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For one thing, it’s likely to scare the citizenry. “Another new government 
program. Bah!” Indeed, planning bureaucracies might easily sap the vitality from 
the idea by overregulation, for, as we shall see, the urban village is built on only a 
very few but key rules. 

Interesting places grow and evolve out of the intelligence of thousands of people 
over many years. Little could be more destructive of the urban village vision than 
to think of it as a particular temporal event, with a sharp boundary and a sign that 
announces, Here is Urban Village No. 374. Built in 2001 by . . .

What’s important is to administer the few key rules and regulations of a city 
in the urban village spirit: slowly, carefully, and over a long period of time. And 
with a sense of humor.

A mayor’s phrase
A few years ago, the then mayor of Seattle — Norman B. Rice — was speaking to 
the City Council about planning. In an offhand and casual way, he suggested that 
henceforth the city’s planning would aim to build urban villages. It was genuinely 
a throwaway line and buried deep in his talk. But the response was galvanic. The 
phrase captivated people. It was seized upon. It struck a chord. It brought attention 
well beyond original expectation.

The urban village phrase called forth an article in The New York Times, where 
Seattle planning is hardly local news. The mayor, a good listener, made the phrase 
a central part of his administration’s planning efforts.

At the time, I was a member of Seattle’s Planning Commission. Our reaction 
was: “Urban village. Hmmm. What a great idea. It’s brilliant. We like it. We’re 
all in favor.” Then we turned to each other and scratched our heads and asked, 
“What’s an urban village?”

An oxymoron
At first glance the term might seem to be nonsensical and impossible: an oxymoron, 
the two words contradicting each other. How can you have a place that feels like 
a village and like a big city at the same time? The village is small, intimate, quiet; 
one knows the other villagers and may even be related to them. The city is big, 
busy, diverse, and filled with strangers. Life can be lonely in the big city. So what 
was the mayor talking about? What is this urban village?

The phrase “urban village” was not a new one. Sociologist Herbert Gans had 
spoken of “urban villagers” in the book by the same name when he studied the 
lives of first-generation Italian immigrants in Boston. Though these people lived in 
a great and urbane metropolis, their lives were bounded and limited as if they still 
lived in their native peasant villages. But in Seattle, the urban villagers would wear 
penny loafers, not peasant boots.
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