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As you’re walking down the street—bikes 
whizzing past, people walking dogs, others 
popping into coffee shops for a hit of 
caffeine—ever consider the commonalities 
of your surroundings, your city, to the body 
you’re striding around in? Cites and bodies: 
the two have much in common. 

Let’s start with a review of the human 
body—a gob-smacking, fascinatingly 
cool machine. It’s organized in an almost 
incomprehensibly complex way, constantly 
growing, shifting, exchanging messages, 
defending itself from harm and maintaining 
an overarching state of stability. 

We’re made up of cells, tiny and specialized 
units of life. When they’re grouped 
together, cells form into tissues. Tissues in 
turn create organs—the brain, lungs, heart, 
and so on. Our organs work in remarkable 
split-second harmony with each other in 
complex specialized systems and, as an 
integrated whole, the human body is an 
interconnected and dynamic structure. 

Cities, too, can be understood as living 
organisms.  Although they may seem like 
static, rigid places full of concrete, glass 
and asphalt, cities are in fact, continually 
adapting, changing, growing, and learning. 
A series of specialized and interdependent 
systems are weaved into the urban fabric 
and one organ, or system, within the city 
cannot function without the other. Just 
like your body. What would the heart be 
without the oxygenated blood coming 
from the lungs? What would the brain do 
without protection from the skull? 

The way our cities work is entirely familiar 
to how our bodies function.

FUNDAMENTAL UNIT
The most fundamental living unit of any 
organism – the building block of life – is 
the cell. Ultimately, everything happening 
within the body occurs at a cellular level. 
To develop a complete understanding of 
the processes within the body, one must 

examine what’s going on with the cells. In a 
city, people are the cells. There would be no 
body without the cell, and there certainly 
wouldn’t be a city without any people. 
Jan Gehl, a renowned Danish architect, 
suggests that city building should focus 
on the human scale and how to best make 
decisions for the benefit of people (as 
opposed to cars, financial institutions 
or political agendas). To completely 
understand the issues, opportunities and 
processes within a city, one must pay due 
care and attention to fundamental units of 
the city – the people who live there.

BARE BONES
Our skeletal system is the solid framework 
around which the rest of the body is 
constructed, connecting all parts of the 
body, from the top of your skull down 
to your pinky toes. This sturdy internal 
frame provides form, stability, support and 
movement. Bones vary in size, shape and 
function, from sturdy tibias and fibulas, 
to the pyramid-like collection of bones 
within your midfoot. Healthy bones ensure 
the framework stays stable, as nutrient 
deficient bones can become brittle and 
break. Tendons, ligaments and cartilage 
are also vital to the system – they support 
and connect the skeleton and allow for 
movement.
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 In the urban environment, the 
skeletal system is the infrastructure — 
physical components that provide form, 
protection and movement. These are 
streets, transit networks, houses and 
buildings. The urban skeleton is the road 
network that connects the most northern 
neighbourhood to the deep south, the 
transit system that allows people to get 
from A to B for just a few bucks, and 
houses that provide people with a place 
to live (like how the skeleton provides 
protective homes for different organs). A 
city’s infrastructure should be well aligned 
and balanced to allow for resources and all 
people (cells) to reach every alcove a variety 
of ways. A city with extensive freeways, 
cul-de-sacs and strip mall parking lots, but 
very few sidewalks, buses and bike paths, 
is like a body with calcium-rich bones but 
weak ligaments and tendons. A strong bone 
is not so useful to the whole body if the 
smaller parts of the system aren’t sturdy 
too. 

When it comes to urban infrastructure, 
diverse transportation networks and 
buildings are necessary to provide 
movement and support for all the 
individuals in the city. Just like the body 
needs big and small bones in all kinds of 
shapes, the city needs an assortment of 
housing and mobility options to suit the 
individual needs of the folks who make up 
the urban fabric.  

NEURAL NETWORKS
 Thinking about everything the 
brain does can blow your mind. It’s the 
command centre. Neurons, specialized 
cells, send information to each other 
at contact points called synapses. The 
nervous system has a network of nerve 
cells and fibres which transmit impulses 
throughout the body. It is within these 
complex neural networks of the brain that 
all sorts of thinking occurs — from creative 
and intuitive thoughts to analytics and 
logic. A healthy brain is a learning brain – 
many studies have shown that constantly 

learning new skills and concepts helps keep 
your brain sharp. Our brains benefit from 
neuroplasticity, which is the brain’s ability 
to change and reorganize itself throughout 
life by creating new neural networks. New 
networks are formed when we develop new 
skills and learn different things, and this 
plasticity allows for the brain to become 
more resilient. 

In the city, the urban brain sends impulses 
of imagination and information throughout 
the built environment, from music and arts 
to physics and mathematics. The urban 
brain is a collection of different contact 
points (synapses), institutions large and 
small, that help with the exchange of 
information. Think of the five-person start-
up in that incubator space downtown, 
or the technical college and engineering 
faculty at the university. The brain is the 
theatre company, the pop-up concert 
series, and the book store with novels 
and text books jammed in every nook 
and cranny. These separate (innovative, 
thought-provoking, information-
providing, creativity-inducing, knowledge-
developing) institutions create a network 
of thought: an urban cranium. And just like 
a healthy human brain, a city’s institutions 
should constantly be creating and learning 
new skills, to ensure resiliency (urban 
plasticity) and to prevent the risk of early 
onset urban Alzheimer’s (or substantial 
decline). Innovative cities are healthy cities. 

INHALE, EXHALE
 Shout out to your lungs, the stars 
of your respiratory system, for being two 
of the hardest working organs in your 
body. The lungs provide oxygen to the 
capillaries, ensuring oxygenated blood 
can flow through the body and remove 
carbon dioxide. It’s not just yogis who 
say deep breathing is good for you. Many 
health professionals and holistic healers 
suggest that deep breathing has many 
benefits, including increased circulation 
and decreased anxiety.

           “Parks are the lungs of the city,” 
Frederick Law Olmstead argued while 
designing New York City’s Central Park. 
Green space on all scales – from the large 
urban forests of London’s Hyde Park and 
Amsterdam Bos to those unnamed pockets 
of green goodness scattered throughout 
neighbourhoods – allow a city to breathe. 

Urban greenery acts as organic sponges, 
filtering away pollutants and freshening 
the air. The shape and location of the 
lungs varies from one city to the next and 
some certainly have healthier lungs than 
others. A city whose main source of green 
is lawns (which require mowing, watering, 
pesticides, and don’t do much more than 
create a barrier between the house and 
sidewalk) is like someone suffering with 
shallow breath – oxygen is exchanged but 
not nearly to the extent that it could be. 

On the other hand, extensive natural parks, 
streets lined with trees and a multitude of 
gardens with diverse plant growth provide 
a city with a deep yogi-like breath, allowing 
oxygen to rush through to the alveoli, reach 
the capillaries and refresh and nourish the 
entire body. Not only does urban greenery 
allow for the literal chemical exchange of 
oxygen and carbon dioxide, exposure to 
green space is proven to calm people down, 
release anxiety and improve mental health.

PUMPING LIFE
  Special love and appreciation 
goes to the cardiovascular system, which 
circulates blood to transport nutrients, 
oxygen and other essential chemicals that 
nurture the body. Arteries carry oxygen-
rich blood away from the heart and toward 
other organs, muscles and tissues. The 
heart is the main event, a big strong muscle 
that pumps blood throughout the body.

 Jane Jacobs, one of the most 
influential urbanists, felt the heart and 
arteries of a city are made up of a diverse and 
interacting public realm. The streets and 
sidewalks (the arteries) are where public life 
can thrive as they provide the opportunity 
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for little spontaneous interactions between 
people. These impromptu connections can 
build a fabric of trust among citizens. 

             According to Jacobs, the trust of a city: 
“grows out of people stopping by at the bar 
for a beer, getting advice from the grocer 
and giving advice to the newspaper man, 
comparing opinions with other customers 
at the bakery and nodding hello to the two 
boys drinking pop on the stoop, eyeing 
girls while waiting to be called for dinner, 
admonishing the children, hearing about a 
job from the hardware man and borrowing 
a dollar from the druggist, admiring the 
new babies and sympathizing over the 
way a new coat faded The sum. Is a feeling 
for the public identity of people, a web of 
public respect and trust.” 

Cultivating such public trust can lead to 
an overarching feeling of social connection 
(blood flowing) within the city. The heart 
of a city is wherever the public realm has 
the most life, which, for many cities is the 
downtown core or historic centre, where all 
sorts of people connect in public space. 

Cities built for cars more so than people 
(think North American post-war sprawling 
suburbia) probably have much higher 
levels of cholesterol than the metropolises 
that promote and encourage walking and 
biking (think outdoor patios, bike lanes 
and mixed-use streets in Copenhagen or 
Portland). A strong urban heart and healthy 
blood flow requires design that focuses on 
how to boost public life and foster human 
connection. 

URBAN AILMENTS
Much like the human body, a city can 
become ill – it can be wrought with cancer 
or disease, suffer from chronic ailments, 
be hit with a physical disaster, or could 
have a bit of a flu or muscle pain. Just 
like doctors and medical experts, urban 
visionaries frequently see their design 
and architectures as a type of medicine 
that should be prescribed to cure urban 

sickness. But often, these prescriptions 
don’t really work. Perhaps, instead of 
prescribing the city with a Prozac (or a 
massive urban renewal project), some form 
of holistic approach should be considered. 
What is the context of this illness? Is there 
a small-scale solution for healing?  Some 
urban sicknesses can be cured with a little 
urban acupuncture – a localized healing 
touch, from a new piece of public art or 
the installation of an urban farm. Adding 
colourful benches to a sidewalk or creating 
a beautiful park beneath a derelict freeway 
underpass are further examples of how 
small-scale, local initiatives can improve 
the overall health, happiness and wellbeing 
of the city. 

Although there is not one be-all-end-
all regime that will cure cities from any 
potential sickness, there are some general 
principles about how to keep the city (body) 
in good health. First, the urban skeleton 
should be strong and diverse to maintain 
stability and meet the needs different 
people (cells). An urban brain is best 
when it is resilient, with the institutions 
(synapses) in the city being innovative and 
manifold, ranging from creative to logical 
and minuscule to massive. To ensure a city 
can properly breathe (and maintain a sense 
of wellbeing), a collection of green spaces 
ought to scatter the city. Finally, the city 
should be designed in a way that keeps 

the blood flowing, promoting happily 
anticipated interactions between strangers 
and friends which in turn produces a 
thriving public realm and social connection. 
Effective urban planning is no easy task — 
understanding how to make decisions that 
benefit individual people in the best way 
possible while simultaneously considering 
the needs, functions, and interactions of the 
larger systems is as complex as completely 
comprehending how our bodies work. But 
it sure is worth a shot. 


