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From the Editor

With this issue, Arcbitecture California
focuses on growth in California. A vision
of the potential contribution of architects
to the management of California's growth
has galvanized the Board of Directors of
the California Council of the American
Institute of Architects and rhe CCAIA
Managing California's Growth Task
Force. It is the goal of the Editorial Board
of Architecture California to bring to the
forefront of discussion the questions
involved in the mushrooming growth of
California cities and towns. In so doing,
the Editorial Board and the Editor hope to
provoke debate and to provide a forum
for diverse points of view.

A dominant theme emerges here

despire the diversity of perspective:
Growth in California is predominantly a
problem of wrbanizatioz, and strategies
for irs management require innovation in

design of tbe urban enuironment.The
distinct problems of cities, suburbs, and
small, rural, and new towns are subsumed
by the pervasive problems of urbaniza-
tion-housing, transit, environment.
infrastructure, and quality of life.

In the past 100 years, while the U.S.
population increased four fold, Cali-
fornia's expanded by a factor of twenty-
four. In the past decade, the dollar value
of new construction doubled, the gross
state product per person (when measured
against nations) rose to fourth in the
world, and California attained the not
unremarkable distinction of international
leadership in per capita automobile
ownership. In contrast, in the past thirty
years, the percentage of households
capable of affording a medium-priced
home dropped from 45 percent to 20, and
the proportion of the population living in
poverty is now higher than the national

average (including 25 percent of the state's
children). lWhile speculative investmenr
has responded to these staggering realities
by overextending itself in the con-
struction of dwellings, increasing numbers
of residents are living in the streets.

Architects, who augment the built
environment in order to house the swelling
population, are confronted daily with
intractable problems for which design
solutions are expected. As our authors
show, the efforts of architects are often
contingent on the vast workings ot
government agencies and prrvate interest
that set the terms for growth. In response,
the promise of an architecturally designed
human urbanism is offered here anew, the
promise that social disparities exacerbated
by growth, as well as the widespread
experience of alienation produced by
sprawl, may be alleviated-at least
partially-by considerations of density,
scale, and quality of place. Concurrently,
this view of urbanism is productively
challenged by invitations to specify and
particularize design strategies, by sober
reexamination of the history of growth
management initiatives, by an engagement
of urban life through 'postmodern iived
experience'. and by charges to particrpare
in the confliccs currently raging over land
development. escalating transit crises,
public health policy, and environmental
manaSement.

As architects advance design strategies
for directing development and assume

active roles in the political process,
A rc h itect u re Cal ifornia supports contin u-

ing debate about the issues related to
California's astonishing growth.
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The Cornucopia Is Running Low
lohn L. Field, FAIA

In the early twentieth cenrury, California
sold ro rhe rest of rhe counrry irs image.
an image made in part from the natural
beauty of the landscape and climate of the
state, and in part from the optimism and
economic potential that marked this as
the last frontier of the continental Unired
Srates. Everything that the dreamers
dreamed has come true-and more. Yet
development has gradually rransformed
California from a land of plenty into a

land of limits.
The architecrural profession partici-

pated in creating and fulfilling rhese
dreams, but in the latter part of rhis
century it has been contenr, at best, to sit
back and observe the mounting problems
facing California, or ar worsr ro partici-
pare in hacking off its share of the carcass.
The days when California was an endless
frontier where we could build, abandon,
and then move on may already be over.
We need to look more carefully at the
existing built environment and how we
can make better use of it rather than at
how to build another, even better, suburb.

The degradation of California life is
affecting not only irs older, traditional
cities, which have spread out from their
origins and their prototypical 'main
streets', but also rhe sprawling newer
suburbs, where housing tracts and
freeways engulfed farmland and ranches
but never developed as vital communities.
Whatever their origins, many of Califor-
nia's urbanized as well as suburbanized
areas now suffer from similar social ills:
crime, drugs, homelessness, and a basic
loss of 'humanness'.

These problems cannot be separated
from the physical characreristics of the
built environmenr in rhar rhey both play
an active role in the social deterioration of

the American city and suburb alike.
California's suburbs are no longer nor
urban. Mosr are nor high-rise, but their
endless horizonral extension provokes an
equally dehumanizing environment. The
failure of the promised ambience of
suburban life is forcing us ro reevaluare
some of the principles that historicalll'
have shaped our planning practices and
the issues that now challenge the ways we
have viewed and built our physical
environment.

Firsr is the fact of our almost total
reliance on the automobile for commut-
ing, running errands, or visiting friends.
As a result, our suburbs have been
designed first to serve rhe car, and only
secondarily to serve people.

Second is the rapid loss of the narural
landscape that originally attracted people
to California. The once beautiful serting
for our cities and early suburbs is being
destroyed, and a city in California may
now be confused with one in New Jersey
or New York. As the pastoral landscape
vanishes there is an environmental
degradation that cannot be recovered.

Third is our slavish devotion to the
single-family home with irs individual lot,
despite ample evidence rhar rhis type of
housing, endlessly spread out over an
ever-greater area, results in a kind of
Browth that fails to meet the physical and
emotional needs of communiry life. So far,
the process of limiting growth has only
served to drive housing prices beyond the
reach of many would-be buyers, while
taxing the communiry with the cosrs of
extravagant consumption of land and
ever-lengthening networks of roads and
utility lines.

The California buyer profile is chang-
ing as well. The new census confirms
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what sociologists have said about
changing family patterns: there has been a
dramatic increase in the number of single
parents and single-person households. It
seems clear that housing stock designed to
fit families of the 

.l 
950s with rwo

parents-only one of whom would be

working-and 2.3 children fails to meet
the needs of increasing numbers of people
with a variety of lifestyles.

Fourth is at once the most subtle and
the most rroubling issue of all: These

endless subdivisions of the land create a

pervasive sense of being nowhere-neither
urban nor rural. with neither sense of
place nor community to offer residents.
(Telefax and videotapes are inadequate
substitutes for personal and social
relations.)

This development pattern is

remarkable because it is so uniquely
American. Though many older European
cities have an appealing ambience, they do
not off'er planning models or solutions to
our problems. Unique social iorces and
values have shaped the urbanization of
America. We do not have the European
tradition of daily social assembly. Our
cities have not needed defense irom
outside attack. They have rarely beneiited
from a rich patron who shaped the urban
space for personal glorification.
Compared to most European towns,
American cities are all relatively modern.
Not only are they newer, but they were
built and evolved over a relatively short
period of time from trading camp to high-
rise city. A more significant difference
between the two is that American cities
stand as one of the most concrete expres-
sions of two centuries of democracy in
action. Seldom since the framing of our
constitution has any idea been carried out
b,v city planners thar did not reflect the
will of the people. Whether at the federal
or local level, the American public has

taken seriously its right ro direct its own
destiny. We tend to forget that our own
values generated the very form of
suburhan America.

Having created the metropolitan and
suburban areas they once wanted, many
Californians today no longer like living in
them. Because California has been a

leader in setting the patterns of American
lifestyles, perhaps it is also appropriate for
us to reconsider what c()nstitutes a

'livable' urban environment. Since 1262,
when Siena formulated one of the earliest
codes for control of urban design, all
cities considered 'livable' have had some

traits in common. They have a unique
sense of place that is both physically
defined and emotionally perceived. They
possess a sense of accumulated history,
expressed in the evidence of successive

changes. like the rings of a tree trunk.
They have at least one common space for
community gathering that is typically a

space between public buildings that serves

equally well routine activities and festivals
or ceremonies, but significantly, it
functions as the center of daily life. In
most cases, the human being is taken to
be the measure of urban experience.

Given the development patterns we
have inherited for planning suburbs and
subdivisions alike. it seems importanr to
determine tfre critical extent to which a
subdivision can spread before it loses the
possibiIity of possessing these common
trerits, and thus a sense of community. We
must also calculate the critical height of
buildings in terms of the point at which
their scale ceases to be human. And, we
must explore alternative ways to
approach increased demands on our
transit systems.

To begin, we should introduce
regional planning so that we can
identify and define our metropolitan areas

as constellations of towns that have

distinct limits or edges. Second, there is a

need for something m()re than landscaped
greenbelts to demarcate those urban
areas, for something that remains of the

original character of the geographic
settings that identify them. (Imagine if San

Francisco were no longer surrounded by
the bay but instead had subdivisions
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spread around ir.) Third, we should
intensify developmenr of rhe central
districts of these suburbs in order to make
them work as towns, and at the same time
check the outward growrh of subdivisions

-no matter how well designed they are.
Fourth, it is obvious rhar increased density
of development demands improved public
transit systems, both within rowns and
between them.

Intensifying developmenr of separate
constellations brings with ir inevirable
changes in the relationships communities
maintain wirh the past: In the course of
preserving our fine old buildings, we musr
distinguish between the merely old and
the architectural and historical landmarks
of our evolution. This is the physical
evidence of our past, yet each generarion
contributes to rhis irs own artitudes and
ideas. Finally, only a part of what each
generation has produced will be pre-
served. The rest will be torn down to
make room for the next generation's
dreams and aspirations. Change is part of
the natural renewing of every living thing,
and it is important ro accepr ciries as
living organisms. The vitaliry of a city's
life is measured in parr by its self-
confidence in its own ability ro produce
new landmarks: Only a timid and fearful
society believes rhar nothing irs generarion
can produce will equal what was done in
the past.

The immediate task before us is to
make places out of endless suburban
nowheres. They need to become towns in
the sense that they can support vital
communities. The process of mini-
intensifving in existing suburbanized areas
need not be undertaken on the scale of a

redevelopment project. lt is more likely
that changes would be introduced in a

gradual process of infill. In this regard,
many existing sites oft:er speci:rl
opportunity: The suburban shopping
center, for example, could be a modern-
day 'main street' where people carry out
everyday business as well as shop. Civic
landmarks as well as housing with

distinctive character can be juxtaposed
amid the otherwise often anonymous
suburhan sprawl. By mixing uses in a

shopping center so that there are civic and
commercial offices. libraries, museums,
and other cultural facilities, we will be on
the way to achieving more intensively
interrelated communiry life merely by
making use of whar we already have.

In the contemporarv urban setting,
livabilitl' of these spaces is judged in many
ways: on the basis of practical necessities
like police and fire prorecrion or rhe
parking of automobiles or on rhe
individual's need for experience of
outdo()r areas. But there are two kinds of
outdoor spaces we use: public space rhat
is the street and private space rhat is rhe
backyard or deck. In most cities, there are
roughly sixty feer of paved srreer berween
property lines, which is more than is

absolutely necessarv for driving or
walking. Intensified development that
would increase livability of outdoor space
is possible if the height of buildings is
measured not in absolute numbers but in
relation to rhe scale of the right-of-wa1,,
and ii the resulting proporrions are
further calibrated ro the angles of the sun
or other such overriding concerns. For
example, it almost goes without saving
that the ample proportions of suburban
streets c()nstitute a waste of valuable
space. But they can be replanned to
generate city blocks on a fifty percent
larger scale, which would creare mid-
block open space in proporrion r()
buildings of seventy-five feet instead of
forty feet in height.

The scale of the builr environmenr
represents only one aspect of rhe challenge
to make greater density work for us.
Instead of cul-de-sac planning, we should
interconnect the constellation of
communites with sufficient alternate
transit routes to reduce the dependence on
freeways and major arteries: home,
workplace, commercial establishments,
and cultural and entertainmenr faciliries
should all be easily accessible by car, or,
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better still, within walking distance of one
another. And, large-scale planning for
services like transit, utilities, and waste
disposal that make up the infrastructure is
essential to the functional working of
metropolitan constellations. Above all,
every community should offer an inviting
social focal point, a contemporary
equivalent of the traditional pedestrian-
oriented 'main street', and each con-
stellation must maintain some visible
geographical edge where the natural
setting reasserts its primacy.

With a modest shift in the intensity of
use but still working with the existing
built environment, it is possible to develop
a livable urbanism that will be unique to
America. It will be more like Amsrerdam
or Nash's London than New York or
Chicago. Out of this will evolve an

appropriate architecture that will be

nearer to Seaside than Le Corbusier, and
will not require artificial historicism. It
will provide the quality of life we seek

wherein compromises are made at prices
we will be better able to afford. This
result can never be achieved by archi-
tecture alone: chairs and plazas with
fountains are not able to reverse the forces
already in motion. The problems facing
both the city and the suburb lie not with
architectural design but rarher wirh
density. Rooted deep in the American
psyche is the notion that density is a dirty
word, but there must be something
between the skyscraper and the two-story
single-family house on a wide lot on a

even wider street.
The reasons that architecture, urban

planning, health, public safety, and
property zoning have consistently been

treated as disciplines independent of the
structure of taxation and financing are

obscure. Public and private pressures

already extract expensive contributions
from developers, intermingling issues that
are conceived and structured separately.
In order to remedy this situation and
avoid subdividrng and paving an enrire
state, both government officials and the

public will need to open up new lines of
communication among the agencies and
private interest groups engaged with
development. Architects may see

intellectual discussions concerning historic
Modernism as important, but to the
public they are rather esoteric compared
to livable density, which is in everyone's
backyard. It is time for the architects of
California. whose role has been

diminishing, to reassert themselves and
lead the way to designing a new
California urbanism.
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