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Civic design

Before the industrial agenda of ‘urban design’, which broadly pro-
motes the economy and technology, there was the social agenda
of civic design, which focuses on creating ecology and commu-
nity. The ‘world’s first school of planning’ was the School of Civic
Design, founded in Liverpool in 1909 by sociologists, landscape
architects and other associates of Patrick Geddes — a ‘regional
designer’ and Britain’s first ecologist. Within a year, similar pro-
grammes were established at the most advanced schools on both
sides of the Atlantic, including Harvard University, where the civic
design programme was established by none other than landscape
architect Frederick Law Olmsted Jnr. The historical record shows
that undertook to influence academics at several key institu-
tions to abandon the use of the phrase ‘civic design’, to close
programmes bearing that name, and to replace these with ‘urban
design’ programmes (Skjonsberg, 2018). Among the first of these
were Sigfried Giedion at MIT (1953), Josep Lluis Sert at Harvard
(1954), Jane Jacobs at Columbia University (1955) and Kevin Lynch,
also at MIT (1956).

A New Look at Civic Design was the working title for Lynch’s re-
search — eventually published as Image of the City (1960) — prior to
his receiving funding from the corporate sponsors who were then
actively dismantling civic design programmes in order to establish
the urban design paradigm. Indeed, some contemporary schol-
ars tend to portray these practices as equivalent - for example,
retroactively branding ‘civic designers’ as ‘urban designers’ — but
in fact the scope of civic design was always less commercial and
more holistic than the contemporary practice of urban design,
which still largely operates according to the logics of vested eco-
nomic interests. In contrast to ‘urbanism’, any critical assessment
of which reveals deep ties to colonialism - including the use of
such urban-centric terminology as ‘hinterlands’ and ‘peasants’ to
refer to citizens of rural settlements - civic design systematically
relates nature and culture, rural and urban, young and old, rich and
poor, top-down and bottom-up.
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