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Cities have the capability of providing something for everybody, only because, and only when, they are created by everybody. - Jane Jacobs



What makes a great city?

Many might say the most beautiful buildings, the most robust downtown, the most elegant neighborhoods. Phillip Daffara takes this question far deeper. For him, a great city is one where the health of people and the Earth matter equally. “We share a purpose, like two lovers, entwined in wholeness, to create life, to breathe spirit.”

We live in a world shaped by our collective imaginations. Every street, every skyline, every room you sit in began as an idea in someone’s mind. The question is: what kinds of ideas are shaping the cities we live in now? And more importantly, what kinds of futures are they making possible?

In Design Shifts, Phillip Daffara invites us to imagine cities not as machines we live inside, but as living expressions of who we are—and who we might become. We share similar, unusual backgrounds that combine architecture and urban futures. Consequently, his book resonates deeply with me. Rather than a technical treatise, Daffara invites us to consider the built environment and our partnership with Gaia. The third in a series, Design Shifts is a manifesto in verse, a call to awaken the creative soul of the city, and reconnect people, place, and planet.

Daffara understands what many designers, planners, developers, and civic leaders have forgotten: that design is not just about structure, but about story. Every building tells a story about our values. Every road reflects a decision about who gets to move and who gets left behind. And yet, how often do we stop to ask whether these decisions are serving the well-being of people—or the planet?

What you’ll find here is not simply solutions, but an invitation. Through verse and images, Daffara paints a vision of the bio-polis and the neo-polis. These future cities are not built for domination, but for balance. Not just for efficiency or profit, but for empathy, joy, and memory.

He speaks of cities without prisons. Cities shaped for children, for elders, and for unheard voices. Cities that smile back at you. It sounds idealistic. And it is. But in the best possible sense—because we need ideals now more than ever. Not the rigid kind authoritatively dictated from above, but the generative kind that inspires us to think differently, to imagine more fully, to create more consciously, and to collaborate towards collective well-being.

The cities we live in were built on the assumptions of their time—industrial logic, economic control, and linear thinking. But those times are behind us. As Daffara points out, we are living in post-normal times. And they require post-normal ideas. Ideas with heart, courage, and imagination. 

Let this book of insightful poems and elegant illustrations remind you that cities are designed by everyone. What we build and how we live in cities both constitute and represent us. Design Shifts is not about conformity, but possibility. And that the futures we build together will depend on the difficult questions we ask and issues we confront today. 


Cynthia Frewen, PhD, FAIA 

Architect and Urban Futurist

Instructor, University of Houston, Graduate Program in Foresight

Former Chair, Association of Professional Futurists

Kansas City, Missouri, USA

12 May 2025
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In the twilight of what we once believed was "normal," architecture and design stand at a critical threshold. The poems collected in Design Shifts emerged over a decade of practice and reflection as I witnessed our world transform into what scholars now call "post-normal times"—an era defined by chaos, complexity, contradiction, and uncertainty.

As an architect and futurist, I have observed how our built environment both reflects and shapes our collective response to these conditions. Design Shifts’ verses represent my attempt to distil wisdom from this liminal space—to capture the essence of design's evolving role as we navigate unprecedented planetary challenges.

This collection is organised into four movements, each exploring a different dimension of our shifting design paradigms. "Living Systems" examines our growing recognition that architecture must transcend human-centered concerns to embrace all of Earth's living systems. "Collective Futures" contemplates how our urban forms and governance structures are being reimagined for a world beyond nation-states and industrial economies. "Human-Centered" explores how inclusive design is expanding to embrace diverse human experiences previously marginalised. Finally, "Designer's Journey" reflects on the evolving consciousness required of those who shape our physical world.

These poems are observations and invocations—calls to reshape our relationship with place, space, and each other. They represent both personal reflections from three decades of architectural practice and aspirational visions of what might be possible if we design with greater awareness of our interconnectedness.

As you journey through these verses, I invite you to consider how the built environment
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