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Democracy and Urban Design:
The Transect as Civic Renewal

David Brain

As urban design has attracted new interest over the last
decade, critics and theorists have often warned of the
dangers in overstating its power to effect social change.
However, the question is rarely turned around: how could
design play an intentional and active part in shaping the
democratic character of the city? Since any intervention in
the urban landscape has political implications, what are the
possible connections between the practice of urban design
and our aspirations for democracy and social justice?

On the whole, we have not done well with this question.
The incorporation of citizen participation into conven-
tional planning has had persistently paradoxical results.
Since the 1960s, the proliferation of public interest and
environmental groups, empowered by new mandates for
public participation, has given citizens a significant role
in land use and planning decisions. At the same time,
participation has produced frustration, disillusionment,
and cynicism on all sides, encouraging politics that are
adversarial, hostile to negotiation and compromise, and
frequently a significant obstacle to good planning and
effective implementation of plans. As a result of the ways
the current regulatory regime blends technical expertise,
procedural requirements, and citizen input, the public
process has reinforced some of the most socially and
environmentally damaging tendencies of current develop-
ment patterns while simultaneously undermining faith in
government—and, more generally, in democratic process.
We have created a regime that almost requires public-spir-
ited citizens to mobilize as narrow-minded, single-issue

Above:The transect can be used as the basis for a more publicly accessible planning
process. These birds-eye drawings, created for a charrette in Louisville, Kentucky,
by Seth Harry for Duany Plater-Zyberk & Company, show the character of a typical
street corner in different transect zones. Illustrations such as these may engage the

public far more effectively than abstract zoning maps and charts.
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reactionaries, and to engage in endless small battles just to
ensure that whatever it is doesn’t happen in their back yard.
In the course of six years of fieldwork that has included
observing charrettes, public hearings, and other public
discourse on planning and urban design, my research has
revealed widespread reaction against this regime, apparent
in efforts to reorient the politics of planning to concern
for the quality of community life and for the preservation
of the identity and character of places, and for plans that
express substantive aspirations as they tame growth." Much
of this reaction has been catalyzed or given clear articu-
lation by the New Urbanism, with its design-centered
revival of concern for the qualitative experiences of tradi-
tional neighborhoods, streets, and public space. If we look
beyond the New Urbanist imagery that critics sometimes
mistake for shallow nostalgia, we can see that the manifes-
tation of an urban ideal in popularly recognizable forms,
along with the general emphasis on urban design as a prac-
tical medium in and through which we might realize col-
lective aspirations, brings many of the central challenges of
civic democracy into sharp relief. Whatever criticisms might
be made of particular New Urbanist projects and propos-
als, the effort to revive an urban ideal can be understood as
a practical version of a broader movement for civic renewal.
Popular reactions against the conventional develop-
ment regime echo a wave of “civic innovation” over the
last decade in connection with issues ranging from com-
munity development to regional environmental problems.*
This movement seeks to reconfigure the connection of
citizens to public life by challenging the dominant framing
of key issues by political and professional elites. This civic
innovation involves creating new organizational settings
that engage diverse social interests on common ground,
enabling them to recognize a common stake and respon-
sibility for a shared environment. For example, “civic

Brain / Democracy and Urban Design



environmentalism” has found alternatives to unproduc-
tive protest politics or top-down regulation by seeking
solutions to complex environmental problems through
extensive and substantive cooperation between partners
who might otherwise find themselves caught up in an
adversarial politics: citizen groups, professional experts,
officials representing public administrative and regulatory
bureaucracies, nonprofit organizations, and business or
industry.? In contrast with simplistic ideas about expanding
participation, theorists and activists alike emphasize the
importance of a democratic capacity rooted in a pattern of
civic association that bridges social differences, constitutes
social capital, and provides a necessary civil counterbalance
to the bureaucratic state and the effects of global markets.*

Planners interested in civic engagement have focused
on the processes that build social capital, but often fail to
realize that the problem isn’t just a matter of improving
engagement in the process. The problem of democracy is
not just who wields power, but for what purpose. Itisn’t
just inclusiveness that defines engagement as “civic,” but a
process that reflects “formative aspirations” that transcend
the mere aggregation of individual interests.’ In what
ways might urban design be reconstructed as a new civic
art, with an understanding of this old phrase in terms of
current political challenges and in a way that engages the
contemporary projects of democratic empowerment, envi-
ronmental responsibility, and social justice? This is nota
question that anyone seems to be asking directly.

In New Urbanist practice, the rural-urban transect has
emerged both as an analytical approach to making sense
of the diversity of places that make up human settlements,
and as a technical framework for planning and form-based
coding. This essay hopes to explicate the way a transect-
based approach might integrate urban design into a more
effectively democratic planning practice, avoiding some
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of the political pathologies of the current development
regime. Because of the way form-based coding puts the
transect into operation at the intersection of popular
engagement, expert design, and technical/administrative
rationality, it offers a practical coupling between vision
and implementation, between a normative understanding
of urban form and the often frustrating way that contem-
porary place-making relies on the contingent intertwining
of private investment, market dynamics and public policy.
Although it has not been explicitly linked to the politics
of civic renewal, the transect may be the first step toward
theorizing a practice of urban design capable of contribut-
ing to the substantive realization of a civic politics.

The Conventional Development Regime

In popular parlance, the problem is “sprawl,” but this
language captures only the land-consuming spread of devel-
opment, not the underlying logic of a pattern of develop-
ment that now affects redevelopment in the inner cities
as much as new construction on the metropolitan fringe.
The sprawling consumption of land is largely a side effect
of the way the development industry has turned land into
a commodity. In this complicated business, reduction of
risk involves avoiding projects that don’t fit standardized
categories in an interlocking system of financing formulas,
measures of market feasibility, product types, zoning cat-
egories, environmental impact assessments, and routinized
planning practices. The overall logic of the conventional
development regime is the unintended consequence of the
way highly rationalized institutional domains are inter-
locked by mutually dependent decisions—each rational in
its own terms, but not adding up to a solution that makes
sense as a whole.

Conventional zoning provides a clear example of the
logic of the regulatory apparatus. In practice, as variances
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and zoning changes are negotiated over time, the rational
mapping of zones becomes a confusion of ad hoc adjust-
ments in which the organization of uses and patterns of
varying densities reflects the contingencies of land avail-
ability, market dynamics, and political bargaining—Tlargely
without regard to a geography that makes legible sense as
an ecology of places and lived social space. From the stand-
point of the administrative state, however, the abstraction
of Euclidean zoning has crucial advantages. First, rules

can be applied categorically, in a way that is responsive to
the demands for procedural fairness crucial to a regulatory
system oriented to maintaining not only property rights
but real estate value. Second, the combination of single-
use zoning with standardized real estate products makes
impact assessments easier to render in comparable terms in
a process continually under threat of litigation. Third, this
method of regulation enables the coordination of public
input with technical considerations in carefully structured
public hearings that keep the unpredictability of public
involvement within limits.

The so-called “public process,” including carefully
structured and legally mandated opportunities for “public
input,” has been incorporated into a regime that includes
the organization of capital and the protocols of lending
institutions, the apparatus of conventional zoning and land
development regulations, and a professional division of
labor between technical specialists. With the expansion of
public participation since the 1960s, the balance between
regulatory compliance and public process has shifted, espe-
cially in those jurisdictions where growth pressures have
produced dramatic changes over the last two decades. As a
result, a system of technical and administrative rules now
increasingly carries the burden of channeling the mobi-
lized political energy of popular reaction to the problems
of growth. Popular mobilization latches on to legal and
procedural technicalities as the only effective tactic to put
the brakes on a development process that appears to be
driven only by profit and private interests. Meanwhile,
decision-making bodies, under tremendous fiscal pressures
to support growth, find themselves operating in an intensi-
fied political atmosphere, under suspicion of influence by
special interests, with the threat of litigation as a constant
motivation for assiduous attention to the precise letter of
the rules.

The introduction of environmental regulation into
this process helps to exacerbate a displacement of poli-
tics within the regulatory apparatus. In the context of the
public process, sincere and reasonable concern for the
environmental impact of development is mixed with spe-
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cific “not-in-my-backyard” (NIMBY) reactions, narrow
self-interest, and a generalized fear of “out-of-control”
development and environmental degradation. Public hear-
ings, as one form of participation, have become a hybrid
of technical expertise, legal argument, and public reaction.
Each development proposal, each parcel of land, each tree
can become a front-line skirmish in what often ends up
being framed as a desperate battle to save the planet from
greed and irresponsibility. The totalizing character of
environmental rhetoric turns land use decisions into moral
battles between irreconcilable opposites. An embattled
planning staff, with limited personnel, resources, and nar-
rowly defined technical expertise, often finds itself caught
between the moral passions of citizens, the arguments of
land use attorneys, and the testimony of dueling experts.

A process set up primarily to meet expectations of tech-
nical and administrative rationality, therefore, now pro-
vides the main institutional framing for the popular politics
of land use. However, conventional planning practice tends
to produce a system of regulations through lists of prohibi-
tions and incentives. The result is that the process becomes
a noncooperative game in which the players are motivated
to optimize their position without regard to the broader
consequences of particular tactics, undermining trust
between actors and faith in the process as a whole. Even
successful popular opposition to a proposal can produce a
downward spiral in quality, as relatively responsible devel-
opers are replaced by the more aggressive and unscrupulous,
and as the developers are driven to meet the absolute letter
of the regulations in order to “meet the neighbors.” Indeed,
“meeting the neighbors” has become a telling euphemism
for an unreasoning and intransigent opposition in a costly
process where outcomes are completely unpredictable.

The intersection of the regulatory apparatus, with its
particular operational needs, and the framing of land use
decisions in terms of an epic conflict between environ-
ment and economy, creates a reactionary politics that often
leads to political paralysis. Ultimately, this can only favor
whatever passes as the status quo and spell defeat for any
proposal (independent of quality or relationship to stated
public goals) that does not slide easily through the routines
and standardized protocols.

Stealth Democracy and Civic Design

Optimistic theorists have commonly argued that
increased participation in democratic deliberation will
produce better decisions, a more legitimate system, and a
more sympathetic and public-spirited citizenry. However,
researchers have found little evidence to support this wishful
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thinking; indeed, the evidence indicates that participation
in problematic processes will as easily produce cynicism,
distrust, and a widespread desire to avoid being required

to participate in political decision making processes at all.”
People are most interested in what Hibbing and Theiss-
Morse have called “stealth democracy,” a process of gov-
ernance that is usually invisible, with opportunities for
imposing accountability when citizens feel the need.® What
people really want is for participation to seem unnecessary.

The preference for stealth democracy rests on two mis-
taken assumptions that are often reinforced by experience
with exactly the kind of participation offered by current
planning. First, there is an assumption that the common
good would be self-evident if only it were possible to clear
away the confusion of special interests.” Second, there
is the notion that since any specific plan for achieving a
desired goal is as good as any other, dispute over the specif-
ics is necessarily motivated by special interests."® Typical
public hearings and forms of “public input” in the planning
process tend to reinforce attitudes about the questionable
motivations of politicians and the frustrating and unpro-
ductive character of the political process.

If citizens are to learn to engage in an effective demo-
cratic process of debate and compromise, they need to rec-
ognize that experts can disagree over goals and strategies
in areas where there are value-driven choices to be made.
They also need to be convinced that “details matter” when
considering alternative approaches to important issues, and
that details can matter for reasons that transcend particular
interests."" In other words, the process of deliberation and
decision making, with its detailed considerations, needs to
be explicitly oriented to substantive concerns.

This is precisely one of the ways that a design-centered
process can make a difference, at least in so far as the
design process is a careful study of the ways that details can
matter, and to the extent that the public can be engaged
in this process. Discussions of the importance of design
have tended to get caught up in the issue of whether design
can cause changes in social behavior. This is a misleading
question, however, because design is a/ready social action.
Places are not just containers for social life, but themselves
social accomplishments—things we do together, with more
or less coherence, purpose and self-consciousness.

Design matters first and foremost because it is a practice
of organizing our intentions in a series of explicit deci-
sions concerning those qualities of the world we choose to
recognize as significant. Urban design may matter most to
the extent that its “logic of action” is shifted from a prac-
tice of creating visual and social effects by manipulating
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urban form to a practice of engaging others in the coop-
erative game of place making."* Conceived in this way,
urban design can link the sustained collaboration that gives
coherent and meaningful form to diverse, complex places
to a capacity for democratic self-government and the inclu-
sive, vital, and open-ended quality of democratic culture.

Democracy and the Urban Ideal

An urban ideal is evident in the idealized neighborhood
unit at the heart of much New Urbanist practice.”? In
contrast with the abstracted logic of Euclidean zoning, the
neighborhood provides a concrete image of a combina-
tion of uses into a “balanced mix” relevant to the practical
geography of everyday life. In New Urbanist practice,
the neighborhood unit is not just a nostalgic image, but a
paradigmatic representation of the core value of urbanism
as a particular normative condition: the extent to which
each house, each project built in a community, contributes
to the completion of a street, neighborhood or town; to
the achievement of emergent possibilities; to a history that
gives the place depth and meaning; and to the richness,
variety, amenity, functionality, and pleasure of a shared
world. Ideally, this is to be achieved not by the hand of a
single designer emulating historic cities or working sce-
nographic effects by fiat, but as the cumulative effect of
individual projects of diverse architectural type and sty-
listic expression—as an open conversation and not simply
a scripted dialogue.™* Even as the mix of uses in a place
changes, even as unpredictable social changes take place, the
distinctiveness and quality of the place can be maintained.

The imagery of the traditional neighborhood at the
center of New Urbanist discourse, however, has contrib-
uted to the misperception that the New Urbanists are
interested in only one scale and one kind of urbanism. In
fact, the CNU charter explicitly emphasizes the impor-
tance of moving from the scale of the lot and block to the
scale of the region." In particular, the idea of a rural-urban
transect offers a way to think analytically and systemati-
cally about neighborhoods, cities and regions as ecologies
of diverse places in a way that makes explicit connections
between issues of form, scale, geography, and social experi-
ence. The transect organizes empirical description of real
places as built, experienced and lived, using a typological
analysis that moves from the finest level of detail to the
regional interlacing of human settlement and natural eco-
systems. The gradient from rural to urban encompasses
variations in the relationship between human settlement
and natural conditions; in the articulations of public and
private life; and in spatial morphology and building typolo-
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gies associated with interconnected variation in managing
relations of humans with each other and with nature.

As a transect-based analysis thus highlights ways
that form matters at every level of scale, urban design
acquires a clear purpose as a practice aimed at realizing
the formative aspirations of a community. One of the key
components in the production of urbanism is time—and
the expectation that no planner or designer completes
the process, only provides conditions for a collaboration
that includes not only current stakeholders but future
cohorts. Emphasis on form-based coding is one way to
create a framework for the collaborative capacity necessary
to sustain certain qualities of place over time, elevating
common practice to a consistent level while not constrain-
ing either excellence or individualizing impulses. Any
design intervention can be regarded as contributing to the
history of the place, and as participating in an open-ended
but still coherent, goal-oriented process. Urban design
becomes a medium in which civic connection can be mani-
fested in tangible form. At the same time, this also implies
that a community has the political capacity to sustain the
realization of a coherent urbanism, and come to terms
with real divisions and conflicts in the community as it
articulates a shared vision.

The idea of a transect thus enables urban designers to
build a place-making toolkit out of precise community
analysis. A transect-oriented planning process can frame
the issues in terms of an articulated range of intercon-
nected differences, establishing the ability to debate each
decision in terms of principles operationalized at different
scales. To put it simply, it allows us to understand each
building, development project, or design decision as tied
not just to individual utility but to a process for sustaining
place value.

In the context of design-centered public process,
such analysis can become the scaffold for effective public
discourse, enabling citizens to learn what is at stake if a
particular decision were to be codified. Citizens can make
clear and principled decisions about what goes appropri-
ately where, avoiding absolute prohibitions in favor of the
question of where something might actually contribute
to the emergent quality of a place. The combination of
analytical clarity and the flexibility of a system of trans-
formation rules enables a continually improvised urban
order, reflecting not just the vagaries of the market or the
randomly aggregated aspirations of individuals, but a civic
sensibility that infuses each individual project with a sense
of responsibility for a positive collective outcome."
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Refocusing on Design

In spite of the expansion of participatory opportunities
over the last couple of decades, ultimately the form and
character of urban development is determined by devel-
opers’ ability to work through a highly politicized and
unpredictable regulatory process with their bottom line
intact. The conventional planning process often produces
documents that are little more than summaries of vaguely
defined goals, transcriptions of public comment, and broad
policy recommendations—generally leaving implemen-
tation to the vagaries of negotiation between market-
oriented entrepreneurs and bureaucratic regulators."’
Meanwhile, the low-density, automobile-dominated pat-
terns built into current zoning ordinances, subdivision reg-
ulations, and conventional traffic design standards become
the path of least resistance through the regulatory gauntlet.
In a sense, the more “democratic” the public process seems
to be, the less genuinely democratic the process of shaping
the future of our communities has actually become. The
conventional development regime has the effect of liter-
ally dis-placing politics, both in the sense that politics are
removed from whole arenas of technical decision making,
and in the sense that the politics of land use come to be
increasingly about technical issues, rather than about the
qualities of place.

Emphasis on a design-centered process has been
reflected in the practice of allowing the public to engage
the specific decisions about urban and architectural form
in the context of a charrette, and broad efforts to establish
a clear and collaboratively produced vision."® This is not to
say that simply proposing an urban ideal will bring about
a revival of civic life, much less resolve all the challenging
issues of social justice and democratization." There has
not been explicit recognition of the ways that New Urban-
ist practice might more systematically engage the broader
movement of civic innovation oriented to democratization,
social justice, and environmental responsibility. Nor have
the advocates of social capital and civic engagement gener-
ally recognized the potential importance of urban design.*®

Designers and planners generally need to work with a
more sophisticated understanding of the conditions and
possibilities of democratic politics. We need to get past
the naive notion of democracy that makes us think that
a process becomes more democratic simply by including
more people in the meetings. In practical terms, communi-
ties need to build civic capacity around an understanding of
the complex forms of human settlement, not simply as the
reflex of market activity or the unintended consequence of
regulatory policy, but as a clear and purposeful reflection
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of a democratically constructed vision. Designers and plan-
ners need to face up to the political challenge implied in
such a goal.

The shaping of the urban environment needs innova-
tive solutions like those that have emerged over the last
decade in connection to issues like watershed restoration
and environmental justice. A design-centered and transect-
based approach offers the possibility of a planning process
capable of enabling effective engagement and construct-
ing a sense of collective responsibility across even deep
social and political divisions. At the same time, civic groups
need to understand that cities might be made better on
purpose, but that to accomplish this we need to get past the
reduction of urbanism to social and economic functions
apparently beyond our control and understand the ways
that design can matter as a medium in which to recognize,
articulate and realize civic aspirations.
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