predictions:  traffic  will
back up for miles, emergency vehicles will  be blocked, and businesses will

immediately  fail.  But  when an idea is  tested on the ground with temporary
materials, the community does not have to argue over abstractions. They can
walk the street, observe the traffic with their own eyes, watch their children play
in the temporary plaza, and speak directly with the local coffee shop owner to
see if foot traffic increased or declined.

Crucially, the courage to test grants the municipal servant permission to learn
from  failure.  In  the  traditional  planning  regime,  failure  is  a  bureaucratic
catastrophe because it  occurs at the end of a multi-million-dollar,  multi-year
procurement  process,  after  concrete  has  been  cast  and  bonds  have  been
issued.  But  in  an agile  civic  experiment,  discovering that  a design element
does not work is an inexpensive, invaluable insight. If delivery trucks struggle
to  navigate  a  temporary  turning  radius,  or  if  pedestrians  fail  to  use  an
experimental crosswalk, the planner does not face an administrative crisis. The
paint is scrubbed away, the planters are repositioned, the curb line is adjusted
on Tuesday morning, and the experiment continues.

Testing ideas in physical reality transforms citizens from a cynical audience
into active stewards of their shared public realm. It builds public trust because
it demonstrates that local government is capable of responsive, tangible action
rather than endless, empty rhetoric. It replaces the paralyzing fear of error with
the healthy discipline of discovery. The courage to test does not abandon long-
range  capital  planning;  it  provides  capital  planning  with  its  only  reliable
foundation.  When a  city  finally  commits  its  permanent  bonding  capacity  to
reconstruct a boulevard or build a new civic square, it does so not on the basis
of a consultant's theoretical projection, but on the unassailable ground of real-
world evidence, forged through the patient, courageous act of testing in the
light of day.

The Discipline of Critique: Ending the Cycle of Erasure

Beneath  the  procedural  stagnation  of  modern  municipal  government  lies  a
deeper,  more  insidious  pathology  that  cripples  the  effectiveness  of  local
planning: the institutional amnesia that borders on administrative negligence.
In municipal departments across the United States, planning is practiced as an
endless, amnesiac cycle of replacement. Every fifteen to twenty years, a city
council passes a resolution declaring that its existing comprehensive plan is
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obsolete. The city issues a request for proposals,  appropriates hundreds of
thousands  of  dollars  from the  general  fund,  and  hires  a  national  planning
consultancy to produce a new master document.

The consultants arrive,  convene a fresh series of  public  workshops,  set  up
interactive digital surveys, and invite residents to imagine their city on a clean,
pristine whiteboard. An entirely new set of aspirational visions, comprehensive
goals, and strategic objectives is cataloged. A lavish, four-color publication is
designed,  celebrated  at  a  televised  council  meeting,  formally  adopted,  and
placed upon the shelf directly adjacent to the previous comprehensive plan,
which sits unopened, unexamined, and completely forgotten.

This endless cycle of erasure is a monumental betrayal of public trust and a
staggering waste of civic capital. It treats the city as an etch-a-sketch, shaking
the screen clean every two decades to give the illusion of fresh progress while
perpetually avoiding the hard, necessary work of institutional accountability. It
is the ultimate symptom of a brittle bureaucracy: a system that is constantly
reinventing the wheel precisely because it lacks the courage, the humility, and
the memory to learn from its own past.

The first act of civic craft begins not with a blank page, but with an audit of
history. The true artist  understands that no enduring work of art,  no lasting
monument, and no great civic institution was ever created by pretending the
past  did not  exist.  A great  architect  does not  design a building by ignoring
structural physics and the history of construction; an author does not write a
novel by renouncing the accumulated literature of the language. In the same
manner,  the civic servant who aspires to see the city whole must begin by
becoming a rigorous, uncompromising historian of past municipal failures.

The first meeting convened to initiate a new comprehensive plan should never
begin  with  a  blank  whiteboard  and  the  comfortable,  speculative  question:
"What  is  our  grand  vision  for  the  future?"  It  must  begin  with  the  previous
master plan placed squarely in the center of the table, flanked by the city’s
actual capital budgets, zoning maps, and social outcomes. Civic craft initiates
the process with a series of uncomfortable, searching questions: What did we
promise  this  community  twenty  years  ago?  Which  policies  did  we  actually
codify into our municipal ordinances, and which did we quietly abandon the
moment political resistance emerged? How much capital did our budget office

allocate  to  the  infrastructure  projects  promised  to  the  working-class
neighborhoods on the east side of the tracks, compared to the investments
made in the affluent commercial corridors? Where did our analytical forecasts
prove disastrously wrong, which economic assumptions collapsed, and who
bore  the  physical,  financial,  and  emotional  burden  of  those  institutional
failures?

Civic craft initiates the process with a series of
uncomfortable, searching questions: What did
we promise this community twenty years ago?

This discipline of critique is not an academic post-mortem, nor is it an exercise
in  cynical  blame-casting.  It  is  a  practical,  moral  necessity.  It  is  the
indispensable labor of building institutional memory. When a city government
develops the institutional  maturity  to  conduct  an honest  audit  of  its  broken
promises, it achieves two transformative outcomes.

First, it breaks the cycle of repetition. A municipal bureaucracy that honestly
examines why its previous affordable housing overlay zone failed to produce a
single deed-restricted unit will not make the foolish mistake of passing another
toothless, voluntary incentive program. A transit authority that investigates why
its  expensive  bus-rapid-transit  corridor  lost  ridership  will  discover  that  the
failure  lay  not  in  passenger  disinterest,  but  in  the  political  cowardice  that
watered down dedicated bus lanes and preserved street parking for influential
business owners. Critique extracts the hard, gold-bearing ore of wisdom from
the slag heap of past errors.

Second,  and  perhaps  more  importantly,  the  discipline  of  critique  begins  to
repair the ruptured bond of trust between local government and the governed.
When long-time residents attend a municipal planning meeting, they do not
arrive as blank slates. They arrive bearing the living memory of every broken
commitment,  every  unpaved  sidewalk,  every  deferred  park  renovation,  and
every  manipulative  charrette  their  neighborhood  has  endured  over  three
generations.  When  a  planner  stands  before  them  with  cheerful  corporate
optimism  and  asks  them  to  dream  about  the  next  twenty  years  without
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acknowledging what happened over the last twenty, the community recognizes
the performance for what it is: administrative gaslighting.

Trust is never built on performative cheerfulness; it is built on radical honesty.
When a city planner has the courage to stand before a neighborhood and say,
"We have read the 1995 plan, we have examined the budget records, and we
acknowledge that the city failed to deliver the drainage improvements and the
community center we promised your parents; here is precisely why that failure
occurred,  and here is  how we intend to legally  bind ourselves so it  cannot
happen again," the room shifts. Cynicism gives way to cautious engagement.
By submitting its  own past  to  ruthless critique,  local  government  earns the
moral  credibility  required to  ask a  community  to  believe in  the future  once
again.  This  institutional  reckoning  connects  to  a  growing  literature  on
reparative planning, which asks planners to examine how past public decisions
shaped present-day racial and spatial inequities, and to address those harms
directly in future plans (Williams, 2024; Goetz, Williams, and Damiano, 2020).

Reclaiming the Civic Academy

If  the  Artist’s  Method  is  to  become  an  enduring  reality  rather  than  an
ephemeral  theory,  it  cannot  remain  confined to  the  heroic  efforts  of  a  few
isolated practitioners or visionary city managers. It must be institutionalized. It
must be built into the professional machinery that trains the minds, shapes the
ethics, and sets the standards for the entire planning profession. And that work
must begin within the university.

For  more  than  half  a  century,  the  American  planning  academy  has  been
complicit  in  the profession's  slow drift  into  irrelevance.  Following the social
upheavals  of  the  1960s,  planning  schools  systematically  dismantled  the
physical design studio. In their rush to be recognized as serious, quantitative
social scientists, planning faculties severed their ties to architecture, landscape
design,  and  physical  construction.  They  staffed  their  departments  with
economists,  political  scientists,  and  sociological  theorists  who  had  never
drafted a spatial plan, never navigated a hostile city council hearing, and never
faced the heartbreaking trade-offs of municipal governance.

The curriculum shifted entirely from the practical art of shaping the physical
city to the detached critique of social systems. Today, students graduate from

the  nation's  most  prestigious  master’s  programs  equipped  with  an
encyclopedic  vocabulary  of  critical  theory,  capable  of  deconstructing  the
neoliberal  political  economy of  the city  in breathtaking academic prose,  but
utterly incapable of reading a grading and drainage plan, designing a workable
urban street  section,  conducting  an honest  capital  budget  reconciliation,  or
facilitating a contentious meeting of angry homeowners without surrendering to
tears.

This educational deformity has created a tragic chasm between the academy
and the street. We are sending young, idealistic public servants into the field
armed with critical scalpels to dissect the city's wounds, but without a single
needle, thread, or splint to help heal them.

The recovery of the lost art of the plan demands a sweeping, uncompromising
revolution  in  planning  education.  We  must  restore  the  civic  studio  to  the
absolute center of the planning curriculum. But this restored studio must not be
a nostalgic retreat to the Beaux-Arts drafting tables of the nineteenth century,
where students drew imperial boulevards and monumental plazas that ignored
the realities of race, class, and economic power.

The studio of the twenty-first century must be a rigorous laboratory of civic
craft.  It  must  be an immersive environment where students are required to
master the four disciplines of the Artist’s Method simultaneously.

In this restored academy, students must spend their first semester not in an
econometric lecture hall, but in the neighborhood, practicing the discipline of
witness  under  the  guidance  of  seasoned  community  elders  and  front-line
public servants. They must be trained in the art of moral synthesis, learning to
weave hydrology, zoning codes, municipal debt structures, and racial histories
into a single,  coherent  spatial  tapestry.  They must  be pushed out  onto the
pavement with paint, wood, and temporary barriers, learning the courage to
test by designing and executing real-world urban prototypes that are tested and
critiqued  by  actual  citizens.  And  they  must  be  taught  the  discipline  of
institutional  memory,  conducting  forensic  audits  of  historical  plans  to
understand how good intentions routinely curdle into administrative violence
when divorced from political realism and fiscal discipline.

We must insist that the planning academy value the practitioner as highly as
the theorist. A planning school that does not feature seasoned city managers,
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veteran  zoning  administrators,  and  fearless  neighborhood  advocates  on  its
core faculty is as absurd and dangerous as a medical school that refuses to
employ practicing surgeons.

When the university reclaims planning as a noble, creative craft, it will cease to
produce  risk-averse  bureaucrats  whose  only  instinct  is  to  hide  behind
procedural checklists. It will begin to graduate a new generation of civic artists:
public servants who possess the technical competence of the engineer, the
analytical rigor of the economist, the moral witness of the social reformer, and
the  creative  audacity  of  the  master  builder.  Armed  with  this  rediscovered
inheritance,  they will  step into the fractured halls  of  local  government,  cast
aside  the  sterile  habits  of  the  past,  and  take  up  the  long,  beautiful,  and
necessary work of seeing the city whole.

Take up the long, beautiful, and necessary work
of seeing the city whole.
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The tame problem. A municipal crew repairs a water main in an opened street, Seattle, c. 1920s. The
problem is visible and the causal chain is direct.
Image: "Seattle - Water main repair, circa 1920s" by Seattle Street & Sewer Department photographer (unknown), Seattle
Municipal Archives (Flickr ID 51734361590), via Wikimedia Commons, c. 1920s. CC BY 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/2.0/). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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C H A P T E R  7

A New Way of Seeing: Wicked Systems and
Moral Realism

The first act of civic craft is not to propose a brilliant solution, but to acquire
the moral clarity and intellectual discipline required to name the problem
correctly.

The fundamental crisis of contemporary planning is an intellectual mismatch: our public institutions persist in treating the modern city as a tame,
mechanical puzzle, while the public experiences it as an intractable, wicked system. The first act of civic craft is not to propose a brilliant
solution, but to acquire the moral clarity and intellectual discipline required to name the problem correctly. We must dismantle the comforting
illusion that the planner of the twenty-first century is engaged in simple municipal engineering. For decades, the training of local officials and
planning directors has rested on a false analogy that compares the governance of a human settlement to the servicing of a combustion engine
or the administration of a water distribution network. This mechanical conceit suggests that every failure can be isolated, every breakdown
diagnosed through statistical measurement, and every friction repaired by the application of an established regulatory code or capital
expenditure.

Wicked Systems, Not Tame Problems

In the lexicon of systems theory, a tame problem possesses clear boundaries,
an unambiguous cause, and an identifiable, definitive technical cure. When a
century-old cast-iron water main ruptures beneath a commercial intersection,
the civic task is dramatic and disruptive, yet conceptually straightforward. The
department of public works must divert the vehicular flow, unearth the fractured
conduit, weld or replace the broken iron section, backfill the trench, repave the
asphalt,  and  restore  the  flow of  potable  water.  The  problem is  visible,  the

causal chain is direct, the criteria for success are unquestioned, and once the
water pressure returns to standard atmospheric levels, the task is complete.
Even highly complex technical puzzles, such as synchronizing an arterial traffic
grid  across  twenty  signalized  intersections  to  accommodate  peak-hour
commuter volumes, or engineering a regional stormwater detention basin to
buffer a hundred-year hydrologic event, can ultimately be diagnosed through
algorithmic  computation  and  resolved  through  engineering  precision.  Tame
problems, no matter how intricate their calculations, yield to money, specialized
technical data, and linear logic.
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Climate risk exposes the limits of this tame-problem logic. Treating a hundred-
year floodplain or a municipal stormwater basin as a predictable, mechanical
puzzle solvable by concrete and computation is a serious error in an era of
changing  climate.  Extreme  heat,  recurring  wildfire  smoke,  and  strained
insurance markets  are not  tame technical  anomalies;  they are system-wide
pressures that are reshaping land use and municipal finance. The civic artist
must  build  climate  resilience,  managed  retreat  where  it  is  warranted,  and
ecological restoration into the foundation of the comprehensive plan, so that
adaptation does not repeat the displacement and green gentrification of the
past.

A  wicked system,  by  contrast,  defies  linear  diagnosis  and mocks  technical
certainty. It announces itself not through a clean, measurable discrepancy on
an administrative dashboard, but through a pervasive, gnawing social ache: an
intuitive,  collective  realization  that  the  delicate,  invisible  contract  binding  a
community together is beginning to unravel. A wicked system has no definitive
boundary,  no  single  root  cause,  and  no  permanent,  triumphant  state  of
completion.  It  is  characterized  by  dense,  circular,  and  tangled
interdependencies. Every administrative intervention launched within a wicked
system  ripples  across  institutional  boundaries,  generating  unintended
consequences  that  frequently  mutate  and  worsen  the  very  disease  the
intervention was designed to eradicate. In a wicked system, you cannot do just
one  thing;  every  action  triggers  an  unpredictable  cascade  through  social
networks, land values, and human psyches.

Consider the housing catastrophe paralyzing the modern American metropolis,
perhaps the most urgent wicked system of our era. To define this crisis merely
as  a  numerical  shortage  of  affordable  dwelling  units  is  to  confuse  an
administrative symptom with a systemic civilizational failure. The housing crisis
is not a discrete production puzzle that can be solved simply by subsidizing a
developer or tweaking a density bonus table. It is an intricate, suffocating web
woven from decades of wage stagnation for working-class families, regressive
municipal  tax  structures  that  penalize  physical  improvements,  exclusionary
zoning  codes  deliberately  erected  to  hoard  educational  opportunity  and
generational wealth, and a starved regional transit infrastructure that strands
the working class in spatial isolation. It  registers on the human level as the
chronic  exhaustion  of  public  servants  forced  into  punishing  regional  super-

commutes,  the profound psychological  trauma of  multi-generational  families
displaced from their ancestral blocks, and the erosion of civic trust as the city
becomes an exclusive playground for global capital and affluent professionals.
This wicked system has grown more complex in the twenty-first century with
the  financialization  of  housing,  in  which  homes are  increasingly  treated  as
financial assets by global investors, a shift that can loosen the link between
local home prices and local wages (Aalbers, 2016; Rolnik, 2019).

When a municipality hands this sprawling crisis to a local housing director in
isolation  and  demands  a  comprehensive  solution,  catastrophic  failure  is
guaranteed. The housing director cannot repair the regional bus network that
fails to connect subsidized apartments to living-wage jobs. The police chief
cannot  resolve  skyrocketing  rents  that  force  families  into  overcrowded
conditions,  accelerating  petty  property  crime  and  domestic  instability.  The
school  superintendent  cannot  stem  devastating  classroom  turnover  when
children are  subjected to  serial  evictions every  six  months.  Each specialist
tends to their own tame corner of the board, hitting their narrow performance
benchmarks  and  defending  their  administrative  perimeter,  while  remaining
entirely blind to the wicked reality that encompasses, defeats, and mocks them
all. The practice of civic craft recognizes that tackling a wicked system requires
the total abandonment of the bureaucratic silo. It demands a comprehensive
method that traces the bleeding edge of the crisis across every departmental
boundary,  treating  the  city  not  as  a  collection  of  separate  administrative
malfunctions, but as a single, struggling organism.

The Pilgrimage of the Citizen: A Teacher's Odyssey

To comprehend the full weight of a wicked system, the civic servant cannot
remain perched above the street,  gazing down at  the abstract  geometry of
color-coded land-use polygons and demographic heat maps. The planner must
trace the actual  pilgrimage of  the citizen through the labyrinth of  municipal
neglect.  If  the discipline of  witness is to mean anything,  it  must result  in a
devastatingly clear,  forensic account of  how fractured municipal  governance
destroys human flourishing.
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S K E T C H  ·  D R A W I N G ,  2 0 2 6

The pilgrimage, drawn. One citizen’s journey across the edge of the city — walk, bus, sprint, rail —
the wicked problem as a single line on paper.

Follow the lived journey of a young, idealistic public school teacher entering the
municipal  civil  service.  She  arrives  in  the  city  center  with  an  advanced
credential in hand and a profound sense of civic vocation in her heart, eager to
educate  children  in  an  under-resourced,  historically  marginalized
neighborhood.  She believes she is  entering an honorable civic  partnership,
offering her labor, intellect, and compassion in exchange for a stable livelihood
and a respected place within the community. Within weeks of her appointment,
the first systemic failure strikes, shattering that modest expectation: the private
rental market demands prices that exceed her entire monthly take-home pay.
The  municipality  that  employs  her  offers  no  workforce  housing,  and  the
surrounding affluent jurisdictions have long since outlawed modest, multi-family
construction through restrictive single-family zoning codes defended fiercely by
protective property owners.

Priced out of the community she was hired to serve, the teacher is driven an
hour  and  a  half  beyond  the  municipal  boundaries  into  an  exurban  fringe,
seeking the only apartment her starting salary can secure. There, she enters a

second  systemic  trap:  the  regional  transit  desert.  Because  regional
transportation  planning  has  prioritized  the  flow  of  peak-hour,  suburban
automotive  commuters  over  comprehensive,  working-class  mobility,  her
mornings begin before dawn in the dark.  She endures a grueling,  multi-leg
commute: a delayed, infrequent commuter bus, a desperate sprint to make an
overcrowded light-rail connection, and a final, perilous walk across pedestrian-
hostile arterial roadways built without sidewalks or crosswalks.

By the time she steps through the schoolhouse doors to greet her students,
she  is  physically  depleted  and  emotionally  frayed.  Her  afternoons  and
evenings are entirely consumed by the return journey, leaving her zero margin
to meet with struggling parents, attend school athletic games, tutor students
after hours, or embed herself in the civic life of the neighborhood she serves.
She exists in a state of suspended animation, moving between a community
she cannot afford to inhabit and a distant exurban apartment where she only
sleeps.
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After two years of physical, financial, and emotional exhaustion, the inevitable
occurs: the teacher resigns her post, abandoning the municipal school system
to take a lower-paying but spatially manageable position in an affordable rural
district.

The municipal reaction to this tragedy is a masterclass in fragmented failure.
The school district laments its catastrophic teacher retention rate and forms an
isolated  committee  on  recruitment  incentives.  The  regional  transit  authority
studies declining off-peak ridership and proposes minor schedule adjustments.
The  municipal  planning  board  debates  commercial  floor-area  ratios  and
minimum parking requirements in the downtown core. Each agency records its
own  procedural  benchmarks,  entirely  blind  to  the  reality  that  their
uncoordinated  policies  formed  a  single,  crushing  mechanism  that  drove  a
dedicated public servant out of the city. This is the wicked system laid bare.
The practitioner of civic craft uses this journey not as an anecdote, but as an
indictment: a tool to force disparate municipal directors into the same room to
confront the shared human wreckage of their isolated decisions.

She exists in a state of suspended animation,
moving between a community she cannot afford
to inhabit and a distant exurban apartment
where she only sleeps.
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P L A T E  7 . 2  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  1 9 7 4

The pilgrimage. A passenger leans on a bare
bus stop post on a wide arterial in Atlanta, June
1974. The teacher in this chapter is a
representative narrative; this is not her.
Image: Jim Pickerell (DOCUMERICA), "Bus Stop Is a
Leaning Post for a Passenger Waiting for a
Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA)
Bus," June 1974. U.S. National Archives and Records
Administration, DOCUMERICA, RG 412, NAID
556799. Public domain (work of the U.S. federal
government). Not altered by ICS; resized for print.

P L A T E  7 . 3  ·  P H O T O G R A P H ,  2 0 2 1

Arthur's park. Players at the fixed chess tables of Washington Square Park, New York, August 2021. Arthur
Chen is a representative narrative; the people shown are not him.
Image: "Chess players in Washington Square Park" by David Brossard, Wikimedia Commons (via Flickr), August 15, 2021. CC
BY-SA 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/). Share-alike: this reproduction is shared under the same license.
Not altered by ICS; resized for print.
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The Witness of Arthur Chen and the Architecture of
Isolation

If the teacher’s odyssey exposes the systemic failure of geographic distance
and regional fragmentation, the witness of Arthur Chen exposes a different,
quieter tragedy: the architecture of institutional abandonment.

Arthur is seventy-eight years old, a retired widower who has lived in a modest,
third-floor walkup apartment overlooking the central neighborhood square for
more than four decades. When his wife passed away five years ago, the four
walls of his apartment became a suffocating prison of grief. The public park
across the street became his living room, his refuge, and his primary social
lifeline. Every afternoon, without fail,  he walked down the stairs to meet old
friends  around  the  concrete  chess  tables,  maintaining  a  daily  ritual  of
connection that held isolation and despair at bay. He was an informal guardian
of  the  public  realm,  a  steady,  watchful  presence  that  signaled  to  the
neighborhood that the park was safe, dignified, and cared for.

Over the past decade, that sanctuary steadily unraveled through a cascade of
small, seemingly rational municipal surrenders. It began with a citywide budget
contraction that slashed the Parks Department's maintenance staff in a bid for
short-term fiscal  austerity.  The pedestrian lighting fixtures along the central
pathway shattered and, lacking funds for replacement parts,  were left  dark.
Trash cans overflowed, and the public restrooms, requiring daily custodial care
the city would no longer fund, were permanently bolted shut.

As  the  visible  care  of  the  public  realm vanished,  the  social  fabric  eroded.
Physical decay invariably invites civic retreat. Illicit activities filled the shadows
created by the broken lights, intimidating the elderly residents and families who
previously acted as informal eyes on the street.  Arthur's chess tables were
overtaken by individuals in  the grip of  addiction,  and the daily  gathering of
elders dissolved. During the winter  months,  when darkness falls  in the late
afternoon,  Arthur  now remains  locked in  his  apartment,  isolated  by  a  very
rational fear of the unlit, unmonitored pathways below.

When  city  officials  discuss  the  park,  they  speak  the  sterile  language  of
administration.  They  speak  of  deferred  capital  maintenance  backlogs,
municipal  liability  exposure,  and  quarterly  crime  statistics.  The  police

department proposes periodic, aggressive sweep operations that scatter the
vulnerable population to adjacent residential blocks for a few days before they
inevitably return. The budget office calculates operational cost savings from
reduced mowing schedules and eliminated staffing lines.

Yet  Arthur  is  not  a  statistical  anomaly  to  be  policed,  nor  is  his  park  an
operational  efficiency to be achieved. He is a citizen bearing witness to an
institutional vacuum. To design a master plan, to draft a municipal budget, or to
structure a public works schedule without Arthur at the center of the table is to
practice an empty, heartless technocracy. Every line drawn on a master map,
every  dollar  reallocated  in  a  budget  session,  must  answer  a  simple,
uncompromising  moral  test:  Does  this  action  restore  Arthur's  dignity  and
connection to the community, or does it deepen his isolation? Civic craft forces
the city to look Arthur in the eye.

Navigating Political Friction and Institutional Veto Points

It  is here that the modern planner must abandon all  naive sentimentality. A
devastating,  persistent  failure  of  contemporary  planning  education  is  the
implicit  assumption  that  if  a  department  simply  listens  with  deep  empathy,
draws  a  compassionate  human  portrait  of  Arthur  Chen  or  the  displaced
teacher, and presents the data clearly, civic harmony will inevitably follow. It will
not.  The  American  city  is  not  a  tranquil  seminar  room  governed  by
collaborative  consensus;  it  is  a  contested,  zero-sum  arena  of  competing
economic interests, racial and class anxieties, and entrenched veto gates.

Every  attempt  to  heal  a  wicked  system immediately  confronts  the  ruthless
realities of political power. When a planner proposes high-density, affordable
infill  housing  near  the  transit  line  where  Arthur  walks,  the  most  vocal  and
ferocious  opposition  rarely  comes  from  distant  corporate  speculators.  It
emerges  from  well-housed,  highly  educated,  politically  connected
neighborhood  associations.  Armed  with  the  statutory  weapons  of
environmental  review procedures,  historic  district  designations,  and endless
discretionary  zoning  hearings,  these  factions  weaponize  the  very  tools  of
citizen participation (tools originally designed in the 1960s and 1970s to protect
the  vulnerable)  to  preserve  their  exclusionary  boundaries,  protect  street
parking, and hoard neighborhood wealth.
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The  practitioner  of  civic  craft  cannot  retreat  into  the  cowardly  shelter  of
administrative  neutrality  when  confronted  by  these  veto  points.  To  remain
neutral in the face of structural exclusion is to actively ratify that exclusion. The
planner must combine moral empathy with hard-nosed realpolitik, employing
deliberate, aggressive strategies to navigate the political arena and dismantle
the machinery of obstruction.

First, the civic artist must aggressively reframe the public hearing. Traditional
public  comment  formats  are  systematically  skewed  toward  wealthy,  retired
homeowners who possess the leisure time, childcare resources, and political
confidence to attend a four-hour evening meeting on a Tuesday night.  This
format  produces a heavily  distorted,  unrepresentative sample of  public  will,
mistaking the rage of an organized minority for the broad consensus of the
community. The planner must dismantle this false representation of the public
interest by actively gathering testimony directly from the workplace, the transit
platform, the subsidized daycare center,  and the senior center.  The planner
must  bring these voices,  through rigorous ethnographic  documentation and
direct civic engagement, into the official legislative record, presenting them as
an  unassailable  moral  counterbalance  to  the  loudest  voices  in  the  room.
Empirical  research finds that the residents who speak at  land-use hearings
are, on average, older, more likely to own their homes, and more likely to be
white than the communities they live in, and that they overwhelmingly oppose
new housing; survey experiments suggest that such opposition is shaped in
part  by  attitudes  toward  developers,  not  only  toward  development.  Unless
planners redesign the venues of civic consent, a narrow set of voices can gain
outsized  influence  (Einstein,  Glick,  and  Palmer,  2019;  Monkkonen  and
Manville, 2019).

Second,  the  planner  must  expose  the  true  cost  of  inaction.  Opponents  of
change  routinely  present  the  status  quo  as  a  harmless,  natural  baseline,
framing any proposed development as a dangerous disruption. The planner
must  demonstrate,  in  stark,  undeniable  economic  and  human  terms,  the
bleeding  public  balance sheet  of  saying  no.  Civic  craft  must  calculate  and
present  the  systemic  cost  of  the  hospital  forced  to  cut  emergency  staffing
because nurses cannot afford nearby rents, the plummeting per-pupil funding
in  neighborhood  schools  caused  by  family  displacement,  and  the  soaring
municipal  costs  of  expanding  regional  road  networks  to  serve  an  exiled

workforce. The status quo must be revealed for what it truly is: a subsidized,
extraordinarily expensive, and socially destructive choice.

Third,  the  planner  must  build  robust,  multi-sectoral  coalitions  long  before
drafting  statutory  language.  A  zoning  variance  for  workforce  housing  or  a
dedicated bus-rapid-transit lane should never enter the council chambers as
an isolated, technocratic planning initiative. The practitioner operates politically,
organizing the chamber of commerce, labor unions, public health advocates,
faith  leaders,  and school  district  trustees into  an unbreakable civic  alliance
weeks  before  the  first  public  vote  is  called.  The  planner  isolates  the
exclusionary voices by surrounding the project with a wall of undeniable civic
consensus, making obstruction politically costly for elected officials.

Even the most effective municipal effort will struggle if it treats the city as a
closed,  self-contained  island.  Wicked  systems  routinely  cross  municipal
boundaries.  A central  city and its suburbs share a housing market,  a labor
market, and a regional economy, yet the land-use rules of one jurisdiction can
limit multifamily housing and push its costs onto its neighbors. The practitioner
of  civic  craft  must  therefore  look  beyond  city  hall  to  regional  and  state
frameworks.  The  tools  include  regional  tax-base  sharing,  transportation
funding  linked  to  housing  production,  and  state  housing  laws  that  limit  a
jurisdiction's discretion to block housing when it has not met its planned share
of regional need.

Fourth, the planner must design for legislative resilience. When crafting policy
reforms, the planner must anticipate litigation, bad-faith environmental appeals,
and administrative delay. Innovative land-use tools must be anchored in explicit
state  statutory  authority  and  mandatory  local  comprehensive  mandates,
systematically  stripping  discretionary  veto  power  away  from  hyper-local
neighborhood councils when regional equity and human rights are at stake.

Empathy without political courage is mere aesthetic decoration. True planning
requires  the  fortitude  to  stare  into  the  machinery  of  local  power,  name its
inequities,  and  shepherd  the  public  interest  through  the  inevitable  fire  of
political conflict, recognizing that a just city is never granted voluntarily; it  is
always contested and won.
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The Planner as Urban Thermostat: Designing Balancing
Loops

Once  power  is  understood  and  navigated,  the  operational  mandate  of  the
planner  shifts  fundamentally:  we  must  stop  acting  as  passive  recorders  of
urban decay and become active designers of urban equilibrium.

Systems thinking reveals that wicked problems do not merely exist; they thrive
and accelerate on vicious reinforcing loops. In the realm of public transit,  a
slight  dip  in  reliability  leads  to  falling  ridership,  which  yields  lower  farebox
revenue.  The  agency  responds  to  the  revenue  shortfall  by  cutting  service
frequency, which drives away even more riders, triggering a deeper revenue
collapse in an accelerating, inescapable death spiral. In the housing market,
rising land values invite speculative investment. Speculators hoard property,
which constricts supply and inflates land costs further,  pricing out long-time
residents, shuttering local businesses, and replacing the organic character of a
neighborhood with sterile, transient luxury, generating even more speculative
demand. Left unchecked, reinforcing loops inevitably drive the urban system
toward catastrophic failure or radical inequality.

The highest duty of civic craft is to act as an urban thermostat, designing and
installing structural balancing loops that interrupt these destructive cycles and
restore equilibrium to the civic organism.

A balancing loop is a conscious, legally codified institutional mechanism that
measures the gap between the health of a community and its current distress,
triggering  automatic  corrective  actions  to  close that  breach.  It  removes the
need for heroic, one-off political battles by building justice and responsiveness
directly  into  the  municipal  machinery.  Just  as  a  thermostat  in  a  home
constantly monitors the ambient temperature against a desired baseline and
automatically activates heating or cooling systems to preserve equilibrium, the
planner  must  design  municipal  mechanisms  that  sense  civic  distress  and
automatically trigger corrective resources.

Consider Arthur Chen’s park. In a traditional, reactive planning model, the city
might respond to public outcry with a one-time capital appropriation to fix the
lights and install new benches. But without changing the underlying system,
the lights will eventually break again, the maintenance budget will be cut during

the next municipal recession, and the vicious cycle of neglect will resume. A
balancing  loop  is  not  a  one-time  fix.  It  is  the  creation  of  a  neighborhood-
governed Park Conservancy, endowed with a portion of dedicated local tax-
increment  revenues.  The  Conservancy  is  bound  by  mandatory  municipal
service  standards  that  trigger  immediate,  legally  required  maintenance
contracts  the moment  lighting,  safety,  or  cleanliness falls  below acceptable
thresholds. The system self-corrects before the decline can accelerate.

In a volatile, gentrifying housing market, a balancing loop is not a temporary
rent-relief voucher that expires after twelve months. It is the establishment of a
municipal  Community  Land  Trust,  capitalized  heavily  through  real  estate
transfer taxes levied on speculative commercial sales. By acquiring underlying
land and leasing it  beneath permanently restricted, deed-limited homes, the
trust  structurally  severs  the  property  from  hyper-speculative  global  capital
markets. The balancing loop ensures that as surrounding land values rise, the
homes remain anchored, accessible to future generations of teachers, nurses,
and  service  workers.  It  absorbs  the  speculative  heat  of  the  market  and
converts  it  into  permanent  community  stability.  Community  land  trusts  and
other forms of social housing are designed to work as durable balancing loops,
holding land and homes outside the speculative market  to  protect  working-
class  neighborhoods  from  displacement  (Baiocchi  and  Carlson,  2020),
although research cautions that their  commitment to community control  can
weaken as they grow and professionalize (DeFilippis, Stromberg, and Williams,
2018).

The  goal  of  civic  craft  is  never  the  illusion  of  a  static,  finished,  utopian
metropolis. The city is too wild, too dynamic, and too deeply human to ever be
permanently solved. The true goal is the cultivation of a resilient body politic: a
city  engineered  with  the  institutional  reflexes  to  absorb  economic  shocks,
protect  its  most  vulnerable  members  from displacement,  and  continuously,
automatically heal its own wounds. The civic artist does not design the end of
the story; they design the mechanisms that allow the city to survive, adapt, and
flourish in the face of an uncertain and unforgiving future.
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Chalk, tested. A Muni route 49 bus on the red transit-only lanes of Van Ness Avenue at Fell Street, San
Francisco, April 2022. The case study in this chapter is an illustrative composite and names no city.
Image: "Southbound Muni route 49 bus at Fell Street, April 2022" by Pi.1415926535, Wikimedia Commons, April 1, 2022. CC
BY-SA 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/). Share-alike: this reproduction is shared under the same license.
Not altered by ICS; resized for print.



08 P A R T  4  ·  T H E  W A Y  F O R W A R D

C H A P T E R  8

The Resilient City: Planning as a Creative Act
The crisis is not a ridership problem; it is a systemic breakdown linking labor
conditions, fleet maintenance, and roadside dignity.

The traditional apparatus of municipal planning is paralyzed by the dread of error. Because twentieth-century practice bound itself to
irreversible, multi-million-dollar capital investments, it engineered a defensive bureaucratic culture where any visible failure becomes an
existential political scandal. To protect against that exposure, city halls built mountains of protective paperwork, commissioning multi-year traffic
studies, environmental impact statements, and legal defensibility audits before permitting a single physical alteration to the public streetscape.

The Living Test: De-risking the Public Imagination

The practice of civic craft shatters this paralysis through the living test.

A  prototype  in  the  public  realm is  not  an  artistic  indulgence  or  a  frivolous
community festival. It is an act of disciplined civic empirical inquiry. It replaces
the abstract conjecture of the committee room with the tangible, undeniable
evidence  of  human  behavior  on  the  pavement.  Consider  a  municipality
debating whether to convert a congested, four-lane commercial arterial into a
two-lane  main  street  with  dedicated  transit  lanes,  widened  sidewalks,  and
protected  cycling  infrastructure.  In  the  traditional  administrative  regime,  this
proposition  generates  years  of  rancorous  dispute.  Merchants  predict
immediate bankruptcy,  claiming that  the elimination of  curbside parking will
destroy their customer base. Traffic engineers run theoretical microsimulations
predicting  regional  gridlock.  Neighborhood  factions  mobilize  at  council
meetings, armed with fear and procedural appeals.

Rather than spending half a million dollars on consultant projections to settle
an  ideological  argument,  the  civic  artist  conducts  an  immediate,  low-cost
experiment.  Over  a  long  weekend,  using  temporary  water-based  paint,
modular wooden planters, hay bales, and temporary electronic message signs,
the  public  works  department  reconfigures  the  street.  Delivery  zones  are
consolidated, pop-up seating is established in reclaimed asphalt spaces, and
traffic signals are temporarily recalibrated.

For seventy-two hours, the city stops arguing about an abstraction and begins
experiencing a reality. The merchants discover that foot traffic increases when
vehicle speeds drop. Parents with strollers occupy space that was previously
an expanse of hot asphalt. The predicted regional gridlock fails to materialize
because drivers  adapt  to  the temporary  configuration.  Unforeseen logistical
frictions also emerge: a freight delivery truck struggles to negotiate a tightened
turning radius at an alleyway, and a transit coach experiences boarding delays
at a poorly placed bus island.

This is the great virtue of the prototype: it surfaces truth cheaply. The freight
turning radius is widened on Monday morning with a fresh stroke of paint, the
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bus boarding island is  shifted thirty  feet  north,  and the test  continues.  The
living  test  de-risks  the  municipal  imagination  by  allowing  the  community  to
experience the future before binding its treasury to permanent concrete and
steel. Practiced at scale in New York City and documented in cities across the
Americas,  this  rapid-prototyping  method  shows that  street  changes  can  be
tested in days with paint and planters, gathering evidence on safety and street
life before capital budgets are committed (Lydon and Garcia, 2015; Sadik-Khan
and Solomonow, 2016).

S K E T C H  ·  D R A W I N G ,  2 0 2 6

The section. A transit avenue cut open — the red busway above, the hidden balance
sheet of pipes and conduits below.

This is the great virtue of the prototype: it
surfaces truth cheaply.

The Administrative Safe Harbor

Yet to demand that municipal civil servants exhibit the courage to experiment
without providing them institutional protection is an exercise in administrative

cruelty.  In  almost  every  American  city  hall,  the  civil  service  structure  is
designed to punish deviation and reward delay. A planner who adheres strictly
to the existing subdivision ordinance or zoning code, no matter how obsolete
or destructive those rules may be, enjoys complete career safety. Conversely,
a planner who attempts an agile street experiment that produces a temporary
traffic delay or draws an angry complaint from an influential property owner
faces  professional  reprimand,  administrative  investigation,  or  political
abandonment by elected leadership.

If local government is to recover the lost art of the plan, it must construct what
we term the Administrative Safe Harbor.

An administrative safe harbor is a formal municipal policy, enacted by the city
council or executive order of the city manager, that establishes an explicit zone
of  procedural  protection  for  authorized  civic  experimentation.  It  legally
recognizes  tactical  interventions,  temporary  land-use  pilots,  and  dynamic
regulatory adjustments as valid instruments of administrative research rather
than unauthorized deviations from standard engineering manuals.

Under a safe-harbor ordinance, temporary pilot projects under a designated
dollar threshold are exempted from standard multi-year environmental reviews
and lengthy discretionary notice periods, provided they utilize non-permanent
materials,  maintain  emergency  vehicle  access,  and  feature  active  public
monitoring. Crucially,  the safe harbor establishes that negative experimental
findings do not constitute administrative failure. If  an experimental bike lane
configuration proves hazardous or ineffective during a sixty-day pilot, the safe
harbor protects the staff from punitive recourse, mandating that the outcome
be documented as an official finding that informs the next iteration.

By creating a legal and administrative shield for responsible risk-taking, the
safe harbor liberates the creative capacity of the civil service. It signals to front-
line public servants that the greatest threat to the public is not making a small,
instructive  mistake  in  the  pursuit  of  renewal,  but  surrendering  to  the
permanent, comfortable failure of doing nothing.
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The Chalk-to-Capital Bridge

Here we must  confront  the central  illusion that  often seduces advocates of
tactical  urbanism.  Too  often,  temporary  pilots  are  treated  as  ends  in
themselves: a vibrant weekend of painted intersections, food trucks, and street
murals that evaporates on Monday morning, leaving the underlying machinery
of the city untouched. A can of temporary striping paint and a few wooden
benches  cannot  repair  a  shattered  municipal  water  network,  replace  a
collapsing  transit  fleet,  or  construct  deeply  affordable  multi-family  housing.
When  civic  experimentation  remains  confined  to  temporary  novelties,  it
becomes  an  aesthetic  distraction,  a  form  of  administrative  play-acting  that
allows city halls to appear innovative while evading the hard work of capital
investment.

The practitioner of civic craft understands that a prototype is not a destination;
it  is the opening argument for a capital reallocation. The true measure of a
successful experiment is its capacity to cross what we call the Chalk-to-Capital
Bridge.

The chalk-to-capital bridge is the deliberate, rigorous process of converting the
empirical data, public support, and operational lessons of a temporary street
pilot into the statutory Capital Improvement Program of the municipality.

Every  municipal  government  operates  a  Capital  Improvement  Program,  a
binding, multi-year financial  schedule that governs the expenditure of public
funds for permanent infrastructure. The capital budget determines where the
city issues municipal bonds, where federal matching funds are directed, and
where heavy civil construction will occur over the next five to ten years. This is
where  the  true  power  of  municipal  government  resides;  the  rest  is  mere
rhetoric.

The civic artist designs the temporary prototype from its inception to target the
capital  budget.  The data gathered during the pilot  (pedestrian counts,  retail
sales tax receipts, vehicle speed measurements, and video documentation of
resident use) is not compiled for an academic journal. It  is formatted as an
undeniable investment brief for the city manager, the director of finance, and
the city council.

When the planner steps forward to advocate for an infrastructure allocation
during the annual  capital  budget  hearings,  the conversation is  transformed.
Instead of presenting an abstract engineering estimate, the planner presents
empirical proof: during the ninety-day pilot, pedestrian injuries dropped to zero,
local  merchant  receipts  rose  by  twelve  percent,  and  transit  boarding  times
improved  by  three  minutes  per  run.  The  prototype  provides  the  political
courage  required  for  elected  officials  to  vote  for  general  obligation  bonds,
special assessment districts, or tax-increment financing instruments.

To build this bridge across the gap of municipal finance, the civic artist must
master  the  hard,  unglamorous  mechanics  of  the  balance  sheet.  Budget
directors and city attorneys do not say no out of malice; they are bound by
Generally  Accepted  Accounting  Principles,  legal  separations  between
operating and capital funds, bond covenants and credit-rating considerations,
and tort liability. A tactical street pilot or an administrative safe harbor will stall if
it ignores these realities. The planner must work with the finance office as a
partner, translating pilot data into credible cost and debt-service projections,
addressing  design-immunity  standards,  and  showing  how  the  operational
savings of  a successful  pilot  can support  long-term capital  investment.  The
vision may be born in  chalk,  but  it  endures only  when it  is  secured in  the
budget.

The temporary experiment  ceases to be a fleeting neighborhood novelty.  It
becomes the structural foundation upon which permanent concrete is poured,
permanent steel is erected, and permanent capital is committed to the public
good.  This  is  how  civic  craft  transforms  the  temporary  into  the  enduring,
ensuring that the courage to test on the pavement reshapes the physical and
financial foundations of the city whole.

Rebuilding the Circulatory System: A Systemic Transit Case
Study

To  witness  the  full  synthesis  of  civic  craft  in  operation,  consider  a  major
metropolis  confronting  the  steady,  agonizing  decline  of  its  public  transit
network.  In  the  typical  municipal  paradigm,  transit  collapse is  treated  as  a
mechanical  financial  deficit.  Facing  declining  ridership  and  rising  operating
costs,  the  transit  agency  enters  a  vicious  cycle:  it  reduces  off-peak  bus
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frequency to balance its budget, which increases passenger wait times and
overcrowds remaining vehicles. Frustrated riders who can afford alternatives
purchase  automobiles,  farebox  revenues  drop  further,  and  the  agency
prepares another round of service cuts.

The traditional planner responds with an expensive, five-year comprehensive
operational analysis that ends with a plea for federal operating subsidies and a
recommendation to raise fares. The civic artist approaches this crisis from an
entirely different posture.

First, through the discipline of witness, the planner rides the system across all
hours  of  the  day  and  night.  The  human  reality  of  the  system immediately
shatters the agency’s statistical assumptions. The planner discovers that the
greatest barrier to ridership is not the base fare, but the compounding anxiety
of the uncoordinated transfer. For a hospital orderly or a hotel housekeeper
working irregular  shifts,  a missed five-minute connection between bus lines
transforms  an  hour-long  trip  into  a  two-hour  ordeal  in  an  unlit,  unsafe
environment. The planner observes passengers in wheelchairs bypassed by
overcrowded buses because boarding mechanisms are broken, and mothers
struggling  with  infants  on  narrow  bus  stairs  while  operators  enforce  fare
compliance  with  visible  hostility.  Transit  scholarship  supports  this  lived
experience:  frequency,  reliability,  safe  and  walkable  connections,  and  a
dignified rider  experience largely  determine whether  transit  is  useful  to  the
riders who depend on it most, and dedicated bus lanes are among the quickest
and least costly ways to improve that service (Walker, 2012; Higashide, 2019).

Second,  through  moral  synthesis,  the  planner  connects  these  frontline
observations to the agency’s hidden balance sheet. The planner discovers that
the  transit  authority  is  hemorrhaging capital  because of  severe  mechanical
breakdowns across an aging rolling stock fleet. Buses are breaking down mid-
route  because  maintenance  facilities  were  starved  of  mechanics  during
previous  austerity  budgets.  The  agency  is  spending  millions  of  dollars  in
emergency  overtime  towing  stalled  vehicles,  while  paying  millions  more  in
workers' compensation claims from operators injured during contentious fare
disputes.  The crisis  is  not  a  ridership  problem;  it  is  a  systemic  breakdown
linking labor conditions, fleet maintenance, and roadside dignity.

Third, armed with this synthetic diagnosis, the planner launches a portfolio of
targeted, agile prototypes protected by an administrative safe harbor. Along a
high-density,  five-mile transit  corridor,  the city reclaims the curb lane, laying
down temporary red paint and physical bollards to create an exclusive bus-only
right-of-way  during  peak  hours.  To  eliminate  boarding  friction,  the  agency
prototypes  all-door  boarding,  using  temporary  sidewalk  fare  validators  and
dispatching  friendly  transit  guides  to  assist  passengers  rather  than  police
officers to enforce fare payment. At the corridor's most dangerous transfer hub,
the  city  partners  with  adjacent  storefronts  to  provide  exterior  lighting  and
installs real-time digital departure screens powered by clean battery units.
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The hidden balance sheet. Buses raised on lifts in the maintenance bays of King
County Metro's Bellevue Base, Washington, January 2017.
Image: "King County Metro Bellevue Base bus lifts" by Atomic Taco, Wikimedia Commons (via
Flickr) (Flickr ID 32227239963), January 10, 2017. CC BY-SA 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-sa/2.0/). Share-alike: this reproduction is shared under the same license. Not altered by
ICS; resized for print.

Within four months, the empirical results of this living test reverberate through
the  system.  Bus  operating  speeds  on  the  corridor  increase  by  twenty-two
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percent, allowing the agency to run more frequent service with fewer vehicles.
On-time performance  jumps  from sixty-one  percent  to  eighty-eight  percent,
and operator assault incidents drop to zero as boarding friction evaporates.

Fourth, the planner crosses the chalk-to-capital bridge. The planner brings the
hard  data  from  the  red-lane  pilot  directly  to  the  regional  transportation
commission and the city council's finance committee. Rather than requesting
vague  operational  subsidies,  the  planner  presents  a  precise  capital
restructuring plan: the demonstrated operational savings from increased bus
speeds will be dedicated to funding a low-interest municipal bond to overhaul
the  maintenance  facilities  and  accelerate  rolling  stock  replacement.  The
temporary red paint is scheduled for permanent concrete reconstruction in the
upcoming  Capital  Improvement  Program,  complete  with  permanent  raised
boarding platforms, heated passenger shelters, and fiber-optic signal priority
infrastructure.

Yet because the civic artist sees the city whole, the intervention does not stop
at the curb line. Recognizing that a faster bus corridor will  inevitably attract
speculative land pressure, the planner immediately pairs the transit investment
with a comprehensive corridor plan. The city upzones the parcels framing the
new  rapid-transit  stations  for  mixed-use,  workforce  housing,  acquires  key
corner sites for a municipal Community Land Trust so the hospital orderlies
and hotel housekeepers who ride the dawn bus can afford to live beside it, and
converts  underutilized  parking  lots  at  the  transfer  hubs  into  well-lit
neighborhood pocket  parks.  Transportation,  land use,  zoning,  housing,  and
parks are solved together in a single, coordinated act of civic craft—healing the
human condition at the exact scale where citizens actually live.

It is time to cast aside the gray mantle of the
clerk, step into the light of the street, and take up
once more the magnificent, unfinished work of
seeing the city whole.
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Figure 6: From chalk to capital. The four moves of the civic artist in this chapter’s transit case study, and the results the case reports. The case is an illustrative scenario in the
text, not data from a named city.

By  uniting  deep  witness,  institutional  synthesis,  agile  testing,  and  capital
budgeting, the planner reverses the vicious cycle of decline, creating a virtuous
circle  where  reliability  restores  ridership,  ridership  restores  revenue,  and
revenue secures the permanent civic infrastructure of the city.

The Final Narrative: A Call to the Republic

Every  technical  analysis,  every  ethnographic  witness,  and  every  street
prototype must ultimately converge into a final, public act: the declaration of the
plan.

In our current era of administrative fatigue, the plan has been reduced to an
unreadable,  legalistic  document:  a  compliance  checklist  bound  in  plastic,
designed to withstand judicial scrutiny while failing to move a single human
heart. The practice of civic craft utterly rejects this diminished vision. The plan,
at its highest reach, is not a staff report; it is a sacred civic covenant. It is a

work of persuasive art, a moral vision forged in the fires of human experience
and disciplined by empirical truth. Its purpose is to summon the political will of
a free people to invest in their common future.

When the civic artist steps before the public, the city council, and the assembly
of citizens to deliver the plan, the posture is not that of a technocrat delivering
an  automated  briefing,  nor  that  of  a  rehearsed  presenter  employing
performative  charm.  The  planner  stands  as  a  faithful  witness  to  the  city’s
struggles and a humble architect of its possibilities.

To speak for  a  city  is  a  sacred trust.  It  requires an uncompromising moral
gravity.  The  speaker  does  not  offer  evasive  euphemisms  about  urban
challenges; the speaker names the suffering of Arthur Chen and the exiled
teacher with clear, unflinching truth. The speaker demonstrates how the city’s
past  choices  fractured  its  neighborhoods,  acknowledges  the  institutional

1 Witness

Ride the system at all hours; the
barrier is the uncoordinated transfer,
not the fare

2 Moral synthesis

Link riders’ experience to the hidden
balance sheet: breakdowns, overtime
towing, compensation claims

3 Living test

Five-mile corridor: temporary red-paint
bus lane and all-door boarding, under
an administrative safe harbor

4 Chalk-to-capital bridge

Operational savings fund a municipal
bond; red paint becomes permanent
concrete in the Capital Improvement
Program

RESULTS OF THE LIVING TEST, WITHIN FOUR MONTHS (ILLUSTRATIVE CASE)

+22%
bus operating speeds on the corridor

On-time performance

Before 61%

After 88%

0
operator assault incidents
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failures  that  broke  public  faith,  and  then,  with  equal  clarity,  points  the  city
toward the open road of renewal.

The power of the final narrative does not reside in rhetorical flourish, but in the
seamless unity of its truth. When a plan connects the lived sorrow of the citizen
directly to the physical  design of the street,  and anchors that design in the
disciplined mechanics of the municipal balance sheet, it becomes irresistible. It
dismantles the cynicism of elected officials because it offers not an ideological
abstraction,  but  a  proven path  forward.  It  gives the community  a  collective
mirror  in  which  they  can  recognize  both  their  shared  hardships  and  their
highest aspirations.

The American Republic was founded on the radical premise that free citizens
possess  the  capacity  to  deliberate,  decide,  and  build  their  own  destiny
together. The American city is the crucible where that democratic promise is
either made flesh or allowed to perish. When our cities decay into fragmented,
exclusionary  playgrounds  for  the  privileged,  democracy  itself  is  imperiled.
When our public spaces are surrendered to fear and neglect, the civic soul of
the nation withers.

The  work  before  us  is  not  light,  and  it  will  not  yield  to  timid  minds  or
bureaucratic  formulas.  It  demands  public  servants  who  are  willing  to  step
outside the safety of administrative anonymity, take up the heavy tools of civic
craft, and confront the wicked challenges of our time with courage, humility,
and conviction. It  calls for planners who are ready to listen with reverence,
synthesize with brilliance, test with boldness, and govern with integrity.

The tools are assembled. The method is proven. It is time to cast aside the
gray mantle of the clerk, step into the light of the street, and take up once more
the magnificent, unfinished work of seeing the city whole.
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Image: Jim Pickerell (DOCUMERICA), "Bus Stop Is a Leaning Post for a Passenger Waiting for
a Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority (MARTA) Bus," June 1974. U.S. National Archives
and Records Administration, DOCUMERICA, RG 412, NAID 556799. Public domain (work of the
U.S. federal government). Not altered by ICS; resized for print. Source: https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:BUS_STOP_IS_A_LEANING_POST_FOR_A_PASSENGER_WAITING_FOR_A_METROP
OLITAN_ATLANTA_RAPID_TRANSIT_AUTHORITY_(MARTA)_BUS_IN.._-_NARA_-
_556799.jpg

Plate 7.3: Arthur's park.
Image: "Chess players in Washington Square Park" by David Brossard, Wikimedia Commons
(via Flickr), August 15, 2021. CC BY-SA 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/).
Share-alike: this reproduction is shared under the same license. Not altered by ICS; resized for
print. Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Chess_players_in_Washington_Square_Park.jpg
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Plate 8.1: Chalk, tested.
Image: "Southbound Muni route 49 bus at Fell Street, April 2022" by Pi.1415926535, Wikimedia
Commons, April 1, 2022. CC BY-SA 4.0 (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/).
Share-alike: this reproduction is shared under the same license. Not altered by ICS; resized for
print. Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Southbound_Muni_route_49_bus_at_Fell_Street,_April_2022.JPG

Plate 8.2: The hidden balance sheet.
Image: "King County Metro Bellevue Base bus lifts" by Atomic Taco, Wikimedia Commons (via
Flickr) (Flickr ID 32227239963), January 10, 2017. CC BY-SA 2.0 (https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-sa/2.0/). Share-alike: this reproduction is shared under the same license. Not altered
by ICS; resized for print. Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:King_County_Metro_Bellevue_Base_bus_lifts_(32227239963).jpg

Photographs and documents are reproduced true to their sources: color where the original is
color, black and white where it is black and white. No plate is tinted or retouched, except as
noted in the credits below. No photograph in this book is AI-generated; the presentation
sketches are AI-generated drawings, credited in the Image & Figure Credits.

Infographics

Figure 1: A century of the American plan.
Institute for Civic Service, 2026. Based on Peterson (2009); Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler
Realty Co. (1926); Davidoff (1965); Demonstration Cities and Metropolitan Development Act
(1966); National Historic Preservation Act (1966); National Environmental Policy Act (1969);
Housing and Community Development Act (1974).

Figure 2: The ideal of the rational plan.
Institute for Civic Service, 2026.

Figure 3: The human cost of the cure.
Institute for Civic Service, 2026. Based on Biles (2000).

Figure 4: A tower of Babel.
Institute for Civic Service, 2026. Based on Village of Euclid, Ohio v. Ambler Realty Co. (1926);
Public Works and Economic Development Act (1965); Land and Water Conservation Fund Act
(1965); National Historic Preservation Act (1966); Kaiser et al. (1968); National Environmental
Policy Act (1969); Housing and Community Development Act (1974).

Figure 5: Five ways of planning the city.
Institute for Civic Service, 2026. Based on Davidoff (1965); Berke (2002).

Figure 6: From chalk to capital.
Institute for Civic Service, 2026.

Every infographic uses only facts, dates and figures stated in the text of this book or in its Works
Cited. Figure 6 charts an illustrative scenario from Chapter 8, not data from a named city.
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