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A new way forward for sustainable quality of life in cities of all sizesStrong Towns: A Bottom-Up

Revolution to Build American Prosperity is a book of forward-thinking ideas that breaks with

modern wisdom to present a new vision of urban development in the United States. Presenting

the foundational ideas of the Strong Towns movement he co-founded, Charles Marohn explains

why cities of all sizes continue to struggle to meet their basic needs, and reveals the new

paradigm that can solve this longstanding problem.Inside, you’ll learn why inducing growth and

development has been the conventional response to urban financial struggles—and why it just

doesn’t work. New development and high-risk investing don’t generate enough wealth to

support itself, and cities continue to struggle. Read this book to find out how cities large and

small can focus on bottom-up investments to minimize risk and maximize their ability to

strengthen the community financially and improve citizens’ quality of life.Develop in-depth

knowledge of the underlying logic behind the “traditional” search for never-ending urban

growthLearn practical solutions for ameliorating financial struggles through low-risk investment

and a grassroots focusGain insights and tools that can stop the vicious cycle of budget

shortfalls and unexpected downturnsBecome a part of the Strong Towns revolution by shifting

the focus away from top-down growth toward rebuilding American prosperityStrong Towns

acknowledges that there is a problem with the American approach to growth and shows

community leaders a new way forward. The Strong Towns response is a revolution in how we

assemble the places we live.

From the Inside FlapTHE WAY WE BUILD OUR CITIES IS FUNDAMENTALLY FLAWED. IT'S

TIME FOR A BOTTOM-UP REVOLUTION.America's cities are trapped in a vicious cycle. We

can't meet our basic financial needs, yet continue to fund new highways, new megaprojects,

and new developments that fail to generate prosperity. Short-term growth may create the

illusion of wealth, but it comes at the expense of long-term solvency, creating unpayable future

liabilities.Charles L. Marohn, Jr. wants us to break this cycle with lessons our ancestors learned

over thousands of years of trial and error. To create cities that last, we must build incrementally,

in small actions at the local level, with a focus on feedback and adaptability. This formula will

restore strength and stability to our fragile system. And in his new book, Strong Towns: A

Bottom-Up Revolution to Rebuild American Prosperity, he breaks with modern practice to

present a new vision of urban development that creates organic resilience.Readers will

discover:Why our cities are on the cusp of a long, slow decline, and how to approach the

challenge in a rational wayWhy inducing growth and development has been the conventional

response to urban financial struggles—and why it just doesn't workWhy old and blighted areas

are often more financially productive than shiny new onesThe power of "little bets" to

strengthen communities and improve the lives of citizensHow humble public engagement can

create amazing insightsThe surprising ways that strong neighborhoods make us better

peopleThis book lays out a new paradigm that not only promises to address the long-standing

problems facing America's city leaders, but also offers unexpected insights into what it means

to be human. Thoughtful, practical, quietly passionate, and at times poignant, Strong Towns is

a must-read for anyone who cares deeply about creating places where people want to

live.www.strongtowns.org--This text refers to the hardcover edition.From the Back

CoverPRAISE FOR STRONG TOWNS"Sometimes, in our depleted and cynical times, one



hears 'Well then, what is your genius plan? ' Here it is, finally, with extraordinary force and

clarity: a genius plan."—ANDRES DUANY, author of Suburban Nation and founder of the

Congress for the New Urbanism"Rebuilding our cities, towns, suburbs, and communities won't

be easy. But Marohn shows us a way to a better future, driven bottom-up by our many and

varied strong towns. Marohn has written the playbook for rebuilding our communities. A must-

read for mayors, city builders, urbanists, and all of us who want to live in and create stronger,

more vibrant, and inclusive places."—RICHARD FLORIDA, author of The Rise of the Creative

Class, The Great Reset, and The New Urban Crisis"Charles Marohn brings the same incisive

creativity to Strong Towns that citizens and city leaders alike must bring to their

communities."—JANETTE SADIK-KHAN, Bloomberg Associates, former NYC Transportation

Commissioner, author of Street Fight"Charles's genuine passion, his spot-on observations, and

clear insights make the case as to why we need a bottom-up revolution to rebuild American

prosperity that will compel us to rethink how to make places more livable, sustainable, and

prosperous."—MITCHELL J. SILVER, past president of the American Planning

Association"Somewhere between Small is Beautiful and Cities and The Wealth of Nations can

be found the gem of Strong Towns, our current moment's most cogent, practical, and

necessary response to the problem of urban economics."—JEFF SPECK, author of Walkable

City and Walkable City Rules"A cogent call to rethink our faith in and commitment to unbridled

and sprawling growth as the solution to challenges faced by our nation's cities and towns."—

PATRICE FREY, President and CEO of the National Main Street Center--This text refers to the

hardcover edition.About the AuthorCharles L. Marohn, Jr., is the president and cofounder of

Strong Towns, a nationally recognized non-profit media organization working to shape the

conversation on growth, development, and the future of cities. He has two decades of

experience as a land use planner and certified Professional Engineer (PE).New York-based

actor Matthew Boston has over thirty years of professional experience working in theater, film,

television, and voice-over. He received his training from the Mason Gross School of the Arts,

Shakespeare & Company, and the Lee Strasberg Institute. --This text refers to an out of print or

unavailable edition of this title.Read more
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but That Fact I...ForewordSanta Ana, California, is working hard and pulling together to

transform itself into a twenty-first-century city by following the advice and principles that Chuck

Marohn lays out in Strong Towns.I met Chuck in 2014 when he spoke in Santa Ana, California,

where I served as a city council member, but I had followed Strong Towns for many years

before that. Chuck’s love for America’s cities, and his desire to make them strong and resilient,

resonated with me because that’s how I felt about my city.Thanks to my study of the Strong

Towns philosophy, I have learned that cities can cultivate resiliency and prosperity in the lives

of even their most vulnerable citizens. It’s every elected official and public servant’s

responsibility to ensure we have systems in place that help cities meet the needs of their

people. This book not only explains why this is so urgent, but how we get there.For twelve

years, I served on the City Council of my hometown of Santa Ana. Our community is 78

percent Latino, 10 percent Asian, and 9 percent white, with a high population of undocumented

residents. It’s a modern-day Ellis Island for Latinos with a median age of 29, nine years below

the US median. Santa Ana, which is the fourth most densely populated city in America (right

after Boston), faces all the challenges of today’s urban America.When I arrived in Santa Ana in

1990 as a young girl, I faced challenges too. My mother was in prison. I didn’t know my father.

My great-grandmother was raising me and eleven other great-grandchildren. We grew up in an

environment with poverty, gang violence, and drugs.I was one of the only kids who didn’t use

drugs, go to jail, or join a gang. I was fortunate. I had teachers and a few other adults who saw

something in me and tried to help. The Boys & Girls Club of Santa Ana became my family.

When I graduated high school, a businessman and community leader involved in the Boys &

Girls Club offered me a job that would also pay for my education. I went to work for Mark Press

at his baking company while attending the local community college. This changed my life.I

realize today that none of this would have happened without the invisible glue that binds a

community together. These are the connections that are essential to a strong town.From Chuck

Marohn I came to understand how vital the physical layout of a city is for creating those

connections. Strong towns aren’t made by real estate speculation or self-serving public policy.



They are grown by the ideas, creativity, and the imagination of people within the community

and by entrepreneurs and public servants who understand what needs must be addressed for

the place to prosper.I decided to run for city council at age of 26 because I wanted to create

that same sense of opportunity for others that I had been given. Nobody believed I’d win, much

less make a difference, but I told my story over and over and knocked on thousands of doors. I

looked people in the eye and said, “I’m not a politician. All I want to do is make a difference in

the community that helped raise me.” They gave me a chance, and I am grateful to say that I

kept my word. I served on the Santa Ana Council from 2006 to 2018.Like Chuck, I am a fiscal

conservative and was vocal about the city being insolvent: you can’t spend money you don’t

have. Chuck helped me understand the roots of today’s public sector fiscal crisis, how we

regulate real estate development in favor of auto-oriented sprawl instead of building

communities that focus on mixed-use, walkable neighborhoods that emphasize social,

economic, and environmental sustainability.I became a positive disruptor, despite people who

didn’t want me rocking the boat. We were living in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries when

Chuck came to speak to us. We had the building blocks – a street grid, a promising downtown,

amazing residents, and active neighborhood associations – we just needed the right

messenger to explain that we could make the changes we needed without leaving people

behind. The Strong Towns message changed the conversation.In the past, an alarming number

of Santa Ana’s residents were falling through the cracks. The standard public policy responses

were based on flawed notions of what makes communities thrive. Strong Towns provides an

alternative approach, one that works because it focuses on people.Chuck believes in getting

out and experiencing a community with the people who live there. It’s the only way to

understand where their struggles are. I saw the truth of this when I served as a volunteer policy

advisor for a federal court judge who presided over a homeless case with north Orange County

cities. This judge walked the six-mile riverbed stretch where more than 1,000 people were

encamped. He threatened to issue an injunction and, soon after, Santa Ana built a temporary

shelter in just 28 days. Within a year, we had 5 shelters in Orange County and 4 more in the

pipeline.We followed Chuck’s advice in other areas too, looking for high-impact ways to make

neighborhoods better for our people. Santa Ana has a very high rate of pedestrian fatalities—

the third highest in the United States behind Los Angeles and San Francisco. This is an urgent

matter because 56 percent of our residents don’t have access to a personal car, and

alternative transportation options are severely limited. We sought and received over $44 million

in funding for active transportation and safety so we could address these struggles.I stepped

down from city council in 2018, but the things I fought for are still coming to fruition. We have

more biking and walking infrastructure than any other city in Orange County. A streetcar is

coming and promises to transform our downtown. We’ll have more housing and more

transportation choices, and we are creating a stronger sense of place. Such changes take time

and happen incrementally, but with a Strong Towns approach, we’re getting there.When people

hear the Strong Towns message, they get it. They see that we simply can’t keep doing things

the way we have been. Our current approach is outdated. Our governments are antiquated,

with little focus on fiscal sustainability. No longer can cities experience massive growth with no

way to maintain it.A new approach will require innovation, organic co-creation of the

community, transportation systems that make sense, thriving downtowns, and a commitment to

taking a hard look at the math before we make decisions.Right now, few cities have those

conversations. Chuck Marohn and Strong Towns are changing that. We have the ability to

rebuild our communities and create a broader prosperity. This book is your paradigm shift to

get started.Michele C. MartinezFormer City Councilmember,City of Santa Ana,



California1Human HabitatFor thousands of years, humans built cities for people who walked.

The size of buildings, spacing of destinations, and distances individuals would travel on a

routine day were scaled for a society where nearly everyone traveled by foot. This was true for

human settlement across all continents, spanning all latitudes.Today, in North America, we

build cities around a more modern transportation technology: the automobile. We have

developed different building types, different development styles, and different ways of arranging

things on the landscape, all to accommodate a living arrangement based on automobile

travel.If you query Americans about this transition, nearly all would talk about it in terms of

progress. Humans of the past used to walk everywhere and so they built settlements around

people who walked. Today, we drive everywhere, and so we build our cities around people who

drive. Someday people will have jet cars or teleportation technology and their cities will look

completely different than ours.The narrative we tell ourselves is one of progress. We like to

think of it in this way because doing so places us on a path of improvement, one where our

lives are continually getting better. There is another way to think about these changes,

however, that isn’t quite as comforting. It’s a more plausible narrative, one worth pausing to

consider.When we ponder the layout of ancient cities, we must acknowledge that they are the

byproduct of thousands of years of human tinkering. People came together in villages and tried

different living arrangements. What worked, they copied and expanded. What didn’t work, they

discarded. That is, if those experiments hadn’t already killed or disbanded them.Humans used

trial-and-error experimentation for thousands of years to refine humanity’s approach to building

its habitat. By the time history reaches the apex of ancient cities Americans are familiar with,

places such as Athens or Rome, those experiments had been tested during times of

abundance and scarcity, peace and war, disease, pestilence, stagnation, and growth. The

result was a pattern of development that was adaptable, productive, and strong.This same

pattern can be seen in the pre-1900s cities of North America. While the architecture changes

with geography and time, the essential layout is the same. A person living in a frontier town in

the early 1900s, or Manhattan of the same period, could have bought a meal, earned a

paycheck, and found a place to sleep, all within a reasonable walk. In other words, these

neighborhoods would have been familiar to our ancient city-dwelling ancestors.That same

insight is no longer true. The way we now build cities in North America would be

unrecognizable to an American who lived even a century ago. It would be difficult for them to

comprehend a highway, a parking lot, a shopping mall, or a middle-class family in a single-

family home with a three-car garage. They would be lost in the world of big box stores, office

parks, and cul-de-sacs.Get beyond whether the changes have been positive or not; there is

one important aspect of this shift that is critical to acknowledge: It was abrupt. Humans had

been living one way for thousands of years, yet within just a couple of decades, Americans

transformed an entire continent around a new set of ideas.Those ideas were not the byproduct

of thousands of years of trial and error experimentation. They did not evolve into being. They

originated largely from the writings of a handful of European intellectuals, notions their cultures

largely rejected, but Americans – with lots of room, boundless optimism, and no ancient

moorings – readily adopted.In the context of human history, the North American development

pattern is the largest human experiment ever attempted. In the blink of an evolutionary eye, we

have transformed everything about how we live, get around, interact with each other, make

decisions, conduct commerce, fall in love, and countless other aspects of human

existence.There is no going back, but there is useful wisdom we can gain from an

understanding of the past.Complex, Adaptive SystemsThere are an infinite number of variables

a human habitat must take into consideration. There are things we prioritize in city planning



today, such as where water drains and how garbage is disposed of, but there are many other

priorities that individual humans struggle to harmonize across a society.How do we keep our

food protected from potential thieves? How do we best raise our children to be acclimated to

our culture? How do we take advantage of the sun to heat our house in cold weather? Where

do we honorably dispose of our dead? Each individual priority is continually weighed against

the others, a balancing act of give and take across time.Such systems are experienced as

emergent. Their order is not imposed; it just appears, as if by magic. Each interaction may be

understandable on its own, but the complexity of interactions makes the entire system

unpredictable. Everyone learns from experience, adapts their individual behavior, and, in doing

so, continuously impacts everyone else.We often think of evolution as a process that happens

incrementally over time. That’s close, but the full reality is more like how Hemingway described

bankruptcy: gradually, then all at once. Traumatic events, large and small, force both adaptation

and failure. The combination creates the learned wisdom that is passed on to subsequent

generations.Author and philosopher Nassim Taleb has described such systems as “anti-fragile.”

Fragile systems degrade when stressed, but anti-fragile systems grow stronger (up to a point).

We discover that it’s not wise to put our village too far from the river or we’ll spend too much

time and energy hauling water. Later we discover that it’s not wise to put our village too close to

the river because a flood will wipe us out. Each of these lessons – and an infinite number of

others – were learned for us, the price being our ancestors’ suffering and even death.The

development pattern that was used in North America through the late 1800s represents

thousands of years of received wisdom on how to build human habitat. In no way was it perfect,

but it’s important to understand that perfection is not possible in a system with so many

competing priorities and objectives.What is attainable is a degree of stability, the harmonious

balancing of multiple things simultaneously over time. Our habitat was optimized to us, and we

to our habitat. The two co-evolved. Grasping that fact opened to me a world of spooky

wisdom.Spooky WisdomI had the opportunity to spend time in Italy during my mid-20s.

Walking amid the ruins of Pompeii, I noted a little shop that had served as the fast food

restaurant of its day. It was located on one of the direct paths from the core of the city to the

edge, although it was closer to the outskirts than the center of the action.The building was

small: just two rooms. The room furthest from the street was the living quarters, closed at the

back but with an opening to the front. The front room along the street was where the food was

kept warm and dispensed out of pots placed under a countertop. The countertop ran along the

sidewalk for ease of service.As an engineer who had worked on site layout and project

development for a handful of fast food restaurants, my initial reaction was: how quaint. Look at

how these simple people lived. What a hard and miserable life. Thank goodness we are so

much more intelligent and sophisticated today. Thank goodness we have risen above this.In

subsequent years, I would grow to realize how ignorant I had been.With just two rooms, the

family member who ran the fast food operation in front could also keep an eye on small kids in

back, taking a break from sales when times were slow and being more attentive when they

were not. Thus, half the household’s parents could both create an income stream and care for

young family members simultaneously.This freed up the other half of the household, along with

any extended family that lived under the roof, to get a job elsewhere, likely outside of the city

doing some form of manual labor. Matthew 20: 1–16, in the New Testament, relays the Parable

of the Workers, describing how people would line up in the marketplace to be selected for

manual labor. This was a common arrangement of the day, with those selected earning a day’s

wages.What this family had created was income diversity. If no labor was to be had that day,

hopefully the restaurant would provide some fallback income. If the restaurant had a slow day,



ideally it was because there were wages to be had laboring in vineyards. If both had a

successful day, it allowed some savings to accrue for those times when both sources of income

dried up.A stretch of good fortune for both income streams would cause savings to grow into a

nest egg, some real wealth that could be used to improve the family’s situation. Maybe they

used that wealth to expand the restaurant. Or to hire help, perhaps purchasing a slave culled

from the ranks of a defeated enemy, which was common practice. Again, I’m not describing a

utopia; I’m describing a complex system that imperfectly harmonizes many competing priorities

simultaneously over time.What is important is that the strategies emerging in such systems are

anti-fragile. They limit the risk of catastrophe while maintaining the capacity for improvement,

particularly during stress events. These are the strategies that survive the test of time, and

when it comes to the Pompeii fast food restaurant, I’m just getting started.The building was

located near the edge of town. The land was likely acquired for free or at a very low price.

Prime real estate near the center of town would have been much more expensive, but on the

edge, someone could start with relatively nothing. Yet, if the community grew and prospered,

the edge would expand outward. The shop owner would then find themselves with an

investment now strategically located closer to the center, a more valuable situation.The little

shop owner thus shared a common fate with other property owners in the city. It was not a zero-

sum game, where one benefits only at the expense of others. I’m not suggesting they all lived

in harmony, but they had a lot of selfish incentives for altruism.This makes the common walls of

the buildings more understandable. The Pompeii fast-food structure shared a wall with its

neighbor on each side. We can appreciate the lawyers and building inspectors involved with

something like this today, but historically, shared walls were the norm. Common walls meant

shared cost, an advantage when you were short on resources. It also meant that heat would

dissipate more slowly in cold seasons, reducing fuel consumption.With buildings sharing

common walls and having their sole entrance face the street, the place was made more secure

for everyone. Someone wanting to enter a home for nefarious reasons would be subject to the

random watchful gaze of neighbors, both during an approach and upon exit. Even in cities

where there was a paid security force, this design was a way to provide a decent amount of

security at a marginal cost.To the extent that human and animal waste in the streets allowed,

the street itself was a place for people to gather, including neighborhood children. Shared

parenting – I’ll watch your kid and you watch mine – took the strain off raising kids who were

too old to be kept in the home, but not yet old enough to work.The building itself was very

simple, just a two-room box. It’s easy to see that if things didn’t work out with the restaurant,

the building could be adapted to a new use. Or, if things worked out really well, the neighboring

building could be acquired and the two merged together. If sometime in the future that

arrangement no longer worked, the buildings could be easily subdivided again. The inherent

flexibility meant that people didn’t need to be able to project what would happen in the future to

act today; they just built structures that could be adapted to harmonize changing priorities.The

collection of buildings on either side of the fast food restaurant were built in a line. They faced a

mirrored set of buildings on the opposite side of the street, also in a line. These opposite rows

of buildings were spaced at ratios comfortable to human beings. They were not so close as to

feel constrained, but they were not so far that they failed to create an edge.Edges are very

important for humans. In our habitats, we are drawn to edges. This is a phenomenon observed

by Jane Jacobs in her book The Death and Life of Great American Cities, then elaborated on

by Christopher Alexander in A Pattern Language. In public spaces, Jacobs notes that people

“stay to the sides,” while Alexander states that people “naturally gravitate toward the edge.” This

street in Pompeii provided that opportunity.Biologists call this wall-hugging trait thigmotaxis.



Think of a mouse scurrying along the edge of a wall, instinctively fearful of journeying into the

center of the room. Humans have that same propensity. Darwin called evolution a “conservative

process” in that it conserves winning strategies and builds on them. At some point in the very

distant past, thigmotaxis was a winning strategy. The alignment of the buildings along the street

in Pompeii comforted that primal urge.In the book Cognitive Architecture, Ann Sussman and

Justin B. Hollander explore how humans respond to the habitats they have built for themselves.

They explore thigmotaxis, but they also dig into a phenomenon called pareidolia, the

propensity for humans to find faces in objects. When people see Elvis or the Virgin Mary in a

piece of burnt toast, they are experiencing pareidolia.Faces trigger a strong emotional

response in humans. Sussman and Hollander quote the Danish architect Jan Gehl in

suggesting, “Man is man’s greatest joy,” that people delight in seeing other people. As written in

Cognitive Architecture:Our face-sensing capability is so strong and present that faces also

appear to be put into building elevations or facades unintentionally. It reflects the fact some

researchers believe pareidolia, the subconscious tendency to assemble faces in random

objects, plays a much more significant role in design, aesthetics, and our appreciation of

buildings and cityscapes than is generally realized.1The Pompeii restaurant has the rough

proportions of a face; it is narrower than it is tall (Figure 1.1). Contrast this with the rough

proportions of a 1950s ranch home or a 1990s split-level home. In trying to build something

functional that would simultaneously add to human delight, the builders in Pompeii made the

most out of meager resources.Figure 1.1 (a) Traditional home with proportions of a face.

Neither the (b) ranch home nor the (c) split-level home has face-like proportions.They almost

certainly also employed symmetry in the building’s exterior design and symmetrical shapes in

the ornamentation. This is because, as Sussman and Hollander point out, humans have a

natural disposition toward symmetry. We not only process symmetrical designs more quickly

than nonsymmetrical ones, but:Researchers have also learned that looking at symmetrical

objects subconsciously activates our smiling muscles more than looking at random patterns.

And when we smile, we are more likely to feel calm or reassured.2Why do humans see beauty

in symmetry? Sussman and Hollander suggest it is for the same reason we have our other

subconscious traits: “It is bound up and cannot be teased apart from survival.”A Pompeii street

lined with shops and homes, each designed to convey humans through town in the most

comforting and pleasant way that could be attained while still harmonizing many other urgent

needs, provides the perfect framing for a monumental building or even a simple public

gathering space.Think of the way that a great picture frame draws out the magnificence of the

picture. When buildings line up to form a wall, they serve as a frame. The picture is whatever

sits at the termination point of the street; it’s naturally drawn out, whatever magnificence it has

magnified by the framing.The termination point could be a place of worship, a fountain, a park,

a civic building, or even the house of a wealthy family. In the case of Pompeii, the street

terminated at the Forum, the center of Roman life. This arrangement served to draw out

Roman values and culture into the broader community, connecting the day-to-day lives of

Pompeii’s citizens with the broader society in which they lived.This design is not by accident. In

his book The Original Green, architect Steve Mouzon describes the elements of making a

place lovable, which he suggests is a key component of building cities that endure. Loveable

places reflect us; we see ourselves and our common culture within them. They delight us with

beauty and comfort. And they harmonize us with nature and the rhythms of life. This design

worked to accomplish all three.I could go on this way for a long time. Suffice it to say, the little

building in Pompeii was more than a mere restaurant and home. It was one component of an

evolving human ecosystem. That habitat helped the people of Pompeii meet their daily needs,



but it also helped them raise their young, care for their elderly, save for the future, pass along

their stories and culture, comfort their primal urges, and reach for higher truths by communing

with the existential. In short, the city helped make them human.We are compelled today to

acknowledge that the wisdom contained in the cities our ancestors built, in the patterns and

approaches they developed over thousands of years, exceeds our capacity to fully understand.

There are deeper truths there than we will ever know, spooky wisdom that has co-evolved

along with humanity itself, to serve our needs – known and unknown – in ways we have been

far too eager to casually dismiss.Systems That Are Merely ComplicatedAs an engineer, I’m

trained to see cities as a collection of roads, streets, pipes, pumps, valves, and meters. My

education as a planner provided some additional depth in the realm of economics, land use,

and the environment, but the knowledge gained was still superficial. The practice of city

planning has largely been reduced to zoning, a way of categorizing the world into homogenous

blocks, primarily for ease of regulation and transportation, the latter being the primary way we

facilitate growth within our cities.What both professions have in common is that they view cities

as complicated, but not complex. There is a massive difference, and it’s critical to explaining

why our modern cities are so fragile.Something that is complicated can have many moving

parts, but those parts are ultimately knowable, understandable, and predictable. A mechanical

watch is complicated. It has many gears and switches that interact in ways that only highly

trained watchmakers understand. Even so, a watchmaker can tell you what will happen to one

gear if a different gear is moved.The watch is merely complicated because it lacks the ability to

adapt. The gears in a watch can receive information in the form of stress, but they can only

respond as they are designed. They can’t change their approach, or adapt to a new set of

stressors in novel ways. A watch is incapable of evolving.Most importantly, systems that are

complicated are fragile. They don’t get stronger when subjected to stressors. They can’t adapt,

so they can only become weaker. With time being infinite, every complicated system will

eventually fail.When humans imagine cities as complicated machines and not complex human

habitat, they fail to grasp what is really happening. They misdiagnose problems and

opportunities as being a byproduct of one or two related variables, instead of one manifestation

of an interrelated, complex system. Our responses – often as disproportionately overwhelming

as they are rote – stifle adaptation and, in doing so, unintentionally increase fragility.So why are

we stuck seeing our cities as merely complicated? Why can’t our professionals, policymakers,

and citizens at large grasp the complexity?Our modern development pattern – a continental-

scale social experiment – was established during a period of unprecedented abundance after

World War II. We were not only the sole economic superpower that wasn’t devastated by war;

the biggest players in the world were indebted to us. We held the global reserve currency, we

had the greatest amount of easily accessible oil and coal resources, and we had a generation

of motivated young people culturally unified by shared hardship and common enemies.All the

systems that launched this massive experiment, from the new financing mechanisms to the

highway and infrastructure programs, were developed at a unique period of time when we

could dream big and accomplish anything. For a moment, our vision was not constrained by

our reach.For complex systems, an abundance of resources destroys the need for adaptation.

It renders the complex merely complicated. This effect is described by Neil Johnson in his book

Simply Complexity:Why is competition for limited resources so important in real-world

systems? The answer is simple. In real-world situations where there is no competition, it

matters little what decisions people actually make. In other words, if there is an over-supply of

desirable resources, then it doesn’t matter very much what we decide to do since we will still

have enough of everything we need, and more.In such situations, we could each go around



acting in whatever way we wanted, either cleverly or stupidly, and yet still end up with an

embarrassment of riches. Hence there is no need to learn from the past, or adapt. The need for

feedback then becomes pretty meaningless since we are all getting what we want all the

time.The end result is that the collection of objects in question will behave in a fairly simple

way. In particular, the lack of dependence on any feedback or interactions between the objects

will make the overall system non-complex.3The underlying assumption of the American

development pattern is an abundance of resources. When this was essentially true in the

decades immediately after World War II, our cities functioned in ways that were complicated,

but not complex. We could, as Johnson suggested, act “cleverly or stupidly, and yet still end up

with an embarrassment of riches.” And we did.Have a crime problem? Just hire more police.

There’s no real incentive to design homes to face the street, to have front porches and

windows that open onto the common space, to provide a base level of self-policing in a

neighborhood. That would require a sacrifice of some privacy. It would force people to work

cooperatively, to learn to rely on their neighbors. We have the resources, so just hire some

more officers.Have a traffic congestion problem? Just build more lanes. There is no incentive to

minimize auto trips, to create neighborhoods where people can walk or bike for most of their

daily needs. That would involve changing zoning codes, allowing people to start businesses in

neighborhoods where they are currently prohibited, and maybe even increasing the cost of

driving during peak times. We have the money, so just build more capacity.Are sales at the big

box store stagnating? Just close it and build a new one in a better location. There is no

incentive to construct buildings that can serve multiple purposes or be easily adapted to

another use. Achieving that resiliency would compel our economy to be less efficient and our

transactions more localized, and that would change the nature of growth in our economy. So

long as profit is to be made building a new store, we would be foolish to stop it from

happening.Experiencing an increase in the teen suicide rate? An epidemic of obesity? Out-of-

control costs for senior medical care? No matter the problem, and no matter how bad it

becomes, there is no force compelling us to evolve our habitat, to change the way we live

together. Each challenge has become but a complicated problem to be worked out by

someone else, through public policy or market mechanisms. We’re the wealthiest nation in the

history of mankind, after all.In our new experimental living pattern, feedback and adaptation

have become meaningless. We do not perceive any need for our human habitat to

harmoniously balance multiple things simultaneously. Why would we when we can just go

ahead and use our resources to solve problems as we become aware of them?This approach

worked well right after World War II – perhaps too well. It allowed Americans to, for a time,

address many of civilization’s nagging struggles. Through our success, however, we collectively

developed a low tolerance for uncomfortable feedback and a reduction in our ability to adapt to

stress.We’re more comfortable behaving as if our cities are merely complicated. Increasingly,

they are not.Notes1 Ann Sussman and Justin B. Hollander, Cognitive Architecture: Designing

For How We Respond to the Built Environment (New York: Routledge, 2015).2 Ibid.3 Neil

Johnson, Simply Complexity: A Clear Guide to Complexity Theory (London: Oneworld

Publications, 2017).2Incremental GrowthTake a tentative step in the dark. If you do not run into

something, you just gained knowledge. If you hit a wall, the incremental nature of your advance

gives you wisdom without much lost.Now take an abrupt leap in the dark. The gain may come

at a more rapid pace, but the risk of breaking your nose is far greater. Even if successful, it is

unlikely you can repeat this trick many times without serious calamity.When there are an

unknowable number of variables and feedback loops that react to and ultimately impact what

we do, and when calamity is not an outcome we are willing to risk, the way to probe uncertainty



is through incremental change. This is exactly the approach embodied in the traditional

development pattern.Complex, adaptive systems grow incrementally. That is the method they

use to simultaneously harmonize multiple competing interests, to learn – through

experimentation – what truly works and what doesn’t.Each part of the system receives

feedback to changes as they happen. Each part responds to positive and negative stressors,

adaptations that impact every other part of the system. It is an approach predicated upon

failure – preferably small, early failures – as a path to wisdom.My hometown of Brainerd,

Minnesota, was founded in the years immediately following the Civil War. There is a photo I

obtained through our historical society that shows an early iteration (Figure 2.1). It’s a series of

little pop-up shacks arranged in a line next to the train stop. The buildings are all nondescript,

single-story, wood structures with minimal ornamentation. When I look at them, I see a series

of little bets my ancestors made, generations ago – nothing colossal, nothing monumental, just

things that might succeed or fail. The outcome of any single bet wouldn’t prove decisive.Figure

2.1 Front Street in Brainerd, Minnesota, 1870Looking at this photo, it’s clear what happened.

Some lumberjacks and speculators, looking for a place they could start modestly and build

successfully, got off the train in the middle of a forest at a spot where the railroad crossed the

Mississippi river. They cut down some of the trees and planed them out for lumber. With the

materials they had on hand and copying a pattern they had seen work in other places, they

built those little shacks, the first iteration of a city.This is how every city in human history up to

this point had begun: a series of pop-up shacks, some hopes, and some dreams. The great

cities of North America – San Francisco, Chicago, Houston, and Manhattan – all began in this

way. London, Paris, Milan, and the cities of Europe, likewise. Even ancient cities, where urban

DNA was in a more infantile phase, places like Alexandria, Thebes, Beirut, and Damascus,

were founded in this same manner.In North America, we built thousands of such places. For a

variety of complex reasons that defy our ability to predict, project, or even fully understand after-

the-fact, many of these places failed. Some combination of the wrong people, the wrong place,

and the wrong time conspired to thwart those hopes and dreams. The many prerequisites

needed to make it successful just didn’t come together.It’s important to understand what

happens when a place like this fails – not much. A few people suffer some, they salvage what

they can, and they move on. I’m not trying to diminish their individual pain; rather, my intent is

to point out the isolation of that pain from the larger society. When a place like this fails, there is

no corresponding nationwide spike in unemployment. The stock market doesn’t crash. We

don’t need an emergency bailout of Wall Street banks lest there be no food on the nation’s

grocery shelves in a couple days. These are small, isolated bets, an opportunity to gain

knowledge at low risk. In the overall scheme of things, their failure at this early stage is

survivable. In fact, it’s better to fail early when the stakes are low.In North America, we started

thousands of cities as a collection of little pop-up shacks. For a variety of complex reasons that

defy our ability to predict, project, or even fully understand after-the-fact, many of these places

were successful. The combination of people, place, and time came together in a way that

worked. When it did, something simple to comprehend, yet altogether magical, began to

happen.The city would grow. It would incrementally grow outward, incrementally grow upward,

and incrementally become more intense. In time, the row of pop-up shacks is replaced with a

collection of buildings that are more substantial investments. And the edge of town, where

there once was bare ground or sparse settlement, is the next iteration of the pop-up shack, a

small experiment to discover the next generation of success.In the case of my hometown, the

next photo of the same street comes 34 years after the first (Figure 2.2). The shacks are gone

and in their place are two- and three-story wood structures. In another 40 years, those wood



buildings would be replaced by buildings of brick and granite.Figure 2.2 Front Street in

Brainerd, Minnesota, 1904A core characteristic of growing complex, adaptive systems is the

incremental nature of the growth. The pace can be fast or glacially slow, but either way, change

happens through many tentative steps in the dark. Historically, cities have grown incrementally

on a continuum of improvement. Start with a pop-up shack and eventually get to

Manhattan.The key difference between historic development patterns and the way Americans

began to build cities in the twentieth century is our capacity to skip the messy iterations and

jump to what we perceive to be the perfect end. Today, we build in large leaps, and we build to

a finished state. We envision the end condition – for a building, a block, or a neighborhood –

and that is what we go forth and create.When we build it, we are then done. There is no

anticipation of change, incremental or otherwise. The building won’t adapt, the block won’t

evolve, and the neighborhood won’t transform over time, at least not easily. As it is built,

evermore will it be, world without end. This commitment to stasis requires a level of cultural

hubris bordering on the absurd, particularly given the pace of change we’ve grown used to in

all parts of our society.Humans are not good at predicting the future. This is a lesson our

ancestors grew to understand over thousands of years of living together in evolving cities. We

don’t know what will happen next year, or in a decade, or a century from now. Things change.

Our needs change. In a world of limits, one where we can’t just overcome our mistakes by

expending endless resources, the way to avoid the fatal flaw is to build things that are

adaptable, that can evolve to serve multiple purposes.In a world without limits, there is no cost

for guessing wrong. We can simply tear down and rebuild each failure, applying cultural

narratives to explain to ourselves why no reasonable person could have seen that mistake

coming. There is no real cost so long as there are adequate resources to overcome mistakes,

or mistakes impact parts of society that can be ignored or rationalized away. Ultimately, it

doesn’t really matter what is built or what resources we expend in building it.That is the

difference between experiencing the city as merely complicated instead of complex. It’s also

the reason why modern Americans insist it is possible to predict the future, even though

humans have proven over and over that, with complex systems, it is not.Complex versus

Complicated BuildingsComplexity happened in residential neighborhoods in the same way it

happened with the pop-up shacks near the railroad stop. Many traditional neighborhoods

began with what we would today call a tiny home, something currently illegal in many cities. A

600-square-foot box – a 20-foot by 30-foot simple structure – could have a kitchen and dining

room, a living room, bedroom, and a bath. Very simple, but also affordable, especially when

built on cheaper land on the edge of town.Visit many American neighborhoods established

before the 1920s and you can still witness many of these structures, although likely not in their

infant phase. That’s because they are designed to evolve, to be added on to and changed to

suit different needs.Have a child? Build an addition on the back. Have a second child? Build

another story. Need extra income? Create a basement entrance and rent out the lower-level

space. Have a business idea? Convert the front of the home to a shop or office. Able to save

some money? Change the front stoop into a full porch.There are an endless set of

permutations that can be brought forth from the simple box, all based on the changing needs

and resources of the time. Without tearing down the original structure, a home of this type

could be modified to serve an individual, a family, or even multiple families. It could be a home

for someone with modest means or someone who is affluent. Once established, a traditional

neighborhood can always be adapted to new needs.
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Matthew Schaeffer, “An essential read with a few small errors. I'm a faithful supporter of the

Strong Towns movement and deeply believe in the message of this book. I'm grateful that

Chuck Marohn's guide to building productive and resilient communities has been codified in

text.Overall, I strongly recommend this book and would like to buy copies for my friends and

family to read. I do have to note, however, that I was distracted by a number of small

typographical errors and the occasional ambiguous antecedent. These minor editing misses

are the sole reason I am not giving this book 5 stars.I would happily provide a copy edit of this

book, as I do believe Strong Towns is an essential read for understanding the impact and

importance of the built environment around us.Sincerely,Matt S.”

Downsizer, “Read "Strong Towns" before it really is too late!. Do yourself--and your town or

city--a favor. Read this book. Think about all the ways in which we have made housing

unaffordable, our city budgets impossible, and our need for community greater than ever. And

that all happened in the last last 100 years. Before that, we knew how to live...in a

neighborhood with everything we might need on a daily basis within walking distance. Family

was nearby, as were friends. And now, not so much. Much if this happened in the post-war

boom and thinking that "growth" would solve everything. It hasn't.Chuck Marohn takes on all

that and much more. The book is an easy and provocative read, and there is a Kindle edition.

But consider getting the hard-cover edition.  You may want to lend it to others.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Necessary Lessons for Anyone Wanting to Improve His or Her

Community. The collection of US communities (and perhaps those of other countries) will be

better off if their leaders and activists read this book carefully and consider its teaching in all

their planning and activity in their own communities. The concerns are universal -- but, as the

books stresses -- the solutions will most likely be bottom-up, differ from place to place, and

require continual experimentation. Those hoping for a silver bullet that can work in all times

and places will be disappointed; the author says not only once, but many times, that such



solutions do NOT exist. I have disagreements with some of the arguments, largely surrounding

how the approach prior to about 1946 or so was superior to all we have done since, but none

large enough to detract from my support of the lessons of this book -- to approach making your

community better by combining data, especially life-cycle costing, and humility, especially

about the ability to predict the future.If you care about making your community better, you

should definitely read (and STUDY) this book!”

alexanderlynch, “It's not just the destination but how we get there. While you were distracted

with national and international political scandals for the last 60 years, your local city or town

has been blindly walking into fiscal calamity, if they haven't hit rock bottom already, and no bail

outs are coming to save you. Chuck masterfully explains how and why towns and cities across

all America are struggling to thrive and it has to do with a misplaced priority and dependence

on growth rather than the prudent economic gardening of self-sustaining community wealth

creation.Where Strong Towns really shines among new urbanist thought is distinguishing

between good urban form and the way in which towns and cities are developed. Many self-

described urbanists understandably out of reaction to the auto-centric and mind-numbing drive-

by sprawl that afflicts America fall into the same trap of wanting to impose a merely better

urban form of the built environment. Chuck elegantly demonstrates that the long-term future of

any development approach that mandates an all-at-once to a finished state rather than a

freedom to incrementally grow, no matter how good the form, will necessarily be stagnation or

decline.While I have been a member of Strong Towns for years, this book represents an

excellent distillation of thought from the past decade from the organization that will enable

anybody to not only understand the core and nuances of the Strong Towns message but to see

it as obvious and self apparent.Can't recommend this book enough.”

M. Petrick, “Great read. Although I struggled at times to correlate my own town with some of

the philosophies of the text, and even found myself in disagreement of a few concepts, THIS IS

NEVERTHELESS A 5-STAR READ. Many of the concepts presented made me stop and think,

"well that makes a lot of sense how come nobody else has mentioned that?" It made me pause

and consider some of my own work efforts along the way: Which is a good thing! It's certainly

a book I'm going to share with some others in my community.My one word of caution is that

some of the Stong Towns followers have seemed to adopt the Reddit-modeled "hive mind"

form of thinking, which is as dangerous as the past 75 years of development patterns the

group rallies against. Read this book with an open mind, but not so open as to accept every

word as the physical laws of the universe for urban planning. Every urban/suburban/exurban/

rural environment is different and there are no 100% universal ways to apply planning.”

David B. Wildgoose, “Vitally Important. The author writes clearly in a chatty and informal but

informative style. He incrementally builds his arguments in a very persuasive manner that has

obviously being polished by having been presented many times.He explains how we have

strayed from the historic good practises that created our current towns and cities and what we

need to do to correct this.His primary objective is the creation of sustainable communities that

work for their inhabitants.I can't help but think of Professor Tainter's classic "The Collapse of

Complex Societies". Tainter described the retrenchment of the Byzantine Empire as the only

example of which he was aware, of successfully staving off a collapse.This "Strong Towns"

book is likewise calling for a sustainable retrenchment before it is too late and I highly

commend it.”



Jared, “Required reading for developers, planners, and policy makers everywhere. I have just

finished this for the second time through in under a month. This is an extremely important book

for development industry professionals, urban planners, and policy makers at any level.

Charles Marohn has distilled the nagging issues I have felt in the background for years into a

readable and convincing text.There are some shortcomings, particularly in areas with rapid

growth. Boom and bust economies like my own cannot easily adopt the incremental approach

advocated within, but Mr. Marohn has convinced me that we should try to our fullest extent.It is

worthwhile to note that the shortcomings I noted in this text are not ones that made me feel the

Strong Towns argument has less value. Rather, they are new challenges I hope Mr. Marohn

and associates address in the future.”

Sarah Robertson, “A complexity approach to urban design. This is a really important book. It

has so much information on urban design from a bottom-up perspective, focussing on both the

bottom-up aspect (as opposed to top-down design) and on the financial aspect. I had no idea

that modern car-oriented cities were such a money pit before I discovered Strong Towns. Most

of it is already on the Strong Towns website and YouTube channel, but it's good to have it all in

one place. I found it a bit of a slog to read, and found myself wishing the author were to take a

more modular and concrete approach to complexity (since in my experience complexity seems

to be easier to understand that way) – it seemed a bit too abstract to me. I understood it, but

I've noticed a lot of people have a hard time with complexity. The book is definitely not light

reading, but it's worth taking the time to go through it.”

Carpe Diem, “Muy interesante. Una visión crítica del porqué se han construido y diseñado la

mayoría de ciudades de USA, intereses escondidos de grandes empresas petroleras y de la

automoción están detrás, un movimiento social cada vez con mayor fuerza en contra de de

estos abusos. Muy recomendable su lectura.”

JPDFR, “All That is Wrong with North American Urban Growth. Really enjoyed this read. Gives

a great overview of the issue with the North American growth model from a fiscal and cultural

perspective.”
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