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Urban design in the expanded field

We are experiencing turbulent times. World building 
in this context calls for “action thinking” — spe-
cifically, action-based thinking — of novel strat-
egies to address the global challenges caused by 

socio-environmental instability. The urban condition is complex 
and requires solid research, tangible solutions and new ways of 
approaching solutions to systems-based problems. In the design 
disciplines, this urgent realm presents distinctive challenges 
and opportunities to contribute to positive transformation in 
society. In academia, innovative pedagogies have the power to 
bring discipline-centered and methodological skills side by side, 
making the classroom a platform to create new agencies and 
urban design applications for use in real-life applications. It also 
poses an intriguing question:

Hybridity Required

To answer that question, a hybridity of teaching, research and 
practice is required to develop a framework that brings design 
into the urban dominion. Emerging urban projects demand 
multi-scalar, circular, regenerative, resilient and interdepen-
dent orientations, deriving design tendencies in all scales from 
multiple sources that include science, technology and policy. 

How does urban design education engage 

with the real world?
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Siloed perspectives clearly won’t do. A new world building 
curriculum seeks to engage urban designers with the realities of 
everyday life in urbanized environments across the globe. The 
concept of the Anthropocene current geological age, a period 
during which human activity has been the dominant influence 
on climate and the environment, captures the unprecedented 
impact of human activity on our environment. Our current 
actions have placed us in the middle of what climate experts 
have called the sixth mass extinction.1  The most recent United 
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report, 
from August 2021, also provides essential climate lessons and 
proclaims a “code red for humanity.”2  Since contemporary 
urbanization is driven predominantly by an economic mentality 
founded upon fast growth and short-term interests, it has, as a 
result, concurrently contributed to long-term debt for successive 
generations in many negative ways.

A Biocentric Approach

Our human impact has been at the foreground of the climate 
change debate. But a rethinking of Western environmentalism 
has expanded to consider more than the human aspects of this 
question.3  This alternate approach considers the relationship 
between all species sharing this Earth. This biocentric, holistic 
perspective of the Earth is deeply rooted in Indigenous com-
munities’ viewpoints, ones long aimed at protecting the Earth’s 
ecosystem and biodiversity, because climate change affects all 
forms of life on the planet. Society could adjust its reality in sig-
nificant, effective ways by assuming a biocentric rather than an 
anthropocentric perspective of people’s actions. Such a broader 
view can establish and strengthen an interdependent communi-
ty between all species through the collective imagining of ideas, 
tools and design strategies.

1 Elizabeth Kolbert, The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History (New York: Henry Holt, 
2014).
2 Valérie Masson-Delmotte, Panmao Zhai, et al., eds., Climate Change 2021: The Physi-
cal Science Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Sixth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (New York: Cambridge University Press, 
2021). 
3 David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous: Perception and Language in a More-Than-
Human World (New York: C. Pantheon Books, 1996).

A cognitive design agenda grounded 

in biocentric parameters connects all 

disciplines and schools of thought. It also 

mediates between environment, climate 

and species diversity by rethinking and 

redesigning the Earth. 
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A cognitive design agenda grounded in biocentric parameters 
connects all disciplines and schools of thought. It also medi-
ates between environment, climate and species diversity by 
rethinking and redesigning the Earth. This agenda, as we have 
imagined it, is shaped by design at the core and is considered on 
multiple scales. Recent examples of contemporary approaches to 
size have migrated to multi-scalar methods. Examining urban 
design education from this broader perspective allows a new de-
sign research agenda to be generated. This agenda is further im-
proved through use of the principles of collaboration and — as 
an important byproduct — allows for an open-ended approach 

to engaging with real-world problems, a necessary capability in 
the contexts of adaptation and evolution.

Building New Worlds: Next Generation Urban De-
sign Professionals

Beyond embracing a broader biocentric paradigm, pedagogy, re-
search and practice — the synergistic systems of urban design — 
are fundamental in addressing the vulnerabilities of the planet’s 
ever-urbanizing environment. It is time to advocate for the edu-
cation and development of the next generation of professionals. 
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Alternative teaching practices have the potential to ensure that 
academia engages in critical discourse and expands its vision 
to connect local and global realities. Based on this belief, we 
propose to adapt urban design education to build an agency that 
allows society to invent design tools that fit the 21st century. In 
this context, the reemergence of the socioecological framework 
is a catalyst for the urban design pedagogy and the inclusion of 
interspecies dependencies in design solutions (Abram 1996).4  

Concurrent Complimentary Actions?

As educators and practitioners, we have taken a bold and com-
prehensive point of view to exploring, teaching and deploying 
an alternative model to urban design solutions. We seek to con-
nect urban design — historically, an often-theoretical discipline 
— to real-life issues in the real world. Why not? Traditional 
approaches, paradigms and modalities have contributed to our 
current reality. We can’t possibly have any more to lose than the 
current trend is demonstrating. Our final question is this:

Join us.

What are you doing within your class, your 

mindsets, your actions, your firms, your 

clients, consultants and communities to 

join us in seeking and finding more effective 

actions and solutions?

4 Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous.
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