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Designing for Community
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Community?
There are a number of definitions:

• The people living in an area
• An interacting populations of 

individuals in a common location
• A group of people with a common 

interest.
Webster’s New Encyclopedic Dictionary (1993): 199



The search for ‘community’
through urban design
Design Ideas:
• The standard model for decomposing 

a city into its parts
• The neighbourhood unit
• The vertical neighbourhood



The urban decomposition model
Source: Hester (1975)

Example: Columbia, Maryland, 
USA



The neigbourhood unit

Design Principles:
• A well-bounded area (good contour)
• Communal facilities at the core
• ¼ mile (400 metres) walking 

distance from the periphery to the 
core

• Shopping and apartment buildings at 
the intersections with neighbouring
units

Source: Regional Plan of New York, 1929



The Radburn (New Jersey, USA) plan
Source: Gallion and Eisner, 1975

Clarence Stein and Henry Wright designers (Late 1920s)



Radburn

An underpass                                           A walkway from the back of houses to the central park



The first generation British new towns
Source: Runcorn Development Corporation (1967)

Runcorn, England (1970s)



The Rationalist Response: 
A vertical neighbourhood

The Unité d’ habitation, Marseilles, France
Le Corbusier, architect



A district of vertical neighbourhoods

Buildings set  in open space



Communities?
• Socio-Psychological

-- Formal Organization
-- Communal Organization

• Physical
-- Precincts
-- Neighbourhoods
-- Buildings



Organizational Types:
Formal Organizations

• They are held together by 
contract

• They can be designed

Communal Organizations
• They are held together by social 

norms
• They cannot be designed; they 

grow from the grassroots





Types of socio-physical 
communities
• The total territorial community

-- the cresive community
• The community of limited-liability 
and
• The administered community
• The designed community



A total community?
Collection of the author                               Photograph by Carolina Calderon

A pol, Ahmedabad



An administered community

GSFC Township Vadodara (Baroda), India
B. V.Doshi and the Vastu Shilpa Foundation, urban designers and architects



A designed community:
A cohousing example

Trudeslund, Denmark
Vankustein, architects



Philosophical approaches to 
neighbourhood design today
• The Rationalist
• The Empiricist



The Rationalists:

Their designs were based on:
• Images of the future modern world
• A rejection of what does not work
• An opening up of spaces
• A celebration of technology

but
• They failed to look at what works well!

But
Today are rationalist designs rationalist?



Rationalism today

Zhengdong, Zhengzhou (2004)
Kisho Kurokawa and Associates, architects



A typical ‘rationalist’ neighbourhood today
Source: adapted from Miao Pu (2003)

A generic gated community, Shanghai, 2000+



A Rationalist Neighbourhood today
Photograph by Kathy Kolnick Source: Hilbersheimer 1940

Yitian Cun, Shenzhen (1996) and the model (1940) 
Is this design forward looking? 



The Empiricists

Their design are based on:
• Images of places that work well
• On precedents;

- the baroque city
- the small country town
- the intricate medieval city

but
• It is the future that beckons us now!



What are Empiricists doing today?
The Neo-Traditionalists

What are their models?
The New Urbanists?

The neighbourhood unit revived



Neo-traditionalist neighbourhood

Income Tax colony, Navi Mumbai India (1995) and the precedent, 
Jaisalmer, Rajasthan

Raj Rawal, architect



A University-Town Community
A New Urbanist approach

Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium



New Urbanist neighbourhood design principles

A neighbourhood should have:
• A discernible centre
• Buildings in the centre built to the property line
• Dwellings within a 5minute walk from the centre
• A variety of dwelling types
• Shops and offices at the periphery
• An elementary school within  walking distance of houses
• A playground within 1.8 mile (200metres)
• A connected network of streets

and
• A formal self-governing organization

Source: Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater Zyberk Architects, Inc



Example: Playa Vista, Los Angeles

Source: Katz (1994): 186



A pedestrian pocket proposal
Source: Kelbaugh (1989)                                                         Collection of the author

The generic idea                                            An example



Recognizing the limitations of 
planning and design

Creating opportunities for the formation 
of community

(i.e., communities of limited liability) 



What can we do today?
Creating a neigbourhood or in a building
• Design a central node
• Create a boundary
• Create an image of similarity of 

buildings
• Create formal organizations
• Create opportunities/catalysts for 

social meeting



A community of ‘limited liability’
Collection of the author

Millennium Village, Greenwich, London, England, UK
Ralph Erskine, Urban Designer and Architect 



A college community

Kresge College, University of California at Santa Cruz
Moore and Turnbull, architects



Wenxinyuan, Hankou

Source: Bray (2006)

A Designed Community?



A community of scholars?
A designed community

The National Center for the Humanities, North Carolina, USA
Hartman Cox, Architects



Two questions

• How autocratic or democratic should 
urban designers be?

• Are gated communities a hallmark of 
a healthy society?



The tugs on our hearts (and minds)
today

• Globalization and localization
• Architecture of display and the 

architecture of livability
• The architecture of consumption and  

the architecture of sustainability
• The desire for acclaim and the desire 

for discretion



Conclusion
Remember:
• We can design formal organizations
• We cannot design communal ones
• We can create opportunities 

(affordances) for the development of 
communal organizations

But:
• Most depends on the people involved 

and their aspirations



Thank you
Jon Lang


