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Introduction 

 As we become comfortable with the fact that we are now in the 

21st Century, we realize that a lot has changed in our society.  More and 

more people throughout the world are migrating to urban areas.  

Congestion, pollution, crime, housing, and transportation are just a few of 

the issues that must be examined and addressed.  

 One common theme in the urbanization of our world is the lack of 

humanity in our cities.  In the never ending desire to develop economically 

we have failed to adequately address the livability of our urban 

environments.  As we continually strive to create jobs for the sake of 

creating jobs have we forgotten why we are here?  As we admire the next 

skyscraper to be built, get excited about a high rate of population increase, 

are we neglecting our humanity?  

 Humanity can be defined as, “a set of strengths focused on tending 

and befriending others”1.  The urbanization of our society is in direct 

contradiction to our collective humanity.  As we all seek to improve our 

place in society we tend to isolate ourselves and our families.  We are 

constantly seeking to increase our salary, get a “better” job, or improve 

our children’s chance at getting a better job in the future.  We are 

constantly building our children’s resume in a never ending quest to 

improve their chances at getting into a “good” college and being able to 

get a “good” job.  This is all decreasing our humanity and increasing our 

inhumanity. 

                                                           
1 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanity_%28virtue%29 (Accessed June 8, 2014). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanity_%28virtue%29
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 We must examine the effects of this rapid urbanization on our 

humanity.  What can be done to ameliorate the effects of urbanization in 

order to improve the humanity of our cities?  What can be done to 

decrease this ever increasing pressure that we are putting on ourselves and 

our families? 

Urbanization, its Consequences, and our Culture of Fear 

 One inevitable consequence of increasing urbanization is 

congestion.  Congestion is everywhere!  Traffic is getting more and more 

congested.  Housing is becoming more dense.  Our technology devices 

such as smart phones, I-Pads, laptops, and others are even cluttering up 

our living areas.  We are even experiencing in the United States, an ever 

increasing amount of congestion in our prisons, hospitals, and institutions 

as a result of our “need” to control some of the chaos in our environment. 

 As many of us become residents of cities and suburbs we are 

attempting to ameliorate the negative effects of this congruence of 

humanity.  As we obtain employment we are more often than not required 

to work in an urban area.  Due to the fact that many of us have families 

and the school system in the city that we are required to work in is 

inadequate, we must live in a suburb.  Living in a suburb for our family 

and working in a city requires us to commute along with thousands of 

others in the exact same situation.  This leads to an extreme and 

unnecessary amount of traffic congestion. 

 Instead of creating jobs and workplaces that are in the same 

community we have decided to separate them and build roads that have 20 

lanes or more.  Instead of improving the schools in the cities where our 

jobs are we have attempted to build our way out of this issue.  We could 

have improved our public schools to be some of the best in the world if we 
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had spent the amount on them that we have spent on building our highway 

systems. 

 We spend billions of dollars on highway projects that are designed 

to funnel people in and out of urban areas.  Are we trying to spend our 

way out of fear?  What are we so afraid of?  We complain about the traffic 

congestion that we have created.  Due to the fact that the roads that we 

have demanded be built costs billions, they must be funded.  However, we 

don’t like to pay to fund these roads.  We want these highways to 

somehow be magically built.  We don’t want to pay for them ourselves 

and we also don’t want our taxes to be raised in order to fund them. 

 So, how do we subsidize our need to live in a serene and safe 

environment?  We create laws that can send you away for years if you so 

much as spit on the road.  And these laws that send us to prison create 

jobs.  So, we are afraid to end the laws that send people away because of 

the fear of the negative consequence that this would have on the economy.  

We use this fear to justify keeping people detained indefinitely. 

 We are constantly bombarded through the media with stories that 

create fear of everything.  We are afraid to buy certain foods now because 

they might damage us or kill us.  We are afraid of criminals forcing their 

way into our houses and killing us with guns.  What is our response?  We 

buy a gun for ourselves so that we are prepared to kill whatever and 

whoever attempts to invade our property.  Doesn’t this sound a little bit 

hypocritical?   

 We also demand that developers build “communities” that keep us 

safe and that have gates around them.  We are effectively caging ourselves 

in a remote area so that we are protected from whatever it is that we are 

afraid of.  When we do this it only perpetuates our fear of society and 
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urbanization.  The growth of cities and our urban population has created a 

level of fear in society that is unprecedented. 

 There are even groups of people that are constantly planning on 

how to escape our cities when a disaster happens.  Their fear of cities and 

urbanization has created a whole industry.  There are groups of people that 

are storing up food and supplies so that they are ready to “escape” when 

the power grid fails or when the next disaster hits and destroys a city.  The 

constant attention to the negative effects of climate change has also caused 

us to be extremely afraid of something that we can do very little about.   

 In addition, what we can do about climate change are things that 

many people are afraid of doing.  For example, coal burning power plants 

create a lot of pollution that are detrimental to our health.  However, the 

movement to phase out coal burning power plants has created an uproar, 

due to the fact that thousands of people will probably lose their jobs. 

 While this uproar over the loss of jobs is understandable, it is the 

fear of change that is fueling this opposition.  So, we effectively want to 

have polluted air with jobs instead of having cleaner air and being required 

to adjust to the new economic reality.  We are simply afraid of change. 

 One solution to this never ending cycle of fear is to focus on our 

collective humanity.  By focusing more on humanity we can address the 

fear of urbanization and improve our urban environment. 
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Humanity and Urbanization 

 The three strengths of humanity are love, kindness, and social 

intelligence.2  While community plans and ordinances are necessary, they 

have gone too far.  We are planning our way into oblivion.  There are so 

many plans for entire regions, cities, and neighborhoods that it has become 

difficult if not impossible to use these as guiding documents.  Many of 

these plans and ordinances are developed out of fear and a lack of 

understanding of one another as human beings. 

 We have noise ordinances, covenants and restrictions, parking 

requirements, parking restrictions, affordable housing requirements, and 

many more.  We want vibrant urban neighborhoods, but with conditions.  

We want to be able to walk to everything, but with conditions.  We need a 

return to common sense.  We must let go of our desire to control every 

aspect of our built environment. 

 We, as planners, must hold back on our desire to regulate, and 

increase our capacity to create new and exciting places.  Creativity is 

lacking in our profession.  Many of us are afraid of proposing plans that 

we think are new and exciting.  We fear that we might lose our job.  While 

this is a realistic fear, are we doing what we set out to do when we became 

planners?  Have we simply settled for the status quo?   

 If so, then we will retire comfortably and be able to live a 

comfortable life.  But how will we feel when we look back on the work 

that we’ve done?  Will we be proud of it?  Will all of those plans that 

we’ve developed ever be used as we intended?  These are just a few of the 

questions that we must ask ourselves. 

                                                           
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanity_%28virtue%29 (Accessed June 8, 2014). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humanity_%28virtue%29
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 If you feel the same way about the current State of Planning then 

we must work to be more visionary and less afraid to be creative.  This is 

the only way that planning as a profession will survive in the long term.  

As the economy recovers from the Great Recession many planning jobs 

are not returning.  Many architects, engineers, and others are performing 

the planning functions that we once performed.   

 While this is understandable, we must somehow differentiate 

ourselves from these other professions.  We must show that we can be 

creative and visionary while at the same time understanding the overall 

picture of urban development.  Many other related professions, such as 

those mentioned above, are not as focused on social equity, and other 

issues that are planning related. 

 We therefore must prove to these other professionals that we are 

worthy of being listened too.  If others feel that we are not worthy of being 

listened too, then we will continue to be thrown to the side and professions 

such as architecture and engineering will simply take over.  We will be 

relegated to being paper pushers, the “approval stampers”, the regulators.  

If that is what we want then we are on our way.  If not, then let’s begin a 

dialogue on how to change.  


