


1. Thorough updating. A thorough  updating 
of all data and information includes the 
most recent and relevant studies in sociol-
ogy and in many other related fields as well. 
Data from Census 2010, incorporated into 
most  chapters, provides new demographic 
information about changes to cities, suburbs, 
 metropolitan and non-metropolitan areas, 
and the growing presence of minorities in all 
regions of the country.

2. New maps. Through special arrangement 
with Social Explorer, new maps—based on 
data from Census 2010—are included in 
Chapters 3, 10, and 11.

3. Canadian content. The first urban text 
to include the Canadian urban experience 
throughout the book incorporates new demo-
graphics on that country, further encouraging 
students to think beyond national  boundaries.

4. New terminology. Chapter 3 now uses 
the preferred term megaregion  instead of 

 megalopolis to discuss areas of  significant 
population density and growth where 
 metropolitan areas overlap with one 
 another. A new map showing the eight U.S. 
megaregions helps to envision this latest 
urban concept. Similarly, because the term 
edge cities is a rather obsolete descriptor of 
these now well-established urban  centers, 
we have opted to use the term new  
cities in Chapter 4 in our discussion of 
them.

5. The Great Recession. The collapse of the 
housing market, the foreclosure crisis, and 
the Great Recession have had wide repercus-
sions, negatively affecting the middle class, 
minority home ownership, the solvency of 
common-interest developments (CIDs), and 
urban construction projects. In Chapters 5, 
8, 10, 11, and 12, those effects are dis-
cussed, along with their impact on people 
and places.

6. New sections. New material on high gas 
prices affecting sprawl, on the greening of 
 cities, on the role of cities in social move-
ments like the “Arab Spring” demonstra-
tions, on new cities and huge skyscrapers in 
the developing world, and on placemaking to 
improve urban public spaces (augmented by a 
photo essay) brings further insights into cities 
and urban life.

If you’re wondering why you 
should buy this new edition of 
Cities and Urban Life, here are 
six good reasons!
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 Chapter 11: “Race,  Ethnicity, and Gender: 
Urban Diversity,” and Chapter 12: “Housing, 
Education, Crime: Confronting Urban Prob-
lems”), geographers and urban ecologists 
(Chapter 6: “Spatial Perspectives: Making 
Sense of Space”), political economists work-
ing within various disciplines (Chapter 7: 
“Critical  Urban Sociology: The City and Cap-
italism”), social psychologists (Chapter 8: 
“Social Psychology: The Urban Experience”), 
anthropologists (Chapter 9: “Comparative 
Urbanism: The City and Culture,” and 
 Chapter 13: “Cities in the Developing 
World”), and architects as well as city plan-
ners  (Chapter 14: “Planning the Urban 
 Environment”).

the organization of this text

Part I of the text, “Understanding the City: Its 
Origin and Development,” introduces the main 
concepts and themes that resonate throughout 
the book; surveys the historical development of 
cities, noting how urban life has often differed 
in striking ways from the contemporary patterns 
we take for granted  (Chapters 2 and 3); and 
examines the current trends of sprawl, edge cit-
ies, and gated communities now shaping cities 
and suburbs (Chapter 4). Part II, “Disciplinary 
Perspectives,” highlights the various disciplinary 
orientations that, together, have so advanced 
our understanding of cities  (Chapters 5–9). 
Part III, “The Structure of the City,” focuses on 
the social organization of today’s cities in North 
America, highlighting how urban living reflects 
the importance of stratification and social class 
(Chapter 10) and of race, ethnicity, and gender 
(Chapter 11), as well as forcing us to confront 
vexing problems such as  housing, education, 

In 2008, the world achieved a historic land-
mark: A majority of the planet’s people now 
live in cities. Urban living is rapidly becoming 
the norm for members of our species. Surely, 
no more compelling reason exists for us to 
undertake the study of cities and urban life.

the basiC approaCh

The approach of this text is multidisciplinary 
but fundamentally sociological. Readers will 
find here the enduring contributions of the 
classical European social thinkers, including 
Max Weber, Karl Marx, Ferdinand Tönnies, 
Georg Simmel, and Emile Durkheim, as well 
as those of early pioneers in North America, 
including Robert Park and Louis Wirth. Of 
course, many men and women have stood on 
the shoulders of these giants and extended 
our understanding. Thus, this text also con-
siders the ideas of a host of contemporary 
urbanists, including Manuel Castells, Michael 
Dear, Herbert Gans, Jane Jacobs, Henri Lefe-
bvre, Lyn Lofland, John Logan, Kevin Lynch, 
Harvey Molotch, Allen Scott, Edward Soja, 
and Michael Sorkin.

Yet, as this string of well-known names 
suggests, urban studies rests on research and 
theory developed within many disciplines. 
Cities and Urban Life, therefore, is truly a mul-
tidisciplinary text that draws together the 
work of historians (Chapter 2: “The Origins 
and  Development of the World’s Cities,” and 
Chapter 3: “The Development of North 
 American Cities”), sociologists (Chapter 4: 
“Today’s Cities and Suburbs,” Chapter 5: 
“Urban  Sociology: Classic and Modern State-
ments,”  Chapter 10: “Stratification and So-
cial Class: Urban and Suburban Lifestyles,” 

prefaCe

xix
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and crime  (Chapter 12). Part IV, “Global Urban 
Developments,” first offers a look at urbaniza-
tion in four major world regions: Latin America, 
Africa, the Middle East, and Asia (Chapter 13). 
It is in these areas of the world that urbanization 
is now most rapid, with cities reaching unprec-
edented size. Finally, Chapter 14 examines the 
architectural, social, and political dimensions 
of urban planning, and discusses approaches to 
help cities achieve their potential for improving 
everyone’s lives.

foUr Key themes

This attempt to tell the urban story will lead us 
to consider a wide range of issues and to con-
front countless questions. Four main themes 
guide this exploration, however, and it is use-
ful to make these explicit. Whatever else a stu-
dent entering the field of urban studies might 
learn, he or she must pay attention to these 
themes:

1. Cities and urban life vary according to time and 
place. Since the idea of the city first came to 
our ancestors some 10,000 years ago, the 
urban scene has been re-created time and 
again, all around the world, in countless 
ways. The authors—informed by their own 
travels to some 65 of the world’s nations—
have labored to portray this remarkable di-
versity throughout this text.

2. Cities reflect and intensify society and culture. 
Although cities vary in striking ways, every-
where, they stand as physical symbols of hu-
man civilization. For example, nowhere do 
we perceive the inward-looking world of the 
Middle Ages better than in the walled cities 
of that era. Similarly, modern U.S. cities are 
powerful statements about the contempo-
rary forces of industrial capitalism.

3. Cities reveal the best and the worst about the hu-
man condition. Another way to “read” cities is 
as testimony to the achievements and failings 
of a way of life. Thus, while New York boasts 
some spectacular architecture, exciting 
public parks, vital art galleries, and vibrant 
 concert halls, it also forces us to confront 
chronic prejudice and wrenching poverty.

4. Cities offer the promise—but not always the  reality—
of a better life. Since at least the time of the an-
cient Greeks, people have recognized that the 

city holds the promise of living “the good life.” 
Yet all urban places fall short of this ideal in 
some ways, and in many of today’s cities, peo-
ple are struggling valiantly simply to survive. 
The great promise of urban living, coupled 
with the daunting problems of actual cities, 
provokes us to ask how we can intentionally 
and thoughtfully make urban places better. 
Although we are realistic about the problems, 
we remain optimistic about the possibilities.

speCiaL featUres of the text

Two special features warrant the attention of 
readers.

boxes Each chapter contains several 
boxed inserts. These boxes are of three 
kinds. Urban Trends boxes depict a pattern, 
either past or present, shaping people’s 
way of life. Urban Living boxes provide a 
picture of the city “at street  level”—that is, 
a close-up look at how people really live. 
Finally, Cityscape boxes present a literary 
account or scholarly analysis of some sig-
nificant dimension of urban life.

Case studies The text includes eight case 
studies that offer a broad sociohistori-
cal look at major cities in various regions 
of the world as they illustrate a chapter’s 
key points. The cities profiled in these 
case studies are London (Chapter 2), 
New York  (Chapter 3), Portland, Oregon  
(Chapter 4), Ming Peking (Chapter 9), 
Hellenic Athens (Chapter 9), Communist–
Capitalist Beijing (Chapter 9), Chicago 
(Chapter 11), and Toronto (Chapter 14).

What’s neW in the sixth 
 edition

This new edition reflects a number of chang-
es. Here is a list of changes that define Cities 
and Urban Life, sixth edition:

1. Thorough updating. Most important is the 
continuance of our policy to provide a thor-
ough updating of all data and information 
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and to include the most recent and relevant 
studies not only in sociology but in many 
other related fields as well.

2. Census 2010. Data from Census 2010 have 
been incorporated into most chapters, pro-
viding new demographic information about 
changes to cities, suburbs, metropolitan and 
non-metropolitan areas, and the growing pres-
ence of minorities in all regions of the country.

3. New maps. Through special arrangement 
with Social Explorer, new maps—based on 
data from Census 2010—are included in 
Chapters 3, 10, and 11.

4. Canadian content. The first urban text to 
include the Canadian urban experience 
throughout the book incorporates new demo-
graphics on that country, further encouraging 
students to think beyond national boundaries.

5. New terminology. Chapter 3 now uses the pre-
ferred term megaregion instead of megalopolis to 
discuss areas of significant population density 
and growth where metropolitan areas overlap 
with one another. A new map showing the 
eight U.S. megaregions helps to envision this 
latest urban concept. Similarly, because the 
term edge cities is a rather obsolete descriptor 
of these now well-established urban centers, 
we have opted to use the term new cities in 
Chapter 4 in our discussion of them.

6. The Great Recession. The collapse of the 
housing market, the foreclosure crisis, and 
the Great Recession have had wide repercus-
sions, negatively affecting the middle class, 
minority home ownership, the solvency of 
common-interest developments (CIDs), and 
urban construction projects. In Chapters 5, 
8, 10, 11, and 12, those effects are discussed, 
along with their impact on people and 
 places.

7. Updated case studies. The end-of-chapter city 
case studies—as well as other in-text city pro-
files, notably those of Cleveland and Detroit—
have been updated to reflect the impact of 
the Great Recession, the growing Asian and 
Hispanic presence in cities, as revealed by new 
census data, and renaissance of many older 
 cities through gentrification and tourism.

8. More on urban and suburban sprawl. 
 Chapter  4 contains updated and expanded 
discussion on the environmental conse-
quences of urban and suburban sprawl, 
how higher gasoline prices affect commuter 
choices, and how planners seek to transform 
new (edge) cities such as Tysons Corner, 
 Virginia, into more livable cities.

9.  More on environmental issues. Livability is 
also examined in a new section on the green-
ing of our cities, which informs students 
about efforts cities are making to  reduce 
energy consumption and greenhouse-gas 
emissions.

10.  New material on common-interest devel-
opments (CIDs). Chapter 4 also includes 
added material on CIDs from the differing 
viewpoints of rational choice theorists, new 
urbanists, and critical urban theorists. The 
spread of privately-governed CIDs to other 
parts of the world is also mentioned.

11.  More on urban social movements. The dis-
cussion in Chapter 8 on social movements 
and city life has been expanded to include 
the 2011 “Arab Spring” demonstrations in 
Tunisia and Egypt, as well as in Libya, Syria, 
and Yemen.

12.  More on race and urbanism. Chapter 12 
contains an expanded discussion on the 
connection between racial/economic in-
equality and crime, including the addition 
of commentary on general strain theory 
and social disorganization theory as possi-
ble ways to understanding this relationship. 
A new discussion on the role of residential 
segregation as a contributing factor is also 
included, as are pro and con arguments 
about zero-tolerance policies.

13.  Many new issues and trends. Chapter 13 in-
cludes dramatic changes in the developing 
world since the last edition: the famine in 
sub-Saharan Africa; the spectacular rise of 
new cities in the Mideast, most notably in 
the United Arab Emirates; and the construc-
tion of some of the world’s tallest skyscrap-
ers there and in Asia.

14.  More on improving public spaces. Drawing 
from the ideas of Jane Jacobs and  William 
H. Whyte, Chapter 14 contains a new seg-
ment on placemaking, a fairly new ap-
proach to improving public spaces. A photo 
essay  section accompanies this material, il-
lustrating the before and after possibilities 
of a sociological vision for physically improv-
ing the quality of city life.

15.  New special feature boxes. New special 
features boxes have been added: on the 
 re-branding of cities as consumerist enti-
ties (“If You Build It, They Will Come” in 
 Chapter 7), on women in public spaces 
(“Targets of Street Harassment” in Chap-
ter 11), and on school reform in  Chicago 
(“The New Urban Schools” in Chapter 12). 
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Where appropriate, other boxes have been 
updated.

16.  A new photo program. Finally, a new pho-
to program, including a photo essay in 
 Chapter 14, and a new set of supplemental 
materials further enhance the sixth edition, 
both for readers and for instructors.

sUppLements

Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank (ISBN 
0205206417) The Instructor’s Manual and 
Test Bank has been prepared to assist teachers 
in their efforts to prepare lectures and evalu-
ate student learning. For each chapter of the 
text, the Instructor’s Manual offers different 
types of resources, including detailed chapter 
summaries and outlines, learning objectives, 
discussion questions, classroom activities, and 
much more.

Also included in this manual is a test bank 
offering multiple-choice, true/false, fill-in-the-
blank, and/or essay questions for each chapter. 
The Instructor’s Manual and Test Bank is avail-
able to adopters at www.pearsonhighered.com.

MyTest (ISBN 0205206387) The Test Bank 
is also available online through Pearson’s 
 computerized testing system, MyTest. 
MyTest allows instructors to create their 
own personalized exams, to edit any of the 
existing test questions, and to add new ques-
tions. Other special features of this program 
 include random generation of test questions, 
creation of alternative versions of the same 
test, scrambling question sequence, and test 
preview before printing. Search and sort fea-
tures allow you to locate questions quickly 
and to arrange them in whatever order you 
prefer. The Test Bank can be accessed from 
anywhere with a free MyTest user account. 
There is no need to download a program or 
file to your computer.

PowerPoint Presentation (ISBN 0205206395)  
Lecture PowerPoints are available for 
this text. The Lecture PowerPoint slides 
outline each chapter to help you convey 
 sociological  principles in a visual and ex-

citing  way. They are available to adopters 
at www.pearsonhighered.com.

mysearChLab

www.mysearchlab.com

Save TIME. Improve Results.

MySearchLab is a dynamic website that 
 delivers proven results in helping individual 
students succeed. Its wealth of resources pro-
vides engaging experiences that personalize, 
stimulate, and measure learning for each 
 student. Many accessible tools will encourage 
students to read their text, improve writing 
skills, and help them improve their grade in 
their course.

featUres of mysearChLab

Writing
•	 Step-by-step	tutorials	present	complete	over-

views of the research and writing process.

research and citing sources
•	 Instructors	and	students	receive	access	to	

the EBSCO ContentSelect database, census 
data from Social Explorer, Associated Press 
news feeds, and the Pearson bookshelf. 
Pearson SourceCheck helps students and 
instructors monitor originality and avoid 
plagiarism.

e-text and more
•	 Pearson e-text—An e-book version of Cities 

and Urban Life, 6th edition is included in 
MySearchLab. Just like the printed text, 
students can highlight and add their own 
notes as they read their interactive text 
 online.

•	 Chapter quizzes and flashcards— Chapter 
and key term reviews are available for 
each  chapter online and offer immediate 
 feedback.

•	 Primary source documents—A collection 
of documents, organized by chapter, is 

www.pearsonhighered.com
www.pearsonhighered.com
www.mysearchlab.com
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available on MySearchLab. The documents 
include head notes and critical thinking 
questions.

•	 Gradebook—Automated grading of quizzes 
helps both instructors and students monitor 
their results throughout the course.
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Chapter 1

Exploring thE City

Critical Urban Sociology: the City and 
Capitalism

Social psychology: the Urban experience
Comparative Urbanism: the City and 

Culture

the anatomy of modern north 
ameriCan CitieS

the City in Global perSpeCtive

the QUality of City life

Key termS

internet aCtivity

Why StUdy the City?

deCidinG What iS “Urban”

the Urban tranSformation
Urbanization as a process
levels of Urbanization
Urbanism as a Way of life

the Complexity of the City: 
varioUS perSpeCtiveS
the City in history
the emergence of Urban Sociology
Geography and Spatial perspectives

let us go then, you and i,
When the evening is spread out against the sky
like a patient etherised upon a table;
let us go, through certain half-deserted streets,
the muttering retreats
of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels
and sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells:
Streets that follow like a tedious argument
of insidious intent
to lead you to an overwhelming question …
oh, do not ask, “What is it?”
let us go and make our visit.

t. S. eliot, “the love Song of J. alfred prufrock”



2    Chapter 1 Exploring the City

learning colliding with the grossest ignorance, 
 unimaginable wealth juxtaposed with the 
most abject  poverty. historically, most  people 
drawn to the city sought to realize their 
hopes of a higher standard of living and often 
 succeeded—but will this continue to be true in 
the new megacities, such as mexico City, rio 
de Janeiro, Cairo, new delhi, and tokyo? (See 
the world map preceding this chapter to locate 
these and other prominent  cities.) Such places 
are adding  millions of new residents so rapidly 
that they cannot provide basic services (water, 
housing, and  electricity) to many of their 
 people. Unless checked soon, such growth may 
intensify  poverty and suffering for billions, not 
to  mention ecological disasters unparalleled 
in history. to study the city, therefore, is also 
to study a uniquely powerful form of human 
 settlement: a physical and social environment 
with the  potential for both satisfying and frus-
trating the entire spectrum of human needs.

an important theme of this book is that 
 cities do not exist entirely by themselves. 
they are an inextricable part of their larger 
societies. for centuries, the city has been the 
heart, the lifeblood, of various civilizations—
the  center of economic, political, and artistic 
events. in cities, we find both the  triumphs 
and the tragedies of the human story. for 
example, we associate hellenic athens, 
renaissance florence, and elizabethan 
london with great achievements of the 
human spirit, while we link classical rome 
and nazi berlin with savage human degrada-
tion. in each case, a cultural setting helped 
shape the city’s character: during the fourth 
century b.c.e.,1 the Greeks raised athens to 
a pinnacle of human accomplishment, while 
the rise of nazism in Germany after World 
War i led to berlin’s  infamous decadence.

the connection between the city and a 
broader culture is no less evident today. in its 
cities exists much of what is great about the 
United States: intellectual excellence, political 

Why Study thE City?

Cities! most of us share poet t. S. eliot’s 
fascination with urban places—settings of 
intense excitement, great mystery, and strik-
ing human diversity. With the poet, most of 
us probably agree that cities (london was 
the object of eliot’s interest) are places we 
would love to visit—but, of course, many of 
us wouldn’t want to live there! nevertheless, 
little compares with the excitement of visit-
ing a major city such as new york, toronto, 
Chicago, or San francisco.

When we go into the city, we often find 
block after block of shops selling all kinds of 
things we never find at home, and we pass by 
every imaginable sort of person—the old and 
the young, the rich and the poor, the up and 
coming as well as the down and out. people 
say that virtually anything can and does 
 happen in big cities—and it doesn’t take long 
to realize that they’re right!

across north america, more than four out 
of five of us live in urban places, and even more 
of us build our lives around cities. We are born 
in cities (or near them), grow up in or near 
one (probably in a suburb), go to a college in 
or near a city (maybe one some  distance away 
from our hometowns), and eventually settle 
down in or near a city that becomes “home.” 
across the continent, much of our favorite 
entertainment—including clubs, musical or 
sports events, and theater—is city based. We 
might as well admit it: We are a nation of city 
folks, and the urban way of life is the norm in 
both Canada and the United States. to study 
the city, therefore, is to study ourselves.

yet the city is more than what our  personal 
experiences reveal. a dynamic entity unto 
itself, the city is the most powerful draw-
ing card in human history. the share of the 
world’s population living in cities rose from 
just 9 percent in 1900 to 30 percent in 1950, 
and then climbed to more than 50 percent by 
2009. if present trends continue, by 2030 cit-
ies will be home to 60 percent of all humans 
on the planet (United nations population 
division 2012).

the city is thus the setting for all 
 aspects of the human drama: the highest 

1the authors use the designation b.c.e. (“before the 
common era”) in place of b.c. (“before Christ”) in recog-
nition of the religious pluralism of north american soci-
ety. Similarly, we use c.e. (“common era”) in place of a.d. 
(Anno Domini, “in the year of our lord”).
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as the only basis for urban designation in 89 
countries, but 20 other countries apply it in 
combination with other criteria. Similarly, 
economic characteristics are one of several 
criteria in 27 countries, while function is one 
of several definition elements in 19 coun-
tries. then again, 5 countries use only func-
tion to designate an urban area, but for 46 
other countries, population size or density 
is the sole criterion, one that an additional 
42 countries apply in combination with other 
criteria. no urban definition exists at all in  
24 countries—while anguilla, bermuda, 
Cayman islands, Gibraltar, hong Kong, 
macao, monaco, nauru, and Singapore iden-
tify their entire populations as urban.

Canada and the United States both use 
population density to identify an urban 
area, without regard to local boundaries. in 
Canada, an urban area must contain more 
than 400 people per square kilometer, with a 
total population exceeding 1,000 people. the 
United States defines an urban area as adjoin-
ing census blocks with a population density 
of 1,000 persons per square mile, which is 
equivalent to the Canadian standard. Urban 
cluster is the U.S. Census bureau term for a 
 combination of these adjacent urban areas 
that  extend across city, county, or state bound-
aries. Sometimes social scientists use the term 
conurbation to refer to these interconnected 
areas of continuous built-up development. 
(all areas that the Census bureau does not 
classify as urban—generally places of less than 
2,500 persons—it defines as rural.)

Such differences worldwide make cross-
national comparisons difficult. for example, 
the lower-range limit for population of an 
urban area ranges from 200 in iceland to 
10,000 in Greece. a universal standard—say, 
a midpoint from these two extremes of 5,000 
inhabitants—would be inappropriate in 
 populous countries such as China or india, 
where rural settlements—with no urban attri-
butes at all—could easily contain such large 
 numbers. Using each country’s own crite-
ria, the United nations population division 
(2012) reported that 50.1 percent of the 
world’s population was urban. Significant 
 variations existed: africa, 40 percent urban; 

freedom, and artistic vitality. of course, these 
same cities also exhibit this country’s great-
est failings, including grinding poverty and 
sometimes-savage crimes. to study the city, 
then, is also to examine the society in which 
it exists. the impact of economics can be 
as significant as that of culture, particularly 
in today’s global economy, so we must also 
 examine closely the forces of globalization in 
shaping a city’s structure and well-being.

Understanding the city, therefore, is cru-
cial in comprehending modern existence. but 
how we choose to study the city is also impor-
tant. the city is a complex reality that yields 
few easy answers. if we look only at the facts of 
urban life, we will surely miss its dynamic soul. 
the city will appear dull and lifeless—a col-
lection of concrete buildings, bureaucracies, 
and unemployment rates. but if we also ask 
the “how” questions, which link these factual 
elements to human lives, the city springs to 
life as a set of vital, dynamic forces.

in studying the city, then, we must not ask 
merely “What is it?” We must, as eliot suggests 
in his poem, “go and make our visit.” We must 
probe beyond the descriptions and the statis-
tics to the broader and deeper reality of urban 
life. this book will help you do just that.

dECiding What iS “urban”

Urban seems like a simple enough concept 
to grasp, but it actually has many interpreta-
tions. derived from the latin word urbanus—
meaning characteristic of, or pertaining to, 
the city—urban essentially holds that same 
 association to most people.

Complicating that understanding, how-
ever, are the varying criteria for defining an 
urban area that exist among the nearly 200 
countries with urban populations. these 
 criteria include administrative function (a 
 national or regional capital), economic charac-
teristics (more than half the residents in non-
agricultural occupations), functional  nature 
(existence of paved streets, water  supply, 
 sewerage, and electrical systems), and popu-
lation size or population density (the  number 
of people living within a square mile or 
 kilometer). administrative function serves 
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asia, 42 percent urban; europe, 73 percent 
urban; latin america and the Caribbean, 
79  percent urban; north america, 82 per-
cent urban. the lowest urban population 
(11 percent) was in burundi, while the high-
est (100 percent) were in the six countries 
previously identified.

Worldwide projections show the  percentage 
of urban population  increasing everywhere 
(see table 1–1). reporting the  percentage of 
urban people living in the world’s seven major 
geographical areas  between the years 1975 
and 2009, the table shows that urbani zation is 
an unmistakable trend everywhere. in fact, the 
world’s cities are growing by about 1  million 
people each week. this dramatic  pattern 
means that by 2050, more than  two-thirds of 
the planet’s people will be urban dwellers.

distinct regional patterns, however, occur 
within that urban growth. if we  examine 
table  1–1 for the percentages of growth 
 between 1975 and 2010, we see that in the 
more industrialized areas of the world—north 
america and europe—urban growth slowed 
considerably in recent years. the area of great-
est urban growth is now in the  developing 
world—latin america, africa, the middle 
east, and asia (see figure 1–1, page 5). in fact, 
when we consult the figures on urban growth 
rates by country, we find that the 10 countries 
with the highest urban growth rates are all 
in these four regions. those with the lowest 

rates—with the  notable exceptions of Cuba, 
a few small island nations, and Uruguay—
are all in europe, north america, and Japan. 
moreover, when we scan a list of all the world’s 
nations ranked in order of their urban growth 
rates, we must look down through 87 countries 
before we  encounter a developed  country—
ireland (Un population division 2012).

thE urban tranSformation

if any one thing should astound us, it is how 
popular cities have become throughout 
the world. as a human invention, cities are 
scarcely 10,000 years old, but as the centuries 
have passed, they have become both much 
larger and far more numerous. for example, 
in 1800 only one city, beijing, had 1 million 
residents; now the world contains 392 cities 
where a million or more people reside (Un 
population division 2012:9). the increase in 
world population alone cannot explain this 
phenomenon. once people become aware of 
the advantages of cities—protection,  increased 
material standard of living, a more stimulating 
mental and social life—they don’t want to live 
anywhere else. because this urban growth and 
development can occur in different ways and 
on several levels, however, we need to know 
some basic concepts about these processes 
and their consequences if we are to under-
stand fully what is happening.

tablE 1–1  percentage of urban population in major areas 
of the World 

Area 1975 2011 2050

africa 25.7 39.6 57.7

asia 25.0 45.0 64.4

europe 65.2 72.9 82.2

latin america and Caribbean 60.7 79.1 86.6

north america 73.8 82.2 88.6

oceania 71.9 70.7 73.0

World 37.7 52.1 67.2

more-developed regions 68.7 77.7 85.9

less-developed regions 27.0 46.5 64.1

Source: from World Urbanization Prospects, 2011 revision. Copyright © 2012 by 
the United nations, population division. reprinted with permission.
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figurE 1–1  Percentage of Population in Urban Areas, 2011, 2030, and 2050
Source: From World Urbanization Prospects, 2011 Revision. Copyright © 2012 by the United Nations, Population Division.  
Reprinted with permission.
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the Sierra nevada mines, was transformed 
into a feverish city. not for another 70 years 
would what others would call a sophisticated, 
“laid-back” San francisco begin to appear.

levels of urbanization

as the process of urbanization expands into 
ever-increasing concentrations and areas of 
land, other terms and concepts are neces-
sary to understand the complexity and scale 
of human organization and interaction. 
although we will explore these topics more 
fully in subsequent chapters, here is a brief 
introduction to them:

Metropolitan Area. a large population  center 
and its adjacent communities, with which it 
has a high degree of economic and social 
 integration, constitute a metropolitan area. also 
known as an urban agglomeration, such a region 
typically has a large city (100,000 residents or 
more) as the hub that extends its sphere of 
influence into the surrounding communities. 
these communities may not be urban in char-
acter themselves, but they link closely with that 
city through transportation (roads and public 
transit),  employment (commuters), media 
(city newspapers, and radio and tv stations), 
and leisure activities (clubbing,  dining, enter-
tainment, and  professional sports).

Micropolitan Area. another geographic 
 entity is a micropolitan area, which has an urban 
core of at least 10,000 residents but less than 
50,000. like a metropolitan area, it consists of 
the county containing the core urban area and 
any adjacent counties with a high degree of 
 social and economic integration with that urban 
core, as measured by commuting there to work.

Megaregion. When two or more metropoli-
tan areas expand so that they intermingle 
with one another to form a continuous (or 
 almost continuous) urban complex, we have 
a megaregion, the preferred term for what 
 social  scientists previously called a megalopolis. 
this merged conglomeration typically con-
tains a population in the tens of millions, such 
as that along the eastern Seaboard, although 
the cities therein retain their individual names 

urbanization as a process

the changes resulting from people  moving 
into cities and other densely populated areas 
is what we mean by urbanization. this pro-
cess of increased population concentration 
can be deliberate and planned, such as in 
brazil’s capital, brasilia, which was inaugu-
rated in 1960. it can also be spontaneous and 
 unplanned, as the rapid urban growth occur-
ring in many developing countries. however it 
occurs, urbanization transforms land use from 
rural to urban economic activities—and often 
the land itself, from a porous surface absorb-
ing rainfall, to a non-porous one of  asphalt 
and concrete. in addition, this progression in 
greater population density transforms many 
patterns of social life, altering both the social 
structure and the social organization of that 
area. as we will discuss shortly, these changes 
include a more complex division of labor and 
social stratification, the growth of subcultures, 
and more formal social controls.

as an example of urbanization, consider 
the massive changes that San francisco 
 experienced. today, it is a thoroughly  modern 
U.S. city, famed for its hills, cable cars, fog, and 
natural beauty. visitors often note its  relaxed 
lifestyle and easygoing, pleasant atmosphere. 
except during rush hour, people typically stroll 
along the streets,  unlike midtown manhattan 
or central london, where a fast-paced, push-
and-shove walking style is more common.

Such was not always the case, however. 
the changes to San francisco since its early 
 existence have been profound, as historic 
documents attest. one such document is 
richard henry dana’s Two Years Before the Mast 
(2006, originally published in 1862), one of 
the greatest of nineteenth-century  seagoing 
journals, a part of which you can read in the 
Cityscape box on page 7.2

What happened to San francisco between 
dana’s two visits was gold, discovered in 1849. 
almost overnight, the sleepy little village of 
yerba buena, the nearest port for outfitting 

2various kinds of boxes are included in each chapter to 
illustrate key points and themes. When you encounter 
a reference to a particular box, take a minute or two to 
read it before going on with the chapter.
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CitySCapE

San francisco’s massive Changes

Shipping from New York, 
Richard Henry Dana first visited 
San Francisco, then called Yerba 
Buena (“good herbs”), in 1835. 
Here is what he saw:

[Near the] mouth of the bay . . . is a 
high point on which the [Presidio 
Mexican military outpost] is built. 
Behind this point is the little  harbor, 
or bight, called Yerba Buena, in 
which trading vessels anchor, and, 

near it, the Mission of Delores. There was no 
other habitation on this side of the Bay,  except 
a shanty of rough boards put up by a man 
named Richardson, who was doing a little trad-
ing between the vessels and the Indians. . . . We 
came to anchor near the mouth of the bay, 
under a high and beautifully sloping hill, upon 
which herds of hundreds and hundreds of red 
deer, and the stag, with his high branching of 
antlers, were bounding about, looking at us 
for a moment, and then starting off, affrighted 
at the noises we made at seeing the variety of 
their beautiful attitudes and motion.

That was not the San Francisco of the next 
century nor does it much resemble this de-
scription of Dana’s, written in 1859 after a 
second visit:

We bore round the point toward the old 
 anchoring ground of hide ships, and there, cov-
ering the sand hills and the valleys, stretching 
from the water’s edge to the base of the great 
hills, and from the old Presidio to the Mission, 
flickering all over with lamps of its streets and 
houses, lay a city of one hundred thousand 

inhabitants. . . . The dock into which we drew, 
and the streets about it, were densely crowded 
with express wagons and hand-carts to take 
luggage, coaches and cabs for passengers, 
and with men. . . . Through this crowd I made 
my way, along the well-built and well-lighted 
streets, as alive as by day, where boys in high 
keyed voices were already crying the latest New 
York papers; and between one and two o’clock 
in the morning found myself comfortably abed 
in a commodious room, in the Oriental Hotel, 
which stood, as well as I could learn, on the 
filled-up cove, and not far from the spot where 
we used to beach our boats from the Alert.

When I awoke in the morning, and looked 
from my windows over the city of San Francisco, 
with its townhouses, towers, and steeples; its 
courthouses, theaters, and  hospitals; its daily 
journals; its well-filled learned professions; 
its fortresses and light houses; its wharves and 
 harbor, with their thousand-ton clipper ships, 
more in number than London or Liverpool 
 sheltered that day . . . when I looked across the 
bay to the eastward, and beheld a  beautiful town 
on the fertile wooded Shores of the Contra Costa 
[the area of today’s Oakland and Berkeley] and 
steamers, large and small, the ferryboats of the 
Contra Costa, and capacious freighters and 
 passenger-carriers to all parts of the great bay 
and its horizon—when I saw all these things, 
and reflected on what I once was and saw here, 
and what now  surrounded me, I could scarcely 
keep my hold on reality at all, or the genuine-
ness of anything, and seemed to myself like one 
who had moved in “worlds not realized.”

Source: Richard Henry Dana, Two Years Before the 
Mast (New York: Library of America, 2006), pp. 196, 
203, 320–22.

(boston, new york, philadelphia, baltimore, 
and Washington, d.C.). the world’s largest 
megaregion is perhaps delhi–lahore, india, 
home to more than 120 million (florida 2008).

Megacity. a metropolitan area can  constitute 
its own megalopolis if the population within 

its municipal boundary numbers at least 
10  million people. in the past 35 years, the 
number of megacities has rocketed from 3 in 
1975 to 23 in 2011, with an  expected  increase 
to 30 by 2025 (see table 1–2, page 8). today, 
1 in 11 people worldwide live in a megacity 
(Un population division 2012:8).
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hierarchy of cities because of their role 
in the world system of finance and trade 
(abrahamson 2004). World-systems  analysis, 
an approach we will examine more closely in 
Chapter 7 on critical urban  sociology,  suggests 
that the economic well-being of most cities 

Global City. also called a world city, a global 
city occupies an influential position in the 
global  economic system, attracting  worldwide 
investments and exercising considerable 
 economic power worldwide. london, new 
york, paris, and tokyo are at the top of the 

tablE 1-2 population of the World’s megacities in millions

2011 2025

Rank Urban Agglomeration Population Rank Urban Agglomeration Population

 1 tokyo, Japan 37.2  1 tokyo, Japan 38.7

 2 delhi, india 22.7  2 delhi, india 32.9

 3 mexico City, mexico 20.5  3 Shanghai, China 28.4

 4 new york–newark, USa 20.4  4 mumbai, (bombay), india 26.6

 5 Shanghai, China 20.2  5 mexico City, mexico 24.6

 6 São paolo, brazil 19.9  6 new york–newark, USa 23.6

 7 mumbai (bombay) india 19.7  7 São paolo, brazil 23.2

 8 beijing, China 15.6  8 dhaka, bangladesh 22.9

 9 dhaka, bangladesh 15.4  9 beijing, China 22.6

10 Kolkata (Calcutta) india 14.4 10 Karachi, pakistan 20.2

11 Karachi, pakistan 13.9 11 lagos, nigeria 18.9

12 buenos aires, brazil 13.5 12 Kolkata (Calcutta), india 18.7

13 los angeles–long beach–Santa 
ana, USa

13.4 13 manila, philippines 16.3

14 rio de Janeiro, brazil 12.0 14 los angeles–long beach–Santa 
ana, USa

15.7

15 manila, philippines 11.9 15 Shenzhen, China 15.5

16 moskva (moscow), russia 11.6 16 buenos aires, argentina 15.5

17 osaka–Kobe, Japan 11.5 17 Guangzhou, Guangdong, China 15.5

18 istanbul, turkey 11.3 18 istanbul, turkey 14.9

19 lagos, nigeria 11.2 19 al-Qahirah (Cairo), egypt 14.7

20 al-Qahirah (Cairo), egypt 11.2 20 Kinshasa, dr Congo 14.5

21 Guangzhou, Guangdong, China 10.9 21 Chongqing, China 13.6

22 Zhenshen, China 10.6 22 rio de Janeiro, brazil 13.6

23 paris, france 10.6 23 bangalore, india 13.2

24 Jakarta, indonesia 12.8

25 Chennai (madras), india 12.8

26 Wuhan, China 12.7

27 moskva (moscow), russia 12.6

28 paris, france 12.2

29 osaka–Kobe, Japan 12.0

   30 tianjin, China 11.9

Source: from World Urbanization Prospects, 2011 revision. Copyright © 2012 by the United nations, population division. reprinted with 
permission.
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american cities attract immigrants of  different 
races and ethnicities; on arrival, many find 
themselves at or near the bottom of the urban 
hierarchy. With time, many improve their situ-
ation, but others continue to suffer from a 
wide range of problems associated with  poverty 
and/or prejudice.

Social power—the ability to achieve one’s 
goals and to shape events—is yet another 
 important dimension of inequality. for those 
with considerable wealth, urban living is often 
the experience of shaping their own lives 
(and, indeed, the lives of others). by con-
trast, for poorer urbanites, many of whom are 
members of racial and ethnic minorities, life 
in the city is a grim matter of trying to cope 
with forces that seem overwhelming.

of course, none of these structural patterns 
exists exclusively in cities. Social stratification is 
as important in small towns in north Carolina 
as it is in raleigh, the state capital; people per-
ceive racial distinctions as keenly in rural ohio 
as they do in Columbus; and “power politics” 
is the name of the game in rural Wyoming, 
just as it is in Cheyenne. nevertheless, because 
these structural  patterns shape our cities so 
strongly, we can hardly ignore them.

on another level, however, cities intensify 
the effects of class, race, ethnicity, gender, and 
power, because they concentrate everything 
human in a small space. if we care to look, we 
can find examples of wealth and poverty, of 
power and powerlessness, of such  extremity as to 
be nearly incomprehensible. a walk through the 
poor neighborhoods of almost any major north 
american city will  reveal numerous  examples of 
numbing  poverty. indeed, poverty for millions 
 continues as only one of the significant prob-
lems that beset the urban environment.

thE ComplExity of thE City: 
VariouS pErSpECtiVES

the city may well be the most complex of 
all human creations. as a result, it  cannot be 
 understood using any single point of view. While 
this book is fundamentally  sociological in its 
 orientation, it draws  together  insights,  theories, 
and statistics from a wide  variety of  related 

heavily depends on their placement within 
this world hierarchy.

urbanism as a Way of life

as implied earlier, the companion  concept 
to urbanization (population growth and 
 concentration) is urbanism, the culture 
or way of life of city dwellers. here we are 
not only speaking about changes in values, 
 attitudes, norms, and customs but also about 
lifestyle patterns and behavioral adaptations 
influenced by one’s residential and/or work 
 environment. often, these lifestyles coincide 
with different geographical districts of the 
city. in downtown areas, for example, we are 
likely to see well-dressed businesspeople—
many of whom live in apartments. older 
residential  neighborhoods may provide the 
sights, sounds, and even aromas of exotic 
 cultural diversity. Still other neighborhoods 
contain the city’s poor, who struggle every day 
to  survive. in many suburban areas, single-
family homes—replete with children and the 
ever-present automobile—dominate.

lifestyles are, of course, much more than 
matters of individual choice. they reflect 
 dimensions of social difference, often  taking 
the form of social inequality. like virtually 
all other societies, the United States and 
Canada contain marked social stratification, 
the  hierarchical ranking of people in terms 
of valued resources. Wealth is certainly one 
 important dimension of social stratifi cation, 
and north american cities often  provide strik-
ing contrasts between well-heeled  urbanites 
who have lives of material  comfort and others 
who must persevere just to survive.

Such differences are typically related to 
other dimensions of social difference: race, 
 ethnicity, and gender. once ignored in the 
urban public sphere, women are now more 
likely to hold public office, at least in cities with 
populations of 25,000 or more (Wolbrecht, 
beckwith, and baldez 2008). from both 
 historical and contemporary viewpoints, how-
ever, women’s lives and city  experiences have 
reflected the realities of gender, interwoven 
with those of social class, race, and ethnicity. 
in a still-continuing historic pattern, north 
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of Caral, an ancient, sacred city of about 
160  acres  located approximately 62 miles 
north of the peruvian capital of lima. 
imagine the excitement of discovering that 
it was founded before 2600 b.c.e.— pushing 
back the date for the first known urban settle-
ment in the Western hemisphere by at least 
1,000 years! this settlement predates the 
incan civilization by 4,000 years, but even 
more astonishing is the impressive construc-
tion of its six pyramids, which are a century 
older than the pyramids of Giza in ancient 
egypt. it appears that other nearby sites may 
be even older, but that Caral was the regional 
center for the  approximately 10,000 people 
living in that area.

archaeologists believe Caral contains the 
most important pre-Columbian ruins dis-
covered since the 1911 discovery of machu 
picchu, also in peru but hundreds of miles 
to the south. the Caral site is so old that it 
predates the ceramic period, which explains 
why archaeologists did not find any  pottery 
shards. Caral’s importance resides in its 
 domestication of plants, especially cotton 
but also beans, squashes, and guava. this 
civilization knew how to use textiles and 
built many residential structures around 
the pyramids. among the numerous arti-
facts discovered were 32 flutes made from 
 pelican and animal bones, engraved with the 
 figures of birds and monkeys, thus  revealing 
that  although the inhabitants lived by the 
pacific coast, they were nevertheless aware 
of the animals of the amazon (isbell and 
Silverman 2006).

archaeology also plays a role in contem-
porary cities. most cities exist on the  rubble 
of their own past. take london, for  example. 
over the course of its  2,000-year history, 
this city has risen some 30 feet, building on 
its own refuse. in 2007, digs at the planned 
olympics aquatic center in east london 
revealed iron age and roman  settlements 
(reuters 2007). ten years earlier in exca-
vation sites in and around london bridge 
unearthing roman london— established 
in the first century c.e.— archaeologists 
found two different types of roman build-
ings, one type made with timber frames and 

 disciplines, including  history,  archaeology, psy-
chology, geography,  economics, and  political 
science. as we now explain, all these perspec-
tives are vital for grasping the living entity that is 
the contemporary city.

the City in history

today, cities are so much a part of our lives 
that they seem both natural and inevitable. 
you may be surprised to learn, then, that in 
the larger picture of human history, cities 
are a rather new idea. although “modern” 
humans have existed on the earth for about 
200,000 years, cities began to appear a scant 
10,000 years ago. moreover, it wasn’t until the 
last 3,000 years that cities became relatively 
numerous and inhabited by significant num-
bers of people. and only in 2009 did we reach 
the point at which most of the world’s people 
were urbanites.

thus, we can see the importance of study-
ing the city historically. Without the benefit of 
hindsight, we might easily fool ourselves into 
thinking that cities, although perhaps smaller 
in the past, were always more or less like those 
we know today.

luckily, our understanding of past cities 
doesn’t rely only on historical documents, 
such as dana’s account of early San francisco. 
in recent years, urban archaeologists have 
made major strides in the study of urban 
 settings about which little or no written mate-
rial is available.

abandoned cities, or cities rebuilt on ear-
lier foundations, still contain traces of their 
earlier existence, providing clues for archae-
ologists trained in the careful excavation 
and analysis of artifacts. from such clues, 
 archaeologists can piece together a picture of 
how a city’s people lived: how they built their 
houses and organized their families, what 
they thought important enough to portray 
in paintings, what level of technology they 
 employed, what they commonly drank or ate. 
by unearthing many such clues, archaeolo-
gists allow long-dead cities to spring back to 
life in our minds.

one of the most important finds  during 
 recent years was the 2001 carbon dating 
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more about the past and how people lived 
in those times.

two chapters of this text tell about cities 
in human history. Chapter 2 reviews major 
urban developments from the beginnings 
of cities some 10 millennia ago right up to 
the urban events of this century. We will see 
that the urban story is one of continuous 
and striking change. Chapter 3 highlights 
how cities have developed in the United 
States and Canada. here, too, you will read 
about astonishing changes—changes hinted 
at in dana’s account of San francisco. you 
will read about the alterations of north 
american urban life as cities grew from 
the small,  isolated colonial centers of the 
 seventeenth century to sprawling environ-
ments with populations often reaching into 

clay walls and floors, and the other being 
more  substantial  masonry buildings, some 
with mortar floors and plaster walls, both of 
which served as the homes of  artisans, with 
shops or workshops in front and  living quar-
ters behind. also  uncovered were many arti-
facts of  everyday life, including oil lamps for 
lighting homes and  vessels for cooking and 
drinking (Jubilee line extension 1997).

Closer to home, archaeologists com-
pleted an excavation on new york’s Wall 
Street in 1979–1980, uncovering artifacts 
from the original dutch settlement of 1625. 
in 1991, excavation for a new federal build-
ing between broadway and duane Street in 
lower manhattan unearthed an eighteenth-
century african american burial ground. 
through such finds, we continually learn 

Built by the Incas in the mid-fifteenth century, Machu Picchu remained hidden until 1911. 
Now a tourist attraction receiving 400,000 visitors annually, it is one of the world’s most 
 impressive archaeological sites. It is a masterpiece of urban planning, civil engineering, 
 architecture, and stonemasonry, its many buildings still intact except for their thatch-and-
reed roofs.
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the ancient Greeks, cities  satisfied a need for 
 security, because in an age of few laws and 
fewer treaties, groups frequently preyed on 
one another. for protection, people came 
 together in a single location, often a natural 
fortification, such as the acropolis in aristotle’s 
athens. Where natural defenses were not 
available, people built walls. but a site could 
become a city only with other  geographical 
assets: water, access to  transportation routes, 
and the ability to produce or import enough 
goods to meet the population’s needs.

once cities began, however, people made 
a remarkable discovery. mixing together in 
large numbers not only afforded protection, 
it also generated more profitable trade and 
stimulated intellectual life as well. people 
began to hail the city as offering the potential 
for what aristotle termed “the good life.”

the importance of a city’s physical loca-
tion, and of how people come to arrange 
themselves within the urban area, has led 
 urbanists to  develop two related areas of 
study: (1) urban geography, which focuses 
on the  significance of the city’s location and 
 natural resources; and (2) urban ecology, 
which  analyzes how people spread out within 
an urban area. let’s illustrate each of these 
areas.

a city’s geographical location has a great 
deal to do with how people live in that city. 
take the two largest U.S. cities, new york and 
los angeles. Centered on manhattan island 
and surrounded by rivers, new york City has 
a land base of bedrock that is physically able 
to support tall buildings. by contrast, los 
angeles stretches out across a semi-arid basin 
that, geologically speaking, makes the build-
ing of skyscrapers a shaky business  indeed. 
these different settings translate into very 
different daily routines. for example, a half-
hour commute in new york may begin in 
the elevator, perhaps shared with another 
tenant. possible encounters with a doorman, 
a  neighbor on the street, and perhaps the 
news dealer on the corner precede a shared 
subway ride, then a stop at Starbucks for a 
cup of  coffee and a brief conversation with 
the cashier, and then another elevator ride 

multimillions. then, in Chapter 4, you will 
learn of recent urban trends shaping our 
urban and suburban lifestyles: sprawl, edge 
cities, gated communities, and common-in-
terest developments (Cids).

the Emergence of urban 
Sociology

one key goal of this book is to help you 
 understand how sociologists study the city. 
although historians have been looking at  cities 
for centuries, sociologists are more recent inves-
tigators. as Chapter 5 explains, early  sociologists 
in the late nineteenth century lived during a 
period of dramatic urban upheaval, and natu-
rally, they turned their  attention to cities. they 
tried to understand just how the industrial 
revolution transformed the small villages of 
europe and north america into huge, seem-
ingly chaotic metropolises.

many early sociologists shared a pessimis-
tic vision of the city. their works portray the 
city as a dangerous place where the traditional 
 values of social life—a sense of community 
and caring for other people—were systemati-
cally torn apart. recent sociological research, 
however, shows that many of these concerns 
about the destructiveness of urban living 
rested on faulty evidence. Contemporary 
 research  reveals the city as a more neutral 
phenomenon. Cities are neither good nor bad 
in and of themselves; cultural forces at work 
in a particular time and place push them in 
one direction or the other. thus, we come to 
  understand the horrors of nineteenth-century 
london as primarily a product of the mas-
sive industrialization that occurred within a 
capitalist society, not as a result of something 
 inherently urban.

geography and Spatial 
perspectives

Why did people cluster together to form  cities 
in the first place? aristotle, an ancient Greek 
philosopher, provided a timeless  answer: 
people come together in cities for security; 
they remain there to live the good life. for 
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therefore, urban planning should still reflect 
traditional visions, but only through expres-
sion of notions of community, diversity, small-
scale approaches, restoration of the older 
urban fabric, and creation of new spaces that 
use modern technologies and materials (dear 
2001). both these older and newer studies of 
physical arrangements, spatial perspectives, 
and the social dynamics for city life provide 
the subject matter of Chapter 6.

Critical urban Sociology: the City 
and Capitalism

Just as important as a city’s geographi-
cal  setting and its cultural framework is its 
 ability to generate trade—to be economi-
cally prosperous. in the fourth century b.c.e., 
aristotle, as previously mentioned, said that 
initially,  people came to cities for security. 
true enough, particularly at the time he 
was writing. but throughout history, people 
have flocked to the city for many reasons, 
most  importantly, their belief that there they 
would significantly improve their material 
standard of living. for example, hope for a 
better life spurred millions upon millions 
of immigrants from rural and poor back-
grounds to come to the cities of Canada and 
the United States during the late nineteenth 
and early  twentieth centuries. these people, 
including many of our great-grandparents, 
settled in  cities across both nations to seek 
their fortunes.

Comparisons of medieval and contem-
porary cities reveal the growing importance 
of the economic function of cities over the 
 centuries. in the middle ages, although  cities 
were already important centers of trade, other 
areas of life also were thriving. all one has to 
do is look at the physical layout of cities built 
during the middle ages—with their  central 
cathedral as the tallest building—to see the 
importance of religion in people’s lives. the 
industrial revolution, however, changed 
all that. Cities became ever more important 
as centers of wealth. to meet the economic 
demands of millions, skyscrapers in the new 
“central business district” sprang up, rising far 

shared with fellow workers. in contrast to this 
 series of social interactions, the worker in 
los angeles drives in the privacy of one’s car, 
 listening to the radio or a Cd, moves along 
on the freeway, and, if traffic moves easily, 
can quietly get absorbed in thought. in other 
words, new york City’s space brings people 
together, while the los angeles environment 
separates them (Giovannini 1983:147).

Geography is only one cause of the differing 
social dynamics that distinguish  cities. various 
categories of people stake out  particular areas 
within the city, and  particular activities come 
to dominate certain  districts—and these 
 categories and activities can change over time. 
Such shifts interest urban ecologists, who seek 
to understand how people choose to locate 
and rearrange themselves in urban space. 
one well-documented  ecological process is 
 invasion–succession, by which whole sections 
of a city change. a new “high-tech” area in an 
adjacent suburb may rather suddenly  upstage 
an old industrial district. or perhaps, almost 
overnight, the older district starts to look taw-
dry; secondhand stores, “gentlemen’s clubs,” 
and pornographic bookstores replace the 
older, more respectable businesses. before 
long, income levels in the area drop and 
the  few remaining original businesses close 
their doors. Where once executives and work-
ing people trod the city sidewalks, now one 
finds only prostitutes, drug dealers, and petty 
criminals. With this succession, the process 
of change is complete. invasion–succession 
may also occur in residential areas as new 
categories of people enter an established 
neighborhood.

many contemporary social scientists, how-
ever, no longer favor the ecological model; 
 instead, they emphasize the critical urban soci-
ology approach mentioned earlier. especially 
influencing urban studies today is postmod-
ernism, which is primarily a reaction against 
the assumption that rational, objective efforts 
can explain reality with any certainty. Why 
do they say that? postmodernists insist that 
people have multiple interpretations based 
on their individual, concrete experiences, 
not on the abstract principles of “experts.” 



14    Chapter 1 Exploring the City

World-systems analysis— examining a city 
as one interdependent part of the global 
whole—is another prominent aspect of 
contemporary thinking. We will look at 
all  of these structural  imperatives and 
their   ramifications on urban  poverty in 
Chapter 7.

Social psychology: the urban 
Experience

With about four-fifths of north americans 
 living in cities, any student of cities needs 
to explore the urban experience. how and 
why do cities stimulate us so much? do cities 
change people in one way or another?

We know that the city trips our emotions, 
for some in positive ways and for others in 
negative ways. although these reactions are 
certainly personal, they are also social in two 
senses. first, it is the social environment of 
the city itself that generates them. Second, 

above the churches that once dominated old 
city skylines.

looking at the decline of manufacturing 
in cities, the migration to the suburbs and 
the Sunbelt, the mushrooming cities in poor 
 nations, and a growing world economy, a new 
breed of urban researchers concluded that 
natural processes could not explain these 
changes and their economic impact on  cities. 
instead, they argue, decision  making within 
political and economic institutions, often 
thousands of miles away,  affects a city economi-
cally, politically, socially, and even physically. 
Some, but not all,  advocates of this urban 
 political  economy, or critical urban sociology 
perspective, are  neo- marxists. regardless of 
their ideological  orientation, they focus on 
 investment decisions and  economic trends 
that determine a city’s fortunes.

recent analytical thinking in this area 
 includes postmodern theory, an  emphasis on 
fragmented and non- traditional  elements. 

The Church of Our Lady before Tyn, with its magnificent Gothic steeples, dominates the 
cityscape of Prague, Czech Republic. The Old Town retains many medieval qualities: visual 
domination by the cathedral, no central business district, narrow streets, and buildings with 
commercial enterprises at street level and residences on the floors above.
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technology provides a good example. if we 
were to visit the london of a century and a half 
ago, we likely would be shocked to see how dif-
ferent it was from the cities of today. yes, we 
would find a bustling business district and lots 
of people—but the similarity would end there. 
rather than a sprawling metropolitan area 
with extensive suburbs and shopping centers, 
crisscrossed by superhighways and adorned 
with skyscrapers, we would find a  relatively 
compact city, with all its hustle going on in 
narrow, winding streets of astonishing filth. 
Charles dickens, who lived there,  described 
this very scene in his novel Bleak House:

london. . . . implacable november weather. 
as much mud in the streets as if the waters had 
but newly retreated from the face of the earth. . . . 
Smoke lowering down from chimney pots, mak-
ing a soft black drizzle, with flakes of soot in 
it as big as full-grown snow-flakes—gone into 

they are social in that they are common; they 
resonate in one of those ways with virtually 
all of us.

these social dimensions of the urban expe-
rience also figure in our analysis. Urbanism—  a 
concept referring to those social– psychological 
aspects of life, personality patterns, and behav-
ioral adaptations influenced by the city—is the 
focal point of Chapter 8.

Comparative urbanism: the City 
and Culture

as we have already suggested, the city does 
not exist in a vacuum. it is “powered” by its 
people, who represent a particular way of 
life, or culture. by the term culture, we mean 
the basic beliefs, values, and technology that 
characterize a city in a particular historical 
era. any city reproduces and intensifies its 
 society’s culture.

 

Unlike the medieval Old Town section of Prague with its central cathedral and lower 
 surrounding buildings, North American cities typically include a central business district 
with residences but also expressways, wider streets for cars, and a skyline dominated by tall 
commercial buildings, as illustrated in this view of Atlanta, Georgia.
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The congested, bustling activity captured in this woodcut of London in the 1870s helps us visualize the 
sights and sounds, the grandeur and squalor, that attracted millions of people to live, work, play, or visit 
the city and participate in all that it offered.
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“improvised open-air wireless phone booth” 
(lasen 2003:1). at the same time, however, 
the  mobile phone intrudes into the public 
sphere, its ringing heard by all in the  vicinity, 
who are forced to hear only one side of a 
 conversation—particularly if the speaker does 
not talk quietly.

almost everywhere, these third parties to 
such calls consider them a nuisance when 
they occur in a theater, museum, classroom, 
church, waiting room, and restaurant or at 
social events and work. of less annoyance, 
but still viewed as a nuisance, are mobile calls 
on a bus or train and in bars, cafés, stores, 
or other people’s houses (höflich 2006:63). 
reaction to mobile calls in these situations is 
nearly universal, but cultural differences—
along with such variables as education and 
social class—affect phone usage behavior and 
 acceptance of that behavior.

in a comparative study of europeans, 
Joachim höflich (2006) reported that italians 
are far more likely than finns, Germans, or 
Spaniards to use a mobile phone to maintain 
communication with family members but 
feel more uncomfortable making a call with 
strangers around them. at the same time, 
southern europeans (e.g., Greek, portuguese, 
Spanish, and ironically even italian) tend 
to speak more loudly in public than north-
ern europeans (e.g., finns, Germans, and 
Scandinavians). finns in particular feel a 
strong need for a private sphere respected 
by others, while use of mobile phones in 
public by italians and Spaniards is extremely 
common.

the above is but one example of the role 
that cultural beliefs play in the urban setting. 
So central is this issue to the study of cities 
that we devote all of Chapter 9 to it.

thE anatomy of modErn 
north amEriCan CitiES

Chapters 2 through 9 provide the basic frame-
work for a detailed analysis of the cities of 
the contemporary world. next, our  attention 
 returns to north america for a detailed analy-
sis of the cities that most of us know best. even 
though urban population growth has slowed 

mourning, one might imagine, for the death 
of the sun. dogs, undistinguishable in mire. 
horses, scarcely better; splashed to their very 
blinkers. foot passengers, jostling one another’s 
 umbrellas, in a general infection of ill-temper, 
and  losing their foothold at street-corners, 
where tens of thousands of other foot passen-
gers have been slipping and sliding since the 
day broke (if this day ever broke), adding new 
deposits to the crust upon crust of mud . . . and 
accumulating at compound interest. (1853:1)

inevitable as they may seem, clean and 
paved streets, clean air, the skyscraper, the su-
perhighway, and the large, sprawling suburb 
are very recent urban phenomena—all prod-
ucts of a certain level of technological devel-
opment. the skyscraper only became feasible 
in the latter part of the nineteenth century, 
with the development of steel-frame buildings 
and electrically powered elevators. Similarly, 
sprawling suburbs are unthinkable without 
superhighways or mass public transportation 
linking cities and suburbs; these, in turn, are 
dependent on technological  innovations, 
such as steel, railroads,  electricity, and the pri-
vate automobile. finally, paved streets  became 
common in cities only in the  twentieth cen-
tury, and it wasn’t until the 1950s and 1960s 
that passage of clean air legislation in the 
United States curtailed exhaust excesses like 
those dickens described. a given level of tech-
nology, then, has much to do with the urban 
experience.

at the same time, cultural beliefs play a 
major role in shaping city life, including certain 
uses of technology. take the mobile phone, 
for instance. although larger, clumsier pre-
decessors existed in earlier decades, the 1990s 
were when cellular phones came into wide-
spread use. telephones were once a mostly 
private means of communication via landlines 
in the home, office, or enclosed phone booth, 
but the mobile phone today has redefined our 
sense of private and public space.

on the one hand, mobile phones are deci-
dedly private. only a limited circle of people 
know the user’s mobile phone number, few 
directories list cell numbers, and the user 
may have fewer disruptions or eavesdrop-
ping than at home, essentially by using an 
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cities is one such change. as table 1–3 indi-
cates, with a few exceptions, Sunbelt cities 
have gained markedly in population during 
the last decade, compared to midwestern 
and northeastern cities. Growing significantly 
were the cities of fort Worth, Charlotte, 
austin, San antonio, and las vegas—all in 
the South and West. declining were detroit 

in Canada and the United States, this by no 
means suggests that the situation of our cities 
today is stagnant and unchanging. in fact, the 
situation is far from it. recent decades have 
been a period of enormous change for north 
american cities.

in the United States, the much-publicized 
movement to Sunbelt (southern and  western) 

tablE 1–3 population of the 30 largest u.S. Cities, 2000 and 2010

2010 
Ranking City

2000 
Population

2010 
Population

2000 
Ranking

Percentage 
Change

 1 new york 8,008,278 8,175,133 1 +2.1

 2 los angeles 3,694,820 3,792,621 2 +2.6

 3 Chicago 2,896,016 2,695,598 3 −6.9

 4 houston 1,953,631 2,099,451 4 +7.5

 5 philadelphia 1,517,550 1,526,006 5 +0.6

 6 phoenix 1,321,045 1,445,632 6 +9.4

 7 San antonio 1,144,646 1,327,407 9 +16.0

 8 San diego 1,223,400 1,307,402 7 +6.9

 9 dallas 1,188,580 1,197,816 8 +0.8

10 San Jose 894,943 945,942 11 +5.7

11 Jacksonville 735,617 821,784 14 +11.7

12 indianapolis 781,870 820,445 12 +4.9

13 San francisco 776,773 805,235 13 +3.7

14 austin 656,562 790,390 16 +20.4

15 Columbus 711,470 787,033 15 +10.6

16 fort Worth 534,691 741,206 27 +38.6

17 Charlotte 540,828 731,424 26 +35.2

18 detroit 951,270 713,777 10 −25.0

19 el paso 563,662 649,121 22 +15.2

20 memphis 650,100 646,889 18 −0.5

21 baltimore 651,154 620,961 17 −4.6

22 boston 589,141 617,594 20 +4.8

23 Seattle 563,374 608,660 23 +8.0

24 Washington, dC 572,059 601,723 21 +5.2

25 nashville–davidson 545,524 601,222 25 +10.2

26 denver 554,636 600,158 24 +8.2

27 louisville* 256,231 741,096 66 +189.2

28 milwaukee 596,974 594,833 19 −0.4

29 portland, oregon 529,121 583,776 28 +10.3

30 las vegas 478,434 583,756 32 +22.0

*louisville city and Jefferson County, Kentucky, became consolidated after Census 2000.
Source: U.S. bureau of the Census.
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Whatever the final explanations for these 
demographic changes, their effects are 
 profound. those cities that lose ground to 
other communities, either from a declining 
population or a comparatively low growth 
rate, lose federal funding and political rep-
resentation. as a result, such cities must cut 
budgets,  services, and aid to the poor and 
 elderly, further decreasing their attractive-
ness as places to live. because of lost reve-
nues, inner suburbs also begin to deteriorate 
as people move away. on the other hand, 
the cities and towns that gain population 
are likely to “get rich quick.” this growth is 
a mixed blessing,  however—many longtime 
residents of outlying areas, accustomed to 
less population density and a quieter lifestyle, 
now find themselves caught up in an increas-
ingly urbanized way of life.

What is life like in these cities of ours? 
Who lives in them? Why do they live there? 
What are the problems these cities face? Such 
questions will be answered in three chap-
ters (Chapters 10–12) that look at north 
american urban social structure.

thE City in global 
pErSpECtiVE

as mentioned earlier, the greatest urban 
growth is occurring in developing coun-
tries. Why should this concern us? aren’t 
growing cities generally a good thing? after 
all, cities produce jobs, generate better 
health care, and stimulate improvements 
in technology and the arts. the answer to 
this question is double-edged, however: 
Sometimes cities do these things, but not 
 always; and often, they do them for only 
some of the city’s people.

in fact, throughout most of the developing 
world, the urban situation is desperate—and, 
in some places, the situation is even getting 
worse. recent decades have witnessed hun-
dreds of millions of people, enticed by the 
promise of a better life, moving into the  cities 
of latin america, africa, the middle east, 
and asia. most of these cities cannot keep 
up with the incoming tide. the results are 
poverty, malnutrition, and disease for many 

and baltimore, memphis, and Chicago—
most in the midwest or northeast. other 
large northern cities not listed in this table 
that also lost population were akron, ohio; 
rochester, new york; pittsburg, pennsylvania; 
buffalo, new york; and Cleveland, ohio. 
moving against the trend were birmingham, 
alabama (down 5 percent) and new orleans, 
louisiana, which lost an astonishing 130,000 
people (26 percent) in the wake of hurricane 
Katrina in 2005.

a second recent development is a nation-
wide trend toward living in smaller cities or 
in areas farther away from the central  cities. 
for instance, the census shows that the areas 
surrounding suburbs are growing most 
 rapidly. thus, just as people moved from 
central cities to suburbs a generation ago, 
now they are moving still farther from the 
urban core.

What accounts for these marked changes? 
demographers suggest that although many 
older americans prefer to remain in the com-
munity where they spent most of their adult 
lives (“aging in place”), retirement magnet 
areas attract many affluent seniors. a retire-
ment home in such places as dade County, 
florida (miami’s home county); austin, 
texas; or Sun City, arizona (near phoenix) 
has  become an attraction that  millions have 
no desire to resist. Second, the last several 
decades witnessed an increasing exodus of 
business and industry from center cities, 
 occasioned by a desire to escape high taxation, 
congestion, outmoded plants, high union 
wages, and  excessive heating costs (the latter 
two factors primarily in the north). in many 
cases, firms moved to the South or West. if not, 
they typically moved to areas on the  periphery 
of the center city. in either case, they pulled 
their employees with them. employees chose 
to live in smaller  cities, towns, and rural areas 
partly from their  desire to be near relocated 
businesses or  industries and partly from the 
long-standing desire to be free of congestion 
and have “living space” in affordable housing. 
earlier suburbs, built  primarily in the 1950s 
and 1960s, were the first manifestation of this 
cultural value, and this decentralization has 
continued ever since.
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in history, but this is not the case for 
 everyone. furthermore, in many  cities of 
the  developing world,  material living stan-
dards are  appallingly low— destitution in 
many cities is not the  exception but the 
rule. then, too, focusing on material stan-
dards alone may be a mistake. What about 
security, which was aristotle’s first concern? 
despite a steadily  declining urban crime rate 
during  recent years, some areas in many 
 cities are so dangerous that people  cannot 
go out alone, especially at night, without 
fear of being mugged, raped, or murdered. 
What about strong, community-oriented 
neighborhoods? once a primary element of 
 cities, these, too, have weakened in recent 
 decades—and, in some areas, have disap-
peared altogether.

We need to understand the whole range 
of conditions that contribute to a more 
stimulating, fulfilling urban life. in bits and 
pieces throughout this book, evidence re-
garding the positive and negative elements 
of the city will emerge. We will comment on 
some of this evidence as we proceed, and in 

people. the Urban Living box below provides 
tragic  examples of even worse outcomes. 
fortunately, these kinds of disasters do not 
happen often, but the conditions reported 
still exist in many shantytowns throughout 
the world. 

the grave situation in these countries is 
common throughout the world’s poor  nations. 
Chapter 13 examines the cities of latin 
america, africa, the middle east, and asia and 
offers analysis highlighting their urban prob-
lems and successes.

thE Quality of City lifE

the city is a living, dynamic entity. its  capacity 
to concentrate human efforts means that 
urban places contain the greatest potential 
for improving the quality of human life.

for millennia, people have come to the 
city with hopes and dreams of  living “the 
good life.” When all is said and done, how-
ever, has the city lived up to its  billing? 
true, many  cities boast material living 
standards that are higher than ever  before 

urban liVing

the Shantytowns of the developing World

Communities of squatters, so 
poor that they cannot pay any 
amount of rent, exist on the out-
skirts of major cities throughout 
Africa, Asia, the Caribbean, 
and Latin America. Millions of 
people  throughout the develop-
ing world live in comparably 
 unhealthy and dangerously situ-
ated shantytowns, most of them 
without indoor plumbing or 

electricity. Built from cast-off scraps of lumber 
and tin by people who often have not even 
heard of building codes, they sprawl  either 
across river flood plains and low-lying coastal 

strips, where tidal flooding is  common, or on 
hillsides, where deadly mudslides take their 
toll. The mudslides are a chronic problem. 
Clearing grass and shrubs from the hillsides 
to make way for the shantytowns causes ero-
sion, leaving these communities vulnerable 
during heavy rains.

Almost every year the rainy season brings 
tragic stories of hundreds of deaths from 
these mudslides. In May 2011, for  example, 
 torrential rains deluged Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
resulting in 229 mudslide deaths among 
the residents living in shantytowns on the 
steep, unstable hillsides at the edge of the 
city. One month earlier, a mudslide killed 
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As this scene of New Year’s revelers in Times Square shows, the city is a dynamic,  living entity, 
but not just on such special occasions. A city’s night life—with its excitement, bright neon lights, 
large digital screens, variety of activities, crowds of people, and sense of  adventure—lures people 
of all ages and backgrounds to come and be part of one of its many simultaneous happenings.

27  shantytown residents in the Philippines, 
and in 2010,  another mudslide killed about 
200 people in a different hillside shantytown 
overlooking Rio. In 2007, large chunks of earth 
slid off the soaked hillsides into a shantytown 
in the Bangladeshi port city of Chittagong, kill-
ing nearly 100, while a similar number who 
had lived in crudely built shacks in Cairo, 
Egypt, also perished in a 2008 landslide.

In each of these areas, and in many 
 others, relief agencies attempted to  provide 
food, provisions, and emergency shelter. 
Governments, working in tandem with these 
agencies, built new housing and pledged not 
to allow residents to again live in dwellings 

on such unstable ground. This relief  effort has 
not been enough, however, for the  displaced, 
ever-growing population who abandon the 
countryside in search of  better jobs and are 
unable to find affordable housing. Instead, 
they continue to occupy these shantytowns 
throughout the developing world. Until these 
countries resolve their economic  problems, 
better housing will not be the  answer, 
 because people still won’t be able to pay even 
a  minimal amount for housing. So the shan-
tytowns exist again, with the squatters living 
in houses stacked so close to one another that 
the edges often overlap, hoping they will be 
spared when the next heavy rains come.
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intErnEt aCtiVity

culture (15)
global city (8)
invasion–succession (13)
megacity (7)
megaregion (6)
metropolitan area (6)
postmodernism (13)
social power (9)

KEy tErmS

social stratification (9)
urban cluster (3)
urban ecology (12)
urban geography (12)
urban political economy (14)
urbanism (9)
urbanization (6)
world-systems analysis (8)

to explore new york City’s times Square area, 
go to http://maps.google.com, and in the box at 
the top, type in “1500 broadway new york ny.” 
in the balloon appearing in the  middle of the 
map, click “Street view.” When the street scene 

appears, click the full-screen icon in the upper 
right of the photo. next, in the  upper-left 
 corner, click the left or right  rotation arrows. 
how many different kinds of city elements can 
you find as you completely rotate your view?

and historic process. through its own complex 
and enduring structure, the city vastly augments 
[human beings’] ability to interpret these pro-
cesses and take an active, formative part in them, 
so that every phase of the drama it stages shall 
have, to the highest degree possible, the illumi-
nation of consciousness, the stamp of purpose, 
the color of love. that magnification of all the 
dimensions of life, through emotional commu-
nion, rational communication, technological 
mastery, and above all, dramatic representa-
tion, has been the supreme office of the city in 
history. and it remains the chief reason for the 
city’s continued existence.(1991:576; orig. 1961)

to find the answers to those questions, we 
must “go and make our visit.”

the final  chapter, we will pull together these 
ideas as we examine urban planning and 
offer some thoughtful speculation about the 
future of cities.

 because of the ever-increasing importance 
of the city to the future of human civiliza-
tion, sizing up the potential of urban places 
for meeting human needs is clearly essen-
tial. is the city a place of alienation, danger, 
dehumanization, and exploitation, as some 
people fear? or can the city become the ideal 
 suggested by historian lewis mumford in the 
following passage?

the mission of the city is to further [the human 
being’s] conscious participation in the cosmic 

http://maps.google.com
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however, they contained only a small propor-
tion of the world’s population.

only in the last several centuries (the last 
second in Sagan’s year) did the world  acquire 
a sizable urban population. as recently as 
1950, the proportion of the world’s popu-
lation living in cities was only 29 percent. 
in  2010, this figure reached 52 percent. in 
other words, the existence of the city—and of 
the urban way of life that we so readily take 
for granted—is a very recent and momentous 
change in the history of the world.

archaeology: digging  
the early City

learning about the first cities has been a 
gradual process filled with difficulties. Urban 
scholars rely heavily on the work of archaeolo-
gists to gain an understanding of early settle-
ments. Through excavation and techniques for 
 determining the age of artifacts, we learn much 
about the social life of people who left behind 
little formal  record of their existence. often, 
however, simply finding the sites of early  cities—
frequently buried beneath the surface, hidden 
by dense plant growth, or even covered by a 
current metropolis—is a  matter of hard work 
as well as a bit of luck. once  archaeologists find 
an ancient city,  excavation must proceed care-
fully to avoid damaging the remains. finally, 
even after  excavating a city successfully, archae-
ologists do not always offer the same interpreta-
tions of findings at a given site.

Moreover, our understanding of early urban 
settlements is subject to continuous  revision. 
ongoing investigations at old sites and the 
discovery of new locations, such as the recent 
excavation of caral in Peru,  provide a steady 
stream of new data. in addition, techniques of 
analysis continually improve, often leading to 
a reformulation of beliefs that  urbanists held 
with certainty only a few years before.

We still have much to learn. nevertheless, we 
do know quite a bit about early cities, and this 
chapter summarizes a great deal of that knowl-
edge. first, we examine cities as they took form 
in the ancient world, and then we consider 
how, as the centuries passed, cities reflected the 
changing character of human civilization.

can you imagine the United States without 
great cities such as new york, chicago, or San 
francisco? it would be like thinking about 
egypt without cairo, Japan without Tokyo, 
france without Paris, or england without 
london. Why are entire countries so closely 
bound up with cities? The answer, as this 
chapter explains, is that much of the story of 
human history is centered in cities. in fact, 
the words city and civilization are both derived 
from a single latin root—civitas. indeed, to 
be civilized is to live in or near a city.

This was not always the case, however. 
Most knowledgeable people today recog-
nize the importance of cities, because in our 
era, the city not only is the dominant form 
of human association but also is becoming 
more so every day. in the larger picture of 
human history, however, the city is a “wide-
eyed infant”—a very recent arrival on the 
human scene.

Urban Origins

When and where did the first cities develop? 
What were they like? how did they change 
over time? here we will offer brief answers 
to these crucial questions. before we can do 
so, however, we must look far back in time 
to see just how recently human beings began 
 making history on this earth.

To get a better perspective on where we are in 
relation to human history, let’s use  astronomer 
carl Sagan’s concept of a cosmic calendar. 
Sagan (2005) suggested that we  imagine the 
entire history of our planet  compressed into a 
single  calendar year. What does such a  vision 
suggest? To begin with, for  almost the  entire 
history of the universe  (beginning with the 
“big bang”— corresponding to January 1st), 
the human species did not exist. in fact, our 
 species, Homo sapiens, appeared on earth 
roughly 200,000 years ago (december 31st 
in Sagan’s year). The emergence of the first 
 cities—and with them the way of life that we 
commonly call “civilization”—occurred only 
about 10,000 years ago (8000 b.c.e.)—in the 
last  minute of Sagan’s year! it would be  several 
thousand years more, around 3000 b.c.e., 
before cities became common. even then, 
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permanent settlements where they raised 
crops and learned to domesticate animals 
for use in the fields or as a food supply. 
Permanent  settlements also transformed 
patterns of  social structure. Most impor-
tant,  characterizing all these settlements was 
a more complex  division of labor. for the 
first time, people began doing many differ-
ent, specialized tasks to “earn a living.” This 
was a radical shift from the social structure 
that prevailed in hunter-gatherer tribes. in 
nomadic groups, everyone knew a bit about 
everything; no one was a full-time special-
ist in anything. only permanent settlements 
afforded people the opportunity to special-
ize, not just in food production but also in 
religion, military affairs, trade, and a host of 
other occupations.

Specialization benefited everyone: The 
farmer gained the protection of the  military 
and the benefit of the priest’s greater  insight 
into religious matters, while the priest and the 
soldier received the fruits of the  farmer’s  labors. 
in short, these early settlements  provided the 
possibility of living a life based more on choice 
than on tradition. no  longer did each man 
face the limited choice of  becoming a farmer 
or hunter, and each woman a housekeeper 
and mother. now a  widening variety of options 
emerged that  allowed  personal choice instead 
of merely  following in a parent’s footsteps. 
Such opportunities were probably as strong an 
inducement thousands of years ago as they are 
today.

linked to the more complex division 
of labor was a second major element in the 
 social structure of these early settlements: a 
hierarchical power structure. hunting and 
gathering societies tend to be egalitarian—
that is, while people perform a few differ-
ent tasks in daily life, all work is deemed to 
be equally important for the welfare of the 
group. for example, hunting (typically done 
by men) is no more important than gather-
ing food or caring for children (usually done 
by women). furthermore, with the limited 
productive technology possessed by hunter-
gatherers, few resources are available beyond 
those needed for daily life; no one is able to 
amass much more wealth than anyone else.

The first permanent settlements

as already stated, humans first appeared on 
the earth about 200,000 years ago. for the next 
190,000 years, our ancestors lived as  hunters 
and gatherers—hunting game and gathering 
vegetation over large areas. Most followed the 
animals and moved with the  seasons, with-
out permanent settlements, in small groups 
ranging in size from 25 to 50   individuals. 
frequently, these family bands would camp 
in a place for a few weeks  because the hunt-
ing was good or the vegetation was plentiful. 
When the game left the area or the vegetation 
went out of season, the people moved on.

around 10,000 years ago, near the end of the 
last ice age, a change occurred. it  happened 
slowly and without any evident drama. 
nonetheless, it was one of the most momen-
tous changes in human history: People began 
to settle down in one place and to evolve more 
complex social structures. civilization, as we 
know it, was beginning, but why did it happen?

as time passed, the number of hunter-
gatherer tribes grew. gradually, they began 
to deplete the natural resources that had 
formed the mainstay of their existence for 
millennia. game became scarce, and vegeta-
tion was depleted. how could these nomads 
solve the food shortage problem? They could 
wander over larger areas, but that was  difficult 
and threatened to place them in direct com-
petition with other groups. They could carry 
extra food from areas of abundance, but this 
would be burdensome without the use of 
animals—which had not yet been domesti-
cated. a  better possibility was to settle in the 
most fertile areas and raise their own food. 
This  option was the one that won out. Many 
 experts view the domestication of plants, 
sometimes called the agricultural revolution, 
as the single most important event in human 
history (Mumford 1991:55; orig. 1961). for 
the first time, people could stay in one place 
and—once able to produce a food surplus—
could allow some members of the group to 
pursue interests other than seeking food, 
such as crafts and science.

over a period of some 5,000 years, vil-
lages began and multiplied. humans created 
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settlement a “city”? Some archaeologists 
argue that given total population  statistics in 
that period, a population of about 600  people 
and substantial buildings allow Jericho to be 
considered a city by about 8000 b.c.e. others 
disagree, citing Jericho’s small size by  today’s 
standards. Size,  however, is not the only 
 important factor. Population density and the 
complexity of social life— involving a broad 
range of activities and a  hierarchy of power 
relations—add to Jericho’s claim to city status.

What made Jericho different from other 
settlements of its time was the presence of 
houses made of sun-dried brick, a surround-
ing wall, a tower, and a large trench, all sug-
gesting an advanced division of labor and a 
hierarchical social order that could oversee 
large-scale public works. The wall further 
 indicates recognition of the need for  defense 
and for protection from the elements. even 
after 10,000 years of erosion, its ruins are 
some 12 feet high and 6 feet thick at the 
base. The trench, cut into solid rock, is about 
27  feet across and 9 feet deep. although 
 archaeologists are uncertain about its use (to 
hold water?), certainly a complex,  cooperative 
effort was necessary to create it.

a short account of the later history of 
Jericho holds an interesting lesson in the 
 history of urban settlements. apparently, the 
original  settlers of Jericho did not  remain 
after about 7000  b.c.e., when a  second 
group took up  residence. This second group 
was more  technologically  advanced than the 
 original settlers, constructing  rectangular 
houses of bricks and mortar with plaster 
walls and floors. around this time, trade 
with outsiders apparently  developed, add-
ing to Jericho’s  cosmopolitan character. 
Then, about 1,000  years later—close to 
6000 b.c.e.—the site was inexplicably aban-
doned, and it remained so for a millennium.

resettlement began about 5000 b.c.e., pro-
viding yet another twist to Jericho’s story. The 
later settlers were markedly less advanced in 
their technology, digging only primitive shel-
ters, and no public works are traceable to this 
period. Then, with the coming of the bronze 
age at about 3000 b.c.e., a far more advanced 
culture prevailed. artwork is evident, possibly 

given a more complex division of labor and 
the development of a hierarchical power struc-
ture, a third element was necessary for cities 
to emerge: the development of a productive 
surplus. earlier, we noted that many archae-
ologists believe that the rise of agriculture was 
the main reason people traded hunting and 
gathering for permanent settlements. a similar 
 process was at work in the gradual transition 
from village to town to city. Specifically, a grow-
ing population required an increasing surplus 
of food. confirming this notion of  “agricultural 
primacy”—of food surplus supporting per-
manent settlements—was the discovery of the 
 remains of domesticated plants and animals at 
early urban sites around the world.

To sum up, around 8000 b.c.e., hunting and 
gathering societies began to increase in size. 
as a response to population increase, people 
began to settle down and take up agriculture 
as a way of life. characterizing these perma-
nent settlements were increasingly complex 
social structures organized around a division of 
labor and a hierarchical power structure. Such 
settlements depended on a productive surplus. 
as these elements coalesced, they reinforced 
each other: The division of labor led to more 
efficient use of human and natural resources, 
which in turn led to a greater division of labor 
and a more intricate power structure, and so 
on. as this happened, villages turned into 
towns, and then towns became the first cities.

The City emerges

What do we know of these earliest cities? We 
begin where experts believe is the first city: 
Jericho. The modern city of Jericho and its 
ancient ruins lie just to the north of the dead 
Sea, in present-day israel (see figure 2–1 on 
pages 27–28).

Jericho. With careful excavation, archaeolo-
gists found evidence to identify Jericho as the 
oldest city yet to be discovered anywhere in 
the world. We now know that Jericho was a 
walled city over 10,000 years ago. Put differ-
ently, it was already an ancient city when the 
egyptians built the pyramids.

research at Jericho, however, sparked a de-
bate: at what point can we call a permanent 
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b.c.e., other well-developed sites, such as catal 
hüyük (pronounced Sha-tal hoo-yook) in 
present-day Turkey, existed. originally  settled 
on a 32-acre site (three times larger than 
Jericho), catal hüyük eventually  supported a 
population of some 6,000. This strange, street-
less city had mud-brick dwellings clustered 
 together like the cells of a  beehive, with win-
dowless walls  facing  outward. Small windows 
built high in the inner walls provided light, 
and the only  entrances were on the roofs, 
 reachable by  ladders. This construction design 
was so  secure that no  evidence exists of any 
 plunder or massacre during the city’s nearly 
1,000 years of  existence. The Cityscape box on 
page 30  offers a portrait of life in this early city.

linked to the civilization in Mesopotamia to 
the east or in egypt to the southwest. by the 
time settlement of ancient Jericho came to an 
end at about 1500 b.c.e., many other groups 
had lived within the city.

This changing population in Jericho 
teaches us that we must not oversimplify the 
history of cities. cities do not always grow in 
population and steadily advance in technical 
capacity. discontinuity and unexpected events 
can change developmental patterns again and 
again, as we shall see throughout this chapter.

Catal Hüyük. evidence produced by excava-
tion at Jericho places the beginning of city 
life between 8000 and 7000 b.c.e. by 6000 

The partial excavation of the Neolithic city of Catal Hüyük has already provided archaeologists 
with many clues about the social life of its inhabitants. Discovered in the late 1950s, the site 
became  internationally famous for the large size and dense occupation of the settlement, lack of 
ground-level doorways, spectacular wall paintings, and other art uncovered inside the houses.
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CiTysCape

daily life in Catal hüyük, 6000 b.c.e.

When the first light of dawn  
struck . . . on a spring  morning 
in the year 6000 b.c.e., it 
brushed lightly across the flat 
roofs of tightly built mud-brick  
houses. . . . The houses turned 
blank, doorless walls to the 
world. The household entrance 
was by way of the roof through 
either a wooden doorway or a 
thatch opening onto a ladder. 

Doors at ground level could have let in any-
thing from floodwaters to wild animals: the 
roof holes and ladders provided security. . . . 

Inside one of the houses the father  
stirred. . . . From his leather pouch he grasped 
a  lump of yellowish, crystalline sulfur col-
lected on his last trip to the hills, and a flint 
tool that he had fashioned to his needs. . . . 
With this prehistoric Boy Scout knife the man 
could make wood shavings, strike a spark, 
feed the spark with sulfur and produce a fire 
within minutes. . . . The man made a fire on 
the hearth while his wife went through a 
small doorless opening in the mud-brick wall 
to the family food- storage niche. In it was a 
bin about a yard high, made of clay and very 
clean. She drew some grain from a small 
hole at the bin’s bottom: it was always filled 
from the top and emptied from the bottom so 

that the oldest grain, or that most exposed to 
damp, would be used first. The wife moved 
slowly. She was heavy with another child, 
and she was getting old: almost 28.

On that mythical morning the family ate 
a gruel of grain and milk, supplemented by 
bits of meat left over from a previous meal. 
The mother nursed the baby while she fed 
the next-oldest with a spoon made from a 
cow’s rib bone. . . . 

Then there was work to do. . . . 
The man and the woman might have 

tended fields or flocks, but not many towns-
folk could have been farmers—no compact 
community of 6,000 people could have 
grown enough food to support itself while 
doing all the other things that Catal Hüyük 
residents did. The city must have traded 
goods and services for supplies from the sur-
rounding region. The woman of the house 
might conceivably have made baskets for 
such trade. Or the man might have spent his 
days as a craftsman, for although no special-
ized tools were found in his home, there is 
ample evidence in the city of skillfully woven 
textiles, good pottery and beautiful art work.

Source: Dora Jane Hamblin, The First Cities: The Emergence 
of Man (New York: Time–Life, 1978), pp.  43–46, excerpts.

The firsT Urban revOlUTiOn: 
CiTy-sTaTes and Urban 
empires

although scattered cities such as Jericho and 
catal hüyük thrived in the period between 
7000 and 4000 b.c.e., it was not until about 
3500 b.c.e. that urban development acceler-
ated to a point where large numbers of cities 
flourished in many places.

The earliest cities, like Jericho, clearly dem-
onstrated their ability to generate security 

and wealth for fairly large numbers of people. 
Thus, more and more people came to the 
city to share in these benefits. The idea of the 
city was taking hold. no longer were many 
people content to live the relatively backward 
life of the tribe, the village, or the town. They 
wanted the benefits of the city: more choice, 
better economic opportunities, and ongoing 
excitement.

So cities grew in number and in population, 
but growth also brought problems. a   rising 
population demanded more and more goods 
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With all this in mind, then, we now turn to 
brief descriptions of some of the first urban 
empires.

The near east: mesopotamia  
and egypt

The first urban empire was in the fertile 
 cres cent region of the Tigris and euphrates 
rivers in the southern portion of present-day 
iraq. This  region, known in ancient times as 
Mesopotamia or Sumer, began evolving signifi-
cant cities as early as 4000 b.c.e. cities such as 
Uruk, eridu, and Ur (see figure  2–1) repre-
sent a significant extension of world urbani-
zation not only  because they were larger than 
their earlier  counterparts but also  because of 
their more complex social structures. Wheat 
and barley were important  domesticated 
crops, and city dwellers  enjoyed the  advantages 
of major technological  advances, such as oxen-
pulled plows and the wheel (Schomp 2005).

Rise of Mesopotamian Cities. The cities of 
the region reached their greatest develop ment 
at about 2800 b.c.e. Uruk covered an area of 
approximately 1,100 acres and supported 
a population as high as 50,000 (liverani 
2006). all the Mesopotamian (Sumerian) 
 cities were theocracies, ruled by a priest-king. 
a ruling elite, controlling and protecting the 
area around the city, including its outlying 
 agricultural land, exacted a portion of the 
agricultural surplus as tribute and stored it in 
the major temple (Schomp 2005:17).

Uruk and other Mesopotamian cities had 
highly complex social structures, including a 
power hierarchy and a pronounced division 
of labor. excavations affirmed the existence 
of monumental public buildings,  including 
 ziggurats (religious shrines);  extensive trade 
arrangements; a system of writing  (cuneiform); 
mathematics; and a code of law. Sumerian 
texts noting the concerns of everyday life still 
survive. These  accounts  reveal such activities 
as the counting,  taxing, and exchanging of 
sheep, goats, and cattle; concerned parents 
shepherding children to school—as today, 
often against their will; a council of elders 
meeting to consider grievances against the 

and services, and ways to manage the needs of 
the city’s inhabitants in some way. Some cities 
responded to this challenge by making their 
social structure even more complex by creat-
ing the state.

The central feature of the state is its  ability 
to wield power over many people— essentially, 
to dictate everyone’s rights and responsibili-
ties: who must live where, who must serve in 
the military, and so on. With such power, the 
city’s leaders could do pretty much what they 
like in order to solve (or create) the city’s 
problems—they could reorganize  production, 
determine who will be educated, and perhaps 
most important, make alliances and wage war 
to capture land, population, and resources.

The emergence of the state as a form of  social 
organization generated the first  city-states— 
 cities that controlled the surrounding  regions, 
including a number of other towns, villages, 
and rural lands. as time passed, some of these 
city-states conquered or made alliances with 
others to form the world’s first urban  empires— 
much larger regions, usually dominated by a 
single central city. These early urban empires 
emerged around the world—in Mesopotamia, 
egypt, the indus river valley, china, central 
america, and South america—and they 
“pushed” the city as a form of human settle-
ment to ever-greater complexity and popula-
tion size.

This, then, was the period of the first urban 
revolution (childe 2003). from approximately 
4000 b.c.e. to 500 c.e., urban sites multi-
plied and their populations grew to sizes 
 previously unknown in human history (rome 
at its apex, for example, surpassed a million 
people). in retrospect, the first urban revo-
lution was  apparently something of a mixed 
blessing. The city’s greatest positive attributes 
were its ability to improve people’s standard 
of living, provide choices in the conduct of 
life, and stimulate the human imagination. 
on the other hand, these first cities also had 
rigid divisions of social class that extended 
the city’s benefits to only a small minority of 
the urban population. With the emergence 
of city-states and urban empires, human 
 warfare and bloodshed rose to unparalleled 
levels as well.
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Egyptian Cities. The great Pyramids of giza 
are modern reminders of another  empire 
that flourished shortly after the rise of cities 
in Mesopotamia. The archaeological  record 
of egyptian cities dates back to 3100  b.c.e., 
but it is less detailed than that of their 
Mesopotamian counterparts. Several reasons 
explain why the record of the earliest egyptian 
cities is less clear. first, their buildings were 
made of unbaked brick and other materials 
that crumbled over time. Second, the early 
egyptians apparently built and abandoned 
their cities with some frequency. as a result, 
even though the cities were crucial centers 
of egyptian civilization, none maintained its 
dominance long enough to reach a very large 
size (Kemp 2006).

although the cities that emerged in egypt 
went through what we now think is the 
 normal process of early development—from 
 village to town and, finally, to city—they were 
rather  distinct from those in Mesopotamia. 
egyptian civilization revolved around the 
 ruling  pharaoh, and each had his own city—
a religious and political center built to reflect 
his power, which by 2500 b.c.e. was virtually 
 absolute. viewed by the populace not just as a 
secular leader or priest but also as a god, the 
pharaoh held his singular dominance over the 
nile  region, which thus enjoyed a relatively 
peaceful history.

Thus, we find little evidence of city walls 
in early egypt. each capital city became a 
pharaoh’s administrative center, and urban 
 artisans directed much of their activity toward 
construction of a palace for his pleasure in 
this life and an opulent tomb for his needs 
in the life to come. although not as large as 
those of Mesopotamia, these egyptian cities 
maintained distinctive urban traits, including 
a clear power structure and division of labor, 
social inequality, and an administrative orga-
nization (utilizing hieroglyphic writing, papy-
rus paper, and ink) to oversee public needs 
and maintain the pharaoh’s control.

if the early egyptian cities were peaceful, 
however, those that followed were not. Piercing 
egypt’s later history, as in Mesopotamia, is 
conflict both within the empire and with other 
empires. during the period known as the old 

inhabitants of an  adjoining city-state; and a 
politician attempting to win the favor of the 
populace with tax reductions (Wenke 2005). 
clearly, these cities had advanced to a point 
to enable us easily to draw parallels with cities 
of our own experience.

early Mesopotamian urban life, however, 
centered on the temple and on religious 
 beliefs. The populace recognized thou-
sands of gods, and the temples, like the pal-
aces, were large and opulently decorated. 
People of less favorable social position 
lived in  irregularly organized houses along 
the narrow, unpaved, winding streets. The 
complex social structure also resulted in a 
strong military elite and made possible an 
increasing  capacity to wage war. frequently 
under  attack, Mesopotamian cities had 
strong defensive walls.

after about 3500 b.c.e., the cities  became 
organized as politically distinct city-states, 
each exerting its influence over a broad 
 region. although these city-states were 
 independent of one another and often at war, 
they did represent a common civilization. 
They shared a common cultural heritage and 
saw themselves as possessors of a unique, even 
superior culture (Wenke 2005). by 700 b.c.e., 
the assyrian empire dominated the region, 
and the Persian empire followed around 
500 b.c.e.

The importance of this continual trading 
of urban dominance was that it spurred the 
development of cities and their influence 
throughout the near east. To maintain con-
trol of their empires, each set of rulers tried 
to develop their cities as much as their culture 
and technology would permit. continually 
renewing the cities of this region were inven-
tions, innovations, and new ideas brought 
forth from trade and people of different 
backgrounds.

although it would be too much to say that 
these cities contained all aspects of civilization 
in their era, they were key centers. They were 
“containers” in a double sense: They literally 
encircled their population and their valued 
goods with walls, and more figuratively, they 
served as the place where all the themes of 
Mesopotamian culture existed.
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result of imported ideas? debate continues, 
but the currently dominant belief is that trad-
ers or nomads from early cities in Mesopotamia 
carried at least some urban influences toward 
both egypt in the west and the indus valley in 
the east (rice 2004). in all three regions, how-
ever, city life emerged in its own special fash-
ion and included clearly distinct and unique 
aspects that revealed the stamp of the local 
civilization (Sjoberg 1965:49).

The indus region

To the east of Mesopotamia, along the indus 
river of present-day india and Pakistan, was a 
third ecologically favorable area where early 
cities emerged. Trade routes linked the indus 
cities with Mesopotamian cities through other 
outposts, such as Tepe yahya,  midway between 
the two areas (see figure 2–1). Most likely, trad-
ing in such products as jade linked this area 
with central asia to the east (Magee 2005).

excavations yielded the remains of two 
highly developed cities that were centers 
of a regional civilization beginning about 
2500 b.c.e. both were prominent in urban his-
tory until about 1500 b.c.e. Moenjo-daro was 
situated on the indus river about 175  miles 
from the arabian Sea; harappa was about 
350 miles further north, on one of the indus 
river’s tributaries. each had a population 
as high as 40,000 and represented an urban 
civilization distinct in many ways from those 
we have considered thus far. Unlike either 
Mesopotamia or egypt, for example, Moenjo-
daro does not show evidence of a single, 
 all-powerful leader or a preoccupation with 
temples and god-monuments, but it does show 
evidence of  extensive “good living.”

Moenjo-daro had a physical layout  similar 
to the same gridiron pattern common to 
most Western cities today. its remarkable 
structures of mud-baked bricks and burnt-
wood framing were up to two stories high and 
 included an elaborate, well-built bath area 
with a layer of natural tar to keep it from leak-
ing. remarkably, it even had a building with 
an underground furnace, like the ancient 
roman hypocausts, for heated bathing. other 
city features were a central marketplace, a 

Kingdom (2700–2180 b.c.e.), the pharaohs 
made forays into neighboring territories to 
procure goods. Successful in many of these 
adventures, they used their plundered wealth 
and captured slaves to build cities and palaces. 
Two pharaohs of this period—cheops and his 
son, cephren—were the ones who built the 
great Pyramids of giza—still the most colossal 
monuments ever constructed—between 2600 
and 2500 b.c.e. cephren was also responsible 
for the Sphinx at giza.

Then, around 2180 b.c.e., the old Kingdom 
collapsed, famine spread, and rioting in the cit-
ies was rampant. for the next 600 years, egypt 
went through several alternating periods of 
disarray and reunification. Urban greatness 
once again reappeared in the new Kingdom 
period (1500–1100 b.c.e.). This was the time 
of the minor pharaoh Tutankhamun—the 
only pharaoh whose gravesite in the valley of 
the Kings that  pillaging robbers did not find—
and of ramses ii, the pharaoh who conquered 
much of the near east for egypt and who may 
have been Moses’ adversary in his attempts to 
free the Jews from egyptian servitude. ramses 
rebuilt many of egypt’s cities; created a new 
capital, Pi-ramesse, on the Mediterranean; 
and  constructed self-glorifying yet magnificent 
temples at Karnak, luxor, and abu Simbel.

egypt lost its asian territories around 1100 
b.c.e., and the next 300 years saw the final 
decline of pharaoh-ruled egypt. from 800 
to 671 b.c.e., the african rulers of Kush—a 
former egyptian outpost to the south—con-
trolled egypt. near eastern empires inflicted 
the final indignities. The assyrians conquered 
egypt in 671 b.c.e. and, though expelled 
less than 20 years later, were followed by the 
Persians in 525 b.c.e. The Persians more or 
less dominated the region until 332 b.c.e., 
the year that alexander the great arrived, be-
came pharaoh, and built his city, alexandria, 
at the head of the nile. from then on, egypt 
was at the mercy of foreign overlords.

The development of cities in the nile 
 region raises an interesting question as to the 
possible diffusion of urban influence from 
Mesopotamia. history records frequent con-
tact between the two regions. did the egyptian 
cities evolve independently, or were they the 
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not commonly found in european cities until 
the nineteenth century.

Within the city, numerous craft specialists 
were in operation, including potters, weavers, 
brick makers, and copper and bronze metal-
workers (Possehl 2003). in fact, the presence 
of extensive residential areas displaying a uni-
formity of mud-brick houses, streets, and drain-
age systems suggests the extensive  existence of 
a comparatively high standard of living. This 

large common well, and a citadel or adminis-
trative center, possibly with a granary for stor-
age of food surplus.

Perhaps the most remarkable discovery 
about this city was its well-constructed sani-
tation system. along the streets were brick-
lined, open sewers that carried away house 
drainage. archaeologists discovered several 
bathrooms with sit-down toilets, indicating 
the presence in 2500 b.c.e. of an urban luxury 

The excavated site of ancient Moenjo-Daro in the Indus River Valley reveals a surprisingly 
modern grid pattern of two-storied brick housing and a sanitation system of brick-lined, open 
sewers. Not clearly  visible in this photo is the uniformity of its north–south boulevard, which 
is 30 feet wide, and the  east–west cross streets about every 200 yards.
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agricultural and other specialized products to 
the city (Thorp 2006).

What existed in china, then, was a type of 
urban settlement somewhat more diffused 
than that in the areas already considered. 
rather than concentrating all their politi-
cal, religious, and craft activities in a single, 
 center-city area, the chinese set priests and 
rulers apart from the remainder of the urban 
population. at some distance from their pro-
tected, walled enclosure, residents of satellite 
villages participated in the life of the urban 
area as a whole.

a glance Westward: The americas

The last major region in which early  cities de-
veloped was nearer to home—in Mesoamerica, 
specifically the area of present-day central 
Mexico, the yucatan Peninsula, and guatemala; 
and in South america, particularly the western 
part of that continent. The history of these 
areas reveals, once again, several familiar pat-
terns: a more productive agricultural tech-
nology and the formation of a complex social 
structure accompanied the rise of cities. The 
case of Mesoamerica, however, also represents 
several significant areas of contrast to urban 
 development elsewhere.

People inhabited the area at least as early 
as 20,000 b.c.e., with the cultivation of plants 
achieved by 7000 b.c.e. in contrast to other parts 
of the world where cities arose, however, this area 
was not well suited to the production of large sur-
pluses, partly because of its rocky,  mountainous 
terrain and partly because the inhabitants 
lacked domesticated animals. The traditional 
digging stick rather than the plow remained the 
primary tool of  cultivation for  millennia, and 
Mesoamerica never  embraced farming in the 
sense that other regions did. rather, its groups 
developed a mixed  economy in which hunting 
and edible wild plants  continued to play a very 
important part. nevertheless, one cultivated 
crop, maize (corn), contributed to a sturdy and 
nutritious diet.

by 1500 b.c.e., early villages of mud-walled 
houses appeared, but because hunting con-
tinued to play a major role in the economy, 
these village sites moved with some frequency. 

would make Moenjo-daro one of the first 
 cities to provide such a widespread state of 
well-being—essentially, a kind of middle-class 
 lifestyle—among its citizenry.

Until the mid-twentieth century, archaeol-
ogists commonly thought that Mesopotamia, 
egypt, and the indus river valley contained 
the cities from which all later ones took their 
pattern. archaeological research since then, 
however, showed otherwise. apparently,  cities 
emerged in many places around the world 
independently of one another. Two other 
 regions where this occurred were china and 
the americas.

a glance eastward: China

cities in china date back at least 4,300 years. 
a 2006 archaeological discovery suggests that 
the earliest was liangzhu, in yuhang county, 
Zhejiang. This city had an area of 31 million 
square feet, a 131-foot canal of hardened 
earth, and a defensive wall that was 13–20 feet 
thick. in its stratified society, as evidenced 
by jade and silk found at elite burial sites 
and simple pottery shards for the non-elite, 
 religion apparently held considerable impor-
tance, given the elaborate religious structures 
and carefully positioned altars and piles of 
stones (Stark 2006)

We know much more about the  second and 
third capital cities of the Shang dynasty than 
its first (bo). The second  capital,  cheng-chou, 
was at its height about 1600 b.c.e. a  rectangular 
wall 4.5 miles in length and more than 30 feet 
high enclosed an area of about 1.5 square 
miles, which contained the city’s administra-
tive and ceremonial centers. in this fortified 
area, the political and religious elite lived 
apart from the common people. outside the 
enclosure lived artisans—bronze workers and 
craftspeople.

an-yang was the third Shang capital. 
archaeological excavation uncovered rem-
nants of its larger pattern that linked the 
central city to the surrounding area. as in 
cheng-chou, the residences of artisans and 
craft workers were just outside a walled area. 
in the region immediately beyond, numerous 
villages formed a network of trade, supplying 
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despite conditions that were unique to 
the hemisphere, cities arose indigenously 
in the americas and were as highly sophisti-
cated and equal in complexity to those found 
elsewhere. for example, a thousand years 
before the aztecs, Teotihuacan was the reli-
gious capital of Mexico. an urban center of 
massive structures that was at its peak around 
600 c.e., it supported a population of perhaps 
200,000 in a city physically larger than impe-
rial rome itself (austin and lujan 2006:106). 
its 8 square miles were laid out in a specific 
grid plan, its north–south avenues contain-
ing palaces and pyramid temples with impres-
sive sculptures. The city’s housing complexes 
were large and contained a number of rooms, 
all opening onto patios. Some were built, 
like the pyramid temples, of a red volcanic 
rock that was mined locally. Towering over 
the city was the Pyramid of the Sun, rising at 
a sharp angle from its 720- by 760-foot base 
to a height of 216 feet. Probably constructed 
in the first century c.e., it would have taken, 
 according to  expert estimates, thousands of 
laborers 50 years to build (braswell 2004).

summary: Traits of early Cities

human beings first devised cities about 
10,000 years ago. as shown in figure 2–2, they 
appeared in the Middle east by 4000 b.c.e., 
in the americas by 2600 b.c.e., in the indus 
river valley by 2500 b.c.e., and in china soon 
thereafter.

Some combination of favorable ecological 
conditions, some sort of trade or food sur-
plus, and a complex social structure (a fairly 
sophisticated division of labor and a power hi-
erarchy) characterized all early cities. beyond 
these important characteristics, we can also 
mention some other similarities and a few 
differences.

first, early cities do not show any smooth 
progression of growth. on the one hand, 
the transition from the first permanent 
 settlements to full-fledged cities took a long 
time—from about 8000 to 3000 b.c.e. on 
the other hand, city histories the world over 
 reflect discontinuity and change, rise and fall. 
Sometimes, as in Teotihuacan, one group 

in some villages, olmec and Mayan tribes 
built elaborate ceremonial centers that served 
large populations, employing many craftspeo-
ple in their design and construction. Serving 
as places of permanent residence for only a 
small number of priests at the outset, these 
ceremonial centers slowly grew in size and 
complexity. before the time of the birth of 
christ, they had become full-fledged cities.

The same process occurred on the  western 
coast of South america in present-day 
Peru and bolivia. The ancient city of caral, 
 discussed in chapter 1, is the oldest known 
city in the americas, but perhaps the most 
 famous urban empire of this region was that 
of the incas, with its capital in the city of 
cuzco. less well known, but as important, was 
the urban empire of chimor on the north 
coast of Peru. its capital, chan chan, began 
as a city around the same time that the incan 
urban centers evolved—about 800 c.e. at its 
height (approximately 1450 c.e.), chan chan 
ruled over a large hinterland as a major chal-
lenger to the incas.

chan chan was a regal/ritual city—an 
 important urban center with a population 
of no more than 30,000. as the term sug-
gests, a regal/ritual city was used primarily 
by the  ruling class: chan chan’s rulers lived 
there year-round in magnificent palaces and 
used most of the city’s buildings for their 
own  pleasure and for the rituals of chimor 
culture. only small numbers of artisans, 
 servants, and peasants could share in that 
part of the urban environment. all the rest of 
the  empire’s people were forced to live in the 
 surrounding towns or rural areas and do the 
bidding of the ruling class, including produc-
ing food,  paying taxes, and laboring on city 
projects.

in 1470, chan chan’s challenge provoked 
the incas to conquer the chimor empire 
and subjugate its inhabitants, but even this 
dominance was not to last. by the end of the 
century, columbus would land in the new 
World. Under the subsequent onslaught of 
the Spanish and, later, the Portuguese, these 
proud urban empires would fall like domi-
noes, and a new type of city would arise—a 
process described in chapter 13.
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variation occurred as well. Moenjo-daro 
 appears to have afforded a higher standard of 
living to more residents than was the case in 
other cities more sharply divided by class.

other factors, such as war and slavery, 
also must have had a powerful effect on the 
quality of life experienced by many early city 
dwellers. The city, particularly after it reached 
the state and empire stage, was often an 
 instrument of death and destruction as one 
urban center tried to conquer another. To 
some extent, cities as such are not to blame 
for this increase in bloodshed. rather, the use 
of systematic warfare seems more coincident 
with primitive agriculture and the  coming 
of the first permanent settlements around 
8000  b.c.e. apparently, agricultural tech-
niques produced a productive surplus for the 
first time, and this surplus, in turn, attracted 
people to settlements and induced some of 
them to conquer other groups in an effort 
to procure even more surplus. When urban 
areas became common around 4000 b.c.e., 
however, the human appetite for conquest 
rose to a level unknown before in history.

in short, the development of the city was 
a most decisive event in human history. The 
early city magnified human activity in all its 

occupied a city for its entire duration; some-
times, as in Jericho, many groups came and 
went.

Second, as population centers, early cities 
were small. Most were mere towns by today’s 
standards. a population of about 10,000 was 
usual, and even the largest settlements never 
went much beyond the quarter-million mark.

Third, many early cities had a theocratic 
power structure—a fused religious and 
 political elite in which kings were also priests 
and, not infrequently, “gods.” This fusion 
 allowed a type of double control over the 
city’s population and its problems. royalty 
could, in the name of heaven, impose taxes 
and even servitude. of course, the character 
of this elite structure varied. it was sharply 
evident in egypt, china, and Teotihuacan 
but was more subdued in the indus city of 
Moenjo-daro. characterizing the first cities 
everywhere, however, were inequalities in 
power and benefits: Usually, the few pros-
pered, and the many got by as best they could.

finally, what of the quality of life in early 
cities? in comparison with modern Western 
cities, it was probably not very high—life was 
usually hard, relatively short, and subject 
to considerable uncertainty. yet substantial 
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figUre 2–2  The Chronology of the First Cities



38    Chapter 2 The Origins and Development of the World’s Cities 

though few matched athens in having most 
of its free citizenry (the greeks had slaves) 
 directly participating in legislative decisions.

classes whose commercial influence 
reached outward from Sicily to northern 
africa ruled these cities. The greeks founded 
such  cities as Messina in Sicily and Marseilles 
in france. Unfortunately, however, the 
greek city-states eventually turned on each 
other in the  destructive Peloponnesian War 
 (431–404  b.c.e.), leaving behind a remark-
able legacy that highlighted the positive 
possibilities of urban civilization, including 
outstanding painting, sculpture, and archi-
tecture as well as a political system and body 
of philosophy that influence the world to this 
day (Waterfield 2006).

rome

as greek culture slipped into decline,  another 
great civilization to the west gathered strength. 
This cultural system, perhaps more than any 
other before or since, focused on a single city; 
indeed, the city’s name is synonymous with the 
culture itself. in his oft-cited oration To Rome, 
written in the mid-second century b.c.e., 
aelius aristides claimed, “rome! everything is 
found here. all the skills which exist or have 
existed, anything that can be made or grown. 
if something can’t be found here, then it 
 simply doesn’t exist!”

aristides was right. by the final centuries of 
the pre-christian era, rome was the dominant 
power of the Western world. by the time of 
christ, the city that was the base of the roman 
empire was gargantuan by all previous urban 
standards, possibly containing a population 
of more than 1 million.

rome displayed the same characteristics 
as the earliest cities: a favorable ecological 
 setting, the ability to produce an economic 
surplus, and a complex social structure. also, 
as in the greek cities, the arts and sciences 
flourished and public monuments and build-
ings were integral parts of the cityscape. yet 
rome was an urban civilization almost exclu-
sively based on the expression of militaristic 
power. for the several centuries during which 
the city thrived, rome explored and revealed 

dimensions. People knew more, did more, 
and found more possibilities open to them. 
Such has always been the city’s promise: to 
provide a better life. early Western cities, dis-
cussed next, also held out the promise of “the 
good life.” although certainly some progress 
occurred along that road, these cities, like 
their earlier counterparts, also had a tragic 
capacity for harboring the human indignities 
of coercive inequality, militaristic expansion, 
and war.

Crete and greece

Western cities—those of europe and north 
america—are relative latecomers in the urban 
story. cities had been in existence for many 
thousands of years before urbanization took 
hold in the northern Mediterranean  region 
on the island of crete.

about 1800 b.c.e., settlements were estab-
lished in crete, possibly by traders or migrants 
from the urban settlements of Mesopotamia. 
little is known of these early cities, yet by all 
accounts, they were thriving overseas trade 
centers. Stone-paved roads, made from blocks 
cut by bronze saws, connected the cities. 
lining the paved city streets that had drainage 
capabilities were two- to three-story buildings 
with flat-tiled roofs held up by ceiling timbers. 
Their court buildings contained  inverted 
columns, wider at the top than the bottom. 
for some reason, these cities came to an end 
about 1400 b.c.e. (castleden 2005). What 
caused the destruction of the cities of crete 
remains unknown, though perhaps it was 
from some natural catastrophe or by  invaders. 
not until seven centuries later would urban 
development appear again in europe, this 
time in greece.

The early greek polis, or city-state, did not 
follow the pattern of the cities of Mesopotamia 
and egypt, which magnified the power of the 
elite at the expense of their other citizens. 
The fiercely independent greek city-states—
among them athens, corinth, and Sparta—
experienced war as well as peaceful rivalry, as 
symbolized by the olympic games. compared 
with earlier cities of the near east with power-
ful rulers, greek cities were more egalitarian, 
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major, broad thoroughfares constructed 
 according to a careful plan. indeed, roads 
were one of rome’s greatest achievements. 
in all, the roman work force constructed 
more than 50,000 miles of roads. extremely 
well built, these roads served as links between 
rome and the empire’s vast hinterland, from 
which the city drew tribute. Many of the major 
cities of europe today—including london, 
york, vienna, bordeaux, Paris, and cologne—
were once provincial outposts of rome.

Perhaps most striking was the city’s aque-
duct system, considered to be among the 
greatest engineering feats of the ancient 
world. between 312 b.c.e. and 222 c.e., the 
romans built 11 separate aqueducts, which 
together could deliver up to 264 gallons per 
person to its 1 million residents—more than 
the capability of most cities today. benefiting 
from such a generous water supply, rome had 
large public baths, fountains, hydrants along 
main streets, and a system of water drainage 
begun as early as the sixth century b.c.e. in 
addition, the romans constructed aqueducts 

for all history the consequences of concen-
trating a city’s resources almost entirely on 
the accumulation of power and wealth.

if the greek conception of the good life 
was a city founded on the principles of moder-
ation, balance, and human participation, the 
roman conception rested on the celebration 
of sheer excess and unremitting domination. 
at its height, the empire extended south from 
rome across the Mediterranean to northern 
africa, north to present-day germany and to 
the border between england and Scotland 
(hadrian’s Wall), and east to Mesopotamia. 
it included almost half the world’s popula-
tion, and rome ruled this territory mostly in 
its entirety for an amazing 450 years (heather 
2007:13–14).

What can we say of the city that served as the 
center of this vast empire? in physical  design, 
rome was similar to the cities discussed  earlier. 
at its center were a  market, a forum, and a 
complex of monumental buildings. radiating 
outward in orderly fashion across the breadth 
of the city—some 7 square miles overall—were 

At its height, Imperial Rome was the center of a vast, militaristic empire. The 
city, a mixture of magnificent buildings and squalid slums, contained carefully 
planned, broad thoroughfares and an impressive water supply and drainage 
system. Here, the Roman Forum—the heart of the city’s ceremonial life—was 
crowded with temples, arches, statues, and public buildings.
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of pillaging by barbarians increased, creating 
an almost singular concern for security. People 
left in surviving cities fortified them with sur-
rounding great walls, a revival of an ancient 
urban feature rendered unnecessary when the 
romans controlled nearly the entire continent.

The pattern of settlement typical of the fifth 
through the eleventh centuries was a  mosaic 
of local manors, villages, and small towns that 
in many ways were reminiscent of the earliest 
urban settlements we considered at the begin-
ning of this chapter. The dominance over a 
large hinterland so characteristic of greek and 
roman cities all but vanished. So too did the 
flourishing of the arts and sciences. This is, of 
course, the essence of the image conveyed by 
the phrase “dark ages.”

during this period, a feudal system arose 
in which a local lord provided security in 
 exchange for service on his lands. in most cases, 
however, the manors were in the countryside, 
weakening urban influence even further. a few 
highly fortified small cities and manor towns 
survived, but given the state of medieval tech-
nology, only a limited population received pro-
tection from them. a small population made 
a low level of production inevitable, however, 
and this, in turn, caused the city to stagnate.

revival: medieval and renaissance 
Cities

The low point of urban life in europe was 
reached in the ninth century (holmes 2002). 
Then, around the eleventh century, a  general 
“awakening” began. The reasons for this 
change, which occurred gradually over  several 
centuries, are numerous and complex, but a 
general development of urban trade and crafts 
was a key factor.

The crusades—armed marches by christian 
european groups against the islamic possessors 
of “The holy land,” where more often than 
not the europeans found ultimate defeat—
took place between 1096 and 1291. even so, 
the crusades contributed to a rebirth of trade 
routes linking europe and the near east, as 
did  the growth of local trade, both of which 
began stimulating the long-dormant urban 
 division of labor.

for about 200 provincial cities they founded 
throughout europe (carcopino 2008). These 
spillways—some of which are still in use 
today—brought freshwater from as far away 
as 59 miles, just as today’s aqueduct systems 
bring water from as far away as 120 miles to 
new york city or from many hundreds of 
miles away in california.

The motive for rome’s impressive 
 engineering was ultimately to serve the 
 interests of the ruling military and political 
elite. While the elite enjoyed incredible riches, 
rome’s poorer residents, living in largely 
 unplanned and squalid tenements,  benefited 
little from the wealth that was brought 
 continuously to the city. like their modern 
counterparts, these tenement districts were 
typically overcrowded, stifling, foul smelling, 
disease  ridden, and filled with brutal actions 
that  desensitized its people and cheapened 
the value of life. This underside of roman 
life had a further  dimension—one that could 
hardly find a sharper contrast with the greek 
ideal of human dignity. The  enduring, if 
 horrible, example of rome’s descent into 
 sadistic escapism was the circus, as described 
in the Cityscape box on page 41. 

Taken as a whole, rome was a parade of 
contrasts: engineering excellence and tech-
nical achievement juxtaposed with human 
 debasement and militaristic cruelty. eventually, 
its empire extended so far that it could no 
longer control its home base, and rotting 
from within, rome sank into decline. it fell in 
476 c.e. under the onslaught of northern inva-
sion, and by the sixth century, it had become a 
mere town of 20,000.

decline: The middle ages

as rome collapsed, so did the empire that 
sustained urban life throughout much of 
europe. With this eclipse came a period of 
about 600 years during which european cities 
either fell into a pattern of minimal survival 
or ceased to exist entirely. commercial trade, 
once the source of life to the empire and its 
cities, plunged dramatically. once-great  cities, 
boasting populations in excess of 100,000, 
 became virtually isolated hamlets. The danger 



Chapter 2 The Origins and Development of the World’s Cities     41

the feudal royalty—vied for position. Small 
and self-contained, medieval cities allowed no 
single focus to dominate urban life in the way 
the military and political elements had domi-
nated rome (nicholas 2003).

as for their populations, medieval cities 
were small—both in relation to roman cities 

The emergence of a complex and com-
petitive commercial class at the center of this 
trade, dominated from the eleventh century 
onward by craft guilds, contributed to a newly 
vibrant city life. Merchants alone did not dom-
inate these cities, however. Many groups— 
including the church, the landed gentry, and 

CiTysCape

Classical rome: The spectacle of death

Over the centuries, not only 
did Rome’s political system 
change significantly from that 
which existed in the early 
Republic, but so too did the 
lifestyle for the average Roman 
worker. At first, demanding but 
worthwhile activities were an 
ongoing daily effort. Leisure 
activities were certainly also a 
part of life, but primarily one’s 

time and energy were devoted to making a 
living.

As the Roman Empire expanded and a 
parasitic economy evolved, feeding off the 
labor of enslaved peoples, Roman  workers—
typically up at daybreak—finished working 
by noon. With their afternoons and  evenings 
free, the citizenry soon found spectator sports 
to be a desired way to spend their  leisure 
time, and their rulers gradually  provided ever 
more lavish spectacles to entertain them. 
What emerged was an urban institution that; 
soon became an all-consuming brutal form 
of entertainment. The people lived for little 
else.

Chariot races were one of the first staged 
events, and these could be bloody. In time, 
bloodshed itself as entertainment became the 
norm. Added were spectacular naval battles 
in arenas flooded to create an artificial lake; 
animal hunts; gladiatorial combat; and ritu-
alized executions through crucifixion, burn-
ing, death by wild beasts, or staged battle 
 re-enactments. All were eagerly anticipated 

and enjoyed by people of all social classes. 
By the thousands people flocked to the 
 arenas to see these spectacles of death. In 
the reign of Emperor Claudius (41–54 c.e.), 
so many days were set aside for these events 
that they totaled one-fourth of an entire year.

Public punishment of criminals, perhaps 
intended as a warning to others, became an 
“amusing” spectator sport. Public demand 
was so strong that an insufficient supply of 
criminals and prisoners led to the decision 
to bring conquered peoples—soldiers and 
civilians alike—to the arena to be tortured, 
maimed, and killed—by animals,  horrendous 
devices, or professional fighters, all for the 
entertainment of the population.

Wild beast spectacles, in which large 
numbers of animals were killed, provided a 
meat meal for Roman citizens in attendance, 
many of whom—especially the poor—rarely 
had protein in their diet. These spectacles 
and entertainment enabled the emperor to 
interact with his people to gain and main-
tain their support, thus providing a practical 
 reason for their continuance. Another func-
tion was that the “bread and circus” events 
effectively masked the otherwise emptiness 
and meaninglessness in the parasitic exis-
tence of so many, thereby helping to main-
tain the status quo of imperial rule.

Despite other significant contributions 
to civilization, this combination of blood 
sport games, executions, and mass slaying of 
 animals has left a vivid image of the Roman 
Empire as one of brutality and violence.
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from it—whether through excommunication 
or as a member of a religious minority (par-
ticularly Jews)—relegated one to the status of a 
social outcast on the fringe of society.

The medieval city did not produce the 
sense of awe and massive scale that mark the 
modern Western city. other than the cathe-
dral, and perhaps a palace, no tall buildings 
existed, and streets were narrow and wind-
ing rather than wide and straight as they are 
today. Paving of streets, done on a large scale 
in rome during its empire, did not become 
common in medieval european cities until 
the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. houses, 
typically built together in row house fashion, 
often had open space for growing some food 
in the rear. despite the lack of such conven-
iences as indoor plumbing, the small popula-
tion and relatively low density of these cities 
allowed life to proceed under conditions far 
more healthful than those of many cities in 
the developing world today.

(many of which supported more than 100,000 
people) and in comparison with the industrial 
cities that would follow. although a few cities, 
such as Paris and venice, were much larger in 
area, the physical dimensions of most  medieval 
cities also were modest. cities  typically occu-
pied a few hundred acres, or the size of a small 
town of about 5,000 people today. a moat 
often supplemented the walls surrounding 
the cities, as shown in figure  2–3. Major roads 
within the city connected its gated entrances 
to the center—typically to the cathedral, the 
marketplace, or major buildings, such as the 
guilds or town halls.

of greatest importance, usually, was the 
 cathedral, which often towered over the rest of 
the city. indeed, the importance of the church 
to the social life of medieval europe is difficult 
to exaggerate. all members of mainstream 
 medieval society—both urban and rural—were 
roman catholics. The catholic church was an 
unchallenged dominant force, and exclusion 
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figUre 2–3  The medieval city, circa 1350, 
 developed on a new site in response to the needs 
and patterns of the new trading system and for 
defense. The site was chosen at the intersection of 
rivers and roads, a natural route center that offered 
plentiful water, natural defenses, and an ample 
food supply from the surrounding agrarian area of 
the valley. The city was a trading and commercial 
center; craft industries produced goods for trade 
and for exchange with farmers of the surrounding 
area who supplied food as well as many of the 
items involved in long-distance trade. Movement 
within the city was mainly pedestrian, so narrow 
streets with many angles were not constricting. 
Some wider, more open streets allowed passage of 
horse traffic involved in long-distance trade.
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an ideal the great bulk of its citizens had little 
chance to realize, as wealth remained highly 
concentrated. for example, in 1545, more 
than half the wealth in the french city of 
lyon belonged to a mere 10 percent of the 
population (hohenberg and lees 1996:147).

The seCOnd Urban 
revOlUTiOn: The rise  
Of mOdern CiTies

Within the walls of the renaissance city, another 
type of city altogether began to emerge. The 
old feudal power structure was breaking down, 
giving people more freedom to live their lives 
where they chose. Trade was becoming more 
important, increasing the available wealth, and 
cities were gaining rapidly in prominence.

These european cities gradually grew in 
population size and density. first, the rear 
yards yielded to building extensions, and 
then, when unbuilt space was gone, they built 
upward, with floor added to floor (Pounds 
2005). The period from the twelfth century 
until about the sixteenth century was an age 
of general urban rebirth, or renaissance. first 
evident in italian city-states such as venice, 
florence, Palermo, and Milan, this rebirth 
reconnected people to the humanistic con-
ception of city life that flourished some 
1,500 years earlier in athens. during the 
renaissance, the city gradually recaptured an 
interest in art, literature, and architecture.

although once again the city generated 
the ideal of full human development, the 
real contradiction of the era was that it was 

The city of Carcassonne in France remains an outstanding example of a medieval walled city. Compare 
this picture to Figure 2–3. The local lord’s fortress is on the right, and the cathedral is slightly to the left and 
above it. Such cities were characteristic of Europe for nearly 1,000 years after the fall of Rome (479 c.e.).
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primitive health care, and high birth and death 
rates. in other words, people typically had 
many children, but only some lived to  become 
adults. even for those who did, life expec-
tancy was much lower than today  (usually less 
than 40 years). as a result, natural population 
growth (the difference  between the birth and 
death rates) was slow and  frequently checked 
by massive numbers of deaths  occasioned by 
outbreaks of plague. from the 1340s to the 
early 1350s, for  example, the black Plague 
raced across europe, killing one-third of the 
population overall and up to 60 percent in the 
continent’s cities (Kelly 2005).

fortunately, plague did not wreak its ven-
geance forever. in time, a larger portion of the 
urban population enjoyed more wealth, more 
efficient means of production, and better 
health and sanitation conditions. death rates 
fell dramatically, while birth rates remained 
high: What population experts call a demo-
graphic transition was underway. a major popu-
lation explosion began throughout europe, 
primarily centered in the cities. although 
migration caused much urban growth—that 
is, from people coming to the city from the 
countryside—natural population growth 
was also extremely high. Together, both 
forces began to produce cities with popula-
tion sizes undreamed of in antiquity. recall 
that rome, at its peak, contained around a 
million  people. by contrast, the population 
of london by 1900 reached 6.5 million and 
would increase still further.

in european and north american coun-
tries, this urban demographic transition con-
tinued well into the twentieth century. Then, 
the third and last phase of demographic 
transition took place. a rising standard of 
 living—making more children for “produc-
tive  purposes” unnecessary—and effective 
means of contraception led to a lowered birth 
rate. in most industrial nations, population 
growth not only slowed but today actually 
faces a decline in many european countries 
and Japan. although the birth rate also has 
dropped in much of the developing world, 
it still remains high, leading to burgeoning 
growth and problems of overpopulation (see 
figure 2–4).

Throughout europe, commerce slowly 
began to replace agriculture as the dominant 
mode of making a living. a new middle class 
began to rise to power. This class—the bour-
geoisie (the french word means, literally, “of 
the town”)—consisted of shopkeepers, trad-
ers, bureaucrats, government officials, and 
people engaged in commercial ventures of all 
sorts. as wealth increased in the cities, they 
began to attract ever more people who hoped 
to share in the obvious material benefits of 
this process.

by the mid-seventeenth century, feudal-
ism was all but dead, and with it went the last 
remnants of the rural-centered life of the 
Middle ages. in its place stood capitalism, a 
city mode of life fundamentally grounded in 
the  possibilities for trade. by the eighteenth 
century, the industrial revolution began a 
process that fueled even more strongly the 
dominance of the city-based market econ-
omy. The change was striking: city popula-
tions everywhere  exploded (see Table 2–1). 
if the first urban  revolution took place when 
cities first  appeared some 10,000 years before, 
the second urban revolution occurred from 
about 1650 on, as europe became a continent 
of cities.

characterizing the preindustrial and early 
industrial eras was low-efficiency technology, 

Table 2–1  population of selected european 
Cities, 1700–2010, in Thousands

City 1700 1800 1900 2010

amsterdam 172 201 510 780
berlin — 172 2,424 3,460
hamburg 70 130 895 1,786
lisbon 188 237 363 490
london 550 861 6,480 7,620
Madrid 110 169 539 3,265
naples 207 430 563 948
Paris 530 547 3,330 2,234
rome 149 153 487 2,612
vienna 105 231 1,662 1,724

Source: adapted from Tertius chandler, 4000 Years of Urban  
Growth: An Historical Census, rev. ed. (lewiston, ny: edwin  
Mellen Press, 1988); “city Population: europe,” accessed online  
at http://www.citypopulation.de/europe.html on May 11, 2012.

http://www.citypopulation.de/Europe.html
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and remains one of the four or five most 
important economic centers of the world. 
its  metropolitan area has a population of 
 approximately 7.6 million people, and it is one 
of the world’s leading destinations for tourists 
(14.6 million in 2010). even though tourism 
provides employment for up to 13 percent of 
london’s work force and brings in more than 
$14 billion annually, the time-honored image 
of a relatively sedate, typically english city no 
longer holds (london and Partners 2011a).

old-timers lament the changes in london’s 
quality of life, as its fleeing middle class and 
growing racial/ethnic diversity alter the city’s 
texture. as an example, nearly two out of five 
workers in london in 2011 were foreign born, 
filling one-third of all higher-skilled job posi-
tions in the city and nearly two-thirds in the 
low-skilled category (bentham 2011a). More 
seriously, the city lost more than 1  million jobs 
in recent decades. even so, in 2010, london 
secured more investments in projects from 
overseas companies than any other european 
city, partly in anticipation of its hosting the 

To conclude this chapter, we turn to a case 
study focusing on london, a city that many 
consider, perhaps with Paris and rome, to 
be the greatest of european urban centers. 
as we examine this city of kings, queens, 
Shakespeare, dickens, and churchill, we shall 
see reflected all the stages of urban develop-
ment we have just discussed.

Case study

London—The History of a World City

When a man is tired of london, he is tired 
of life; for there is in london all that life can 
afford.

dr. Samuel Johnson (1709–1784)

certain great cities, suggests Saskia Sassen 
(2006:50), conduct a disproportionate part 
of the world’s most important business. These 
are the “world cities,” such as london.

for approximately 1,000 years, london 
has been a focus of european urban life 
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55 b.c.e. met with little success, however. he 
encountered fierce resistance from the local 
celtic tribes, so he retreated to rome to enjoy 
his other victories.

a hundred years later, in 43 c.e., the fifth 
caesar, the emperor claudius, conquered 
the island. claudius set up his main encamp-
ment at the first point upstream on the river 
Thames (pronounced “tems”) where his men 
could build a bridge to give the troops access 
across the river to the south. The romans 
called the place “londinium” (meaning “wild” 
or “bold” place), after the celtic name for the 
area. a deep-water port, london’s site facili-
tated the shipment of goods into the heart 
of england. The romans built major roads 
in all directions and enclosed the city within 
a wall for protection. by 60 c.e., london was 
thriving: in The Annals (110–120 c.e.), the 
roman historian Tacitus wrote that the city 
was “famed for commerce and crowded with 
traders.”

2012 olympic games (london and Partners 
2011b). a large percentage of london’s mid-
dle class, however, has moved to the suburbs, 
leaving the city bereft of its traditional tax base 
and increasingly polarized into a home for 
the very rich and the poor. Tension between 
whites and minorities still exists, although 
not with the violent confrontations of the 
mid-1980s.

So london remains, as dr. Johnson put it, 
a mix of “all that life can afford.” Why? What 
forces are at work in making a city a world 
city? To answer this question, we first need to 
look at london’s history.

beginnings: 55 b.c.e.–1066 c.e.

london’s story begins with rome and Julius 
caesar. after his conquest of gaul in the 
first century b.c.e., caesar learned of a large 
island to the north that had important natu-
ral resources. his expedition to the island in 

Ancient Rome’s domination of Europe had a profound influence on the continent’s urban 
development, both physically and culturally. In many European cities today, we can find the 
remains of vast building projects, roads, bridges, enormous baths and aqueducts, temples, 
and theaters, such as this Roman wall remnant built in 200 b.c.e.
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of hastings and then marched on london. 
finding the city well fortified and recognizing 
the vital importance of the trade connections 
it maintained elsewhere, William attacked 
the community of Southwark (pronounced 
“sutherk”) at the opposite end of london 
bridge. leaving a standing army, he took the 
remainder of his forces to the smaller, less 
protected cities in the west and north. These 
he systematically destroyed (ravaged might be 
a better word), always sending back news of 
his conquests. The message to londoners was 
all too clear: Surrender or face utter devasta-
tion. londoners opened the gates of the city 
and welcomed William as their king. Without 
any fighting there, William gained his prize. 
and by not sacking the city, William not only 
gained access to virtually all its wealth but also 
ensured that the city would be able to pro-
duce more wealth in the future. Slaughtered 
merchants, after all, trade with no one.

Twenty-five years before William’s con-
quest, the Saxon king, edward the confessor, 
a devout christian, decided to build a great 
abbey west of the original city of london, 
around a sharp bend in the Thames. 
(Technically, and still true today, the “city 
of london” is the original 1-square-mile area 
encompassed by the roman walls.) it was in 
this abbey, called Westminster (literally, “the 
church in the west”), where William chose to 
have himself crowned king of all england. 
William then took up residence in the nearby 
palace that edward had constructed earlier.

The site of William’s coronation and resi-
dence was critical to the history of london for 
three reasons. first, an important  political resi-
dence situated in the immediate vicinity of the 
financial capital gave london the power of a 
“double magnet”—with both a  financial center 
and a political center. Second, the establishment 
of the city of Westminster to the west of the city 
of london meant that incoming people would 
fill the land  between, thus “dragging” greater 
london in a westward sprawl out of the original 
walled, roman city. Third, the establishment of 
the royal residence in london inextricably tied 
london’s local history to the nation’s history. 
henceforth, the history of london would be, to 
a large degree, part of the history of england.

The romans remained for nearly 400 years. 
by the beginning of the fifth century, remnants 
of the celtic tribes (long ago forced by the 
romans into the outer regions of cornwall, 
Wales, and Scotland) continually challenged 
roman rule, as did invading tribes from north-
ern europe. eventually, the cost of main-
taining the british isles, combined with the 
 necessity of protecting the parts of the empire 
closer to rome itself, became too great, and 
romans abandoned the islands in 410 c.e. The 
reemergent tribes then took great delight in 
destroying virtually all remnants of the roman 
occupation, including the roman remains in 
london. nevertheless, the romans left two 
legacies that would be crucial to london’s 
later history: the established city and a superior 
road system that linked it with the hinterland.

from the time of the roman retreat 
until the norman conquest in 1066, britain 
came under a variety of political overlords. 
different tribes—the original celts, danes, 
angles, Saxons, and vikings—vied for control 
of the island, gaining and losing it numerous 
times. To give but one example, in 1013 the 
danes conquered the city, driving out the 
Saxon king, ethelred. ethelred formed an alli-
ance with King olaf of norway, and together, 
they quickly attacked the city again. Knowing 
that london bridge was the key to london’s 
southern supply route, they attached ropes to 
its huge pilings and sailed downstream, pull-
ing the bridge in their wake (hence the origin 
of the eleventh-century song “london bridge 
is falling down”). following the Saxon–
norwegian takeover, the danes returned in 
1016, and again, they took the city. This see-
saw pattern was typical.

despite changing political fortunes, 
london thrived. eager to maintain their 
success, its merchants usually threw in with 
whoever was in power, thus maintaining and 
strengthening london’s importance as the 
economic center of england.

The medieval City: 1066–1550

The year 1066 brought political stability. The 
norman invader, William the conqueror, 
 defeated the Saxon king, harold, at the battle 
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and perfects all the more civilized elements 
in man—Shakespeare wrote nothing but 
 doggerel lampoon before he came to london 
and never penned a line after he left” (Keyes 
1999:126).

an important link exists between a thriving 
city and the advance of cultural ideas. first, 
a dynamic city attracts people from different 
backgrounds. as the population grows, the 
possibilities for transformations and combina-
tions of ideas and lifestyles multiply. Second, 
an intimate historical link has long existed 
 between wealth found in a thriving city and 
the development of cultural ideas. Simply put, 
wealth supports leisure. creative artists with 
wealthy patrons or buyers for their work can 
literally afford to develop their art in ways that 
would be impossible if leisure time were not 
available. in addition, affluent people enjoy 
theater, architecture, and music, thereby 
 enhancing the creative arts in another way.

People came to renaissance london in 
droves. in 1500, the city was home to 75,000 
people. by 1600, its population nearly tripled 
to 220,000, and by 1650, it doubled again to 
more than 450,000. london, however, had no 
plan for accommodating these huge numbers 
of people. housing became scarce and over-
crowded, and the streets virtually impassable. 
The water became polluted, and not surpris-
ingly, so did the streets themselves. as one 
 historian notes,

a whole network of officials, from the mayor 
down to the four [officials] attached to each 
ward, were continuously battling with the prob-
lems of street cleaning. People like William 
Ward, who caused great nuisance and discom-
fort to his neighbors by throwing out horrible 
filth onto the highway, the stench of which 
was so odious that none of his neighbors could 
 remain in their shops, were prosecuted as  public 
menaces. Many people defied regulations and 
simply emptied their slops into the street, or, 
like one ingenious fellow, piped them into the 
cellar of a neighbor. (gray 1997:133–34)

Then, in a single year, catastrophe hit the 
city twice, the first directly connected with the 
unsanitary conditions we just described. The 
great Plague of 1665–1666 claimed as many 

for five and a half centuries, medieval 
london grew steadily. nevertheless, it was an 
out-of-the-way place—an important, but not 
major, european city. This changed radically, 
however, with the onset of world exploration. 
by 1550, london had become a world city.

The World City emerges: 
1550–1800

Three reasons explain the transformation 
of london. first, with the discovery of the 
americas, london suddenly became a stop 
“on the way” for most northern european 
expeditions heading west to the americas. it 
thus became a place where goods could be 
unloaded conveniently and transferred to the 
ships of other nations or processed in some 
manner for reshipment.

Second, because of its geographical  isolation 
from the rest of europe and  paucity of natural 
resources, england became a  seafaring nation, 
with the world’s most  efficient  sailing fleet.

Third, there was wool. isolated from war-
ravaged europe for centuries, england was 
able to produce more of this precious mate-
rial than any other country. With wool in ever-
increasing demand, london quickly became 
the port for trading the largest proportion by 
far of the world’s wool. in fact, london mer-
chants established a virtual monopoly.

as a result of all these factors, london ex-
ploded in population, wealth, power, and 
influence. by the mid-1500s, the english 
renaissance—comparable to those of florence 
and venice—had begun. not only did com-
merce thrive, so did art, literature, music, 
and drama. it was the era of henry viii, Sir 
Thomas More, elizabeth i, roger bacon, Sir 
Walter raleigh, and of course, Shakespeare.

Shakespeare, in fact, is a marvelous exam-
ple of a city’s nourishing effect on human cre-
ativity. in the late 1500s, Shakespeare arrived 
in london—the only place where serious 
dramatists could have their work produced. 
There, he found patrons and competitors 
who pushed him to his peak. he wrote all 
of his greatest works in london. as oscar 
Wilde, the great nineteenth-century poet 
and playwright, put it, “Town life nourishes 
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The Industrial Revolution brought migrants by the 
millions to cities such as London. Misery and de-
spair, a life of squalor in unbelievable slum condi-
tions, were the lot of many, as poignantly shown 
in this picture of London’s Harrow Alley, drawn by 
French artist Gustav Doré in the 1870s.

as 100,000 city residents within the space of 
eight months. a major contributor to ending 
the bubonic plague (by killing the infected 
fleas and rats who transmitted it) was the great 
fire that began the evening of September 2, 
1666. by the end of the fire four days later, 
some four-fifths of the city of london was 
destroyed—approximately 13,200 houses, 87 
churches, and 50 livery halls over an area 
of 436 acres. but, like the mythical phoenix, 
london rose from its own flames. less than 
40 years later, in 1700, the london area had 
a population of more than half a million 
people, and the city—entirely, even spectacu-
larly, rebuilt—was more powerful than ever. 
by 1750, the population reached more than 
675,000, and by 1800, it was 851,000, 1.5 times 
the population size of Paris.

industrialization and Colonization: 
1800–1900

The onset of the industrial revolution in the 
late 1700s spurred the growth of london as 
never before. london was already the cen-
ter of british trade: What the city did not 
produce, it shipped; what it did not ship was 
simply not available for human consump-
tion. To fuel its voracious industrial machine, 
england needed cheap raw materials in huge 
portions. Unable to supply all these materi-
als itself, england, like many european na-
tions of the period, colonized much of the 
globe as quickly as possible. Thus grew the 
british empire, on which the sun never set 
and which, from its center in london, con-
trolled the destinies of a quarter of the earth’s 
population.

To accommodate the burgeoning empire 
and its industry, the city grew immensely. The 
docks expanded and provided huge numbers 
of jobs in the east end; the government civil 
service expanded to oversee the empire; grow-
ing industry provided still more jobs. london 
became like a huge, expanding mouth, swal-
lowing up people by the millions. by 1861, the 
population of london totaled nearly 3 mil-
lion. by 1901, the figure was approximately 
6.5 million, thus increasing by more than 3 
million in just 40 years.

The city also developed a level of poverty 
among millions of its residents that was un-
like anything experienced before. Many—
including charles dickens, Karl Marx, and 
friedrich engels—described the suffering of 
the poor in nineteenth-century london, but 
few captured it as well as the french illustra-
tor gustave doré, whose drawing accompa-
nies this discussion.

The modern era:  
1900 to the present

after 1900, life improved. World War i united 
the country against a common enemy, and iron-
ically, the great depression of the 1930s helped 
equalize the suffering by cutting the economic 
bottom out from under the country’s middle 
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as well—and with it the immense wealth that 
enabled growth.

long-term unemployment was virtually 
 unknown in london until the 1960s and 
1970s, when massive commonwealth immigra-
tion brought racial and ethnic minorities (pri-
marily indians, Pakistanis, and bangladeshis) 
into the city’s decaying and dangerous inner 
districts. an outcast group emerged, whose 
unemployment remained two to three times 
above the city average. race riots in 1981 and 
1985 demonstrated that the city’s social fabric 
was unraveling. londoners began to fear that 
the city had lost its ability to integrate diverse 
elements of society and survive social upheaval 
without shattering into fragments.

a dramatic change to london’s economic 
structure then followed. Until the 1980s, the 

and upper-middle classes. Then, in 1940, adolf 
hitler’s Luftwaffe, through continuous bomb-
ings, destroyed much of the city once again.

after World War ii, the city regenerated 
itself once more. rebuilt offices in the devas-
tated city boomed, and tourists came by the 
millions. yet london lost population, partly 
because of the policy of shifting people out 
of the slums and into new towns and partly 
 because of the decline in heavy industries. 
The docklands—an 8.5-square-mile area in 
the east end that housed the world’s largest 
complex of enclosed docks and warehouses—
went into rapid decline as the advent of con-
tainer ships and other technological changes 
rendered the docks obsolete (see Cityscape box 
on this page). as england’s colonies became 
independent states, the empire disappeared 

CiTysCape

The east end and West end of london

These two ends of central 
London appear to have little in 
common. The West End and 
its neighbours, Whitehall and 
Westminster, are linked together 
by centuries of state power 
and by the wealth of its royal, 
 aristocratic, and (more recently) 
bourgeois residents. They 
 contain most of the principal 
contemporary tourist sites, as 

well as monuments and buildings redolent of 
empire and pre-colonial, medieval elites. The 
East End, on the other hand, has long been a 
poor suburb of the City of London. During the 
nineteenth century it rapidly expanded into a 
vast working-class area containing substantial 
pockets of intense poverty. Its residents were 
excluded from the centers of political and 
 social power until the early twentieth century. 
Here the struggle for survival operated over 
a terrain sharply divided by occupational, 
 ethnic, racial, and gender distinctions.

While Soho shares many of the character-
istics associated with the East End, it is nev-
ertheless a small enclave contained within a 
generally prosperous area of central London. 
Soho became a central London locality 
where middle- and upper-class visitors could 
easily find “low life” entertainment. In the 
East End the scale of its social and economic 
problems, and its overwhelmingly working-
class population, has deterred all but the 
most determined visitors from the West End 
and other more prosperous areas of London.

The terms “West End” and “East End,” 
therefore, conjure up two sharply different 
images of London—images shaped by the 
realities of social and economic inequal-
ity. Yet the gap between these two ends of 
central London has recently narrowed as 
the dockland neighbourhoods have been 
redeveloped.

Source: John Eade, Placing London: From Imperial Capital 
to Global City (London: Berghahn Books, 2000), p. 123.
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London effectively blends its past and present, its modern buildings serving as a 
backdrop to the  eleventh-century Tower of London and complex along the River 
Thames. The city continues  successfully modernizing to remain competitive, but its 
rich traditions and charm of bygone years remain an  important part of London and 
are major attractions for millions of visitors annually.

finance and business services sector employed 
only about a tenth of the labor force, with 
manufacturing employing about one-third. 
by 2001, as the nature of work and the work-
place changed, those numbers completely 
reversed. offices replaced factories to meet 
the expansion of such occupational areas as 
banking, consultancy, law, and marketing. as 
construction of new office buildings in rede-
veloped areas like canary Wharf and King’s 
cross met the new needs, housing demand in-
tensified for accommodations close to where 
the jobs were. This renewed interest in liv-
ing in the city center resulted in large-scale 
gentrification. decaying rental housing units 
and public housing in the inner city yielded 
to clearance and redevelopment of owner-
occupied housing. developers (1) converted 
multi-occupied rented houses into single-
family housing; (2) converted old warehouses 
and factories into loft or luxury apartments; 
and (3) built new residences along the river 
frontage and old docklands areas (hamnett 
2003; o’hanlon and hamnett 2009).

as property prices increased for formerly 
cheap property in older inner-city neighbor-
hoods, gentrification spread outward from 
the city. a new group of wealthy profession-
als, the “international rich,” took up resi-
dence in london and imposed its mark on 
the inner-city housing market. Unlike tradi-
tional gentrifiers or traditional urban upper 
classes, however, they expressed little interest 
in civic engagement or community bonding 
(butler and lees 2006; butler 2007; hamnett 
2009). Moreover, rapidly growing differences 
in earnings and income between these highly 
paid professional and managerial workers 
and those in semi-skilled and unskilled jobs 
led london to become a far more unequal 
city than in much of the twentieth century 
(o’hanlon and hamnett 2009:212).

in addition to social class distinctions, 
london also contains a larger-than-ever ethnic 
minority population as a result of international 
migration. numbering only a few hundred 
thousand in the 1960s, its minorities now are 
2.5 million, or 29 percent of greater london’s 
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sUmmary

cities have been with us for 10,000 years. 
They began after the last ice age in favor-
able ecological settings in many areas of the 
world. Slowly and tentatively, they established 
themselves, fueled by a surplus of goods and 
materials, whether developed by agriculture, 
trade, or military dominance. as they grew, 
they evolved a complex social structure—
most particularly, a specialized division of 
labor and a hierarchical power structure. all 
these elements allowed cities, over time, to 
increase their dominance in human affairs. 
Thus began the first urban revolution.

The earliest cities, such as Jericho and catal 
hüyük, were scattered, independent units, often 
linked by trade but not much more. Sometime 
after 4000 b.c.e., however, the first urban 
 empires began to appear. first in Mesopotamia 
and then in egypt, china, the indus river valley, 
and the americas, systems of cities emerged. 
These became not only centers of culture but 
also centers of regional domination. This link 
between city and empire was a central factor in 
the development of civilization for nearly 5,000 
years. Urban empires pulled into their sphere 
diverse peoples, ideas, and great wealth and 
power. This was as true of Teotihuacan in north 
america as it was of egypt in the Middle east.

early Western civilization also centered 
on its cities—first those of greece and then 
those of the roman empire. When the lat-
ter finally crumbled in the late fifth century 
c.e., most of the other cities of europe—out-
posts in the roman chain—lost their reason 
for being. The next 500 years—roughly from 
500 to 1000 c.e.—were a decidedly anti-urban 
period. Many cities disappeared entirely, and 
the few that managed to survive limped along 
as shadows of what they had been.

in the first few centuries of the second 
 millennium c.e., a halting urban revival 
began. Slowly, trade began to revive, and the 
old feudal system began to break down as a 
new merchant class gained power. This revival 
reached its peak between 1400 and 1600, with 

total population. in inner london, ethnic 
minorities, primarily afro-caribbean, black 
african, indian, Pakistani, and bangladeshi, 
now account for 34 percent of the total 
 population, and in three boroughs the  ethnic 
minority population exceeds 50 percent. once 
predominantly white and homogeneous, 
london is now a multiethnic, multiracial city.

Today, mixed trends still are evident. 
despite the current setbacks, canary Wharf 
remains one of the busiest and most impor-
tant areas of commerce. This thriving com-
munity is in the docklands area, at the famous 
“U” bend in the river Thames, with its blend 
of restored warehouses and historic build-
ings as well as contemporary housing com-
plexes and office developments, many with 
award-winning glass-and-steel designs. in two 
decades, this area has undergone a massive, 
landscape-changing development, with tow-
ering skyscrapers, including britain’s tallest 
building, the 50-story canary Wharf Tower, 
and the uniquely designed, 41-story Swiss 
re building, known to londoners as “the 
gherkin.” nearby is the popular promenade 
on the south bank of the Thames, with its new 
attraction, the london eye, the world’s larg-
est observation wheel, standing at about 443 
feet and attracting approximately 10,000 visi-
tors daily.

Meanwhile, the influx of immigrants has 
placed a serious strain on public services 
and resulted in more children with a poor 
 command of english in the schools. as 
londoners flee the congestion and higher 
cost of living, the city has become more 
 foreign and diverse than the rest of britain. 
london has also become more economi-
cally polarized, with its high cost of living 
 making it difficult for those struggling to 
find economic security and a home of their 
own. Thus, even as london improves, not 
 everyone is necessarily better off.

Perhaps dr. Johnson was right after all. 
With several trends occurring simultaneously, 
no one portrait of this city is possible. london 
in the modern era is still as it was in Johnson’s 
day: a world city that inevitably contains “all 
that life can afford.”
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life and, around 1600, blossomed into one 
of the greatest renaissance cities in history. 
its success was linked primarily to interna-
tional trade. Through the next two centuries, 
london grew and gained even greater control 
of world markets. Then, with the industrial 
revolution and intensive british colonization 
during the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, the city exploded in population, 
undergoing a major demographic transition. 
despite its incredible wealth-generating ca-
pacity, london also encountered massive 
problems that it has not yet fully resolved. it 
now faces, as do many Western industrial cit-
ies, a future of changing demographics and a 
transformation of its economic activities.

COnClUsiOn

The emergence of cities as a dominant force 
in human affairs is one of the crucial events 
of history. in many instances, cities were the 
driving wheel behind the development of civi-
lization. They combined ideas in new ways, 
produced great wealth, wielded incredible 
power (often injudiciously and inhumanely), 
and became home to an increasing propor-
tion of the world’s population.

yet throughout history, cities have not 
always had the same character. as we sug-
gested at the opening of this chapter, the city 
is largely synonymous with civilization itself. 
each chapter in the story of human civiliza-
tion has thus produced distinctive cities: cit-
ies of the early empires, the medieval city, the 
renaissance city, and most recently, the in-
dustrial–capitalist city.

Thus, both constancy and flux coexist in 
the history of cities. Together, these processes 
create urban living. both shall be clearly evi-
dent again as we consider the development of 
north american cities in the next chapter.

the evolution of the renaissance cities—most 
effectively symbolized by the italian city-states 
of florence, venice, and Milan.

Then, around 1600, a turning point 
 occurred, with the weakening beyond repair of 
the old feudal social order. The merchant class, 
generating greater wealth through  increasingly 
successful business ventures, began to control 
urban life throughout europe. Seeing new 
possibilities for a better life in material terms, 
people streamed into cities all over the con-
tinent. This influx, coupled with technologi-
cal improvement and advances in health and 
sanitation services, created a demographic 
transition. europe in general, but cities in par-
ticular, exploded in population as death rates 
plummeted, birth rates stayed high, and mi-
grants arrived by the millions. from 1650 on, 
cities—many huge in population and domi-
nance—began sprouting all over europe and 
in north america. This was the second urban 
revolution, spurred on primarily by the twin 
engines of capitalism and industrialization.

Today, cities exist in the farthest reaches of 
the globe. in many cases, the growth of cities 
created immense problems and widespread 
suffering amid successes. now, in areas of the 
world where the urban demographic tran-
sition first occurred (notably europe and 
north america), urban growth has slowed 
dramatically. Unhappily, in other areas—as 
chapter 13 explains— urban growth has not.

our case study of london illustrates, in 
the life of a single city, nearly all of these 
processes. london began as an outpost of 
the roman empire, achieved initial success, 
and then, with the roman retreat in 410, fell 
into its own dark age—unheard of for centu-
ries and the object of multiple invasions. it 
began to recover after the victory of William 
the conqueror in 1066. for five centuries, it 
built its prominence as the center of british 
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inTerneT aCTiviTies

 1. you can learn much about ancient  cities 
and structures if you go to http://www 
.goldenageproject.org.uk/294jericho.php. 
The first page will show you photos of 
the ruins of Jericho. at the bottom of the 
page, you will find an index to click that 
takes you to illustrations of many other 
 ancient locales throughout the world.

 2. you can explore the archaeological ruins at 
Moenjo-daro if you go to http://www.world- 
heritage-tour.org/asia/south-asia/pakistan/ 
moenjodaro/map.html. once there, if you click 
on any small photo, you can get a 360° view 
of each part of the site.

http://www.goldenageproject.org.uk/294jericho.php
http://www.goldenageproject.org.uk/294jericho.php
http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/asia/south-asia/pakistan/moenjodaro/map.html
http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/asia/south-asia/pakistan/moenjodaro/map.html
http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/asia/south-asia/pakistan/moenjodaro/map.html
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The coloniAl erA: 1600–1800

The potential of a good river or seaport 
and a strategic location for trade were prin-
cipal reasons for the founding of the early 
 cities of Boston, Charles Town (Charleston), 
new amsterdam (new york), newport, 
Philadelphia, and Quebec City. With the 
 exception of newport (eclipsed in promi-
nence by Providence during the nineteenth 
century), all of these settlements became 
important north american cities.

characteristics of colonial cities

Colonial cities were exceptionally small, 
both in physical size and in population. new 
amsterdam, for example, occupied only 
the southernmost tip of Manhattan island, 
a far cry from the huge, five-borough City 
of new york incorporated in 1898. until the 
 eighteenth century, neither new amsterdam 
nor any other north american urban set-
tlement had a population  approaching 
even 10,000. not until after the american 
revolution did any of these places begin to 
develop the population sizes we associate 
with a city today.

The lack of regular street patterns and 
stone houses in early Boston, Montreal, 
new york, and Quebec City gave these set-
tlements the look of medieval towns. even 
today, we can observe that original pattern 
of narrow, irregular streets in these historic 
neighborhoods. furthermore, hard-surfaced 
streets were not common until many years 
later. only Philadelphia, settled half a cen-
tury later than the others, was built from the 
beginning on the more familiar grid system 
now found in many north american cities 
(see Chapter 6, figure 6–3).

The underlying concept of all these  cities 
was that they would serve as export centers 
for raw materials going to the european 
home country. Boston, for  example, 
 supplied lumber for the ships of the British 
royal navy, and for its part, Charles Town 
(Charleston) shipped rice and indigo 
back to the British isles. new amsterdam 

american urban history began with the 
small town—five  villages hacked out of the 
 wilderness . . . each an “upstart” town with 
no past, an uncertain future, and a host of 
confounding and novel problems.

alexander B. Callow, Jr. (1982:37)

To the visitor from london, the cities of north 
america may seem to lack the rich texture that 
accumulates over centuries of history. in no city 
of north america, for example, does a single 
building rival in age the Tower of london—
the foundations of which were erected in the 
eleventh century during the reign of William 
the Conqueror. even the current houses of 
Parliament and Buckingham Palace—relative 
newcomers on the london scene, dating from 
the mid-nineteenth century—are older than all 
but a few urban structures in the united states 
and Canada. indeed, throughout europe and 
much of the non-Western world, one can find 
abundant examples of exquisite, old architec-
ture that suggests a vibrant, urban past that 
long predates the founding of Canada and the 
united states.

if the cities of north america are rather 
recent developments in the course of world 
urban history, however, they have a fascinating 
history of their own, spanning five  centuries. 
europeans founded the first settlements in 
north america in the early seventeenth century, 
at the time when industrialization was trans-
forming the medieval cities in europe. Perhaps 
not surprisingly, the new World cities began 
specifically as trade- and wealth- generating cen-
ters to fuel the growth of european  cities. The 
forces of postmedieval culture—commercial 
trade and, shortly thereafter, industrial produc-
tion—were the primary shapers of these urban 
settlements. These new cities, like the new na-
tions themselves, began with the greatest of 
hopes. Cotton Mather was so enamored of the 
idea of the city that he saw its growth as fulfill-
ing the biblical promise of a heavenly setting 
here on earth. has that promise been realized? 
To find out, this chapter examines the develop-
ment of urban north america in terms of four 
phases: the colonial, growth and expansion, 
metropolitan, and modern eras.
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The city-instigated  
revolutionary War

although the struggle for u.s. independence 
did not take place entirely in cities, it was 
in many ways a war instigated by the cities, 
where most of the colonial economic trade 
occurred. Merchants and colonists wanted 
freedom to pursue their life’s interests as they 
saw fit, and economic interests were typically 
uppermost in their minds. The growth and 
development of the northern seaport towns 
generated numerous changes that affected 
labor relations, the distribution of wealth, the 
restructuring of social groups, and the emer-
gence of the laboring class into the political 
arena (Carp 2009).

after the revolutionary War, leadership 
of the new nation continued to be urban 
 centered. new york became the first capital in 
1789, and Philadelphia took over the title in 
1790. despite this urban dominance, however, 
most of the population was not urban at this 

(new  york) and Montreal served as bases 
for the lucrative fur trade.

as time wore on, however, these cities, geo-
graphically distant from europe, prospered 
and became more and more independent. 
Colonial merchants began to compete with 
the British (who gained control of Quebec in 
1760) and established separate trade agree-
ments with the West indies and even with 
europe.

Many newer arrivals soon moved inland, 
leading to the founding of numerous second-
ary cities, such as new haven and Baltimore. 
although only a small fraction of the popula-
tion lived in towns, an urban society emerged 
along the eastern shore of what soon would 
become a new nation. By the late 1760s, the 13 
colonies had at least 12 major cities and a total 
population (city and hinterland) of 2   million 
english, half a million people of other 
european backgrounds, and nearly 400,000 
slaves, almost all of whom were in the south 
(Parrillo 2009:45–49).

North American preindustrial cities were bustling ports of commerce. Their con-
centrations of people and busy activity impressed visitors, but they contained only 
about 5 percent of the total population. Not until the nineteenth century did any 
reach today’s minimum standard of 100,000 for large cities, as this 1830s view of 
New York’s Broadway suggests.
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the key to new york’s increasing dominance 
over east Coast urban trade in the mid-nine-
teenth century. By cutting across upstate new 
york from the hudson river, the canal opened 
a water route to the entire great lakes region 
and much of Canada. undaunted, Baltimore 
began another round in this interurban rivalry 
by opening a railroad line to ohio in 1828. 
other cities followed suit, and soon, many rail-
road lines stretched westward, linking coastal 
cities to the hinterland.

By 1830, new york, Philadelphia, and fast-
growing Baltimore had emerged as the main 
coastal cities, largely because of their control 
over the lion’s share of commerce with the 
ohio valley. Table 3–1 reveals the remark-
able rate of growth for these cities in compar-
ison with Charleston, an original east Coast 
city still focused on tobacco and cotton pro-
duction. as westward expansion proceeded, 
many new cities were incorporated, particu-
larly between 1821 and 1880, the height of 
the westward expansion movement (see 
Table 3–2).

Canadian cities also benefited from 
new transportation links, especially in the 
1850s. Toronto experienced rapid devel-
opment with the coming of the grand 
Trunk and great Western railways and the 
signing of a trade treaty with the united 
states. from a population of only 9,000 in 
the 1830s, Toronto ballooned to 45,000 by 
1861. similarly, Montreal’s railroad link-
age to Toronto and initiation of shipping 

point. The first census in 1790 identified only 
5 percent residing in urban places (places with 
2,500 or more persons). only 24 such places 
existed, Philadelphia being the largest settle-
ment, with a population of only 42,000.

GroWTh AnD expAnsion: 
1800–1870

at the outbreak of the revolutionary War, 
the western frontier of the northern  colonies 
 extended barely past the hudson river, 
and the southern colonies reached outward 
only to the appalachian Mountains. soon, 
 however, the territory of the united states 
 extended roughly to the Mississippi river. 
The tremendous economic potential of this 
new region captured the interest of business 
leaders in established cities, and by the early 
decades of the nineteenth century, plans were 
under way to link the new territories with 
 cities in the east.

The first of these links westward occurred 
in  1818, when the national road (now 
interstate 40) pushed through the appalachian 
Mountains from the city of Baltimore. This 
trade route, along with Baltimore’s large ship-
building industry, caused that city to grow in 
size and wealth. Philadelphia attempted to 
keep pace, opening both canal and turnpike 
routes west,  although with more modest suc-
cess. not to be outdone, in 1825, new york 
opened the erie Canal, which soon became 

TAble 3–1 population Growth of selected east coast cities, 1790–1870

 1790 1810 1830 1850 1870

new york 33,131 100,775 214,995 515,500 942,292
Philadelphia 44,096 87,303 161,271 340,000 674,022
Boston 18,320 38,746 61,392 136,881 250,526
Baltimore 13,503 46,555 80,620 169,054 267,354
Charleston 16,359 24,711 30,289 42,985 48,956
Total u.s. urban dwellers 202,000 525,000 1,127,000 3,543,700 9,902,000
Total percentage urban 5.1 7.3 8.8 15.3 25.7

Source: statistics derived from u.s. Censuses in 1850, 1860, and 1910 (Washington, d.C.: u.s. government
Printing office).
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played a major role in the founding of 
Paterson, new Jersey, at the site of the 
great falls—second only to niagara falls 
in width and height. Pierre l’enfant, the 
french-born engineer who also planned 
Washington, d.C., designed a water race-
way system to harness this water power for 
mills. as the first planned industrial city, 
Paterson quickly emerged as the cotton town 
of the united states and then as a locomo-
tive-building center. soon, with new inland 
cities developing, new england emerged as 
the leader in textiles. By the 1830s around 
Boston, factory towns “were rising on every 
hand, in eastern Massachusetts and new 
hampshire—lawrence, lowell, fitchberg, 

service with europe brought its population 
to 270,000 by the end of the nineteenth 
century. Quebec City and its surrounding 
region numbered about 1 million by 1850, 
mostly because of rapid natural growth. 
Thereafter, lack of additional fertile lands in 
a  favorable climate for this mostly agrarian 
economy prompted many french Canadians 
to  migrate to work in the new industries of 
the united states.

The beginnings of industrialization

in 1792, shortly before the north american 
industrial revolution firmly took root, 
secretary of the Treasury alexander hamilton  

TAble 3–2 incorporation Dates of the largest north American cities by historical period

Pre-1776 (4) 1776–1820 (7) 1821–1860 (28) 1861–1880 (8) 1881–1910 (10)

Quebec (1608) nashville (1784) Boston (1822) denver (1861) Calgary (1884)
new york (1685) Baltimore (1797) st. louis (1822) Tucson (1864) vancouver (1886)
Philadelphia (1701) dayton (1805) detroit (1824) Minneapolis (1867) virginia Beach (1887)
Charlotte (1774) new orleans (1805) Memphis (1826) seattle (1869) long Beach (1888)

san antonio (1809) Jacksonville (1832) Phoenix (1871) oklahoma City (1890)
Pittsburgh (1816) Montreal (1832) fort Worth (1873) Miami (1896)
Cincinnati (1819) Columbus (1834) fresno (1874) Tulsa (1898)

Toronto (1834) indianapolis (1874) edmonton (1905)
Cleveland (1836) honolulu (1909)
Chicago (1837) las vegas (1909)
houston (1837)
Toledo (1837)
austin (1840)
Milwaukee (1846)
atlanta (1847)
albuquerque (1847)
Kansas City (1850)
los angeles (1850)
el Paso (1850)
sacramento (1850)
san diego (1850)
san francisco (1850)
san Jose (1850)
Portland (1851)
oakland (1854)
ottawa (1855)
dallas (1856)
omaha (1857)

Source: Based on data from statistics Canada and the u.s. Census Bureau.
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dimension on the regional level—namely, 
hostility between the north and the south. 
Contributing to this conflict was the unparal-
leled growth between 1820 and 1860 of u.s. 
cities, mostly in the north. Cities such as new 
york, Philadelphia, and Baltimore simply 
outdistanced the conservative, slowly grow-
ing cities like Charleston and savannah. The 
northern cities had canal routes and the bulk 
of the railroad lines to the West, thereby sig-
nificantly increasing their wealth and popula-
tion. Moreover, they dominated ever-greater 
shares of regional and national markets, out-
stripping the south in overall production as 
industrialization spread.

The Civil War broke out in 1861. although 
its causes were numerous (including slavery), 
many historians believe that it was, in a funda-
mental sense, a confrontation between urban 
and rural, between industrial and agricultural 
values. The north’s victory was a symbolic 
turning point. The world of Jefferson was 
dying, thus leaving america’s commitment 
to urban industrial expansion unchallenged. 
The stage was set for an urban explosion com-
parable to the one that had shaken europe a 
century earlier.

The erA of The GreAT 
meTropolis: 1870–1950

The record number of small cities incor-
porated in north america during the  
50-year  period that ended in 1870 had not 
yet  acquired many of the now-familiar urban 
characteristics: towering buildings, popu-
lations in the millions, and blazing lights 
downtown. Two historical events would 
 provide the impetus for this transformation: 
the technological advance of industrializa-
tion and the migration of millions of people 
to urban north america.

Technological Advance

industrialization was more than a pro-
liferation of factories in and around the 
 enlarging urban areas. several inventions 
changed the face of the north american 

Manchester, lynn. every village with a 
 waterfall set up a textile mill or a paper mill, 
a shoe factory or an iron foundry” (Brooks 
2005:4; orig. 1936). slowly, industrialization 
supported by private investment transformed 
the developing continent, particularly in the 
north, but as it did, new tensions began to 
mount.

Urban–rural/north–south 
Tensions

The culture of the united states has  always 
contained a streak of anti- urbanism. as long 
as the early north american  settlements 
 remained small and kept their  relatively 
 homogeneous character, few tensions  existed 
between urban and rural sections. yet some of 
the nation’s founders worried greatly about 
how growing cities might transform the new 
nation. Thomas Jefferson, nurtured in the 
rural aristocratic tradition of virginia, con-
demned cities as “ulcers on the body poli-
tic” and saw their growth as an invitation to 
all the corruption and evil found in the old 
World across the atlantic. Commenting on 
an outbreak of yellow fever, Jefferson wrote to 
Benjamin rush in 1800,

When great evils happen i am in the habit 
of looking out for what good may arise from 
them as consolations to us, and Providence 
has in fact so established the order to things, 
as that most evils are the means of producing 
some good. The yellow fever will discourage 
the growth of great cities in our nation, and 
i view great cities as pestilential to the morals, 
the health and the liberties of man. (university 
of virginia library 2011)

despite Jefferson’s wishes, the cities grew in 
size and prominence, and the westward move-
ment enabled new ones to appear, bringing 
with them the more mechanized existence 
of the industrial age. By 1850, with many 
rural residents deeply alarmed about these 
developments, agrarian periodicals regularly 
touted the superiority of country life over the 
deceitful ways of city life.

The debate on the pros and cons of 
city life soon took on a new and powerful 
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relocate in a safe, clean environment in their 
own homes within neighborhoods of people 
like themselves. Those unable to afford these 
single-family houses found inspiration of one-
day living in such comfort and style if they 
worked hard and earned enough money for 
a down payment.

The key to increased outmigration from 
the central cities was the previously men-
tioned streetcar, which carried people be-
yond the bounds of the old “walking city” of 
Boston, making frequent stops at stations that 
soon became centers of suburban housing. 
suburban living and streetcar service, Warner 
(1978:49) concluded, “moved together”—the 
more there was of one, the more there was 
of the other. later, cross-town service filled 
in the area between the original suburbs and 
downtown. By 1900, the old “walking city” was 
surrounded by a mosaic of “streetcar suburbs,” 
which contained about half of the population 
of greater Boston (Warner 1978:3).

This process repeated itself across north 
america. Wherever urban subway and el-
evated systems extended ever farther during 
the early twentieth century, there did the sub-
urbs appear. Technology thus spawned the 
suburban dream, enabling the middle class 
to move out of the city, separating their place 
of work from their place of residence. unlike 
the more mixed pattern of the earlier walking 
city, the new housing tracts created homoge-
neous economic and social communities that 
usually excluded the poor. This pattern of so-
cial class segregation and the attempt by many 
to escape to the suburbs remain two powerful 
aspects of urban history.

nothing, however, did more to encourage 
people to move outward than the automobile. 
Before cars were common, suburbs were long 
corridors, stretching out along the streetcar 
tracks that led from the city core. however, in-
creased car ownership resulted in greater resi-
dential mobility, as commuters could live in 
homes built on vacant land away from main 
roads and railway lines. With the paving of more 
and more roads, the percentage of people living 
in suburbs moved ever upward. even so, from 
1900 to 1940, growth was moderate. “suburban 
fever” did not manifest itself until the 1950s.

city. The construction of buildings with iron, 
and then with steel, pushed the city skyward. 
in 1848, a five-story factory built with an 
iron frame made news in new york; by 1884, 
a 10-story steel structure in Chicago ushered 
in the era of urban skyscrapers. further en-
suring the success of these taller buildings was 
another invention, the otis elevator (devised 
in the 1850s), which became widespread in 
the 1880s. By the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury, some buildings reached 30 stories; by 
1910, a few were as high as 50. By 1913, new 
york had 61 buildings taller than 20 stories, 
and the  famous city skyline was beginning to 
take form (still 1999:206–207).

as cities grew upward, they also pushed 
outward, aided by a new technology in street-
level transportation. Before the Civil War, 
pedestrians only had to contend with horse-
drawn vehicles. By the 1870s, however, steam-
powered trains were running on elevated 
tracks in new york and soon in other large 
cities as well.

in the 1880s, the electric street trolley in-
creased mobility both within the city and just 
beyond its boundaries, leading to the cre-
ation of “streetcar suburbs” and a new popula-
tion of daily commuters to work in the city. 
Today, streetcars still operate in such cities as 
Boston, little rock, Memphis, new orleans, 
Philadelphia, Portland, san diego, san 
francisco, seattle, and Toronto. numerous 
other cities operate electric trolleybuses—
electric buses that draw electricity from over-
head wires using spring-loaded trolley poles 
(Webb and Tee 2011).

suburbs and the Gilded Age

Trains and trolleys allowed fast and inexpen-
sive transportation beyond the city limits. 
Quick to see the possibilities of development, 
real-estate speculators built housing tracts by 
the dozens. for example, from 1850 to 1900, 
the suburbs of roxbury, dorchester, and 
West roxbury to the south of central Boston 
increased in population from 60,000 to about 
227,000 (Warner 1978:35). for the burgeon-
ing middle class, an escape from the city’s dirt 
and din was at last possible. here they could 
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one main reason for this striking increase 
was depopulation of rural areas as people 
moved into cities. Prompting this movement 
was automation—as machinery made old 
forms of hand-powered labor obsolete—and 
the promise of greater wealth in the city. 
unable to survive in the country and lured by 
the cities, tens of thousands abandoned their 
farms to seek their fortunes elsewhere.

The number of foreign immigrants—20 
million to the united states and 5.3  million 
to Canada—was a bit smaller than the 
 number who left rural areas for the cities dur-
ing this period, but the changes wrought by 
immigrants from abroad were far greater. 
representing dozens of nationalities and eth-
nicities, they introduced staggering cultural 
diversity to the large cities. glaab and Brown 
give some hint of that transformation in the 
united states:

in 1890, new york . . . contained more foreign 
born residents than any city in the world. The 
city had half as many italians as naples, as many 
germans as hamburg, twice as many irish as 
dublin, and two and a half times the number of 
Jews in Warsaw. in 1893, Chicago contained the 
third largest Bohemian [Czech] community in 
the world; by the time of the first World War, 
Chicago ranked only behind Warsaw and lodz 
as a city of Poles. (1983:138–39)

Clustering together in distinctive city dis-
tricts, the great variety of these groups gave 
the cities a degree of diversity and excitement 
that was quite new—and that would thereaf-
ter affect the character of the city. To travel 
the breadth of Chicago, Cleveland, new york, 
Pittsburgh, or Toronto was—and still is—to 
experience a succession of differing worlds, 
each characterized by its own shops and prod-
ucts, its own sounds and smells, and its own 
language. Besides upward and outward ex-
pansion and raw population growth, cultural 
heterogeneity became a third major charac-
teristic of the new metropolis.

When u.s. immigration laws in 1921 
and 1924 curtailed immigration, the still- 
developing industrial machine simply looked 
elsewhere for cheap labor and found african 

The Great migration

Between 1870 and 1920, the u.s. urban pop-
ulation increased from less than 10 million to 
more than 54 million, while Canada’s urban 
population grew from 3.9 to 8.8 million. By 
1920, both countries were predominantly 
urban nations, with more than 50 percent 
of their populations living in urban areas. 
The rate of growth for many of the largest 
cities was nothing short of astonishing. By 
1920, Chicago had more than 12 times its 
1870 population and was fast approaching 
the 3 million mark. new york, not yet a city 
of 1 million in 1870, was by 1920 approach-
ing the 6 million mark. Toronto grew nearly 
10-fold, from 56,000 in 1871 to 522,000 by 
1921, and Montreal nearly quintupled, from 
133,000 to 618,000.

Perhaps nothing epitomizes immigrant city 
 neighborhoods during the Great Migration more 
than New York City’s Lower East Side. As this 
1907 photograph shows, framing the streets filled 
with vehicles, children, pushcarts, and sidewalk 
vendors were the overcrowded tenements, where 
immigrants lived in such squalid conditions 
that sickness, disease, and death were constant 
companions.
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governments. They got the job done, but in 
the process, they usually lined their pockets 
with graft and kickbacks. By the start of the 
twentieth century, many city officials were as 
corrupt as any organized crime figure.

another problem was that large-scale im-
migration sparked an increasingly bitter reac-
tion against newcomers. it was not just their 
numbers, however. By 1900, immigrants 
were more often from southern and eastern 
europe, more likely to be roman Catholic 
or Jewish than Protestant, and more likely 
to have darker eyes, hair, and skin tone than 
whites of northern and western european 
descent. Moreover, these newcomers often 
had manners and clothing that made them 
stand out as “different.” These “less desirable” 
immigrants added significantly to anti-city 
 sentiment, because even more than earlier 
arrivals, they were overwhelmingly urban set-
tlers. By 1910, in fact, more than one-third of 
the inhabitants of the eight largest u.s. cities 
were foreign born; another one-third were 
second-generation americans. in sharp con-
trast, fewer than 1 in 10 non-urban americans 
were foreign born. as a result, the towns often 
had a decided anti-ethnic and racist tinge 
(Muller 1994).

The Quality of life in the  
new metropolis

some profited greatly in this age of great 
economic expansion, making remark-
able fortunes and establishing industrial 
 empires. yet even as the enormous mansion-
retreats of the “robber-baron” industrialists 
rose across the urban fringe, the blight of 
the   inner-city tenements became more and 
more conspicuous. With a steady stream 
of people entering the large cities of the 
north, property owners responded to the 
rising demand for housing by making the 
most profitable use of building space. new 
york tenements,  denounced as “hideous” 
by Charles dickens (2010:135; orig. 1842), 
became even more overcrowded by 1900. By 
the turn of the century, perhaps 35 percent 
of new york City’s population lived in such 

americans in the south all too eager to 
find a better way of life. Between 1920 and 
1929, more than 600,000 southern african 
americans migrated to northern cities. By the 
end of the decade, Chicago’s south side and 
new york’s harlem had the largest concen-
trations of black populations anywhere in the 
world. in hartford, Baltimore, Washington, 
Philadelphia, Cincinnati, and detroit, the 
black population grew enormously. soon, 
 racial tensions developed in many northern 
cities, sometimes leading to riots.

Many cities also grew through annexation. 
The independent suburbs of dorchester, 
roxbury, and West roxbury, for example, 
became part of Boston. in Canada, be-
tween 1883 and 1900, Toronto annexed 
adjacent villages and towns and doubled 
its area, and then again doubled its size by 
1920 through further annexation. in 1930, 
Toronto’s  metropolitan area included the 
central city,  four towns (leaside, Mimico, 
new Toronto, and Weston), three villages 
(forest hill, long Branch, and swansea), and 
five townships (etobicoke, east york, north 
york, scarborough, and york). Montreal also 
 annexed several cities, towns, and villages on 
its outskirts, thereby significantly expanding 
its municipal boundary as well.

politics and problems

such enormous changes reshaping cities 
caused equally enormous problems. only the 
city government was empowered to provide 
these incoming millions with water, electric-
ity, jobs, and protection against unscrupu-
lous exploitation. however, the pressures 
against fairly representing the public interest 
were great. utility companies required street 
franchises—water and gas companies to lay 
pipes, electric companies to erect poles, and 
transit companies to lay iron rails. local or 
out-of-town entrepreneurs offered to pay 
large sums for these lucrative franchises, 
and their bribes sometimes corrupted city 
officials.

Powerful political figures—known 
as “bosses”—took control of many city 
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continuing the suburbanization trend that 
began about 100 years ago—a process aptly 
called decentralization. second, major popu-
lation growth is occurring in areas with con-
siderable environmental stresses, whether in 
u.s. cities in the south and West (the so-called 
Sunbelt expansion) or in Canadian cities, 
particularly around Toronto and vancouver. 
Third, the work typically performed in the 
central city is mostly oriented toward white-
collar jobs, high technology, and services, as 
Canadian and u.s. cities adjust to the postin-
dustrial era of globalization.

Decentralization

Previously characterized by urban  implosion—
that is, ever-greater numbers of people con-
verging on the central city itself— cities since 
the 1950s have been experiencing urban 
 explosion—that is, people moving out from 
the core to the surrounding regions. Table 3–3 
illustrates this decentralization with census 
data for major northern u.s. cities between 
1910 and 2010. These cities became large 
metropolises by 1910, and each grew rapidly 
in the  following few decades. By 1950, how-
ever, growth slowed, followed with a decline 
in central-city populations by 1970. a decade 
later, a full-scale central-city retreat appeared 
under way, although by 2010, a few cities had 
reversed this trend.

Those moving are not leaving the metropol-
itan region, however, but rather are relocating 

quarters. in most other industrial cities, the 
situation was only slightly improved.

Quality-of-life problems in the rapidly 
 expanding industrial cities, unfortunately, 
were not limited to housing. health hazards 
were greatest in high-density living areas with 
inadequate sewerage and generally unsan-
itary conditions. The frequency of typhoid 
epidemics was high in all cities. The Chicago 
Times summed up the problem with appropri-
ate bluntness:

The [Chicago] river stinks. The air stinks. 
Peoples’ clothing, permeated by the foul atmo-
sphere, stinks. . . . no other word expresses it so 
well as stink. a stench means something finite. 
stink reaches the infinite and becomes sublime 
in the magnitude of odiousness. (quoted in 
Morris 2008:36)

urban activists did attempt to help the 
 situation of immigrants and improve liv-
ing conditions, but for decades, the battle 
was uphill. Cities were growing uncontrol-
lably, a trend that ended with World War 
ii (1941–1945) and the suburban housing 
boom that followed.

The norTh AmericAn ciTy: 
1950 To The presenT

Today’s cities continue to experience three 
major changes. first, people and businesses 
are still abandoning many central cities, 

TAble 3–3 population of selected northern U.s. cities, 1910–2010 (in thousands)

 1910 1930 1950 1970 1990 2010

Baltimore 588 805 950 906 736 621
Boston 671 781 801 641 574 618
Chicago 2,185 3,376 3,621 3,367 2,784 2,696
Cleveland 561 900 915 751 506 397
detroit 466 1,569 1,850 1,511 1,028 714
new york 4,767 6,930 7,892 7,895 7,323 8,175
Philadelphia 1,549 1,951 2,072 1,949 1,586 1,526

Source: u.s. Census Bureau.



Chapter 3  The Development of North American Cities    65

TAble 3–4 population of selected metropolitan Areas, 2000–2010

  2010 Population  
(in thousands)

2000 Population  
(in thousands)

Percentage Change 
Since 2000

Canadian Metropolitan Areas
 Calgary 1,243 951 +30.7
 edmonton 1,176 938 +24.7
 hamilton 743 662 +12.2
 Montreal 3,870 3,426 +13.0
 ottawa–gatineau 1,238 1,064 +16.4
 Quebec City 753 683 +10.2
 Toronto 5,742 4,683 +22.6
 vancouver 2,389 1,987 +20.2
Northern Metropolitan Areas
 Baltimore–Towson 2,710 2,553 +6.1
 Boston–Cambridge–Quincy 4,552 4,392 +3.6
 Chicago–naperville–Joliet 9,461 9,099 +4.0
 Cleveland–elyria–Mentor 2,077 2,148 −3.3
 detroit–Warren–livonia 4,296 4,453 −3.5
 new york–northern nJ–long island 18,897 18,323 +3.1
 Philadelphia–Camden–Wilmington 5,965 5,687 +4.9
Southern Metropolitan Areas
 atlanta–sandy springs–Marietta 5,269 4,248 +24.0
 Birmingham–hoover 1,128 1,051 +7.3
 Charlotte–gastonia–Concord 1,758 1,499 +17.3
 dallas–fort Worth–arlington 6,372 5,162 +23.4
 houston–sugar land–Baytown 5,947 4,715 +26.1
 Miami–fort lauderdale–Miami Beach 5,565 5,008 +11.1
 new orleans–Metairie–Kenner 1,168 1,317 −11.3
 orlando–Kissimmee 2,134 1,645 +29.7
 Tampa–st. Petersburg–Clearwater 2,783 2,386 +16.6
Western Metropolitan Areas
 los angeles–long Beach–santa ana 12,829 12,366 +3.7
 Phoenix–Mesa–scottsdale 4,193 3,252 +28.9
 Portland–vancouver–Beaverton 2,226 1,928 +15.5
 salt lake City 1,124 969 +16.0
 san francisco–oakland–fremont 4,435 4,124 +7.5
 seattle–Tacoma–Bellevue 3,440 3,044 +13.0

Source: statistics Canada and the u.s. Census Bureau.

in suburbs near the cities. Table 3–4 makes this 
clear by examining metropolitan area popula-
tions for selected cities across the continent, 
including those examined in Table 3–3. With 
few exceptions, suburbs are growing every-
where—and have been doing so for more than 
50 years.

Economic Considerations. By the 1960s, 
many industries and manufacturing 

businesses were moving away from urban in-
dustrial districts. high rents and inadequate 
older buildings unsuitable for expansion 
had reduced the attraction of a city location. 
furthermore, newer production procedures 
required large, low-level structures rather 
than the older, once suitable, multistory 
buildings. Concerns over rising crime rates, 
taxes, and traffic congestion also contributed 
to the proliferation of new  industrial parks 
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of us routinely think in terms of time (“We 
live about 40 minutes from the airport.”) 
rather than distance; we may not even know 
how many miles away the airport is.

The Postwar Era: 1945–1970. in the post–
World War ii era, north america’s suburbs 
grew dramatically. Millions of gis returned 
home, starting new families and the baby 
boom. With the resultant city housing short-
age, these new families sought the suburban 
dream—a place of one’s own out of the con-
gested city, with more room to raise kids in 
clean air and send them to good schools, 
without fear of crime and other urban ills. all 
across north america, new housing develop-
ments appeared. none, however, illustrates 
“suburban fever” better than levittown on 
new york’s long island.

some 30 miles east of Manhattan, levittown 
rose from spinach and potato fields. Begun 
in 1947 by developer abraham levitt and 

outside the city. Workers often moved from 
the central city to be near their relocated jobs, 
resulting in a growth in suburban population 
and a decline in  central-city population.

Technology. as noted earlier, technologi-
cal changes in energy (steam power) and 
building techniques (steel-frame skyscrapers, 
elevators) were important in the creation of 
a centralized metropolis during the nine-
teenth century. since then, the development 
of interstate highways, the telephone, com-
puters, and telecommunications have been 
equally important in the decentralization of 
the urban area.

Technology also changed the mean-
ing of urban space. Because we move 
more  easily across space—in minutes by 
car or public transit, or in milliseconds by 
 telecommunications—physical proximity is 
no longer as necessary to tie together all the 
activities within the urban area. in fact, most 

From the 1890s until the mid-twentieth century, streetcar travel was the best means 
of transportation within or between cities. Acting in collusion through their partner-
ship in a holding company, General Motors, Firestone Tire, and several oil compa-
nies bought the streetcar companies, dismantled their systems, and replaced them 
with buses. An actual streetcar was used in the 2008 film The Changeling, set in 
1920s Los Angeles.
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Quincy and Braintree to the south. While 
technically residents of their newly adopted 
local communities, on another level they were 
still linked to Boston for jobs and under its 
sphere of influence.

noticing this trend, the u.s. Census 
Bureau realized the need to measure more 
accurately the way that cities were growing. 
if it merely counted the residents of the cen-
tral city—in this case, Boston—it would get a 
relatively small population count that ignored 
the reality of how many people residing in 
Braintree and Wakefield were fundamentally 
tied to Boston. Consequently, the Census 
Bureau decided to count in its surveys both 
the central-city population and the popula-
tion of surrounding towns and cities interde-
pendent with that central city. Thus was born 
the idea of the metropolitan area.

from 1959 until 1983, the Census Bureau 
used the term standard metropolitan statistical 
area (sMsa), and thereafter, it used the term 
metropolitan statistical area (MSA). an Msa 
is at least one city with 50,000 or more inhab-
itants, the county or counties containing the 
city, and any surrounding counties with a high 
population density and a large proportion 
of inhabitants commuting to and from the 
central city. in 2010, the Census Bureau rec-
ognized 366 Msas, containing roughly four-
fifths of the total u.s. population. another 
Census Bureau term, combined  statistical 
area (CSA), refers to adjacent metro-metro 
or metro-micro areas. By 2010, 128 official 
Csas were part of the urban landscape in the 
united states and Puerto rico.

The Toronto Metropolitan Area. in 1953, 
Toronto created a federated form of govern-
ment unique to north america in order to deal 
with the metropolitan phenomenon. going 
beyond merely labeling a metropolitan area as 
such, this action created a consolidated gover-
nance system. City leaders then established a 
common property assessment and tax rate to 
deal with such regional problems as water sup-
ply, sewage disposal, mass transit, construction 
of school buildings, housing for the elderly, 
park maintenance, and urban development. 
This approach to metropolitan governance 

his  sons, the project escalated within a year 
from a planned 2,000 to 6,000 units, and 
with construction of the last house in 1951, 
levittown contained 17,447 homes. each 
ranch house was small (32 by 25 feet) and 
strikingly uniform in appearance. it sold for 
$7,990, with a $90 deposit and $58 monthly 
payment, and came in five different models, 
which differed only by exterior color, roof-
line, and the placement of windows. Built on 
a concrete slab with radiant heating coils, it 
had no garage and came with an expandable 
attic (Matarrese 2005). soon, developers built 
similar housing developments elsewhere.

retail businesses quickly followed the flow 
of population into these bedroom commu-
nities, and local shopping malls increasingly 
 became part of suburban living. although 
a suburban shopping center broke ground 
as early as 1907 in Baltimore and another 
shortly afterward in the Country Club district 
of Kansas City, in 1946 only eight such centers 
existed in the entire united states. By 1960, 
however, the number had soared to 3,800, 
and then tripled again to 13,000 “malls” by 
1970. no wonder that by 1970, as many peo-
ple worked in the suburbs as worked in the 
central cities (Kowinski 2002).

as the white middle class moved out, the 
cities lost even more of the tax base that de-
parting industry already was eroding. left be-
hind were minorities and the poor, who were 
often unable to find jobs. The city faced an in-
creasing demand for services and a shrinking 
ability to provide them. By the mid-1960s, a 
true urban crisis—largely created by the phe-
nomenon of decentralization—existed on a 
national level. urban poverty was increasing, 
minorities were justifiably angry over their 
standard of living, services got worse, and 
many cities faced bankruptcy.

The Metropolitan Statistical Area. With 
decentralization well under way, urbaniza-
tion expanded as workers, unable to find 
adequate housing in the central city, spilled 
over into the surrounding towns and small 
cities. for example, Boston’s workers began 
settling in Wakefield and lynn to the north, 
in Wellesley and natick to the west, and in 
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of this change, as is the desire for a greater 
sense of security and a less hectic pace. still, 
the newcomers are in no way traditionally 
rural. Most are well educated, have cosmopol-
itan tastes, and work in nearby cities. local 
stores often spring up that supply such items 
as gourmet wines and sophisticated books.

The sunbelt expansion

a glance back at Table 3–4 (see page 65) re-
veals the other current trend affecting cities. 
although suburban population is growing 
everywhere, it is growing fastest in western 
Canada and in the american south and West. 
figure 3–1 (on this page) makes the point even 
more effectively, showing the considerable in-
creases of population in virtually every u.s. 
state below the Mason–dixon line and west of 
the rocky Mountains between 2000 and 2010.

The northeast and Midwest regions and 
their cities once dominated national affairs, 

exists in many european countries, but it is vir-
tually non-existent in the united states. The 
case study at the end of Chapter 14 will detail 
the Toronto metropolitan system.

Non-Metropolitan Growth. The decentraliza-
tion of the urban population dispersed people 
outward from central cities not just to nearby 
suburbs but also to the outlying, rural hinter-
land. areas previously considered rural yielded 
territory with the expansion of metropolitan 
areas, which grew by 11 percent in the 2000s, 
more than double the rate for areas outside 
metro areas (Mather, et al. 2011:14). More 
than two-thirds of Canadians (69 percent) now 
live in metropolitan areas, with Calgary’s popu-
lation growing at a much faster rate than the 
other 31 percent. in non-metropolitan areas 
rates of growth are weaker (statistics Canada 
2011a).

no doubt improved transportation and 
communications are an important foundation 
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urban municipalities in sprawling urban re-
gions. The first such area, which he called a 
megalopolis, was the unbroken urban region 
that emerged along the eastern seaboard 
of the united states, which he dubbed the 
“BosWash corridor.” in the Cityscape box on 
page 70, he describes this development.

The BosWash corridor, now called the 
northeast megaregion, was the first north 
american megalopolis. in Canada, the 
Quebec City–Windsor corridor (which in-
cludes Montreal, ottawa, and Toronto) is 
quite comparable. Today, demographers 
and urbanists favor the term megaregion to 
describe this large-scale population growth 
phenomenon. others in the united states 
are the Cascadia, northern California, 
southern California, arizona sun Corridor, 
front range, Texas Triangle, gulf Coast, 
florida, Piedmont, and great lakes megare-
gions (see figure 3–1).

among the criteria used to identify coun-
ties as part of a megaregion are (1) a popula-
tion density exceeding 200 persons per square 
mile; (2) a projected population growth rate 
exceeding 15 percent by 2025, involving a 
minimum of 1,000 new residents; (3) an in-
crease of 50 or more people per square mile 
between 2000 and 2025; and (4) a projected 
employment growth rate exceeding 15 per-
cent with a total growth in jobs exceeding 
20,000 by 2025 (hagler 2009).

northeast megaregion Assets

despite the sunbelt expansion, the 
northeast megaregion (also called the 
“northeast Corridor”) remains a major part 
of u.s. urban life. it is a region of 50 million 
 people— almost one in five americans—with 
a projected increase of 9 million by 2025. 
Constituting 18 percent of the total u.s. 
population, it accounts for 21 percent of the 
 nation’s gross domestic Product (America 
2050 2011). home to 40 of the Fortune global 
500 companies, it contains nearly one-half of 
all available global hedge fund investment 
capital (Fortune 2011).

Why does this region still attract job- 
creating investments? With nearly one-fifth of 

but an immense power shift has occurred. 
Table 3–5 above illustrates the dra matic 
change by comparing the raw population 
 figures and national rankings for the 10 larg-
est u.s. cities in 2010 with those in 1950. new 
york, Chicago, and Philadelphia still remain 
in the “Top 10,” but the latter two are not as 
populated as they were in 1950. if  present 
trends continue, only new york and los 
angeles may appear on the next list. in ad-
dition, seemingly from nowhere, houston, 
dallas, san antonio, san diego, san Jose, and 
especially, Phoenix have leaped onto the list.

The evolUTion  
of meGAreGions

Throughout the second half of the twentieth 
century, as metropolitan regions kept ex-
panding, the distinctiveness of their bound-
aries blurred. Population centers became 
linked together through shared ecosystems 
and natural resources, interconnected trans-
portation systems, and interwoven economic 
systems. french geographer Jean gottmann 
(1966) was one of the first urbanists to note 
the linkages between many independent 

TAble 3–5  Ten largest U.s. cities in 2010 
compared to 1950 (population  
in thousands)

2010 1950

 Population Rank Population Rank

new york 8,175 1 7,892 1
los angeles 3,793 2 1,970 4
Chicago 2,696 3 3,621 2
houston 2,099 4 596 14
Philadelphia 1,526 5 2,072 3
Phoenix 1,445 6 107 99
san antonio 1,327 7 408 25
san diego 1,307 8 334 31
dallas 1,198 9 434 22
san Jose 946 10 99 —

Note: Center city data only.
Source: u.s. Census Bureau.
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ciTyscApe

The northeast megaregion (megalopolis)

The Northeastern seaboard of 
the United States is today the site 
of a remarkable development—
an almost continuous stretch of 
urban and suburban areas from 
southern New Hampshire to 
northern Virginia and from the 
Atlantic shore to the Appalachian 
foothills. . . .

 . . . As one follows the main 
highways or railroads between 

Boston and Washington, D.C., one hardly 
loses sight of built-up areas, tightly woven 
residential communities, or powerful con-
centrations of manufacturing plants. Flying 
this same route one discovers, on the other 
hand, that behind the ribbons of densely 
occupied land along the principal arter-
ies of traffic, and in between the clusters of 
suburbs around the old urban centers, there 
still remain large areas covered with woods 
and brush alternating with some carefully 
cultivated patches of farmland. These green 
spaces, however, when inspected at closer 
range, appear stuffed with a loose but im-
mense scattering of buildings, most of them 
residential but some of industrial character. 
That is, many of these sections that look rural 
actually function largely as suburbs in the 
orbit of some city’s downtown. . . .

Thus the old distinctions between rural 
and urban do not apply here any more. Even 
a quick look at the vast area of Megalopolis 
reveals a revolution in land use. Most of the 
people living in the so-called rural areas, and 
still classified as “rural population” by recent 
censuses, have very little, if anything, to do 

with agriculture. In terms of their interests 
and work they are what used to be classified 
as “city folks,” but their way of life and the 
landscapes around their residences do not fit 
the old meaning of urban.

In this area, then, we must abandon the 
idea of the city as a tightly settled and orga-
nized unit in which people, activities, and 
riches are crowded into a very small area 
clearly separated from its non-urban surround-
ings. Every city in this region spreads out far 
and wide around its original nucleus; it grows 
amidst an irregularly colloidal mixture of rural 
and suburban landscapes; it melts on broad 
fronts with other mixtures, of somewhat simi-
lar though different texture, belonging to the 
suburban neighborhoods of other cities. Such 
coalescence can be observed, for example, 
along the main lines of traffic that link New 
York City and Philadelphia. Here there are 
many communities that might be classified as 
belonging to more than one orbit. It is hard to 
say whether they are suburbs, or “satellites,” 
of Philadelphia or New York, Newark, New 
Brunswick, or Trenton. The latter three cities 
themselves have been reduced to the role of 
suburbs of New York City in many respects, 
although Trenton belongs also to the orbit of 
Philadelphia. . . .

This region indeed reminds one of 
Aristotle’s saying that cities such as Babylon 
had “the compass of a nation rather than a 
city. . . .”

Source: Jean Gottmann, Megalopolis: The Urbanized 
Northeastern Seaboard of the United States (New York: 
Twentieth Century Fund, 1964), pp. 3, 5–7.

the u.s. population on 2 percent of the land 
mass, it is the nation’s most concentrated mar-
ket region. Manufacturers can reach more 
than half of the u.s. and Canadian industrial 
firms and retail sales outlets within 24 hours by 

truck. also, the corridor states are, by air and 
sea, close to the nearly 500 million people in 
the european union countries. in addition, 
this 11-state megaregion has the highest con-
centration of higher-education institutions, 
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pollution are in the sunbelt (american lung 
association 2011). Pollution is increasing, water 
is running short (particularly in the southwest), 
and in many areas, population growth is just too 
great to absorb. Many of the fast-growth cities 
face high costs in developing an adequate in-
frastructure (roads, bridges, water and sewage 
systems).

The posTinDUsTriAl ciTy

in the 1960s, u.s. central cities seemed to be 
in an irreversible process of self-destruction, 
with dozens of major riots occurring and 
middle-class whites leaving for the suburbs. 
industry was close behind as old factories be-
came obsolete. left in the decay were those 
who had little choice—the trapped and the 
poor, many of them minorities. it looked 
like the end of the city as we knew it, and 
many doubted that u.s. cities would ever rise 
again. in stark contrast, Canadian cities dealt 
with their problems more effectively, such as 
Toronto—a cosmopolitan city with a distinct 

sending about 3  million students annually to 
875 colleges and universities. Proximity to top 
colleges also has influenced location choices 
by high-technology firms. Massachusetts’s 
famous route 128 (now called “america’s 
Technology highway”) is near Massachusetts 
institute of Technology (MiT) and harvard. 
new Jersey—the third smallest state, with less 
than 3 percent of the nation’s population—is 
sixth in the country in the amount of venture 
capital invested to create new, fast-growing 
companies and second nationally in terms 
of the most workers who are iT professionals 
(innovation nJ 2011).

sunbelt problems

Just as all is not negative in the snowbelt, all is 
not rosy in the sunbelt. The federal Bureau of 
investigation reported that violent crime in the 
sunbelt region constituted 65 percent of the u.s. 
total (42 percent in the south and 23 percent 
in the West), compared with 20 percent in the 
Midwest and only 15 percent in the northeast 
(fBi 2010). eight of the 12 worst cities for air 
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To Banfield’s critics, his “do-nothing” ap-
proach toward urban destitution seemed cal-
lous and mean-spirited. and yet, four decades 
later, many of his predictions have come true. 
Cities across the nation are in the midst of 
rejuvenation—and all with limited help from 
the federal government. The postindustrial city 
has arrived and, although slowed considerably 
by the economic recession of recent years, re-
search suggests that a general economic revi-
talization and reformulation of cities are still 
continuing (Teaford 2006).

in many cities today, the contrast with the 
earlier picture of older u.s. cities in disre-
pair is nothing short of amazing. all over the 
united states—from Pittsburgh to seattle, 
from new york to Phoenix—new urban con-
struction is in progress. office towers mul-
tiply almost as fast as contractors can build 
them. Many residential areas of the city are 
being totally transformed as young urban 
 professionals—“yuppies”—move in, renovate 
old buildings, or settle into new apartment 
complexes. although many older cities, partic-
ularly smaller ones, are still hurting, the urban 

racial/ethnic mix—which u.s. urbanist Jane 
Jacobs called “a city that works.”

Deterioration and regeneration

in the late 1960s, as central cities  deteriorated—
or, worse, went up in smoke—scholars, politi-
cians, and nearly everyone else wondered what 
could be done. one voice suggested that we 
need do nothing: With time, the city would 
save itself. That voice belonged to edward C. 
Banfield (1970), whose controversial book 
The Unheavenly City (an obvious reference to 
Cotton Mather’s wish for a “heavenly city” 
quoted at the beginning of this chapter) cre-
ated an enormous stir. his thesis was that the 
city was too powerful an economic machine to 
remain down and out for long. allow enough 
time, he argued, and new businesses and peo-
ple would see that they could return to the 
central city and enjoy its great communicative 
advantages cheaply. They could buy up land; 
renovate deteriorated factories, houses, and 
apartment complexes; and thus avail them-
selves of the city’s many benefits.

Unlike Sunbelt cities, Snowbelt cities such as Minneapolis–St. Paul have  
high- density land use. The tight clustering of buildings—and, therefore, the closer 
proximity of shops, offices, and restaurants, not to mention apartment  residences—
places more activities within walking distance and results in more crowds, 
 congestion, and reliance on mass transit.
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Big industries divested themselves of parts 
of their operations that were no longer prof-
itable and they outsourced to other firms or 
foreign companies. Thus, general electric 
no longer makes microwave ovens or the 
 icemakers that go into its refrigerators; in-
stead, other firms in the united states, 
Korea, Japan, and elsewhere supply them. 
Taking a more flexible approach, firms 
decide which components they can pro-
duce profitably themselves and which they 
can produce more efficiently through out-
sourcing (duesterberg and Preeg 2004:45; 
Whitford 2006).

such changes, which happened all over 
north america, had important implications 
for the city. on the one hand, companies no 
longer required as many blue-collar workers 
or as many buildings geared to heavy indus-
trial production. on the other hand, these 
corporations, which play so large a role in 
our urban scene, created more white-collar 
jobs—jobs that depend on regular contact 
with other corporations, whether in north 
america or abroad.

economy is alive once again. in most areas of 
the country, a true urban renaissance is under 
way as u.s. cities complete a shift to a postin-
dustrial economy.

The reasons for this turnaround are 
(1) the growth of white-collar businesses tied 
to new computer technology and (2) a major 
shift in the way many industries do business. 
regarding the first change, high-tech busi-
nesses were more than happy to take over, 
renovate, or rebuild the structures left by de-
parting heavy industry. They needed the cen-
tral-city location to maximize their efficiency. 
second, many corporations went through a 
radical transformation, changing both their 
structure and their operations. in the nine-
teenth century, major industries believed in a 
“beginning-to-end” process; that is, they over-
saw and controlled their product from raw 
material to finished, marketable item. This 
was true of most of the “giants,” such as the 
Carnegie Corporation (steel) and the ford 
Motor Company (which went so far as to raise 
sheep to produce the wool for its cars’ uphol-
stery fabric!).

This night mosaic photographed from space illustrates the urban concentrations of 
people in North America more dramatically than could any artist or cartographer. 
The electric lights easily reveal where to find a megalopolis or metropolis and how 
much of the land is non-urban.
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exploded into race riots in 1966 and 1968. 
Pollution was thick in the air, and in 1969, 
the Cuyahoga river actually burned for 
days because of the pollutants it contained. 
Cleveland’s heavy industry was dying, its 
middle class was fleeing to the suburbs, and 
by 1979, the city was on the verge of financial 
collapse.

a public–private partnership, forged by 
city government and business leaders during 
the early 1980s, attempted to breathe new life 
into the city. its linchpin for revitalization was 
restoration of Cleveland’s famous, but aban-
doned, landmark—the Terminal Tower com-
mercial complex—into a rail transit station, 
a multilevel shopping center with upscale 
national stores, an 11-screen movie theater, a 
ritz-Carlton hotel, and several high-rise office 
buildings. The Tower City Center complex 
created more than 3,000 jobs and in the 1990s 
it appealed to many because of such stores as 
Banana republic, express, gap, and J. Crew. 
sadly, those stores are gone now, no major 
anchor store is on the premises, and one-time 
shoppers complain about its deterioration 
(yelp 2011).

Tourist attractions built in the 1990s in-
clude the six-story rock and roll hall of 
fame and Museum, two stadiums, and capital 
improvements at nearby Cedar Point amuse-
ment park, with its 17 roller coasters, more 
than any other park in the world. yuppies 
turned abandoned warehouses into lofts and 
apartments, and city residents enjoy a lake-
front park and trendy restaurants along the 
Cuyahoga river, where one can sit on the 
 patios while barges and pleasure boats navi-
gate the river.

nevertheless, downtown Cleveland failed 
to become rejuvenated, partly because the 
stand-alone new projects were isolated from 
one another. This lack of connectivity ignored 
one of the attractions of any city: the cluster-
ing of activities. The expansive Cleveland 
CBd lacks the walking distance charm and 
appeal of those in Boston and Philadelphia. 
however, new projects in the pipeline (the 
Medical Mart and casino) and action on 
the recommendations of the downtown 
Cleveland alliance (a pedestrian bridge, bike 

naturally, those employed by postindus-
trial, high-tech industries want to live near 
their work, and while some (particularly those 
with families) commute from the suburbs, 
many opt to live in the central city. illustrating 
this trend during the past several decades has 
been the process of gentrification, in which 
white-collar professionals move into and 
transform older, decaying neighborhoods of 
many cities. We will return to this topic later 
in the book.

The future

The postindustrial city will likely dominate 
north america’s future, but what form will 
it take? one significant worldwide trend is 
globalization, a subject we will explore in 
Chapter 7. Two other trends on this conti-
nent are occurring simultaneously, and it is 
uncertain whether or not both can prevail in 
the future. one trend is the appearance of 
edge cities (discussed more fully in Chapter 4). 
The evolution of new cities on the fringe of 
older urban areas helps explain the popu-
lation increase in non-metropolitan areas. 
Joel garreau (1992) suggested that north 
americans have reinvented the city and that 
these new urban agglomerations are now the 
future. numbering more than 200 in Canada 
and the united states, these new cities, with 
their malls and office parks, now dominate 
the nation’s retail trade, office facilities, 
and cinemas.

The second trend is the revitalization of 
older cities, a significant process that shows 
no sign of stopping. More, not fewer, peo-
ple are taking on the cosmopolitan lifestyle. 
Because edge cities do not offer the residen-
tial ambience that young adults can find in a 
central city’s brownstone houses, loft apart-
ments, cozy restaurants, and shops, the up-
grading of many older city neighborhoods 
continues. although office-building construc-
tion continued in many cities in 2011, the 
lagging  economy and vacancy rate slowed it 
down considerably (downs 2011).

Cleveland is a good example. during the 
1960s and 1970s, this ohio city was a sym-
bol of urban despair. severe social problems 
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some urban neighborhoods improve, un-
employment rates and welfare dependency 
among the unskilled remain high (samuelson 
2011). gentrification is all well and good as 
far as it goes, but the changes do not benefit 
everyone.

Characterizing the postindustrial city are 
two labor markets that foster dramatically un-
equal lifestyles—that of the well-paid, white-
collar professional and that of the low-paid 
service worker. immigrants, not native-born 
blacks, are now filling the niches left vacant 
by whites moving out of cities (Waldinger and 
lichter 2003).

The dynamic process engaging north 
american cities extends from its origins—
those five communities “hacked out of the wil-
derness” in the seventeenth century—to the 
present configuration—much larger and still 
embroiled in rapid and significant change, as 
decentralization, sunbelt growth, and postin-
dustrialization unfold. exemplifying this pro-
cess is the case study that closes this chapter, 
that of north america’s world city, new york.

Case study

new york—The “big Apple”

new york has long been the great u.s. City. it 
symbolizes the united states to the world and, 
in many ways, reveals the rest of the world to 
the united states. new york not only repre-
sents the distinctive course of north american 
urban history, it is a timeless display of what 
urban life is all about. here are just a few of 
the features that make it so outstanding.

first, new york is huge, an enormous con-
centration of population. about 8.2 million 
people live within the city limits, and almost 
three times that many reside in the urban 
region that sprawls outward around the city. 
second, the city is a major center for finance, 
insurance, real estate, media, and the arts. it 
has 46 of the Fortune 500 corporations, con-
tains a large number of foreign corporations 
(1 in 10 private-sector jobs is with a foreign 
company), and its television and film indus-
try is second only to hollywood. Third, it is 

lanes, redesigning streets and closing unnec-
essary ones, and improving Public square) 
could enhance that connectivity and make 
the center city more attractive to residents 
and visitors alike (Piiparinen 2011).

Clearly, Cleveland needs to do something 
to bounce back. it lost more than one-fifth of 
its population between 1990 and 2010, drop-
ping from 505,615 to 396,815 people. The 
nation’s poorest big city in 2006, Cleveland 
has since ranked as the fourth poorest (be-
hind detroit, Buffalo, and Cincinnati). To 
offset the city’s loss of its former industrial 
base, Cleveland’s leaders have made renova-
tion and land-use integration important parts 
of their economic strategy. Strategy is exactly 
the right word. as the nation’s central cities 
regenerate, many are engaging in a type of 
competition reminiscent of the interurban 
competition of the mid-1800s, when north 
american cities were growing by leaps and 
bounds. an increasing number of urban gov-
ernments are hiring marketing professionals 
to spiff up the city’s image so that it can at-
tract more businesses and tourists.

The human cost of economic 
restructuring

The postindustrial process, unfortunately, 
does not benefit all city residents. as gentrifi-
cation progresses, it displaces the poorer resi-
dents of many city neighborhoods. unable 
to pay the rising rents, they must find some-
where else to live. similarly, even though a 
few areas within a city become havens for the 
affluent, the postindustrial economy worsens 
the plight of the city’s poor and unskilled.

This occupational restructuring creates 
a “skills mismatch” as our cities’ economies 
become more and more white collar. Their 
gradual shift away from manufacturing and 
goods processing eliminates many unskilled 
jobs, once the first step up for millions of 
less-educated migrants and immigrants. The 
rising skill requirements of today’s urban job 
market, which demands educated  employees 
to work with words and numbers in informa-
tion-processing jobs, puts these new jobs out 
of reach for the poor as well. Thus, even as 
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at street level, new york abounds with 
crowds, traffic, musicians, and vendors— 
multiple sights and sounds that bombard the 
senses. indeed, the first experience of new 
york City is one that many carry with them all 
their lives. on another level, the city is decep-
tive. its very size tricks us into thinking things 
are other than they are—something that the 
Urban Living box above reveals about that 
grandest of illusion makers, radio City Music 
hall.

one cannot escape the great contra-
dictions, contrasts, and inconsistencies of 
new york life. The city is home to the rich-
est and poorest of north americans. some 
of the worst social problems stand, liter-
ally, in the shadow of the proudest cultural 
achievements. in short, if something is to be 
found at all, it is to be found in new york. 
it is a world city par excellence. and since 
september 11, 2001, americans elsewhere 
have expressed a special bond with new york 

the third busiest u.s. port (in import volume, 
after south louisiana and houston). fourth, 
it is a mosaic of virtually every race and  ethnic 
group in the world, with nearly 200 languages 
spoken daily and more than one-third of its 
residents foreign born. The city contains 
more Chinese than any city outside of asia, 
more West indians than any city outside of 
the Caribbean, and more hispanics than any 
other city in the united states. fifth, many 
new york districts are world famous: Wall 
street (finance), Madison avenue (adver-
tising), the garment district (center of the 
 nation’s clothing industry), Central Park (ar-
guably the greatest urban park in the world), 
fifth avenue (for fashionable shopping and 
living), greenwich village (a longtime bohe-
mian, student, and counterculture enclave), 
and Broadway (center of the most vibrant 
theater district in the world). sixth, new york 
is also a key center of the arts, music, and 
publishing.

UrbAn livinG

All new york’s a stage

I’ll tell you an old joke that will 
sum up Radio City Music Hall 
for you. It seems a man and his 
wife went to the Music Hall one 
Sunday afternoon, arriving to-
ward the end of the film. When 
it ended, the house lights came 
up for a few minutes before the 
stage show and the man rose, 
murmuring to his wife: “I’m 
going to the men’s room.”

He located an exit on his floor— 
orchestra, loge, mezzanine, balcony or 
second balcony—but he couldn’t find a 
men’s room on it. He descended a staircase 
and looked on the next floor and couldn’t 
find a men’s room and descended another 
staircase. He walked along corridors and 
pushed open doors, he went along dark 

passages and up and down steps, getting 
more and more lost and more and more 
frantic. Just as his need became intolerably 
urgent, he pushed open a heavy door and 
found himself on a small street lined with 
houses, trees and shrubs. There was no 
one in sight and the man relieved himself 
in the bushes.

All this had taken time, and it took him 
additional time to work his way back up 
to his own floor and locate his own aisle 
and section. By the time he finally reached 
his seat, the stage show had ended and the 
movie had begun again. The man slid into 
his seat whispering to his wife: “How was 
the stage show?” To which his wife replied: 
“You ought to know. You were in it.”
Source: Helene Hanff, Apple of My Eye (New York: 
Moyer Bell, 1995), p. 129.
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in 1680, new york City began its climb 
to economic preeminence when it gained a 
monopoly on the sifting of flour for export. 
docks multiplied, trade prospered, and sup-
port businesses of all sorts followed. The 
population grew steadily as well; from 4,000 
in 1703, new york grew to 7,000 in 1723 and 
passed the 10,000 mark in 1737. The first 
newspaper appeared in 1725; a stagecoach 
link to Philadelphia started in 1730; and the 
new york Public library opened in 1731.

as this growth occurred, new york, like the 
other colonies, began resenting ever more 
sharply the British impositions on trade. in 
1765, the english government instituted the 
stamp act, which placed a levy on all trans-
actions. The colonists bitterly opposed it. 
swayed, Parliament repealed the act in 1766, 
causing a new york group dubbed the “sons 
of liberty” to build a triumphant “liberty 
Pole” in the city. The British took strong of-
fense. an altercation followed, and some of 
the sons of liberty were killed, spilling the 
first blood of the american revolution.

When the revolutionary War began, the 
British occupied new york for seven years. 
The war drove many new yorkers temporarily 
out of the city, reducing its population by sev-
eral thousand from a peak of 21,500. With the 
end of the war, however, the city leapt once 
more to life. george Washington was inaugu-
rated as the first president of the united states 
in federal hall at the corner of Wall street 
and nassau street, and for a year thereafter 
(1790), new york served as the u.s. capital.

Growth and expansion

By 1800, the city’s population surpassed 
60,000, and spectacular growth continued. 
The population exceeded 96,000 by 1810 and 
202,000 by 1830. yet this was only a hint of 
things to come. earlier, in 1792, a group of 
traders had met in the Wall street area and 
planned what became the new york stock 
exchange. in 1811, the city implemented its 
famous grid plan for street development. in 
1825, the completed erie Canal linked the 
hudson river with the great lakes, giving 
new york a long-sought trade advantage over 

as the symbol of an america united and defi-
ant against terrorism.

new york, always at the center of u.s. life, 
has a varied history. Because its changes illus-
trate the themes of north american urban 
history generally, we shall look briefly at its 
development during each of the four phases 
discussed in this chapter.

The colonial era

new york was the earliest of the five major 
colonial settlements, beginning in 1624 with 
a small dutch settlement, based primarily on 
the fur trade, in place on the southern tip 
of Manhattan island. new amsterdam, the 
 center of the dutch new netherlands, pros-
pered in the decades that followed: houses 
were built, and farmland was cultivated. a ver-
tical row of logs, put in place for protection 
along the northern edge of the settlement, 
later became known as Wall street. in 1638, 
a ferry service to Breukelen (later known 
as Brooklyn) began, and the first settlers 
reached staten island.

The first survey, completed in 1656, re-
vealed that the “city” had about 1,000 peo-
ple living in 120 houses on 17 irregularly 
shaped streets. Within a few years, some of 
the streets were stone covered, and a town-
watch (the earliest direct ancestor of new 
york’s police force) provided security. To 
the north were farms the dutch called “bow-
eries.” This area, the point at which the ir-
regular streets end (at about houston street 
today), was long known as “The Bowery.” 
in 1658, the dutch established a farming 
village, which they called haarlem, much 
farther north at the end of a long dirt road 
known as “Broadway.”

The first Jews arrived in the 1650s, estab-
lishing a long tradition that would influence 
the city’s history, and the first Quakers settled 
in 1657. The english in 1664 gained con-
trol of the town, and renamed it new york 
in honor of Charles ii’s brother, James, the 
duke of york. The english thereafter con-
tinued a policy of religious freedom for all 
groups, reaffirming the tradition of religious 
tolerance initiated by the dutch.
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1870 and 1930, dwarfing all previous gains. 
Table 3–6 shows that new york City as a whole 
quintupled its population in the six decades 
after 1870. however, until January 1898, 
the five boroughs remained legally separate 
municipalities.

The period between 1870 and 1920 was an 
era of extensive foreign immigration to the 
united states, and new york was the major 
port of disembarkation. Chinatown began to 
take form in 1884; italian immigration inten-
sified after 1885; and Jews began to make their 
way through the ellis island immigration fa-
cility to the lower east side in large numbers 
after 1890. Many of these new urbanites went 
directly to work in many fields, most notably 
the clothing industry.

as amazing as it sounds, by 1890 four out of 
five people living in the new york area were ei-
ther born abroad or had foreign-born parents 
(Claghorn 2011). new york, like other u.s. 
metropolises, took on a characteristic “ethnic 
mosaic” pattern of settlement, as described by 
social reformer Jacob riis in the Cityscape box 
although citywide residential density in 1900 
was about 90,000 people per square mile, in 
immigrant areas the densities could be as 
much as five times greater (demographia 
2011). Today, the density of new york City 
has fallen to about 27,000  persons per square 
mile (Census Bureau 2011c).

sometimes, when immigrants mixed, 
the results were explosive. one midtown 
area, from about West 15th street to West 
50th street along eighth, ninth, and Tenth 

its east Coast urban competitors. With direct 
access to the north american heartland, the 
city quickly became the economic center of 
the united states.

Beginning in 1838, overseas steamships 
established a connection with europe that 
truly opened the united states to immigra-
tion. in 1840, for example, more than 50,000 
people arrived in new york harbor from 
abroad, and most settled in the city. in 1846, 
the first telegraph line between new york and 
Philadelphia began operation. in 1848, a five-
story factory (also a sign of things to come) 
opened its doors. urban transportation im-
proved with introduction of the rail-mounted 
horsecar in 1850. This made “suburbaniza-
tion” of the upper island more feasible; for the 
fare of a nickel, this area was within reach of 
most new yorkers. in 1853, new york hosted 
the nation’s first “expo,” symbolic of the grand 
optimism that by now was part of the city’s 
character. in 1858, the plan for one of the 
greatest of urban landmarks—Central Park—
was approved (the park itself was not substan-
tially completed until after the Civil War). in 
1860, although still officially consisting of only 
Manhattan island, the city boasted a popula-
tion of 814,000, with another 250,000 nearby 
in Brooklyn, staten island, and Jersey City.

The Great metropolis emerges

after the Civil War, new york matured as a 
great metropolis. an unprecedented surge 
in the city’s population occurred between 

TAble 3–6  population of new york city by borough, 1870–2010 (in thousands)

 1870 1900 1930 1960 2000 2010

new york City  
Borough

1,476 3,437 6,929 7,782 8,008 8,175

 Manhattan 942 1,850 1,867 1,695 1,537 1,586
 Bronx 37 201 1,265 1,425 1,333 1,385
 Brooklyn 419 1,167 2,560 2,627 2,465 2,504
 Queens 45 153 1,079 1,810 2,229 2,231
 staten island 33 67 158 222 444 469

Note: The five boroughs were not officially incorporated as new york City until 1898.
Source: u.s. Census Bureau.
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was arrested and brought to trial. so confident 
that he would be acquitted, he haughtily said 
in response to an allegation about his thefts, 
“What are ya gonna do about it?” his confi-
dence was misplaced, however, and he went 
to jail in 1872. nevertheless, extensive graft in 
city government continued to plague the city 
until well into the twentieth century.

Physical changes linked to technology 
contributed to the growth of the city. in 1881, 
the Brooklyn Bridge opened, and along with 
the golden gate Bridge in san francisco, 
it remains one of the world’s most beauti-
ful. The Williamsburg Bridge (1903) offered 
another route to Brooklyn and, in 1904, the 
first tunnel under the hudson river con-
nected the city to new Jersey. in 1906, the 
Pennsylvania railroad also tunneled under 
the hudson river, establishing major rail 
transport in the heart of Manhattan at Penn 
station. subways soon followed. People now 

avenues, was home to blacks and whites of dif-
ferent ethnic groups. during the workweek, 
trouble was minimal, but on weekends in the 
summer, when much drinking and carousing 
occurred, violent fighting often broke out be-
tween groups. so intense were the confronta-
tions that police nicknamed the area “hell’s 
Kitchen,” a name it still retains.

governing this incredible and growing 
mass of people was difficult at best. City hall 
became increasingly corrupt as interest groups 
vied with one another for contracts, favors, 
and patronage. The greatest symbol of po-
litical corruption was William “Boss” Tweed. 
in 1870, by means of $1 million in bribes to 
state legislators and others, Tweed and his 
gang gained complete political control over 
the city. They stole an estimated $200 million 
in funds from the city treasury and garnered 
even more from kickbacks and payoffs. finally 
exposed by the New York Times in 1871, Tweed 

ciTyscApe

The crazy-Quilt pattern of new york, 1890

A map of [New York],  colored 
to designate nationalities, 
would show more stripes 
than the skin of a zebra, 
and more colors than any 
 rainbow. . . . [G]reen for the 
Irish prevailing in the West Side 
 tenement districts, and blue 
for the Germans on the East  
Side. . .  .  [I]ntermingled . . . 
would be an odd variety of 

tints that would give the whole the ap-
pearance of an extraordinary crazy-quilt. 
From down in the Sixth Ward . . . the red 
of the Italian would be seen forcing its 
way northward along the line of Mulberry 
Street to the quarter of the French purple on 
Bleecker Street and South Fifth Avenue. . . . 
On the West Side, the red would be seen 
overrunning the old Africa of Thompson 

Street pushing the black of the negro rap-
idly uptown.

. . . [T]he Russian and Polish Jew, having 
overrun the district between Rivington and 
Division Streets, east of the Bowery, to the point 
of suffocation, is filling the tenements of the old 
Seventh Ward to the river front. . . . Between 
the dull gray of the Jew, his favorite color, 
and the Italian red, would be seen squeezed 
in on the map a sharp streak of yellow, mark-
ing the narrow boundaries of Chinatown. . . .  
Dots and dashes of color here and there 
would show. . . the Finnish sailors. . . the Greek 
 pedlars. . . and the Swiss. . . . And so on to the 
end of the long register, all toiling together in 
the galling fetters of the tenement.

Source: Jacob Riis, How the Other Half Lives, 2nd ed. 
(New York: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2010), pp. 76–77. 
Originally published in 1890.
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metropolitan region. since 1980, the city has 
steadily grown in population, mainly due to an 
influx of immigrants. demographers forecast 
that new york will increase from its current 8.2 
million residents to 9.1 million by 2030 (nyC 
department of City Planning 2006: 1–2).

earlier economic problems

The recession ending in the early 1990s took 
its toll on the new york region, as it regained 
only about a third of the 770,000 jobs it lost. 
Then, the 2001 destruction of the World 
Trade Center and its immediate surroundings 
dealt a severe blow to the corporate and neigh-
borhood economies of lower Manhattan. The 
loss of or severe damage to 20 million square 
feet of office space, as well as the loss of tens 
of thousands of jobs, was more than that of the 
entire central business district of a small city. 
furthermore, the damage directly affected 
14,000 nearby small businesses because of the 
resulting reduction in the number of pedestri-
ans and customers (Ploeger 2002).

beyond the Devastation

on that infamous day of september 11, 2001, 
new york City suffered the worst tragedy in its 
history. in addition to the heartbreaking loss 
of so many innocent lives were the severe eco-
nomic losses. These losses included billions of 
dollars of damaged or destroyed private capi-
tal and public infrastructure, thousands of 
dislocated workers, millions of dollars in lost 
sales as a result of business interruption, and 
significant disruption to the financial services 
industry that makes new york the capital of 
the global securities and banking markets.

a decade later, downtown Manhattan 
has risen from the ashes. The 43-story global 
headquarters of the investment banking and 
 securities firm, goldman sachs, opened in 
2009, across from the World Trade Center site, 
where the national memorial is open. Two new 
skyscrapers—1 and 4 World Trade Center—
are rising at ground Zero and will open in 
2013. in 2014, the PaTh transit hub will come 
online. The residential population in the 
area has doubled and a more diverse array of 
businesses—including media companies, law 

could live far from midtown and still get 
there cheaply and quickly.

at the lower end of Manhattan, the daz-
zling new york skyline began to take shape, 
capped by construction of the ill-fated twin 
towers of the World Trade Center between 
1966 and 1972. Today, it is difficult to imag-
ine new york without a forest of skyscrapers. 
yet before 1890, Manhattan below Central 
Park was almost completely covered by struc-
tures of less than five stories. The first steel 
structure in new york appeared in 1889 and 
reached a “towering” 11 stories. from this 
point, new york grew upward as if the clouds 
had become great magnets. The number of 
buildings with 20 or more floors increased 
from 61 in 1913 to 188 in 1929. indeed, half 
of all such buildings in the country were in 
new york (douglas 2004).

Before the great depression stalled con-
struction of office buildings, new york 
 witnessed the completion of three famous 
architectural innovations that survive to this 
day. The Chrysler Building, opened in 1930, 
is a marvelous, 77-story example of art deco 
architecture—topped with six stories of mag-
nificent stainless-steel arches. The following 
year marked the opening of the empire state 
Building, which at 102 floors has symbolized 
new york ever since. rockefeller Center was 
begun in the same year. it was designed to 
include “everything” in one place, as a large-
scale urban complex of office buildings, stores, 
cafes, plazas, and sculpture to attract people in 
its mix of business and culture. With its huge 
success, rockefeller Center served as the inspi-
ration of similar downtown developments in 
many u.s. cities, including atlanta’s Peachtree 
Center, hartford’s Constitution Center, and 
san francisco’s embarcadero Center.

new york Today

By the 1950s, new york had grown from 
being a metropolis to being the center of the 
vast northeast megaregion. The 2010 cen-
sus placed the city at the heart of an enor-
mous Msa covering some 4,000 square miles 
with more than 50 million people. about 
1 in 14  americans lived in the new york 



Chapter 3  The Development of North American Cities    81

despite the “gloom and doom” experts who 
sounded the city’s death knell. new york 
and the other cities survived, and—despite 
the recession—they have been working their 
way back to financial solvency. new york City 
is back for many of the same reasons that 
Boston, Baltimore, and other cities are com-
ing back: The postindustrial economy is re-
making new york. new positions for highly 
trained professional workers, particularly in 
the information-processing and financial sec-
tors, are available, along with lower-paying 
jobs in the service sectors of food, delivery, 
and tourism. Parts of the city, such as mid-
town, thrive as white-collar service centers 
where business professionals can remain in 
close contact with one another, have lunch, 
and socialize after work at a wide variety of 
places catering to their tastes.

as in other cities, the proportion of people 
who work in postindustrial jobs is small— 
perhaps less than 10 percent. Many people 
are working in the service sector (restaurants, 
hotels, and retail stores) or as public employ-
ees (education, police, fire, transit, sanitation, 
and social services). although the city lost 
more than half of its manufacturing compa-
nies between 1990 and 2010, its food manufac-
turing businesses grew by 14 percent between 
2007 and 2010 (nyC economic development 
Council 2011a). in 2006, the city established 
16 industrial business zones, creating tax 
credits and other incentives to  encourage 
long-term investment in manufacturing, 
warehousing, and other industrial businesses 
throughout the five boroughs (nyC economic 
development Council 2011b).

in 2010, tourism soared to a record- 
breaking 48.8 million visitors, generating 
$31.5 billion in revenue, with its foreign visi-
tors setting a new record of 9.8 million. air 
passenger arrivals; hotel occupancy; atten-
dance at Broadway shows; ticket sales at tour-
ist attractions like the empire state Building, 
ellis island, and the statue of liberty; and 
retail sales all improved (City of new york 
2011). its 2010 total crime index for violent 
and property crimes put new york among 
the lowest for u.s. cities with a population of 
100,000 or more—and the safest city among 

firms, and non-profit organizations—now call 
this area home (Bagli 2011).

Major cities like new york are constantly 
changing. Just as immigration repeatedly 
remade the city throughout its history, so, 
too, have its economic fortunes rebounded 

In February 2012, construction of One 
World Trade Tower, formerly known 
as the Freedom Tower, already loomed 
above most other office buildings. The 
first of four high-rise office buildings on 
the site of the 9/11 tragedy, when com-
pleted in 2013, will soar 1,776 feet into 
the sky, making it the tallest building in 
the Western Hemisphere.
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harlem, once the personification of black 
urban america, has undergone a dramatic 
transition. Blacks are no longer the major-
ity, as other young families have moved in, 
lured to fix-up victorian brownstones and 
sleek new apartment buildings. gone are 
the 99-cent stores and laundromats. in their 
place are large delis, stores selling imported 
beer, upscale shops, and restaurants. in east 
harlem, a $300 million shopping mall and 
glass-walled $1 million condominiums ad-
jacent to six-story tenements give testimony 
to the gentrification occurring (Williams 
2008). east new york, a once-devastated area 
in Brooklyn dubbed the “murder capital of 
new york City,” is being transformed into a 
livable area of rehabilitated homes and 2,300 
new ones in gateway estates, built around the 
new gateway Mall that employs about 1,500 
people (hevesi 2005).

another dramatic symbol of new york’s 
revival is construction in the south Bronx. its 
image as a lawless, burned-out, drug-infested 
area whose rampant crime rate inspired the 
1981 movie Fort Apache, the Bronx is no longer 
true, after one of the nation’s largest urban 
rebuilding efforts. With more than $1 bil-
lion in public dollars trained on the south 
Bronx since 1986, 19,000 apartments were 
refurbished and more than 4,500 new houses 
built for working-class home buyers. More 
than 50 abandoned buildings that once stood 
like  rotten teeth along major arteries like the 
Cross Bronx and Major deegan expressways 
were reclaimed as midrise apartment houses.

other signs of an urban renaissance are 
everywhere. They range in scale from mas-
sive residential enclaves like Queens West and 
riverside south, both loosely modeled after 
Battery Park City, to the starbucks-style cafes 
that have sprouted up all over. The transfor-
mation of 42nd street, once a center of sex 
and sleaze, into a family entertainment center 
with disney as the linchpin is simply amaz-
ing, and the renovation of grand Central 
Terminal with an upscale restaurant and 
shops is another positive sign.

Creation or restoration of parks offers 
another example of the improvement in 
the quality of life in new york. indoor and 

those with 1 million or more inhabitants 
(federal Bureau of investigation 2011). More 
feature films and television series are now 
shot in the city than at any time since the 
1950s, and new york hosts the second-largest 
concentration of motion picture activity.

Throughout the city, one can find clubs, 
coffee bars, chic shops, and trendy restaurants 
springing up, and attendance at concerts, 
museums, theaters, sports contests, and spe-
cial events has risen as well. rental housing is 
scarce and expensive, especially in Manhattan, 
where a month’s rent for a two-bedroom apart-
ment averages $3,750 (Mns 2011).

Upgrading the city

Construction is omnipresent. in 2010, the 
department of Buildings reviewed and ap-
proved 457,000 construction plans submitted 
by architects and engineers (nyC office of 
the Mayor 2011). in mid-2011, Manhattan de-
velopers planned the biggest decade of office 
construction since the 1980s. The prime area 
for urban development may be the far West 
side, the land between Pennsylvania station 
and the hudson river. These brand-new, 
state-of-the-art office buildings in great loca-
tions will meet corporate needs for the latest 
in comfort, energy efficiency, and techno-
logical capability in an area where more than 
60 percent of the buildings are at least half a 
century old (levitt 2011).

Battery Park City, a $1.5-billion, 92-acre 
commercial and residential complex, is 
home to the new york Mercantile exchange, 
the Commodity exchange, and american 
express. There are also 2,000 apartments in 
eight buildings, a ritz-Carlton hotel, four 
ferry slips, and a 15-screen multiplex the-
ater. The site also includes a museum, parks, 
 plazas, playgrounds, public arts, and schools.

Time Warner’s new world headquarters at 
Columbus Circle, completed in 2004, is one 
of the largest projects ever built in new york 
City. Besides its office space, the complex, 
with its two towers, includes one of the largest 
malls in the city (four floors of retail space), a 
screening theater, five restaurants, and a cafe 
with a marvelous view of Central Park.
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changing population

in 1950, the population of the five boroughs 
was 87 percent white, 9 percent black, and 
3 percent hispanic. By 2010, the city’s  profile 
had shifted to 33 percent non-hispanic white, 
23 percent non-hispanic black, 29 percent 
hispanic, and 13 percent asian (Census 
Bureau 2011c). although these are dramatic 
contrasts, the change between 2000 and 2010 
is far less so. Both Brooklyn and Manhattan 
showed an increase in the number of white 

outdoor recreation areas now exist at Pier 25 
in TriBeCa, at Pier 45 at Christopher street, 
and at Pier 64 in Chelsea. hudson river Park, 
the second largest after Central Park, stretches 
for 5 miles from Battery Park to 59th street, 
with esplanades, waterfront activities, biking 
and rollerblading paths, dog runs, athletic fa-
cilities, gardens, and sculptures. Bryant Park—
once an unsafe, sequestered area overrun by 
drug dealers—is one of new york’s busiest 
public spaces, where thousands go day and 
night for lunch, concerts, and outdoor mov-
ies, or simply to mingle. directly behind the 
new york Public library and north america’s 
first wireless zone park, it is a hot spot for 
young adults, serving—in an odd manifesta-
tion of a small-town tradition—as Manhattan’s 
town square. high line is an innovative and 
successful park converted from an elevated 
freight railway, into an aerial green way, with 
an integrated landscape connecting three 
neighborhoods along the West side. Presently 
19 blocks in length, when finished it will be 1.5 
miles long (high line 2011).

on another front, 64 Business improvement 
districts (Bids) exist in  virtually every section 
of the city, from harlem to Brighton Beach. 
More than 1,200 Bids exist in cities across 
north america (including 71 in Toronto), 
but their greatest impact has been in clean-
ing up new york (particularly Times square 
and union square). The Bids are self-taxing 
districts set up to clean, patrol, and upgrade 
their neighborhoods, providing services 
once the sole responsibility of city govern-
ment. faced with budget problems, cities wel-
comed this privatization of municipal services. 
once a majority of owners in a designated 
area agree, they work out a plan for services. 
after City Council approval, the city collects 
an annual assessment (above the property 
taxes) from all property owners and turns 
the money over to the district. The resulting 
services and improvements—new sidewalks, 
signs, street lights, planters, wastebaskets, flags 
and banners, street sweepers, and unarmed, 
uniformed security patrols—have reduced 
crime, cleaned up streets, and restored a sense 
of pride among merchants and the public 
(gould, et al. 2007).

One of the best examples of urban renaissance 
occurring in many North American cities is 
New York City’s Times Square. Once the locale 
of sleazy porn stores and theaters and other seedy 
enterprises, it has undergone a facelift that is 
more than cosmetic. New hotels, theaters, family-
oriented businesses, pedestrian streets, and even 
outdoor seating now dominate the area.
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associated with agriculture, fell behind. With 
victory for the north, the Civil War effectively 
ended the small- versus large-city “debate” in 
the united states.

after 1870, north american cities, par-
ticularly in the north and the Midwest of 
the united states and in lower Canada, ex-
ploded into metropolises of millions. Trade 
and industry were the driving forces behind 
this development. More and more jobs gen-
erated more and more wealth. drawn to this 
 opportunity, millions came from abroad, re-
sulting in the ethnic–racial–religious mosaic 
that characterizes so many north american 
cities. With this influx came great problems, 
particularly in the united states. Quality of 
life began to deteriorate, and poverty and 
exploitation became rampant. new techno-
logical advances enabled many to escape to 
streetcar suburbs. Consequently, cities began 
to spread over the countryside. losing reve-
nue because of this exodus and seriously ham-
pered by the great depression, cities began 
to depend on federal assistance.

after World War ii, decentralization ac-
celerated. People and businesses departed 
the central cities, leaving the innermost 
areas increasingly populated by the poor 
and minorities and by service-oriented or 
professional businesses. huge metropolitan 
regions became the norm, replacing earlier 
central-city cores.

in the older snowbelt cities of the united 
states, decentralization had particularly disas-
trous results. When the cities lost people and 
businesses, billions in tax and sales revenues 
and hundreds of thousands of jobs were lost 
as well. Many cities faced a continual threat 
of bankruptcy. The south and West, however, 
experienced an urban boom. sunbelt cities 
were the direct beneficiaries of the  northern 
cities’ problems (old industrial systems, poor 
inner-city transportation for products, and 
deteriorating services). The sunbelt cities 
built new plants, surrounded by efficient su-
perhighways; provided good or brand-new 
service systems; and offered lower costs— 
particularly for energy and labor. some 
sunbelt cities expanded their physical bound-
aries; for example, in Texas, one of the states 

young adults and children, most notably in 
gentrifying neighborhoods (roberts 2011).

although many minorities work in the 
information-processing and service sectors, 
unemployment and poverty are high within 
the city’s african american and hispanic 
american communities. The u.s. Census 
Bureau reported that about one in five of 
new york City residents (19 percent) lived 
in poverty in 2009. yet the city also has the 
nation’s widest income gap among all large 
u.s. cities. The Bronx is the nation’s poorest 
urban county and Manhattan contains the 
three wealthiest zip codes in terms of salary 
(Mongabay 2011; roberts 2010a).

and so new york goes on, with its successes 
and failures, its ability to symbolize simultane-
ously all that is great and tragic about all cit-
ies. To many, new york is the quintessential 
city. if new york fails, in some sense cities ev-
erywhere fail, but if it succeeds, it offers hope 
for all.

sUmmAry

The development of north american cities 
has been, in its own way, as dynamic and var-
ied as that of european cities. neither Canada 
nor the united states began as an urban na-
tion. in fact, that idea would have been anath-
ema to many of either country’s founders. 
nevertheless, that is what both have become.

after beginning as places of religious and 
political freedom, the new colonies rapidly es-
tablished themselves as major trading  centers. 
By 1700, coastal villages were becoming bus-
tling towns. By the late eighteenth century, 
these small cities had developed into major 
urban areas. They traded up and down the 
coast and with europe and became rich by 
establishing links with the vast heartland of 
the country. inland cities also appeared. By 
the mid-nineteenth century, industrializa-
tion was transforming the northern cities of 
the united states and, to some degree, their 
Canadian and newer, midwestern counter-
parts into manufacturing centers. The south, 
still operating on the “small city” pattern 
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instances has generated infrastructure prob-
lems; crime rates are high; and racial tensions are 
on the rise as hispanics move up from Mexico 
and latin america and african americans 
move back to the south. furthermore, even in 
cities where postindustrialization is in full sway, 
the newfound wealth of the few who are par-
ticipating in a cosmopolitan lifestyle does not 
extend to all city dwellers. on the contrary, the 
gap between the urban rich and the urban poor 
appears to be widening, not narrowing.

conclUsion

in the three centuries since urbanization took 
hold in the new World, north americans 
have not really built Cotton Mather’s hoped-
for “heavenly city.” nevertheless, indicators 
show that cities are improving. experts are 
uncertain about how long this revitalization 
will persist. if we continue to see the city as 
something to “use,” but not as something war-
ranting our concern, then the outlook prob-
ably is not very bright. if, on the other hand, 
we see the city as a human creation and, thus, 
subject to understanding and human control, 
then we might be justified in being more opti-
mistic about the outcome.

with the greatest urban expansion, suburbs 
were annexed almost as fast as they appeared, 
thus keeping the tax and business base within 
the city’s jurisdiction.

Today, north american cities are rapidly 
developing a postindustrial economy based 
on high technology, white-collar jobs, and ser-
vices. They are also rebuilding the deteriorat-
ing office and housing stock left from earlier 
decades and improving many other amenities 
that define the quality of urban life. older 
large cities, once in the throes of economic 
disaster, are now rebounding, although prob-
lems clearly remain, particularly affecting the 
poorer residents. serving as white-collar ser-
vice centers, these cities have attracted young, 
relatively affluent professionals whose pres-
ence has had great impact. another trend is 
the formation of new cities on the fringes of 
established metropolitan areas.

The evidence suggests that all three trends—
decentralization, the move to the sunbelt, and 
the growth of a postindustrial economy—will 
continue. as a result, northern cities such as 
new york will continue to adapt to a chang-
ing economic structure and a new population. 
Meanwhile, the sunbelt picture is not as rosy 
as it once was. The population boom in many 
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inTerneT AcTiviTies

 1. you can view different parts of the 
 historic district of old Québec by  
going to http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/ 
a m e r i c a / c a n a d a / e a s t e r n - p r o v i n c e s / 
quebec/map.html. once there, if you click 
on any small photo and then click and 
drag inside that enlarged image, you can 
get a 360° view of each site.

 2. you can see satellite images of many 
Canadian, u.s. and world cities if you 
go to http://geology.com/satellite/. Click on 
“Beginner’s guide to landsat images” to 
understand the color coding, so that you 
can enjoy the images more fully.

http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/america/canada/eastern-provinces/quebec/map.html
http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/america/canada/eastern-provinces/quebec/map.html
http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/america/canada/eastern-provinces/quebec/map.html
http://geology.com/satellite/
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What is sprawl?

Sprawl is a term referring to spread-out or 
low-density residential development beyond 
the edge of service and employment areas. it 
separates where people live from where they 
work, shop, and pursue leisure or an educa-
tion, thereby requiring them to use cars to 
move between these zones. this type of devel-
opment results from unplanned, rapid growth 
and poor land-use management. sprawl thus 
identifies the cumulative effects of develop-
ment that is automobile-dependent, ineffi-
cient, and wasteful of natural resources.

as people move farther from core cities and 
into outlying regions, so do all the trappings 
of urban life: stores, offices, factories, hospi-
tals, congestion, and pollution. developments 
claim more and more open land as the pop-
ulation increases and disperses. one town 
looks like another; stores on the highways 
erect signs that shout out their wares to the 
fast-moving traffic going by; and every activity 
requires a separate trip by car.

sprawl occurs everywhere. it is most obvi-
ous and grows most spectacularly, however, in 
the rapid growth areas of the south and west. 
stretching across north america—from the 
west Coast to the east Coast, from toronto 
to miami, from vancouver to tucson—are 
large metropolitan areas fused into a series of 
megaregions. Gobbling up the land are strip 
malls and large suburban tracts with cookie-
cutter housing of such striking similarity that 
they are creating an unvarying sameness ev-
erywhere, blurring traditional regional dif-
ferences. within this vast, homogeneous pan-
orama, one could be almost anywhere on the 
continent and find few visual clues as to locale 
(see the Urban Trends box on page 89).

three striking examples of suburban 
sprawl development patterns consuming far 
more land than urban development patterns 
are in pennsylvania, arizona, and Georgia. 
between 1982 and 1997, pennsylvania de-
veloped 1,800 square miles of open space 
and natural land, a 47 percent increase in 
an urbanized footprint when its population 
grew just 2.5 percent (brookings institution 

we can’t always predict the future, but we 
do invent it. today’s decisions affect tomor-
row’s realities, just as we are living out the 
decisions made by preceding generations. 
For example, the change in public prefer-
ence from urban to suburban living owes 
much to federal legislation in the late 1940s 
and 1950s that provided low-cost builder and 
buyer loans, as well as to a massive highway-
building program begun in the 1930s that 
made it easier to live away from city jobs and 
activities. that growth in middle-class sub-
urban housing, and the subsequent exodus 
of many businesses to suburban campuses 
or shopping malls, eroded the cities’ eco-
nomic vitality and tax base, which, in turn, 
worsened the quality of urban schools and 
the quality of life for many remaining city 
dwellers. the suburban lifestyles that most 
north americans favor today, as well as the 
problems besetting many u.s. cities, are the 
result of social forces unleashed two genera-
tions ago. so, too, will recent decisions affect 
urban and suburban lifestyles for decades to 
come. in this regard, four current patterns—
sprawl, new cities, gated communities, and 
common-interest developments—merit our 
attention.

urban and suburban 
spraWl

we must make a distinction between growth 
and sprawl. as Canada and the united 
states increase in population, additional 
space is necessary for the construction of 
residences and businesses to meet the needs 
of a larger populace. moreover, the days 
when most people lived in cities are gone. 
now, most people prefer to have their own 
home on their own plot of land in suburbia. 
therefore, the development of vacant land 
is a necessity, but it becomes problematic 
when a lack of regional planning leads to 
inefficient land-use management that has 
a negative impact on the environment and 
increases costs for everyone (see the Urban 
Trends box on page 88).
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urban Trends

“as american as apple pie”

Critics of suburban sprawl main-
tain that . . . sprawl—the spread-
out development of separated 
subdivisions, office parks, malls, 
and strip shopping centers 
growing beyond existing cit-
ies and towns—has thwarted 
public transit development, 
separated rich and poor, caused 
unnecessary travel, consumed 
fragile land, and generated ex-

cessive public expenditures. On the other side 
of the discussion, some believe that sprawl is 
as American as apple pie and that citizens are 
getting what they want: single-family homes 
on large lots, safe communities with good 
school systems, unrestricted automobile use, 
and metropolitan locations far from the pace 
and problems of urban areas. These, and other 
benefits of sprawl, they argue, mean life is 
good. . . . 

In fact, sprawl has been so well accepted 
by the public that the prime-rated locations 
for both residential and non-residential de-
velopment are located increasingly farther 
out than closer in and are more rather than 
less segregated by type of land use. Gated 
communities, farmettes, research parks, law 
offices, medical groups, mega-hardware and 
home improvement stores, theatrical and 
comedy clubs, new and used car lots, and 
restaurants all now seek peripheral loca-
tions in pursuit of their markets. The move 
to the far reaches of the metropolitan area 
began with single-family subdivisions; shop-
ping centers and garden apartments sprang 
up next, then research and industrial parks, 
followed by restaurants and entertainment 
facilities, and finally, discounters of every 
form.

The unique aspect of all this development 
is that few entities have ever failed because 
their decisions to move outward were in the 
wrong direction. Occasionally, a retailer or 
a residential development has gone under 
because an exit on the interstate or beltway 
was not developed as planned, but rarely 
has an economic entity failed in the United 
States because it was developed too far out.

If sprawl is so desirable, why should the 
citizens of the United States accept anything 
else? The answer is that they can no longer 
pay for the infrastructure necessary to de-
velop farther and farther out in metropolitan 
areas. The cost to provide public infrastruc-
ture and services in new sprawling develop-
ment is higher than the cost to service that 
same population in a more compact devel-
opment form. Sprawling, “leapfrog” devel-
opments require longer public roads and 
water and sewer lines to provide service. . . . 

Sprawl creates a never-ending upward 
spiral of costs. Increased usage of city roads 
due to the increased population makes im-
mediate improvement necessary. The city 
then has to provide services to the new 
area. Sprawling developments also impose 
higher costs on police and fire departments 
and schools. Not as readily apparent are the 
costs that a new development will  impose 
on the municipality in years to come. In 
all likelihood, it will not generate enough 
property taxes to pay for the services it re-
quires. Farther down the road, all of the new 
 infrastructure, originally paid for by the de-
veloper, will need maintenance and repair.

Source: From Sprawl Costs: Economic Impacts of 
Unchecked Development by Robert Burchell, et al. 
Copyright © 2005 by Island Press. Reproduced by 
 permission of Island Press, Washington, D.C.
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and Houston but with lower population—
faces challenges in its land-use development 
(atlanta regional Council 2012). even when 
a city loses population, its  metropolitan area 
population usually increases through land de-
velopment. For example, Cincinnati city lost 
10 percent of its population between 2000 and 
2010 but its metropolitan area increased by 
6 percent (u.s. Census bureau 2011a).

2003:47). the city of phoenix now covers 520 
square miles—half the land area of the state of 
rhode island. in 2008, the 13-county atlanta 
region, one of the fastest-growing u.s. met-
ropolitan areas, yielded more than 1 million 
acres of undeveloped land to development 
three million more residents will call the 
atlanta region home in 2014 than did in 2011, 
so atlanta— already larger in area than dallas 

urban Trends

something is Wrong

Americans sense that some-
thing is wrong with the places 
where we live and work and 
go about our daily business. 
We hear this unhappiness ex-
pressed in phrases like “no 
sense of place” and “the loss 
of community.” We drive 
up and down the gruesome, 
tragic suburban boulevards of 
commerce, and we’re over-

whelmed at the fantastic, awesome, stupe-
fying ugliness of absolutely everything in 
sight—the fry pits, the big-box stores, the of-
fice units, the lube joints, the carpet ware-
houses, the parking lagoons, the jive plastic 
townhouse clusters, the uproar of signs, the 
highway itself clogged with cars—as though 
the whole thing had been designed by some 
diabolical force bent on making human be-
ings miserable. And naturally, this experi-
ence can make us feel glum about the nature 
and future of our civilization.

When we drive around and look at all 
this cartoon architecture and other junk that 
we’ve smeared all over the landscape, we 
register it as ugliness. This ugliness is the 
surface expression of deeper problems— 
problems that relate to the issue of our na-
tional character. The highway strip is not just 
a sequence of eyesores. The pattern it rep-
resents is also economically catastrophic, an 

environmental calamity, socially devastat-
ing, and spiritually degrading.

. . .  We reject the past and the future, and 
this repudiation is manifest in our graceless 
constructions. Our residential, commercial, 
and civic buildings are constructed with the 
fully conscious expectation that they will 
disintegrate in a few decades. This condition 
even has a name: “design life.” Strip malls 
and elementary schools have short design 
lives. They are expected to fall apart in less 
than 50 years. Since these things are not 
expected to speak to any era but our own, 
we seem unwilling to put money or effort 
into their embellishment. Nor do we care 
about traditional solutions to the problems 
of weather and light, because we have tech-
nology to mitigate these problems—namely, 
central heating and electricity. Thus in many 
new office buildings the windows don’t 
open. In especially bad buildings, like the 
average Wal-Mart, windows are dispensed 
with nearly altogether. This process of dis-
connection from the past and the future, and 
from the organic patterns of weather and 
light, done for the sake of expedience, ends 
up diminishing us spiritually, impoverishing 
us socially, and degrading the aggregate set 
of cultural patterns that we call civilization.

Source: James Howard Kunstler, “Home from Nowhere,” 
The Atlantic Monthly 278 (September 1996), 46–66. 
Reprinted by permission of the author.
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parks followed, either lured by tax incen-
tives, induced by management preferences, 
or prompted by the relocation of competi-
tors. whatever the reason, the snowball effect 
generated more and more growth farther and 
farther into outlying regions, transforming 
much of the natural landscape around cities 
in Canada and the united states.

one factor in sprawl is political fragmenta-
tion, the splintered governance structure of 
numerous local municipalities in a metropoli-
tan region, resulting in an inability to control 
regional growth with a comprehensive land-
use plan. this situation, a springboard for 
postmodernist analysis, results in each town 
reacting individually to a developer’s proposal 
in terms of its own zoning regulations and 
gains of new tax ratable properties. little to 
no thought goes into how the  ever-expanding 
settlement pattern furthers reliance on the 
automobile for ever-increasing distances and 
impacts on the environment.

Why do We Have sprawl?

sprawl is like that cartoon snowball rolling 
down the hill, growing in size and momen-
tum until it becomes practically unstoppable. 
For the past two generations, government 
policies on taxation, transportation, and 
housing—nurtured by society’s embrace of 
laissez faire development—subsidized virtually 
unlimited low-density development. and the 
more this development occurred, the more 
people clamored for it.

For many, a house in the suburbs repre-
sents the ideal lifestyle. massive road-building 
projects and community planning designed 
around the car encouraged people to aban-
don cities for the greener pastures of subur-
bia. as these non-metropolitan areas grew in 
population, a new phenomenon—the shop-
ping center—came into existence, with large 
department stores from the city serving as an-
chors for the variety of retail enterprises along 
the indoor corridors. office and industrial 

This aerial view of Las Vegas shows the spread-city phenomenon occurring in the 
U.S. Sunbelt area. Like other Sunbelt cities, in which climate and work opportuni-
ties attract many, the rapid growth of Las Vegas strains the existing infrastructure 
and water supply and gobbles up the land, and its sprawling development patterns 
increase dependence on the automobile.
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and fragments rural regions once abounding 
in farmland, fields, forests, lakes, and ponds. 
an example of the latter is the runoff from 
streets, parking lots, lawns, and farms that 
empties pollutants and sediment into water-
ways, degrading water quality and smother-
ing habitat. in seattle, for example, experts 
blame surface runoff around puget sound 
for the polluted water and habitat destruc-
tion of clams and oysters and the listing of the 
Chinook salmon as an endangered species 
(le 2011; stiffler 2011).

another example is the Chesapeake 
bay area, where sprawl is quickly gob-
bling up open space, farmlands, and forest 
lands. according to the Chesapeake bay 
Foundation (2011), four to five times more 
land is used per person compared with 
40 years ago. with more man-made surfaces 
(houses, roads, shopping centers, and park-
ing lots), these hard (impervious) surfaces 
prevent the rain from soaking in. as a result, 
this stormwater, or urban runoff, either di-
rectly through streams or through urban 
storm drain systems, sends toxins and sedi-
ments into the Chesapeake bay in increas-
ing amounts, upsetting the delicate balance 
of the watershed’s ecosystem. attempts to 
clean up Chesapeake bay through coopera-
tive best management practices have had 
only limited success: its health remains in 
moderate-to-poor condition, and the overall 
grade in 2010 for the bay’s health status was 
a C- (Chesapeake ecoCheck 2011).

sprawl has also had disastrous conse-
quences involving the destruction of wetlands 
and building on flood plains. wetlands act as 
natural sponges that soak up and store rain 
and runoff. when they are lost to agricultural, 
commercial, or residential development, 
water—not otherwise absorbed or slowed—is 
free to flood. with few exceptions, floods are 
most frequent, and loss of life and property 
are greatest, in counties that have lost the 
most wetlands—especially during the past 
40 years. since the 1970s, the most extensive 
losses have occurred in louisiana, mississippi, 
arkansas, Florida, south Carolina, and north 
Carolina (u.s. environmental protection 
agency 2001).

Consequences of sprawl

the preferred lifestyle of owning a house on 
a large lot and enjoying the convenience of 
one-stop, mega-mall shopping has negative 
side effects. by spreading residences, medi-
cal and commercial offices, and industries 
throughout a region on large tracts of land, 
we increase residents’ dependence on auto-
mobiles for transportation. everything—and 
everyone—is too spread out to make public 
transportation economically feasible. low-
density development patterns now cause the 
average american household to drive 4,400 
more miles per year than they otherwise 
would drive. even more, the annual mileage 
of the average american driver grew three 
times faster over the past 25 years than the 
growth of the u.s. population. in Colorado, 
for example, drivers averaged 14,300 miles in 
2005, up from 10,900 in 1980, a 31 percent 
increase per driver (levy 2008). longer com-
mutes thus take time away from families, in-
crease gasoline consumption as well as wear 
and tear on cars, cause traffic congestion, and 
increase instances of road rage.

nor can everyone get around by car: a life-
style that requires a car discriminates against 
poor families, the elderly, the disabled, and 
the young. suburban teenagers, for instance, 
usually lack sufficient activities in their town 
but are unable to travel to locations where 
such diversions exist. suburban parents thus 
spend a large part of their time chauffeuring 
their children to stores, cinemas, juvenile ac-
tivities, and other events, or just to the mall, 
where they can “hang out.”

environmentalists once stood alone in their 
opposition to sprawl. more recently, however, 
other individuals, groups, and organizations 
have suggested that the costs and consequences 
of sprawl may outweigh the benefits. those 
seeking to curb sprawl often base their con-
cerns around its impact on the environment, 
the traffic problems it creates, its harm to cities, 
and the financial burden it poses on everyone.

Environmental Damage. as new construc-
tion emerges in scattered fashion across the 
countryside, it often disrupts wildlife habitats 
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employment areas, it generates longer com-
mutes and greater traffic congestion. Cars zip-
ping along highways—or, worse, cars stuck in 
traffic jams—spew millions of tons of carbon 
dioxide and other greenhouse gases into our 
atmosphere each year.

the 2011 urban mobility report identified 
worsening traffic congestion in all 439 u.s. 
urban areas, costing each traveler an annual 
average of 34 hours extra travel time and 14 
gallons of fuel wastage. in areas with 1 million 
persons or more, the congestion effects were 
even greater: 44 extra hours and 20 wasted 
gallons. For everyone, trips are taking longer, 
and congestion affects a greater portion of 
the day. the term rush hour is actually no lon-
ger accurate. once, the rush hour was exactly 
that—typically, an hour between 7 and 8 a.m. 
and another between 4 and 5 p.m.—but today, 
the peak traffic periods last from 6 through 
10 a.m. and from 3 until 7 p.m. (schrank, 
et al. 2011).

the problem is most acute in southern 
California, where traffic delays have tripled dur-
ing the past 20 years. the congestion will only 
increase as this region of 18 million absorbs a 
projected 6 million new residents over the next 
20 years—the equivalent of twice the popula-
tion of Chicago. if population growth and 
transportation demands continue at their cur-
rent pace, the daily delay from congestion will 
get far worse (southern California association 
of Governments 2008:67). elsewhere, the story 
is similar. For example, the typical worker in 
atlanta drives 37 miles round trip to work, 
while those in dallas drive 30 miles. in los 
angeles, the daily drive is 21 miles.

americans on average commute farther 
to work than Canadians do. according to 
the bureau of transportation statistics, u.s. 
workers average a 16-mile, one-way com-
mute, while 22 percent traveled between 16 
and 30 miles, and 11 percent traveled more 
than 30 miles. by contrast, Canadian workers 
travel only 4 to 5 miles commuting to work 
(statistics Canada 2011a).

Higher gasoline prices may well change 
this pattern, as they did temporarily in 2008 
and 2011, when the price per gallon passed 
four dollars. then, tens of thousands of 

although such natural processes as heavy 
rains and snowmelt can cause floods, as can 
the failure of dams and levees, so, too, can 
inadequate drainage in urbanized areas. 
scientists at the u.s. Geological survey be-
lieve that a principal cause of flooding is poor 
planning and unwise development that de-
stroy the wetlands and open spaces that pro-
tect  communities. on average, u.s. floods kill 
140 people each year and cause $6  billion in 
damage. the remarkable flooding in 2005 
caused by Hurricane Katrina cost more than 
$200 billion in losses in new orleans and 
other Gulf Coast towns, making it the cost-
liest natural disaster in u.s. history (u.s. 
Geological survey 2006).

sometimes, the consequence of sprawl is 
too little water, not too much. For example, 
las vegas is one of the fastest-growing cities 
in the united states. this midsized city in-
creased its population by 22 percent between 
2000 and 2010, gaining another 105,322 resi-
dents. Growing at the rate of about 8,800 new 
residents every month, the city had such a seri-
ous water-supply problem that it began paying 
residents $1.50 for each square foot of lawn 
they ripped out to conserve water. that re-
moval of about 6 square miles of grass saved 18 
 billion gallons of water. despite these efforts, 
the water level at lake mead dropped 100 feet 
in the past decade to a near- precipitous level. 
although the spring 2011 melting of a substan-
tial snowpack in the rocky mountains restored 
30 feet of the water level, the low snowpack in 
2012 led to projections of a 13-foot drop by 
January 2013 (brean 2012).

three environmental groups—the national 
wildlife Federation, smart Growth america, 
and natureserve—forecast that over the next 
25 years, more than 22,000 acres of natural re-
sources and habitat will be lost to development 
in 35 of the largest and most rapidly growing 
metropolitan areas. they also call attention to 
the fact that as many as 553 of the nearly 1,200 
at-risk species live only in those areas (Heilprin 
2005).

Traffic Problems. because sprawl, by defi-
nition, is low-density, automobile-dependent 
development on the edge of service and 
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neighborhoods, where so much of the heri-
tage of both Canada and the united states is 
concentrated. this outward migration erodes 
the tax base, forcing cities to raise taxes on 
their remaining taxpayers to continue fund-
ing city services.

sprawl destroys downtown commerce by 
pulling shoppers from once-thriving, locally 
owned stores and restaurants to large re-
gional malls. these areas then lose their eco-
nomic health, and the buildings and other 
historical reminders that define these once-
bustling places fall into disrepair. sprawl thus 
robs cities of character, as abandoned facto-
ries, boarded-up homes, and decaying retail 
centers dominate the urban landscape.

smaller, older cities in the northeastern 
united states are especially vulnerable to 
this process. a good example is Greensboro, 
north Carolina, the anchor point to Guilford 
County, which has been experiencing ex-
tensive development. its population density 

commuters nationwide abandoned their cars 
and took a bus or a train instead, with the 
biggest increases occurring in the south and 
west, where the driving culture is strongest. 
other factors pushing people to take mass 
transit include expensive parking fees and 
technology, as wireless computers enable 
commuters to turn travel time into produc-
tive work time (Hargreaves 2011; Krauss 
2008). Fuel prices, however, are the single 
biggest factor accounting for increased reli-
ance on public transportation, and if these 
costs escalate again, mass transit ridership 
will also likely increase, possibly affecting 
 future residential patterns.

Harm to Cities. sprawl may be primarily 
a suburban phenomenon, but it has a pow-
erful urban counterpart. the centrifugal 
shift of businesses and residences into outly-
ing areas takes people away from the older, 
established central cities, downtowns, and 

Atlanta’s afternoon rush-hour traffic snarls at what commuters refer to as “spaghetti 
junction”—the intersection of Interstates 85 and 285. Many of these drivers are 
heading from their jobs to homes in suburban Gwinnett County. In three decades, 
Gwinnett County’s population has nearly quintupled, to exceed 805,000. Atlanta’s 
phenomenal growth and lack of adequate mass transit are the main reasons why 
the area suffers from traffic congestion, air pollution, and urban sprawl.
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twenty-first century would cost state residents 
about $10 billion more for new roads, schools, 
sewers, and water than necessary if growth 
were more concentrated. yet, maryland citi-
zens have spent 20 years fighting a $1 billion 
proposal to build a new potomac river bridge 
and highway, despite a study showing such a 
bridge would encourage sprawl development 
(schultz 2011). similar studies in California, 
Florida, and elsewhere also demonstrated a 
direct relationship between sprawl and the 
spiraling costs of government.

in contrast, a master plan for new Jersey, 
the most densely populated of the 50 u.s. 
states, evaluated the costs of conventional 
sprawl growth patterns against a mix of con-
centrated, higher-density “infill” develop-
ment, and found significant differences in 
cost. infill and higher-density growth would 
result in a savings of $1.18 billion in roads, 
water, and sanitary sewer construction (or 
more than $12,000 per new home) and $400 
million in direct annual savings to local gov-
ernments. the total savings over 15 years 
would be $7.8 billion. this does not take 
into account reductions in the cost of other 
public infrastructure that result from infill 
growth—decreased spending on storm drain-
age, less need for school busing (and parent 
taxi  service), fewer fire stations, and less travel 
time for police, ambulance, garbage collec-
tion, and other services (anJeC 2011).

smarT GroWTH

the alternative to sprawl, partially illus-
trated by the new Jersey master plan, is smart 
growth, comprehensive land-use planning to 
revitalize and build compact, environmentally 
sensitive communities, ones that are transit 
and pedestrian oriented and contain a mix of 
residential, commercial, and retail spaces. its 
focus is on regional growth within already ur-
banized areas as well as on newly urbanizing 
land (duany, et al. 2009).

another growing trend is an insistence 
on assessing the ramifications of large-scale 
construction projects on the environment. 
Social impact analysis is an interdisciplinary 
effort to determine the likely consequences 

declined by more than half after 1950, even as 
its boundaries more than doubled outside the 
old city limits:

sprawl in Greensboro has also been associated 
with the movement of shopping and entertain-
ment to the periphery and the decline of the 
city’s once lively downtown. . . . [d]owntown 
Greensboro in the 1960s . . . was still a center 
for shopping, recreation, and many businesses. 
in subsequent decades, retailers, employers, 
and entertainment facilities followed residents 
to the periphery, leaving a downtown full of 
empty and underutilized buildings. empty 
buildings pay little tax; instead they swallow 
large amounts of taxpayer money devoted to 
downtown redevelopment plans. recent years 
have seen a gradual upward trend in downtown 
activity, but the problems of empty buildings 
and storefronts are far from solved. (doss and 
markham 2004:7–10)

by contrast, historic spokane, washington, 
once called “the City beautiful,” is reeling 
under the pressures of growth, with 50,000 
newcomers expected in the next 20 years. 
many city residents—believing that sprawl and 
automobile dependency were taking over and 
crushing the city’s charm—banded together 
to form the spokane Horizons project to de-
velop a comprehensive plan addressing issues 
like parking, new roads, and infrastructure 
capacity while calling for a healthy downtown 
and surrounding neighborhoods. adopted in 
2001, the 20-year plan designates 21 mixed-use 
centers and corridors both within and adjacent 
to the city limits while maintaining the down-
town as the heart of the city and the region’s 
cultural and economic center (City of spokane 
planning services department 2011).

Financial Costs. Conventional wisdom says 
that development strengthens the municipal 
tax base. although possibly true a few decades 
ago, this is no longer the case: the increases 
in tax revenues seldom make up for the in-
creased costs of delivering new services (water 
and sewer lines, schools, police and fire pro-
tection, and roads) to people who live far 
away from the existing infrastructure.

a maryland planning study predicted 
that sprawl in the first two decades of the 
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skyscrapers, however, 200 acres would ful-
fill the same need. the reason is that each 
million square feet of suburban office space 
requires, on average, 80 acres (25 of those 
acres for parking lots) as compared with only 
a  single acre in a large city, half of which is 
for an office plaza. in smaller cities, the same 
million square feet would take up about 6 
acres, involving the construction of 25-story 
buildings with landscaping and parking lots 
(regional plan association 2011).

sprawl, by definition, is a regional prob-
lem, and solving the problem requires con-
vincing people that comprehensive, rational 
planning and strategies to combat it are in 
their self-interest. “smart growth” public poli-
cies seek ways to stop the bulldozing of forests 
and farms and, instead, encourage reinvest-
ment in cities and urbanized towns through 
sustainability, denser development, mass tran-
sit, and pedestrian-friendly areas. an increas-
ing number of community leaders, concerned 
citizens, environmental groups, and govern-
ment officials are exploring approaches to 
growth and development that will provide al-
ternatives to sprawl, and some of their efforts 
are gaining momentum (see table 4–1).

of a project before its construction. this ap-
proach includes the new field of environ-
mental sociology, which examines the re-
ciprocal interactions between the physical 
environment, social organization, and behav-
ior (sydenstricker-neto 2011).

population growth and continued land de-
velopment are ongoing realities. For several 
decades now, the united states has added 5 
million new housing units every five years for 
an additional 10 to 12 million people. over 
the next 30 years, it may add another 90 
 million new people, most of them in metro-
politan areas. that means not only additional 
residential space but also additional work 
and commercial space. Clearly, the question 
of how the nation grows is critical (burchell, 
et al. 2005:6).

Here’s one example of compact growth 
versus sprawl. according to the regional plan 
association—a non-profit organization dedi-
cated to improving the quality of life in the 
new york metropolitan region—if the office 
space needed for each population increase 
of 5 million were built only in suburban of-
fice parks, it would cut a swath a half-mile 
wide and 54 miles long. in a large city with 

Table 4–1 sprawl Versus smart Growth

Definition sprawl is uncontrollable, unplanned, and 
unaccountable low-density development  
on an urban periphery beyond the edge  
of  service and employment areas.

smart growth is resource efficient; supports 
 economic development and jobs; creates  
healthy, safe communities, and neighborhoods; 
and protects green space and farmlands.

Characteristics wide roads are designed to move 
 automobiles rapidly, not to move people.

pedestrian- and transit-friendly roads are 
 designed to move people safely and allow 
 interaction of neighbors.

single-use land isolates where people 
live from where they work, shop, enjoy 
 recreation, and go to school.

mixed-use land allows shops, schools, and jobs 
to be reached without using an automobile.

emphasis is on the private realm: yards,  
cars, and gated communities.

emphasis is on the public realm: public 
facilities, parks, and pedestrian-friendly 
environments.

Effects decreases the quality of life, because it 
harms the environment and can cause 
health problems.

preserves environmentally sensitive areas and 
farmlands, and reduces air pollution.

is costly to taxpayers because of the need  
for expensive infrastructure.

provides an opportunity for community 
 members and stakeholders to collaborate on 
development decisions.

Source: From The Dark Side of the American Dream, Copyright © 1998 sierra Club™ books. reprinted by permission.
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zoning within the designated growth areas. 
as a result, portland is one of  the healthi-
est and most livable cities in the united 
states (tammemagi 2008). other cities that 
have been successful with this approach are 
boulder, Colorado; lexington, Kentucky; 
virginia beach, virginia; and san Jose, 
California. in Canada, the cities of ottawa, 
toronto, vancouver, and waterloo have 
green space and restrictive growth boundar-
ies but Calgary, edmonton, and winnipeg—
all lying on flat plains—do not and are 
steadily expanding outward onto farmland.

revitalizing existing  
Cities and Towns

the rejuvenation of once-thriving cities and 
towns—where mass transit, existing infra-
structure, and high-density living can support 
growth—will attract new residents and limit 
urban flight. many communities preserve 
their unique architecture through restoration 
and utilize good planning to restore a sense 
of community, improve livability, and en-
hance economic vitality. through innovative 
public–private redevelopment strategies, they 
are creating vibrant urban environments that 
reconnect to their histories and cultural iden-
tities. Chattanooga, tennessee, cleaned up its 
once seriously polluted river, the tennessee, 
and created a riverfront park and promenade 
that now attract both wildlife and people. 
suisun, California, in the san Francisco bay 
area, converted an area containing a polluted 
waterway, decaying warehouses, and a high-
crime neighborhood of dilapidated houses 
into a charming place filled with shops, af-
fordable homes, and a canal for boating. as 
part of its smart growth plan to encourage 
revitalization by drawing people to the inner 
city, maryland offered a financial incentive of 
at least $3,000 to people who buy a home in 
areas closer to their places of work.

a controversial approach to urban rede-
velopment is local or state government use of 
eminent domain to seize private property for 
public use, provided that the owner receives 
compensation at fair market value. this legal 
action, rooted in the Fifth amendment of 

land purchases

in the 1960s, the federal government began 
setting aside a percentage of its royalties from 
offshore oil drilling to acquire or expand 
recreational land and open space. today, 
through referendums and local or state gov-
ernment initiatives, efforts to protect open 
space and slow suburban sprawl are grow-
ing. in 1998, new Jersey voters approved a 
$1  billion referendum that raised the gasoline 
tax to pay for setting aside half the state’s re-
maining 2 million acres of open space over 
a 10-year period. similarly, voters in monroe 
County, pennsylvania, approved a $25 million 
bond referendum to purchase undeveloped 
land over a 10-year period. voters in austin, 
texas, approved an increase in water rates to 
protect thousands of acres of environmen-
tally sensitive land around the city. through 
its smart Growth and neighborhood 
Conservation program, maryland spent $302 
million to buy agricultural, forest, or natural 
areas that were in danger of development. 
elsewhere, pennsylvania spent $206 million 
and virginia spent $232 million in the same 
two-year  period in purchasing land to prevent 
development (Kobell 2011). in all, between 
1998 and 2006, voters approved more than 75 
percent of the 1,550 referenda setting aside 
open space (banzhaf, et al. 2010).

urban Growth boundaries

oregon and washington require cities to 
designate official boundaries in order to 
separate urban areas from their surround-
ing greenbelt of open lands, including farms, 
 watersheds, and parks. the intent is to  funnel 
growth into areas with existing infrastructure 
while protecting the wide diversity of natu-
ral resources wrapped around these popula-
tion centers. portland, oregon—featured 
in this  chapter’s case study—has had an 
urban growth boundary in place since 1975. 
although the portland metro region has 
grown 50 percent in population since then, 
it has consumed only 2  percent more land. 
builders support the growth boundaries, be-
cause there is less red tape and more flexible 
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precedent had been set, allowing large corpo-
rations to benefit at the expense of individual 
homeowners, often minorities.

since the Kelo ruling, almost all states im-
proved their laws to provide strong protection 
against eminent domain abuse. meanwhile, 
in new london, the property owners received 
extra compensation, but as of 2012, the lots 
remained vacant, generating no tax revenues. 
the city’s redevelopment project fell apart 
because of the developer’s problems with 
 financing. nationwide, eminent domain con-
tinues to have vigorous advocates and oppo-
nents, but the widespread impact of the Kelo 
ruling lies in the 43 states that passed reform 
legislation to limit eminent domain powers.

Transit-oriented approaches

some proposed solutions for relieving traf-
fic congestion focus on (1) building more 
highway lanes, using “smart corridors” with 
synchronized traffic lights to move vehicles 

the u.s. Constitution, generated widespread 
attention in 2005 with a highly criticized, 5-4 
decision by the u.s. supreme Court in the 
case of Kelo v. City of New London. this small 
Connecticut city of about 25,000 had fallen 
on hard economic times, losing industry, pop-
ulation, and some of its tax base. in an effort 
to rejuvenate the city by spurring economic 
development, city officials offered to pur-
chase 115 residential and commercial lots in 
the old Fort trumbull neighborhood.

when 15 owners refused to sell, however, 
and the city acted to condemn their property, 
the owners sued and argued that the city had 
misused its power of eminent domain. the 
supreme Court ruled against them, saying 
that governmental taking of private property 
for economic development constituted a per-
missible “public use.” Critics charged the de-
cision misinterpreted the Fifth amendment 
and was a gross violation of property rights. 
politicians, the general public, and numerous 
advocacy groups charged that a dangerous 

An excellent example of revitalizing an urban environment to reconnect to the 
city’s history is the San Antonio River Walk, one of the world’s great urban linear 
parks and a tourist’s delight. Shops, restaurants, and hotels line the San Antonio 
River, as people take advantage of sightseeing boats or paddleboats, walkways, 
footbridges, or stairs to street level to tour historic sites.
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in vancouver, british Columbia, sprawl 
spread eastward and carpeted the Fraser 
river valley with dozens of suburbs; as a 
 result, rush-hour traffic headed out of the city 
over lion’s Gate bridge was routinely backed 
up for 3 miles. unable to stop the sprawl, 
planners instead sought to reduce the traf-
fic congestion. determined to avoid further 
“los angelization,” regional leaders rejected 
the idea of building more highways as the 
backbone of their local transportation net-
work. instead, they set up an extensive transit 
system—utilizing trains and ferries, but an-
chored by 1,000 buses (20 times the number 
in the atlanta region).

significantly, as more suburbanites and 
commuters converged on the vancouver 
metropolitan region, area planners opted to 
spread the population around by creating 
self-sustaining job centers in the suburbs to 
the east. they did so through skytrain, an 
automated light-rail train system along the 

through congested areas; (2) adding car pool 
or high-occupancy vehicle (Hov) lanes; or (3) 
building more rail lines alongside the high-
ways that connect cities and suburbs. while 
these proposals may alleviate traffic conges-
tion somewhat, they do nothing to slow sprawl. 
indeed, they may even intensify it. so, instead, 
planners seek to strengthen ridership on pub-
lic transit by encouraging or requiring more 
compact, mixed-use development around 
transit stops. some companies— worried that 
congested roads and long commutes hurt their 
ability to hire and retain workers—took other 
steps. bell south consolidated 75 scattered 
work sites (with 13,000 workers) into three 
near the atlanta rapid transit system. safeco in 
seattle offered a multifaceted approach and 
commuting concierges to aid its employees 
that resulted in 90 percent of its workers no 
longer taking cars to work. microsoft provides 
plush, wiFi equipped buses that are widely 
popular (Conlin 2008).

In December 2008, Phoenix ended its position as the largest metropolitan area  
with only bus transportation by launching an initial 20-mile light-rail system,  
with 28 stations located adjacent to sidewalks and vehicle lanes. Running every  
12 minutes during peak hours and every 20 minutes off-peak, hopes are that this 
mass transit system will greatly reduce traffic congestion and air pollution.
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other cities actively involved in such 
 environmentally friendly efforts are austin, 
Houston, los angeles, new orleans, 
philadelphia, portland, san Francisco, and 
seattle (economist 2011).

a new measurement tool, The U.S. and 
Canada Green Cities Index, examined 27 cities 
in 2011 and scored them on carbon dioxide 
emissions, energy, land use, buildings, trans-
port, water, waste, air and environmental gov-
ernance. leading the list of best cities was san 
Francisco, followed by vancouver, new york 
City, seattle, and denver. at the bottom were 
pittsburg, phoenix, Cleveland, st. louis, and 
detroit (siemens 2011).

exurbs

a. C. spectorsky coined the term exurb (for 
“extra-urban”) to describe the appearance 
of new residential areas developing on the 
metropolitan fringe. His was an observational 
but not-too-systematic account of prosperous 
residential communities on the fringes of the 
new york City metropolitan area. He noted 
that the lifestyle of these exurbanites was an 
intriguing mix of high tech, high culture, and 
rustic charm. although they lived in a rural lo-
cale, they (1) commuted to jobs in the central 
business district, (2) combined their love for 
old things with attraction to new electronic 
gadgets, and (3) maintained a strong interest 
in books, theater, and art.

the small trend that spectorsky noted in 
The Exurbanites (1957) has since morphed 
into a stampede. then, the exurbanites 
settled heavily in counties such as Fairfield 
(Connecticut), rockland and westchester 
(new york), and bucks (pennsylvania). today, 
exurban counties surround every major city, 
from marin near san Francisco to dacula 
near atlanta (see Cityscape box on page 100). 
new exurbanites also now are more likely to 
be moving from a suburb, not from a central 
city, and are less likely to work in a central city 
(eiesland 2000).

the development of shopping malls, of-
fice towers, and sit-down restaurants within 
the past 20 years has expanded metropoli-
tan areas far beyond central business districts 

expo and millennium lines that technically 
moves up to 30,000 people per hour in both 
directions. its elevated electric cars zip along 
into the suburbs, taking passengers to and 
from their homes or work in far less time than 
would be needed on the clogged highways. 
metrotown, once a declining suburban ware-
house district, has become skytrain’s busiest 
stop, as office buildings, apartments, movie 
theaters, and a mall now ring the  station 
(wolinsky 2004).

these four approaches—land purchases, 
growth boundaries, revitalization, transit 
 solutions—and other grassroots efforts at 
comprehensive land-use planning are essen-
tial to revitalizing urban cores and protecting 
open space and outdoor lifestyles. when pub-
lic policy directs investment of money, effort, 
and vision into communities rather than into 
sprawl by subsidizing new roads, utilities, and 
development at the expense of urban centers, 
the public has more options to make environ-
mentally responsible lifestyle choices.

Greening our Cities

transit-oriented approaches are one in a 
 series of environmental initiatives that many 
cities have taken to reduce energy consump-
tion and greenhouse-gas emissions. in addi-
tion to the above-mentioned transit measures, 
others include replacing diesel fuel buses with 
hybrid models, switching to hybrid or electric 
taxis, and improving cycling and walking in-
frastructures. to reduce the “heat island” ef-
fect where cities are hotter in summer than 
surrounding areas, cities such as Chicago and 
new york encourage green roofs instead of 
black-tar ones atop skyscrapers, where grass, 
shrubs, even small trees reduce the amount 
of energy needed to cool buildings and cap-
ture rainwater, thereby reducing the amount 
flowing into overtaxed sewers. more efficient 
street lights, retrofitting commercial build-
ings to be more energy efficient, recycling 
to reduce the rubbish going to landfills, and 
repaving alleyways with light-colored, porous 
surfaces to avoid retention of the sun’s heat 
and reduce water runoff into sewers are other 
measures.
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to an underutilized rural population. whether 
they were termed “edge cities,” “techno-burbs,” 
“outer cities,” or “transformed suburbs,” these 
relatively recent formations changed the pat-
terns of metropolitan life as well as of small 
towns and rural areas now within the metropoli-
tan orbit. (eiesland 2000:5)

once viewed by their residents as physi-
cally and socially distant from the city, small 
towns now often merge into the sprawling 

and traditional suburbia (teaford 2006). a 
diverse mixture of inner suburbs, large sub-
urban edge cities, office parks, retail centers, 
“captured” small towns, and even low-density 
rural territory now comprises the metropoli-
tan fringe:

businesses were drawn to the less crowded 
metropolitan periphery where—developers 
promised—their operations would be free 
from traffic congestion and would gain access 

CiTysCape

atlanta’s edge Cities

He looked away from the build-
ings and out over the ocean of 
trees. Since Atlanta was not 
a port city and was, in fact, 
far inland, the trees stretched 
on in every direction. They 
were Atlanta’s greatest natu-
ral resource, those trees were. 
People loved to live beneath 
them. Fewer than 400,000 
people lived within the Atlanta 

city limits, and almost three quarters of them 
were black; if anything, over the past decade 
Atlanta’s population had declined slightly. 
But for the past 30 years all sorts of people, 
most of them white, had been moving in 
beneath those trees, into all those delight-
ful, leafy, rolling rural communities that sur-
rounded the city proper. By the hundreds 
of thousands they had come, from all over 
Georgia, all over the South, all over America, 
all over the world, into those subdivided hills 
and downs and glens and glades beneath the 
trees, until the population of Greater Atlanta 
was now more than 3.5 million, and they 
were still pouring in. How fabulous the build-
ing booms had been!! As the G-5 banked, 
Charlie looked down. . . . There was Spaghetti 
Junction, as it was known, where Highways 
85 and 285 came together in a tangle of 14 
gigantic curving concrete-and-asphalt ramps 

and twelve overpasses. . . . And now he could 
see Perimeter Center, where Georgia 400 
crossed 285. Mack Taylor and Harvey Mathis 
had built an office park called Perimeter 
Center out among all those trees, which had 
been considered a very risky venture at the 
time, because it was so far from Downtown; 
and now Perimeter Center was the nucleus 
around which an entire edge city, known 
by that very name, Perimeter Center, had 
grown. . . . 

Edge city . . . Charlie closed his eyes and 
wished he’d never heard of the damn term. 
He wasn’t much of a reader, but back in 
1991 Lucky Putney, another developer, had 
given him a copy of a book called Edge City 
by somebody named Joel Garreau. He had 
opened it and glanced at it—and couldn’t 
put it down, even though it was 500 pages 
long. He had experienced the Aha! phenom-
enon. The book put into words something he 
and other developers had felt, instinctively, 
for quite a while: namely, that from now on, 
the growth of American cities was going to 
take place not in the heart of the metropolis, 
not in the old Downtown or Midtown, but 
out on the edges, in vast commercial clusters 
served by highways.

Source: Excerpt from “Atlanta’s Edge Cities,” in A Man 
in Full, Copyright © 1998 by Tom Wolfe. Reprinted by 
permission of Farrar, Straus & Giroux LLC.
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social phenomenon of the new cities that so 
impact on small towns.

THe neW CiTies

not since the expansion of small cities into 
huge metropolises a century ago have we seen 
as profound a change in our urban world. Edge 
cities—sprawling, middle-class, automobile- 
dependent centers typically located at the 
fringe of an older urban area—have emerged 
at the intersection of major highways, where lit-
tle except villages or farmland existed a few de-
cades earlier. today, most edge cities are less of 
an “edge” and more of a new center. although 
this term is still somewhat popular, in this edi-
tion we will use the term new  cities to discuss 
them more fully. a good starting point is to rec-
ognize that the growth of new cities in recent 
decades helps explain the increases in the pop-
ulation of non-metropolitan areas  discussed in 
the previous chapter.

metropolitan region; outsiders view them as 
historic “subdivisions” adjacent and economi-
cally linked to the newly developing cities 
with their high-density housing, offices, shop-
ping, and service centers (eiesland 2000:6). 
the process of unfolding exurbanization and 
small-town absorption within metropolises 
comes at a cost. the small-town traditions and 
values that first attracted the newcomers trans-
form into more cosmopolitan ones, resulting 
in social tensions between old and new resi-
dents (siskind 2006). in addition, these once-
rural areas and small towns become more 
 expensive places to live as land values, taxes, 
and the overall cost of living increase.

small towns thus become new suburbs 
to new cities, dramatically altering the re-
gion. an expansive pattern of urban/rural 
restructuring, both spatially and socially, 
results in significant changes in the demo-
graphics, social organization, and lifestyle 
(eisland 2000:6). we will now examine this 

Tysons Corner, Virginia—long the critics’ model of what they say is wrong with 
edge cities—has no defined borders and no recognizable center, and its various 
buildings are not conveniently near one another. It has all the commercial  activities 
but none of the charm of a city (pedestrians, interesting architecture, and cultural 
attractions). To reduce the necessity of a car and terrible traffic congestion, a 
 four-station light-rail system will open in 2013.
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not have a mayor, city council, or civic codes; 
their lack of political organization and elected 
officials usually means the only unifying ele-
ment is a jointly shared security patrol.

a common feature of new cities is that they 
have sprouted far from the old downtowns, 
in locales where little existed a few decades 
ago  except villages and farmland. they typi-
cally evolve adjacent to two or more major 
highways, usually with shopping malls serving 
as anchor points. Figures 4–1 and 4–2 show 
two of the more densely concentrated new 
City  regions—the los angeles and new york 
areas, respectively.

Types of new Cities

new cities fall into one of three major catego-
ries: (1) uptowns, built on top of preautomo-
bile settlements, such as pasadena, California, 
or arlington, virginia; (2) boomers, the typi-
cal new city located at the intersection of two 
major highways and almost always centered on 
a mall, such as most of those in Figure 4-1; and 
(3) greenfields, a master-planned city by one 
developer on thousands of farmland acres, 
such as irvine, California, and las Colinas, 
texas, near the dallas–Fort worth airport. 
boomers are the most common new city type 
and the ones most likely to have political orga-
nization. they typically fall into three subcat-
egories (see Figure 4–3 on page 105).

the strip boomer city is usually only a few 
 hundred yards wide but extends for miles along 
a major highway. most representative are the 
strips along route 1 in princeton, route 128 
near the mass pike outside boston, and i-270 
in montgomery County, maryland, in the 
washington, d.C. region. all three suffer severe 
traffic congestion because of their extended 
shapes. the node boomer city is relatively 
dense and contained, such as the Galleria area 
near Houston, tysons Corner in virginia, and 
the midtown–yorkville and north york–north 
yonge areas in toronto. the pig-in-the-python 
boomer city is a cross between the previous 
two types. it is a strip that develops one or sev-
eral nodes along it, such as the lodge Freeway 
in southfield, northwest of detroit, or King of 
prussia, pennsylvania, northwest of philadelphia.  
(Garreau 1991:115)

during the second half of the twentieth 
century, north americans went through three 
waves of centrifugal movement away from the 
older cities. First came suburbanization, most 
notably after world war ii, as people moved 
into new homes beyond city boundaries. next 
came the malling of north america, particu-
larly in the 1960s and 1970s, when merchants 
moved their stores out to where many poten-
tial shoppers lived. subsequently, companies 
moved their means of creating wealth, the es-
sence of urbanism—jobs—out to where most 
people now lived and shopped. this led to 
the rise of the new cities, causing profound 
changes in the ways we live, work, and play. 
numbering well over 200 in the united states 
and Canada, these new cities, with their malls 
and office parks, now dominate the nations’ 
retail trade and office facilities.

new cities appeared in Canada and the 
united states for different reasons. unlike 
the united states, the Canadian govern-
ment does not provide suburb-enhancing tax 
deductions for home mortgages, and it has 
greater control over planning and develop-
ment. Canada also has a greater emphasis 
on mass transit; a relative lack of freeways; 
vibrant, bustling urban centers; and a rela-
tive lack of racial problems. nevertheless, 
new cities are flourishing, such as markham, 
mississauga, and vaughan. through expan-
sion, toronto absorbed others—eglington–
don mills, etobicoke, north york, and 
scarborough—dissolved municipalities now 
incorporated into Greater toronto.

Characteristics and Commonalities

the new cities possess many of the same char-
acteristics of older cities: extensive office and 
retail space, a large-scale influx of workers 
each weekday morning, and a mixed use of 
work, shopping, and entertainment (Garreau 
1991:425). what one seldom finds, however, is 
a clearly defined territorial boundary; no map 
boundaries define where they begin and end. 
unlike their older counterparts, new cities are 
spread out, requiring the use of a car; they lack 
the compactness of closely adjacent buildings 
and high pedestrian traffic. Further, many do 
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seoul, and sydney. increased affluence, the 
desire for more individual transportation, 
greater use of computers and telecommuni-
cations, and the existence of world financial 
centers are some of the important elements 
shaping the growth of new cities in urban 
areas throughout the world.

Three new City Variations

not all new cities are alike, nor does their evo-
lution occur for the same reasons everywhere. 
the following examples illustrate how a new 
city can serve as its own motivation, emerge 
as a solution to a problem, or simply become 
the problem.

New City as Motivator. by 1990, oshawa 
Centre, one of the oldest shopping malls 
in ontario, Canada, was showing its age. 
originally built for the town’s blue-collar popu-
lation, the place was dark and ugly. some of its 
stores had outdoor-facing windows and doors 
plastered with newspaper and cardboard, 
and its sales and rental value were declining. 
not anymore. the toronto-based Cambridge 
shopping Centres purchased it in 1991 for 
$145 million. it did so because Garreau had 
written in Edge City that shopping malls usu-
ally function as the village squares of the new 
urban centers. “so, taking that theory,” said 
ronald Charbon, Cambridge’s director of 
strategic market information, “we said, ‘where 
are the next edge cities going to occur? where 
is the next wave of growth going to occur in 
the greater metropolitan toronto area? and 
are any of our shopping centers sufficiently 
 located to capitalize on that growth?’ ” (quoted 
in berman 1997:74).

using census tracts and surveys, Cambridge 
shopping Centres amassed a population 
 profile of the area, discovering that areas sur-
rounding oshawa were white collar and that 
projections of the area’s growth rate were 
 almost three times that in the Greater toronto 
area. so, the company took the  gamble, 
 invested $40 million in a major  facelift, and 
recruited upscale stores. that, however, was 
only one part of a sophisticated strategy to 
turn oshawa Centre into the village square 

evolving middle-Class Centers

the majority of metropolitan north americans 
now work, shop, and live in and around these 
200-plus “new hearths of our civilization” 
(Garreau 1991:3). shopping malls function 
as the village squares for these new urban cen-
ters. adjacent are the hotels, office buildings, 
and corporate headquarters. these tall build-
ings are not side by side as in a downtown, but 
instead sit on campus-like settings of grass and 
trees, gazing at one another from a respect-
ful distance. surrounding this broad center 
of employment and shopping are the single-
family suburban homes, whose occupants 
now outnumber those living next to the old 
downtowns.

the rise of new cities is essentially a func-
tion of social class, not race. they are evolving 
in metropolitan areas with low black popu-
lations (denver, minneapolis, seattle, and 
toronto) as well as in metropolitan areas with 
high black populations (atlanta, Chicago, 
new york, and washington). in the latter 
areas, middle-class african americans (pres-
ently about one-third of the total u.s. black 
population) are as likely to be part of new cit-
ies as are middle-class whites. Just as the skin 
of the middle-class north american comes in 
various hues—shades of brown, black, tan, 
and white—so, too, do new cities reflect this 
reality. Critics often complain that the new 
cities, despite racial diversity, are “plastic and 
sterile, lacking in liveabilty, civilization, com-
munity, neighborhood—in short, having little 
‘urban soul’ ” (Garreau 1991:8).

perhaps though, their unfinished city form 
is evolving further, since leading planners 
now speak of turning new cities into “real 
cities” (barnett 2002). some locales—such 
as addison, texas, for example—have taken 
steps to transform at least parts in spaces re-
sembling a real city, with streets that have 
sidewalks and frontages with stores and res-
taurants on ground level, apartment build-
ings, and creation of a hub at addison Circle 
park (dillon 2003).

new cities exist worldwide as well. they 
now mark the fringes of bangkok, beijing, 
london, melbourne, mexico City, paris, 
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in 2006, with hopes of further increasing 
schaumburg’s commerce and tourism.

New City as the Problem. the more that 
tysons Corner, virginia—located 8 miles west 
of washington, d.C., and one of Garreau’s 
prime examples—continues to grow and 
thrive economically, the more it remains 
an object of derisive commentary by archi-
tects, city planners, design critics, and urban 
 scholars. indeed, finding a way to “fix” tysons 
Corner has been the goal of several planning 
studies sponsored by academic institutions, 
professional groups, and Fairfax County, 
virginia.

Home to a massive shopping mall and two 
shopping centers, as well as an impressive 
array of high-tech firms and major corpora-
tions, tysons Corner today is larger, both in 
geographical size and in employment, than 
many u.s. central cities. it is, essentially, the 
central business district of Fairfax County, 
with the u.s. Census bureau reporting its 
daytime population exceeding 100,000, about 
five times greater than its nighttime popula-
tion of less than 20,000 residents.

incredibly, only road transit presently ex-
ists, and during weekday rush hours and 
weekend shopping times, backups are hor-
rendous. However, the dulles Corridor 
metrorail project, scheduled for completion 
in 2013, will serve tysons Corner, virginia’s 
largest employment center, with four stations, 
and should greatly alleviate traffic congestion 
by offering a viable alternative to automobile 
travel (metropolitan washington airports 
authority 2011).

even if traffic congestion can be reduced 
and pedestrian traffic encouraged, the aes-
thetic and visual deficiencies, the visual chaos 
and formlessness, would still remain. in the 
interest of bringing a bit of visual order to 
tysons Corner, a county task force developed 
a plan to address streetscapes, pedestrian 
walkways, site planning of buildings, and open 
space. still, tysons Corner has no civic focus, 
or heart, and so planners have proposed a 
dense urban center to eliminate the soulless-
ness often mentioned by critics as the problem 
with tysons Corner. “the tysons vision,” a 

that Garreau described. Cambridge secured 
government approval to construct six modest-
sized office towers over a 25-year period. the 
oshawa Centre thus underwent a massive 
transformation from a slapdash suburban mall 
into a mixed-use development that includes 
more than 200 retail stores as well as govern-
ment and community services, all inspired by 
Garreau’s book.

New City as the Solution. since incorpo-
rating in 1956, schaumburg, illinois, had 
been “the ultimate faceless postwar suburb” 
(pasternak 1998). located 26 miles north-
west of Chicago, the town grew from nearly 
19,000 in 1970 to more than 74,000 people 
by 2010, with most living in townhouses and 
subdivisions and shopping in one or more of 
the 65 stores that lined its streets. along its ex-
pressway, glassy office towers provided a solid 
employment base. Home to the world head-
quarters of motorola and one of illinois’ top 
tourist destinations, the 285-store woodfield 
mall, schaumburg prospered with a low un-
employment rate. the one thing lacking in 
schaumburg was that it had no center, no 
downtown, and no place to walk to or for peo-
ple to gather. in fact, schaumburg hadn’t had 
a town center since 1875.

that has now changed. the local gov-
ernment tore down a faded strip mall on a  
30-acre site to make way for a downtown cen-
ter called “town square.” this place, how-
ever, is no small-town core like the downtowns 
of older suburbs that developed around train 
depots generations ago, even though its late 
nineteenth–early twentieth century architec-
ture pays homage to the historic character of 
the old town center. its design and park-like 
setting are intended to encourage pedestri-
ans and shoppers, but no retail stores line 
main street. in fact, there is no main street. 
instead, a coffee shop and a cluster of retail 
stores border a large parking lot, giving this 
area the look of a shopping center. nearby are 
a new library, a chain restaurant, a brick clock 
tower, a green wrought-iron gazebo, a pond, 
curved benches, and a public amphitheater. 
three miles away, a hotel/convention center 
complex on a 45-acre parcel of land opened 
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west orange, new Jersey, and others bloom-
ing in the late 1800s, when upper-income 
gated developments in new york’s tuxedo 
park and private streets in st. louis sprang 
up as wealthy citizens sought to “insulate 
themselves from the troublesome aspects 
of rapidly industrializing cities” (blakely 
and snyder 1999:4). these communi-
ties, however, and the fenced compounds 
built in the twentieth century by members 
of the east Coast and Hollywood aristoc-
racies, were different from today’s gated 
communities. they were unique places for 
unique people. although a few other such 
exclusive communities began to appear—
such as sea pines  on Hilton Head island, 
south Carolina, in 1957—they remained 
rare until the late 1960s and 1970s, when 
 master-planned  retirement developments 
first  appeared. these developments were the 
first places where average americans could 
wall  themselves off from the rest of society.

plan calling for walkable, mixed-use centers 
around mass transit, offers promise generat-
ing a diversity of lifestyles and mobility choices 
(Washington Post 2009). the daunting and 
expensive task will be to transform tysons 
Corner from its car-dominated tangle of of-
fices, malls, and auto dealers into a livable city. 
proposals include building densely packed 
high-rises, miles of new streets, and enough 
parks, schools, police stations, and firehouses 
to serve an entirely new place (Gardner 2008).

until then, tysons Corner will continue 
to be emblematic of how poorly we have 
planned, zoned, and developed much of the 
landscape girdling our cities since the end of 
world war ii.

GaTed CommuniTies

Gated communities in the united states can 
be traced back to the first planned gated 
community in 1853 at llewellyn park in 

Gated communities are a rapidly growing phenomenon. Segregated from the 
 outside world by walls, fences, electronically operated gates, and/or 24-hour 
guards, residents essentially live barricaded lives. Such communities typically cater 
to a housing market emphasizing prestige, lifestyle, or security-zone neighborhoods 
that promise a sense of community, exclusion, private control of public services, 
and the stability of homogenization.
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traffic and noise. residents enjoy their own 
pay-as-you-go services. they share respon-
sibility for common areas and for enforcing 
the numerous rules and regulations, often 
through homeowners’ associations, rather 
than relying on conventional elected local 
governments for many common services.

Gated communities, however, separate the 
people living within their walls from others 
even more profoundly than the most exclu-
sive suburban jurisdiction can, and they thus 
accentuate patterns of segregation. such a 
lifestyle reduces opportunities for positive 
interactions and shared experiences among 
people of diverse backgrounds, and it con-
tributes to the fragmentation of the greater 
community (vesselinov 2008).

Types of Gated Communities

secured communities fall into one of three 
categories: (1) lifestyle communities, (2) 
prestige communities, and (3) security-zone 
 communities (blakely and snyder 1999). 
although these categories are helpful for 
analysis and understanding, much overlap ex-
ists, with some elements in one found in the 
others. still, each category caters to a different 
housing market and has a different approach 
to developing a sense of community within its 
walls. moreover, each promotes a particular 
combination of four social values: (1) a sense 
of community (preservation and strengthen-
ing of neighborhood bonds), (2) exclusion 
(separation and protection from the outside), 
(3) privatization (the desire to privatize and in-
ternally control public services), and (4) stabil-
ity (homogeneity and predictability).

where sense of community is a primary value 
motivating the residents of gated communi-
ties, it reflects all five aspects of community: 
shared territory, shared values, a shared  public 
realm, support structure, and a shared des-
tiny. exclusion helps define shared territory by 
separating community members from outsid-
ers. privatization reflects a desire to protect a 
shared destiny through increased local control. 
stability suggests shared values and support 
structures, and retaining stability is also a way of 
predicting shared destiny. (blakely and snyder 
1999:122)

beginning in the 1980s, gated communities 
increased rapidly—not only in retirement vil-
lages but also in resort and country club devel-
opments, and then in middle-class suburban 
subdivisions, setting off a quiet but important 
trend that continues today. in the mid-1980s, 
gated communities were rare on long island, 
new york, but by the mid-1990s, they had be-
come common, with a gatehouse included 
in almost every condominium of more than 
50 units. elsewhere, separately incorporated 
municipalities exist that feature guarded en-
trances; one example is Canyon lake, 60 miles 
east of orange County in California.

about 10.8 million u.s. households are in 
developments surrounded by fences or walls. 
more than 60 percent of those households 
are in communities that also have controlled- 
entry systems, such as guards and electric 
gates (u.s. department of Housing and 
urban development 2011:25). Hispanics are 
more likely to live in rental gated communi-
ties than other minorities. their largest con-
centration within gated communities is in the 
west and southwest, where a large Hispanic 
population lives (sanchez, et al. 2005).

although most of these developments are 
in suburban areas, older, inner-city neighbor-
hoods are also experiencing this phenomenon. 
many gated communities have been built in 
metropolitan areas across the country, includ-
ing los angeles, phoenix, dallas, Houston, 
Chicago, new york, and miami. such urban 
refuges exist in Canada as well. in toronto, 
three older gated areas—palmerston avenue, 
Fairview boulevard, and wychwood park—are 
city jewels that enjoy high real-estate values.

what makes these secured communities 
different from typical modern suburbs, which 
usually also have economic and social segre-
gation? as previously stated, gated communi-
ties are actually defended by walls, with access 
controlled either by electronically operated 
gates or by 24-hour guards and grounds pa-
trolled by private security forces. while there 
are a variety of approaches to living barri-
caded lives, the reasons why residents choose 
gated communities usually center on fear of 
crime and attempts to produce economic and 
physical security, free from the problems of 
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a sense of Community

For several decades, social observers have 
noted a loss of community in modern life, or 
“the great emptiness” (maciver 2011, orig. 
1962). unlike traditional communities in 
small towns, where individuals have lifelong 
emotional bonds, today’s relationships often 
rest on such superficial similarities as con-
sumption style or leisure interests (bellah, 
et al. 1985). instead of interacting with dif-
ferent kinds of people, who nevertheless are 
still a part of one’s community, living today 
in segregated and isolated enclaves dimin-
ishes social life, claim these authors. all resi-
dents can do is compare their own material 
gains with those of their neighbors to piece 
together some idea of “how they are doing.” 
as the well-to-do wall themselves into privately 
policed, fortress communities, they are effec-
tively seceding from the rest of society, creat-
ing a fragmented, polarized society.

the fabric of civitas, communal commitment 
to civic and public life, has begun to rip. . . . the 
borders of the gated communities are emblem-
atic of the proliferation of boundaries being set 
and hardened as communities fragment, look-
ing inward. (blakely and snyder 1999:176)

as communities turn inward, motivated by 
security and other social needs, do the resi-
dents find what they seek? Critics charge that 
they do not—that gated communities reflect 
the social fragmentation and civic atrophy 
currently plaguing society. because these bar-
ricaded neighborhoods exclude the lower 
classes not only from living there (through 
prohibitive housing costs) but also from even 
casually passing by, they effectively limit so-
cial contact among different members and 
groups of society. such class separation is 
often de facto racial segregation, and this social 
distance can weaken further the civic bonds 
among societal members. these private, self-
governing gated communities have redefined 
the grassroots level of the boundary between 
public and private realms (stark 2002).

despite their promise, the quality of com-
munity does not improve in gated develop-
ments. even though residents move to such 

Lifestyle Communities. lifestyle communi-
ties are an expression of conspicuous con-
sumption and a new leisure class. they 
 emphasize amenities and include retirement 
communities, such as the nationwide chain of 
leisure worlds, all of which offer senior citi-
zens the chance to engage in a wide variety of 
activities close to their homes. another type is 
golf and leisure communities, where the gates 
cordon off the leisure resources for the exclu-
sive use of community residents. blackhawk 
Country Club near san Francisco and rancho 
mirage in California’s Coachella valley cater 
to people with special interests, like golf or 
tennis. lifestyle communities attract those 
who want separate, private services and ame-
nities within a homogeneous, predictable 
environment.

Prestige Communities. prestige communi-
ties are status-oriented enclaves, such as those  
in affluent pacific palisades in san Clemente,  
and Conyers Farm in Greenwich, Connecticut, 
primarily containing the rich and famous, 
the affluent, the top one-fifth of americans. 
these communities emphasize exclusion and 
image, and the gates symbolize the  eminent 
status of their residents. prestige commu-
nities  attract those seeking a stable neigh-
borhood of  similar people where property 
 values will be protected. For these  residents, 
concerns about separation and privatiza-
tion of services are secondary (Gregor 2012; 
romig 2005).

Security-Zone Communities. security-zone 
communities are “enclaves of fear” primar-
ily concerned with protection. they are a 
defensive measure reflecting a fortress men-
tality, with walls, gates, closed streets, and 
various security systems. in these enclaves—
often  located in inner-city and lower-income 
 neighborhoods—residents band together 
to shut out their neighbors, hoping that the 
gates will protect them from crime, traffic, 
and outsiders. security-zone communities seek 
to strengthen and protect a sense of commu-
nity, but their primary goal is to exclude those 
 people their residents perceive as threats to 
their safety and quality of life.
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government functions in north american his-
tory. Currently, more than 314,000 of these 
developments exist in the united states, 
housing 62.3 million people in 25.1 million 
housing units (Community associations 
institute 2011).

builders find Cid housing profitable, be-
cause it is a mass-produced commodity and 
enables them to concentrate more people 
on less land. buyers are willing to accept 
smaller lots and narrower streets, because the 
 development contains open spaces and desir-
able amenities, including facilities owned in 
common by all residents—such as swimming 
pools, gyms, parks, golf courses, social  centers, 
and often even exclusive access to shopping 
centers and their own schools. public officials 
are willing to issue building permits for these 
high-density, designed communities, with 
their private infrastructure, because they add 
taxpayers at minimal public cost.

residents must belong to homeowners’ as-
sociations, pay monthly fees, and live under 
the rule of residential private governments. 
these governments perform functions for 
their residents that were once the province 
of local government—for example, police 
protection, trash collection, and street main-
tenance and lighting. in one sense, this com-
munity design is a logical, evolutionary step 
in the suburban ideology of territorial con-
trol (housing-market segmentation, single-
use zoning, inaccessibility to mass transit, and 
cul-de-sacs). For those who examine social 
phenomena from a rational choice perspec-
tive, Cids are more democratic, efficient, 
and a preferred option over municipalities 
(nelson 2005).

new urbanists favor the development of 
these private communities as the antidote to 
sprawl, in that their planning and architectural 
approach is environment friendly (duany, 
et al. 2000). some critics, however, think that 
this new civic culture undermines the diversity 
and vitality of cities. because Cids contain rel-
atively homogeneous groupings, they argue 
that such planned developments promote 
racial and economic segregation (putnam 
2001). Critical urban theorists go further, as-
serting that such private governance enables 

places in the belief that they will find their 
nostalgic idea of community, often they do 
not. in fact, these communities promote pri-
vacy within privacy: with no front porches 
to induce interaction, residents tend to stay 
in their own backyards and not visit one an-
other. as a result, gating often does not pro-
vide what people are seeking. particularly in 
high-income gated communities, residents re-
port a significant lower sense of community. 
in comparison with non-residents, members 
of gated communities do not find stronger 
ties with one another (wilson-doenges 2000).

Community, however, appears to be of 
less importance than security. availability 
of shared community recreational facili-
ties (clubhouse, pool, tennis courts) may 
enhance the gated lifestyle, but the percep-
tion of safety is a more significant factor in 
neighborhood satisfaction, whether in gated 
or non-gated communities. Gates and entry-
controlled access, by design, provide both a 
physical and a psychological crime deterrent 
in the minds of gated residents. the effec-
tiveness of gates and fencing may depend on 
the nature of the property and the people 
living behind them, but for higher-income— 
especially older residents—the inferred safety 
is sufficient cause for positive feelings about 
living in such sheltered enclaves (Chapman 
and lombard 2006).

Common-inTeresT 
deVelopmenTs

Gated communities are often called common- 
interest developments (CIDs). not all Cids, 
however, are segregated communities (al-
though many are), and not all gated areas are 
Cids (although most are). a close relation-
ship exists between the two phenomena, but 
they are not the same thing. Cids—which 
require membership in a self-governing 
homeowners’ association—include suburban 
planned-unit developments of single-family 
homes, urban condominiums, and housing 
cooperatives, and they have become familiar 
sights throughout north america. moreover, 
the rapid spread of Cid housing is the larg-
est and most dramatic privatization of local 
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urban liVinG

Cid restrictions on personal Freedom

The stories below do not 
merely reflect isolated neigh-
borhood conflicts. They are 
 examples of the control that 
is exerted in walled, private, 
urban and suburban enclaves 
called  common-interest de-
velopments (CIDs). Although 
many willingly trade some pri-
vacy and personal freedoms 
for the CID lifestyle, some find 

themselves fighting for their rights against 
the few residents who enforce the rules with 
a degree of personal power over their neigh-
bors that the Constitution denies to public 
officials.

• In Monroe, New Jersey, a home owners’ 
association sued a married couple, be-
cause the wife, at age 45, was three 
years younger than the association’s 
age-48 minimum for residency. The 
judge ruled in favor of the association, 
ordering the 60-year-old husband to 
sell or rent the unit—or else live there 
without his wife.

• In Ashland, Massachusetts, a CID board 
informed a Vietnam veteran that he 
could not fly the U.S. flag on Flag Day. 
He called the press, the story appeared 
on the front page of a local newspaper, 
and under public pressure, the board 
backed down.

• In Boca Raton, Florida, an asso-
ciation sued a homeowner for hav-
ing a dog weighing more than 30 
pounds, in violation of its rules. A 
court-ordered weighing revealed that 
the dog was just an ounce over the 
weight limit. The association persisted 
nonetheless— determined to pay an 
attorney and use the courts to exclude 

the dog from the development for 
even that infraction.

• In a development near Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania, a couple bought a 
home and brought their sons’ metal 
swing set with them. A year later, 
the association told them to take it 
down, despite the absence of any 
written rules about swing sets. When 
the couple challenged this order, the 
association passed a rule prescrib-
ing that all swing sets must be made 
of wood, in keeping “with what the 
overall community should look like.” 
The family then submitted a petition 
from three-fourths of the homeowners 
supporting their swing set, along with 
data from the U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency warning against 
the danger to children (theirs were 
aged two and four) from the poison-
ous chemicals found in pressure-
treated wood used for outdoor swing 
sets. The association’s response was 
to impose a daily fine of $10 until the 
set was removed—and to refuse of-
fers to compromise, such as painting 
the swing set in earth tones.

• In Fort Lauderdale, Florida, condomin-
ium managers ordered a couple to stop 
entering and leaving their unit through 
their back door, claiming that they were 
wearing an unsightly path in the lawn 
by taking a short cut to the parking lot. 
The couple retained an attorney, who 
filed a lawsuit seeking a court’s permis-
sion for the couple to use their own 
back door.

Source: Evan McKenzie, “Trouble in Privatopia,” The 
Progressive 57 (October 1993), 30–36. Reprinted 
by permission from The Progressive, 409 E. Main St. 
Madison, WI 53709, www.progressive.com.

www.progressive.com
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world. in africa, asia (including 250 mil-
lion people in China), europe, and latin 
america, one can find millions of people now 
living in Cids (atkinson and blandy 2006). 
as communities expand and evolve, they 
can have positive or negative consequences. 
planners, sprawl opponents, and urban soci-
ologists often cite portland, oregon, as a city 
that successfully controls its growth and de-
velopment. portland thus serves as an appro-
priate case study for the various themes and 
problems discussed in this chapter.

Case study

portland, oregon

virtually all cities in western north america have 
undergone boom periods that gobbled up the 
land, strained the infrastructure, and resulted 
in congestion, dirty air, and tax-strained school 
systems. yet portland is a healthy, vibrant city 
displaying few of the problems found in other 
urban places. years ago, the city determined 
to defy the boom mentality and consciously 
planned its future, an effort that  reflected 
portland’s long history of concern for urban 
quality of life and commitment to the common 
good (abbott and margheim 2008).

The physical setting

portland stands in a choice location, surrounded 
by natural beauty and resources that greatly im-
pressed its founders. situated about 100 miles 
from the pacific ocean at the confluence of 
the Columbia and willamette rivers, portland 
is surrounded by a combination of water and 
lush greenery rarely found in urban settings. 
snow-capped mount Hood, oregon’s highest 
point (11,235 feet), is 48 miles away, and mount 
rainier, mount st. Helens, and mount adams 
in washington are all visible from the city. also 
nearby are the spectacular Columbia Gorge and 
multnomah Falls (850 feet). the city thus of-
fers cosmopolitan living coupled with a variety 
of nearby outdoor activities, such as camping, 
canoeing, fishing, hiking, hunting, mountain 
climbing, and skiing.

the affluent to create a private domain, sepa-
rate from the rest of society and thus beyond 
normal political overview, and where they can 
control their neighborhood and its resources. 
by contrast, many officials welcome this sepa-
ration because residents pay full property 
taxes without the local government obliged 
to provide the same level of services provided 
elsewhere within the municipal boundaries. 
residents were pleased because of the prom-
ise of security, better services, and a stable 
neighborhood.

in gaining this form of independence, 
however, Cid residents pay a heavy price, be-
cause they surrender much of their other free-
doms and privacy. they live under the rule of 
their corporate board of directors, an elected 
group of neighbors enforcing a set of restric-
tions created by the developer to ensure that 
the master plan never changes. the board 
can dictate such things as barring holiday dec-
orations in windows, the size and contents of 
your garden, even the color of paint on your 
front door, and it can legally impose daily 
fines until you comply. this private govern-
ment operates outside the constitutional lim-
its that bind local authorities, because court 
rulings have held that Cid restrictions are 
private, voluntary arrangements among indi-
viduals, even though they are non- negotiable 
regulations drafted by the developer’s lawyers 
and imposed on all residents, as illustrated in 
the Urban Living box on page 112.

moreover, the collapse of the housing 
and job markets, beginning in 2008, has 
had a significant impact on Cids, given 
their heavy reliance on the resources of 
homeowners to fund the provided mainte-
nance and services. Coupled with budget 
cutbacks from local governments, many 
Cids are struggling to remain solvent. any 
that fail to survive will make them an ad-
ditional burden to the larger communities 
instead of windfall they once were, by com-
pelling local governments to provide basic 
services (such as maintenance of the tree-
lined streets) previously handled by the 
Cids (mcKenzie 2011).

the u.s. idea of privately-governed com-
munities has spread to other parts of the 
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locals and visitors alike along portland’s down-
town streets. yet portlanders also still love their 
beer: the microbrewery was practically in-
vented here, long before the concept gained 
popularity in other cities, and today, portland 
boasts 40 breweries, more than any other city 
in the world (oregon brewers Guild 2011).

urban decline and anti-sprawl 
planning

in the 1960s, portland fell victim to the same 
ills afflicting other u.s. cities. its economy 
nose-dived as industries closed. shuttered 
mills and empty warehouses dotted the wa-
terfront. people began moving away; un-
employment rose; and those who remained 
found their standard of living sliding down-
ward. one after another, downtown stores 
went belly up as the central business district 
slipped into a serious economic decline. the 
bus system lost so much business that it, too, 
went bankrupt.

the stage was set for portland’s revival, 
however, when Governor tom mcCall 
signed a new state law in 1973 requiring all 
of oregon’s cities to devise plans to limit 
urban sprawl and to protect farms, forests, 
and open space. portland responded with the 
strictest laws in the nation. ignoring lawsuits 
and pressures from commercial and develop-
ment interests, portland’s leaders drew a line 
around their metropolitan area, banning any 
development beyond that point (much as 
london had done during its post–world war 
ii reconstruction). the intent of this urban 
Growth boundary (uGb) was to force jobs, 
homes, and stores into a relatively compact 
area served by light rail, buses, and cars.

automobiles, of course, are a major fac-
tor in the urban sprawl besetting most cities. 
portland bucked the trend by tearing up its 
downtown riverfront freeway, and then con-
verting the area, along with abandoned ware-
house sites, into one of the city’s most-used 
parks, named for Governor mcCall. it also lim-
ited downtown parking spaces and created an 
award-winning mass transit system with north 
america’s first modern streetcar system, the 
max light rail and the trimet bus system. 

portland includes some of this outly-
ing natural beauty within the city limits. 
also known as “the City of roses” for its 
large international rose test Gardens and 
the second-largest, all-floral parade in the 
united states (after the tournament of roses 
parade in pasadena), portland has a magnifi-
cent park system, including some 200 green 
spaces. the city boasts the largest forested 
municipal park in the nation (5,000 acres) 
and the world’s smallest dedicated park, mills 
end park (24 inches). three other important 
areas are the elm-shaded south park blocks in 
the downtown area, mcCall waterfront park, 
and washington park—home of the rose 
test Gardens, where more than 500 varieties 
of roses bloom, as well as of the oregon Zoo 
(known for its re-created african rain forest) 
and the Japanese Garden. portland is also 
the only u.s. city to have an extinct volcano, 
mount tabor, within the city limits.

History

several gold rushes drew immigrants along 
the oregon trail, stimulating portland’s early 
growth. deep water and abundant natural re-
sources soon made the settlement a popular 
and prosperous port and commercial cen-
ter, handling the farm and forest produce of 
the Cascade range, willamette valley, and 
Columbia basin.

like many old west centers, portland had 
its seamy side, with vice and violence figuring 
into its nineteenth-century scene. by the start 
of the twentieth century, however, portland 
had become a tamer place, with the city elimi-
nating most of the seedy activities of its busy 
waterfront. about this time, simon benson, a 
teetotaling lumber baron, walked through one 
of his mills and noticed the smell of alcohol on 
his workers’ breath. when he asked why they 
drank in the middle of the day, they replied 
that there was no fresh drinking water to be 
found downtown. to resolve this situation, 
benson built 20 freshwater drinking fountains 
in the downtown area. beer consumption re-
portedly fell by 25 percent after the fountains 
were installed. those water fountains—now 
known as benson’s bubblers—still bubble for 
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august Heckscher, william H. whyte, and 
James rouse (all of whom will be discussed in 
Chapter 14). together with the 1988 Central 
City plan, which updated and expanded the 
original goals, the city embarked on a still-
continuing effort to maintain and enhance 
portland’s special identity and vitality. all new 
buildings, including garages, must be people 
friendly at street level. blank walls are banned 
in favor of stores, offices, and eating establish-
ments. Further, portland set aside 1 percent 
of public construction funds to enhance the 
physical attractiveness of the area through 
outdoor public art.

in 1996, portland enacted an even stricter 
plan for its three-county metropolitan 
area to handle an anticipated 500,000 new 
 residents—in essence, another portland—
within the existing urban boundaries of its 
now 369-square-mile metropolitan borders 
over 20 years, including conversion to more 
apartment buildings and townhouses in pre-
viously single-family neighborhoods. to keep 

these systems are fully intermodal, meaning 
that passengers can easily switch from one 
to the other. in the 330-square-block area of 
downtown (“Fareless square”), rides are free 
all day, every day.

an average of 315,500 riders commuted 
daily on buses or trains in 2010—making the 
city eighth per capita in ridership among u.s. 
cities. no portlander is forced to ride buses, 
max trains, or wes trains, but 81 percent of 
those who own cars choose a public transit op-
tion instead. the max has been so successful 
that it keeps expanding. with a 52-mile max 
light-rail system, 14.7-mile wes commuter rail, 
and 79 bus lines, portland is a national leader in 
transit ridership, its numbers increasing annu-
ally for all but one in the past 22 years (trimet 
2011). the city also encourages bike travel, 
placing brightly colored bikes and bike racks 
throughout the city for anyone to use; further-
more, its buses and trains are bike accessible.

portland also enacted in 1972 its downtown 
plan inspired by the ideas of Jane Jacobs, 

Portland’s popular Tom McCall Waterfront Park attracts pedestrians at all hours 
of the day and is the site of numerous special events, such as the Rose Festival, 
Dragon Boat Races, and annual carnival. Many U.S. cities have rediscovered 
and revitalized their waterfronts, attracting residents and tourists alike, thereby 
 enhancing the quality of life and ambience of the city.
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beckoning strollers to pass along the tree-
lined streets on brick walkways and stop to 
enjoy fountains, benches, and small parks 
along the way. pedestrians may shop at more 
than 1,100 retail stores, enjoy many outstand-
ing coffee houses and restaurants, visit one 
of the city’s microbreweries, or browse in any 
one of the numerous bookstores—including 
powell’s City of books, the world’s largest in-
dependent bookstore, which occupies an en-
tire city block.

the city’s economy is healthy, helped in 
large measure by the silicon forest of high-
tech office campuses and factories—such as 
intel and Hewlett-packard—that grew inside 
the metro area. major department stores—
nordstrom’s and saks Fifth avenue—enhance 
the central business district. recreational 
 activities include comedy clubs, ballet, 
opera, symphonies, modern dance, theater, 
a  planetarium, hockey and baseball teams, 
and  the portland trail blazers professional 
basketball team.

in terms of aesthetics, amenities, economy, 
land use, and planning, most people applaud 
portland as “a city that works,” a label once 
applied only to toronto. another reason 
that portland works is its effective, efficient, 
and rider-friendly transit system that has en-
couraged residents to make it part of their 
preferred mode of transportation. in fact, 
many portland areas developed after mass 
transit. a good example is the lloyd district, 
where housing, office towers, and businesses 
sprouted up after light rail began running 
through it. lloyd is a community with a bal-
anced offering of jobs and housing, a place 
where people conveniently walk or bike 
around the area.

will portland, with a 2010 metropolitan 
population of 2.2 million, control its urban 
growth to protect the surrounding country-
side? so far, the results are mixed. the city 
did increase its urban density within the uGb, 
but the amount of urbanized land within 
the entire metropolitan area also increased 
by 36 percent between 1980 and 2000, from 
349 to 474 square miles—the ninth highest 
increase among 32 metropolitan areas (Jun 
2004:1337). much of the effect of portland’s 

“big box” stores from springing up in indus-
trial areas, portland’s plan also limited retail 
outlets to 60,000 square feet and, in a further 
effort to encourage use of mass transit, re-
stricted the number of parking spaces a new 
store may have. with the greater portland 
area’s population now projected to reach 3.85 
million by 2060, planners and officials are 
establishing rural reserves to preserve farm-
land and urban reserves to expand the uGb 
to control the anticipated population growth 
(Holman 2008).

in becoming the model for growth man-
agement in the united states, the city contin-
ues to follow the visionary guide that lewis 
mumford set for the portland City Club 
in 1938, when he said, “i have seen a lot of 
scenery in my life, but i have seen nothing so 
tempting as a home for man than this oregon 
country. . . . you have the basis here for civi-
lization on its highest scale. . . . Have you got 
enough intelligence, imagination and co-
operation among you to make the best use 
of these opportunities?” (quoted in City of 
portland 2011:1).

portland Today

in its transition from a timber town to a mod-
ern city with diverse specializations—such 
as wholesale trade, corporate management, 
high-tech firms, insurance, transportation, 
and wholesale trade—portland also has be-
come a model city, one that magazines often 
cite as one of the best cities in which to live. it 
has one of the best job markets in the coun-
try, even in recent recession years. it is home 
to more than 1,500 companies, from intel—
the largest private-sector employer, with 
15,000 workers—to nike, providence Health 
systems, wells Fargo bank, and dozens of 
small software firms (portland development 
Commission 2010).

portland has a dense downtown, one that 
now contains about twice the work force it 
had three decades ago. yet, despite its growth, 
portland has retained its nineteenth-century, 
small-sized block design, which yields a pe-
destrian-friendly city core. the central busi-
ness district is virtually a walker’s paradise, 
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and 1970s that average americans began to 
wall themselves off from society. the 1980s 
marked a rapid increase in gated communi-
ties, both in urban and suburban locales, and 
today, they contain about 11 million house-
holds. Categories of gated communities are 
lifestyle, prestige, and security zone. Critics 
charge that this residence pattern contributes 
to social fragmentation, does not really deter 
crime, and does not provide any greater sense 
of community.

Cids may or may not include gated 
 communities. these master-planned devel-
opments require monthly fees for shared 
 amenities and membership in a homeowners’ 
 association with broad regulatory powers over 
residents—powers that critics charge invade 
both the privacy and the constitutional rights 
of individuals.

ConClusion

although Canada has stronger central gov-
ernment controls over land use compared to 
the united states, both countries experienced 
sprawl, the development of new cities, and 
an increase in exclusive communities. some 
areas have more successfully contained these 
growth patterns than others, but they pre-
dominate nonetheless. what do these popu-
lar choices bode for the future of older cities 
and for the social cohesiveness of Canadian 
and u.s. societies?

Generations ago, zoning and planning 
boards throughout Canada and the united 
states generated building and density code 
variances, so economic and social segrega-
tion are by no means new social phenom-
ena. Gated communities go much further in 
their exclusivity, however, because they cre-
ate physical barriers to entry. moreover, they 
privatize not only individual space but also 
community space. the Cids do even more: 
they privatize civic responsibilities (police 
protection) and communal services (street 
maintenance, entertainment, and recrea-
tion). this new development creates a private 
world that requires residents to share little 
with their neighbors outside the barricades—
or even with the larger political system. the 

uGb was in the further suburbanization of ad-
joining counties, particularly in Clark County, 
washington. the population projections for 
this region will surely test both portland’s re-
solve and its ability to balance big-city excite-
ment and small-town charm.

summary

by the end of the twentieth century, four pat-
terns of land development—sprawl, new cit-
ies, gated communities, and Cids—became 
so widespread that they will most likely affect 
both urban and suburban lifestyles for at least 
several generations.

sprawl refers to low-density land develop-
ment beyond the edge of service and em-
ployment areas. sprawl uses up large tracts 
of land (even when cities decline in popula-
tion),  increases the dependence of residents 
on automobiles, creates traffic congestion 
and pollution, and wastes natural resources. 
solutions to sprawl include purchasing and 
preserving open space, adopting smart growth 
approaches, setting boundaries for urban 
growth, revitalizing existing cities and towns, 
and pursuing transit-oriented approaches.

the past three decades have seen the evo-
lution of more than 200 new cities, located at 
the fringes of older cities, in north america 
and elsewhere. their sprawling land use and 
auto dependency stand in marked contrast to 
the compact land use of older “walking” cit-
ies. not clearly marked by territorial bound-
aries but usually situated near two major 
highways, new cities fall into three categories: 
uptown, boomer, and greenfield. boomer cit-
ies are by far the most numerous and have 
three subcategories: strip, node, and pig-in-a-
python. essentially middle-class entities that 
cut across racial lines, edge cities have a shop-
ping mall as their anchor point and provide 
more jobs, shops, and entertainment than 
older cities do.

although gated communities first ap-
peared in the united states during the late 
1800s and a few other such exclusive locales 
during the 1950s, it was only in the late 1960s 
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inTerneT aCTiViTies

 1. Go to http://mobility.tamu.edu/ums/congestion- 
data/ to access the congestion data for any 
u.s. city.

 2. Go to http://www.commutesolutions.org/
commute/cost-calculator/ to calculate how 
much it really costs you to drive your car.

evolution of new cities and exclusive com-
munities continues, and the dominance of 
these urban forms in north america is easily 
evident.

the evolution of new cities and exclusive 
communities continues, and the dominance 
of these urban forms in north america is easily 

evident. this, however, is only part of the urban 
picture. the next five chapters will examine 
how social scientists—sociologists, geogra-
phers, political economists, psychologists, and 
anthropologists—analyze cities as living enti-
ties. reading these chapters, you will discover 
that the urban story gets even more interesting.

http://www.commutesolutions.org/commute/cost-calculator/
http://www.commutesolutions.org/commute/cost-calculator/
http://mobility.tamu.edu/ums/congestion-data/
http://mobility.tamu.edu/ums/congestion-data/
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european cities. The emerging factory system 
drew in unheard-of numbers of people, and 
the cities exploded in population. in 1816, 
for  example, Germany had barely 2.5 million 

once humans learned to harness the  machine, 
the resulting social upheaval dramatically 
changed virtually everything. nowhere were 
these changes more pronounced than in 

cityScape

Working-class Manchester, 1844

Friedrich Engels, the son of 
a wealthy German manufac-
turer, went to Manchester, 
England, in 1842 to learn the 
textile business. During his 
early years there, he gath-
ered material for his first 
book, The Condition of the 
Working Class in England, 
first published in 1844. This 
excerpt from that work viv-

idly describes Manchester’s appalling slum 
conditions:

Here one is in an almost undisguised working-
men’s quarter, for even the shops and beerhouses 
hardly take the trouble to exhibit a trifling degree 
of cleanliness. But all this is nothing in compari-
son with the courts and lanes which lie behind, 
to which access can be gained only through cov-
ered passages, in which no two human beings 
can pass at the same time. Of the irregular cram-
ming together of dwellings in ways which defy 
all rational plan, of the tangle in which they are 
crowded literally one upon the other, it is impos-
sible to convey an idea. And it is not the build-
ings surviving from the old times of Manchester 
which are to blame for this; the confusion has 
only recently reached its height when every 
scrap of space left by the old way of building has 
been filled up and patched over until not a foot 
of land is left to be further occupied.

 . . . Right and left a multitude of covered pas-
sages lead from the main street into numerous 
courts, and he who turns in thither gets into a 
filth and disgusting grime, the equal of which 
is not to be found . . . and which contain un-
qualifiedly the most horrible dwellings which I 
have yet beheld. In these courts there stands di-
rectly at the entrance, at the end of the covered 

passage, a privy without a door, so dirty that the 
inhabitants can pass into and out of the court 
only by passing through foul pools of stagnant 
urine and excrement. . . . Below it on the river 
there are several tanneries which fill the whole 
neighborhood with the stench of animal putre-
faction. Below Ducie Bridge the only entrance 
to most of the houses is by means of narrow, 
dirty stairs and over heaps of refuse and filth. . . .

The view from [Ducie] Bridge . . . is char-
acteristic for the whole district. At the bottom 
flows, or rather stagnates, the Irk, a narrow, 
coal-black, foul-smelling stream, full of debris 
and refuse, which it deposits on the shallower 
right bank. In dry weather, a long string of the 
most disgusting blackish-green slime pools 
are left standing on this bank, from the depths 
of which bubbles of miasmatic gas constantly 
arise and give forth a stench unendurable 
even on the bridge 40 or 50  feet above the 
surface of the stream. . . .

Passing along a rough bank, among stakes 
and washing-lines, one penetrates into this 
chaos of small one-storied, one-roomed huts, 
in most of which there is no artificial floor; 
kitchen, living and sleeping-room all in one. In 
such a hole, scarcely five feet long by six broad, 
I found two beds—and such  bedsteads and 
beds!—which, with a staircase and  chimney- 
place, exactly filled the room. In several  others I 
found absolutely nothing, while the door stood 
open, and the  inhabitants leaned against it. 
Everywhere  before the doors refuse and offal; 
that any sort of pavement lay underneath could 
not be seen but only felt, here and there, with 
the feet. . . .

Enough! The whole side of the Irk is built in 
this way, a planless, knotted chaos of houses, 
more or less on the verge of uninhabitable-
ness, whose unclean interiors fully correspond 
with their filthy external surroundings. And 
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how could the people be clean with no proper 
 opportunity for satisfying the most natural and 
ordinary wants? Privies are so rare here that 
they are either filled up every day, or are too 
remote for most of the inhabitants to use. How 
can people wash when they have only the dirty 
Irk water at hand, while pumps and water pipes 
can be found in decent parts of the city alone? 
In truth, it cannot be charged to the account of 
these helots of modern society if their dwell-
ings are not more clean than the pig sties which 
are here and there to be seen among them. The 
landlords are not ashamed to let dwellings like 
the six or seven cellars on the quay directly 
below Scotland Bridge, the floors of which 
stand at least two feet below the low-water level 
of the Irk that flows not six feet away from them; 
or like the upper floor of the corner-house on 
the opposite shore directly above the bridge, 
where the ground-floor, utterly uninhabitable, 
stands deprived of all fittings for doors and win-
dows, a case by no means rare in this region, 
when this open ground-floor is used as a privy 
by the whole neighbourhood for want of other 
facilities!

As for the rest, the filth, debris, and 
offal heaps, and the pools in the streets are 
 common . . . [and] another feature most inju-
rious to the cleanliness of the inhabitants, is 
the multitude of pigs walking about in all the 
alleys, rooting into the offal heaps, or kept 
 imprisoned in small pens. Here, as in most 
of the working-men’s quarters of Manchester, 
the pork-raisers rent the courts and build pig-
pens in them. In almost every court one or 
even several such pens may be found, into 
which the inhabitants of the court throw all 
 refuse and offal, whence the swine grow fat; 
and the atmosphere, confined on all four 
sides, is  utterly corrupted by putrefying animal 
and vegetable substances. . . .

Such is the Old Town of Manchester, and 
on re-reading my description, I am forced to 

admit that instead of being exaggerated, it is far 
from black enough to convey a true impression 
of the filth, ruin, and uninhabitableness, the 
defiance of all considerations of cleanliness, 
ventilation, and health which characterise the 
construction of this single district,  containing 
at least 20 to 30 thousand inhabitants. And 
such a district exists in the heart of the second 
city of England, the first manufacturing city in 
the world. If any one wishes to see in how  little 
space a human being can move, how little 
air—and such air!—he can breathe, how little 
of civilisation he may share and yet live, it is 
only necessary to travel hither. . . .

The couple of hundred houses, which 
 belong to old Manchester, have been long 
since abandoned by their original inhabitants; 
the  industrial epoch alone has crammed into 
them the swarms of workers whom they now 
shelter; the industrial epoch alone has built up 
every spot between these old houses to win a 
covering for the masses whom it has conjured 
hither from the agricultural districts and from 
Ireland; the industrial epoch alone enables 
the  owners of these cattle sheds to rent them 
for high prices to human beings, to plunder 
the poverty of the workers, to undermine the 
health of thousands, in order that they alone, 
the owners, may grow rich. In the industrial 
epoch alone has it  become possible that the 
worker scarcely freed from feudal servitude 
could be used as mere material, a mere chat-
tel; that he must let himself be crowded into a 
dwelling too bad for every other, which he for 
his hard-earned wages buys the right to let go 
utterly to ruin. This manufacture has achieved, 
which, without these workers, this poverty, 
this slavery could not have lived.

Source: Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working 
Class in England, trans. by Florence Kelly Wischenewetsky 
(Springfield, MA: Seven Treasures Publications, 2009), 
pp. 43–47. Originally published in 1844.

urbanites; by 1895, that number had passed 
13 million. during the nineteenth century, 
london grew from 861,000 to a monumental 
6.5 million.

imagine such radical change: overwhelmed 
by incoming migrants, cities could not provide 

adequate food, safe housing, sanitary facili-
ties, medical care, or enough jobs. not surpris-
ingly, poverty, disease, malnutrition, and crime 
 increased. The city streets no doubt seemed 
chaotic, and this was the context in which urban 
sociology emerged. in the Cityscape box on 
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on their own. it is in cities, then, that the state 
emerges so that people take on a political role 
as citizens, deliberately planning their own 
environment and using new scientific skills. 
Thus, to Marx and engels, the rise of the city 
amounted to nothing less than a transition 
from barbarism to civilization:

The greatest division of material and mental 
labour is the separation of town and country. 
The antagonism between town and country 
begins with the transition from barbarism to 
civilization, from tribe to State, from locality 
to nation, and runs through the whole history 
of civilization to the present day. . . . (1976:143; 
orig. 1846)

even so, Marx and engels made it clear 
that not every city was liberating in this way. 
Under what they called “Asiatic modes of pro-
duction,” some cities remained chained to the 
bonds of the primitive community—with its 
limited division of labor, common property, 
and lack of individualism. As a result, these 
cities depended entirely on the agricultural 
surplus, and the functions of these cities—
whether military, religious, or bureaucratic—
lacked the dynamic drive of a commercial 
economy.

even in industrial cities, however, Marx 
and engels held that the social evolution of 
humans was not yet complete, because a capi-
talist elite controlled the economy. Seeing 
firsthand the destructive aspects of early in-
dustrial capitalism, Marx and engels believed 
that the historical process would further 
evolve, with a worldwide, anticapitalist revo-
lution that would usher in socialism. only in 
this final evolutionary phase would workers 
become aware of the real cause of their prob-
lems, unite, and act together to transform so-
ciety into a new and just order.

Ferdinand tönnies: From 
Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft

in his masterwork, Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft 
(2003; orig. 1887), the German sociologist 
Ferdinand Tönnies (1855–1936) described two 
contrasting types of human social life: gemein-
schaft, or “community,” which characterized 

pages 120–121, Friedrich engels (1820–1895) 
vividly describes the appalling slum conditions 
that industrialization brought to Manchester, 
england, that also existed elsewhere.

the eUropean tradition: 
1846–1921

Sociology was born in europe, a child of 
the industrial revolution. Given its start 
by August Comte (1798–1857), others who 
followed—including Karl Marx, Friedrich 
engels, Ferdinand Tönnies, emile durkheim, 
Georg Simmel, and Max Weber—sought to 
explain the great transformation wrought by 
urbanization and industrialization.

Karl Marx and Friedrich engels: 
From barbarism to civilization

Karl Marx (1818–1883) spent most of his 
adult life in england during the heyday of the 
industrial revolution, and he was among 
the first of the classical sociologists to analyze 
the transformation of european society.

Marx argued passionately that the eco-
nomic structure of society is the foundation 
upon which rests the nature of the social, po-
litical, and spiritual aspects of life. By this, he 
meant that the economic system serves as the 
base on which the social institutions of family, 
religion, and the political system take form. 
Although he conceded many causes of social 
change, such as technological advances, Marx 
contended that societal transformation pri-
marily results from conflict between those who 
control the process of economic production 
(capitalists) and those who supply the neces-
sary labor (proletariat). Thus, to argue that 
social problems, such as poverty and unem-
ployment, are the fault of individuals is a form 
of false consciousness because, as Marx saw it, 
the flaws of capitalism are the real causes of 
these and other problems.

Marx and his colleague engels, however, 
held that the city has special importance. 
People, they said, live as “generic, tribal be-
ings” in preindustrial, traditional societies. 
only with the rise of the city does productive 
specialization begin to free individuals to act 
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any actual settlement at some point along 
the continuum as having a certain measure of 
 gemeinschaft and a certain degree of gesellschaft.

in Tönnies’s conceptions of gemeinschaft 
and gesellschaft, we can observe the influence 
of Karl Marx, a fact Tönnies openly acknowl-
edged. in fact, Tönnies’s idea of community 
finds its counterpart in the “primitive commu-
nity” and “primitive mode of production” that 
Marx and engels had written about 40 years 
earlier.

Gemeinschaft. Tönnies used the  concept 
of gemeinschaft to characterize the rural  village 
and  surrounding land that its inhabitants 
worked communally. Characterizing their social 
life was an “intimate, private, and  exclusive liv-
ing together,” sharing a common language and 
traditions. They recognized “common goods–
common evils; common friends–common 

the small country village; and gesellschaft, or 
“association,” which characterized the large 
city. Within the village, Tönnies maintained, 
social life forms a “living organism,” in which 
people have an essential unity of purpose, work 
together for the common good, and are united 
by ties of family and neighborhood. Such is not 
the case in the city, in which social life is a “me-
chanical aggregate” characterized by disunity, 
rampant individualism, and selfishness—even 
hostility. Among city dwellers, he argued, a be-
lief in the common good is rare, and ties of fam-
ily and neighborhood have little significance.

The typology of gemeinschaft and gesellschaft 
has had a lasting influence on urban sociol-
ogy, because it was one of the first theories 
to understand human settlements by means 
of a continuum. At each “pole” of the contin-
uum was a specific, “pure” type of settlement. 
Using such a formulation, one could classify 

Small-town America—such as here in Camden, Maine—is often idealized as 
 today’s closest approximation to a gemeinschaft society. In such locales, Main 
Street is exactly that—a place where most of the area’s commercial activity, such 
as banking and retail sales, occurs and where people are likely to encounter known 
others with whom they can easily engage in personal conversations.



124    Chapter 5  Urban Sociology

Gesellschaft. in the character of the modern 
city, Tönnies saw a wholly different style of life, 
in which the meaning of existence shifted from 
the group to the individual. Whereas gemein-
schaft expresses a sense of “we-ness,” gesellschaft 

enemies” and carried within them a sense of 
“we-ness” and “our-ness.” Thornton Wilder 
 eloquently expressed an American version of 
“village togetherness” in his play Our Town (see 
the Cityscape box below).

cityScape

Our Town: the Spirit of Gemeinschaft

Thornton Wilder’s play Our 
Town is an acclaimed classic for 
many reasons, including its poi-
gnant portrayal of ordinary life-
cycle events. To many people, 
however, its real charm lies in 
the insights it provides about life 
in a typical small town, where 
people live in what we may ap-
propriately call a gemeinschaft 
community.

The play opens with the “Stage Manager” 
telling the audience about “our town,” Grover’s 
Corners, a small village in New Hampshire. He 
asks the audience to imagine the layout of the 
town and the life of its inhabitants.

To orient us, he points out what first  appear 
to be differences—where, for  example, the 
Polish immigrants live. They migrated to 
Grover’s Corners to work in the mill, he tells 
us, as did a few “Canuck” families. Next, 
he tells us where the various churches are: 
Catholic, Congregationalist, Presbyterian, 
Methodist, Unitarian, and Baptist, in that 
order. He does not tell us that such differ-
ences may separate people’s lives somewhat, 
but they by no means isolate them from one 
another. Almost intuitively, however, we 
know this—and it is reaffirmed through our 
learning that everyone here knows quite a 
bit about almost everyone else. They don’t 
necessarily like everyone, or always  approve 
of certain people’s  behavior—such as 
 excessive drinking, for example—but there 
is nevertheless a closeness, an intimacy, 
among the people. This is how it also was 

in the medieval city—Weber’s ideal form of 
gemeinschaft—where class differences, dis-
agreements, and even conflict existed within 
a close-knit community dominated by tradi-
tional values and continuity.

To help us understand some of this tradition 
and continuity, the Stage Manager informs us 
that the town’s earliest tombstones—dating 
back to 1670—are engraved with names such 
as Grover, Cartright, Gibbs, and Hersey. These 
are the same family names as exist among the 
townspeople in 1901, the year during which 
the play takes place. Emphasizing this theme 
of stable relationships in daily life, he tells us, 
“On the whole, things don’t change much 
around here.” He also offers bits of other infor-
mation—the non-existence of burglars and the 
daily visits by nearly everyone to the grocery 
store and the drug store on Main Street. These 
manifestations of mutual trust, daily routine, 
familiarity, and regular social interaction sug-
gest a cohesiveness of community that is the 
essence of gemeinschaft.

As the play unfolds about this ordinary 
small town, one where “nobody remarkable 
ever come out of it, s’far as we know,” we 
learn about more than just some events in 
the lives of George Gibbs and Emily Webb, 
or in the lives of their families, friends, and 
neighbors, alive or deceased. We witness the 
way that life once was in simpler times in 
North American small towns—a way of life 
that no doubt still exists in whatever small 
towns still remain. For most of us—living in 
a gesellschaft environment—it is a bygone 
 reality, however. It is not ours.
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too, developed a model of contrasting types: 
Mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity 
are analogous to Tönnies’s gemeinschaft and 
gesellschaft, respectively.

Mechanical solidarity refers to social 
bonds based on likeness, on common  belief 
and custom, common ritual and symbol. 
Such solidarity is “mechanical,” because the 
people who participate in it—people living 
in family units, tribes, or small towns—are 
 almost identical in major respects and so 
are united almost automatically, without 
thinking. each family, tribe, or town is rela-
tively self-sufficient and able to meet all of 
life’s needs without dependence on other 
groups.

By contrast, organic solidarity describes a 
social order based on individual differences. 
Characteristic of modern societies, especially 
cities, organic solidarity rests on a complex di-
vision of labor, in which many different peo-
ple specialize in many different occupations. 
like the organs of the human body, people 
depend more on one another to meet various 
needs. A lawyer depends on other people—
say, restaurant owners and grocers—to supply 
food and, therefore, is able to specialize in 
legal activity. Similarly, of course, the restau-
rant owner and the grocer need not study law, 
for the same reason.

in this complex division of labor, durkheim 
saw the possibility of greater  freedom and 
choice for all of society’s inhabitants. Although 
durkheim acknowledged the  problems that 
cities might create— impersonality,  alienation, 
disagreement, and conflict—he argued for 
the ultimate superiority of organic over 
 mechanical solidarity: “[The] burden that 
we bear [in  modern society] is in a different 
way less heavy than when the whole of society 
 completely bears down upon us [as it does in 
rural  society], and this leaves much more room 
for the free play of our initiative” (1997:85; 
orig. 1893).

Durkheim and Tönnies: A Comparison.  
While durkheim agreed with Tönnies’s con-
clusion that history was characterized by a 
movement from an emphasis on one type of 
social order to another—from mechanical 

is more rational, more calculating. By its very 
nature, gesellschaft conditions people to be con-
cerned primarily with their own self-interest, to 
“look out for number one” in contemporary 
terms. in gemeinschaft, the “natural” social insti-
tutions of kinship, neighborhood, and friend-
ship are predominant; in gesellschaft, these 
forms of association tend to decline.

one way to distinguish easily the differ-
ence between gemeinschaft and gesellschaft is 
to consider the question, “When people ask, 
‘How are you?’ do they really want to know?” 
Tönnies’s communal relation—gemeinschaft—
rests on broad concern for the other as a 
person, and such a question has significance 
beyond convention, beyond politeness. in 
the contrasting case—gesellschaft—we relate 
to each person in terms of a particular role 
and service provided, such as teacher, com-
puter programmer, or sales clerk. in the city, 
we usually ask the question, “How are you?” 
only out of politeness: We don’t know other 
 people well, and what’s more, we usually 
don’t want to know them well.

Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft in History.  
Tönnies believed that the study of european 
history revealed a gradual, and generally irre-
versible, displacement of gemeinschaft by gesell-
schaft. He saw the rapid rise of cities in europe 
during the nineteenth century as the inevita-
ble emergence of gesellschaft as the dominant 
form of social life. Although he did think it to 
be inevitable, Tönnies obviously did not think 
this transformation was altogether good: For 
him, the unity and human concern of gemein-
schaft were gradually lost in gesellschaft.

Tönnies’s ideas contain the beginning of a 
sociology of the city. He was among the first 
to see urban life as distinctive and worthy of 
study. Moreover, his use of contrasting, pure 
types is a pattern that numerous other urban 
sociologists followed.

emile durkheim: Mechanical  
and organic Solidarity

like Tönnies, the French sociologist emile 
durkheim (1858–1917) witnessed the urban 
revolution of the nineteenth century. He, 
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concern: How was the individual to maintain 
a spirit of freedom and creativity in the midst 
of the city’s “overwhelming social forces”? in 
his famous essay “The Metropolis and Mental 
life” (1905), Simmel suggested that the per-
sonality would learn to “accommodate itself” 
to the urban scene.

The City’s Characteristics. To Simmel, the 
unique trait of the modern city is the intensi-
fication of nervous stimuli with which the city 
dweller must cope. Unlike the rural setting, 
where “the rhythm of life and sensory imagery 
flows more slowly, more habitually, more evenly” 
(quoted in Farganis 2007:130), the city con-
stantly bombards the individual with an enor-
mous kaleidoscope of sights, sounds, and smells. 
To avoid being overwhelmed, the individual 
learns to discriminate such stimuli carefully—
to tune in what is important and tune out what 
is irrelevant. in time, urbanites become more 
 sophisticated and intellectual, more rational and 
calculating, than their rural counterparts.

Such rationality means that urbanites are 
highly attuned to time. Cities, Simmel observed, 
are marked by the ever-present clock and wrist-
watch. “if,” he continued, “all the clocks and 
watches in Berlin would suddenly go wrong 
in different ways, even if only by 1  hour, all 
economic life and communication of the city 
would be disrupted for a long time” (quoted in 
Farganis 2007:131). in addition to the rational 
organization of time, Simmel saw the rationality 
of the city expressed in its advanced economic 
division of labor (here, he echoed durkheim). 
Social life in the city is the interplay of specialists.

Perhaps the most powerful means of convey-
ing the message of urban rationality, however, 
was Simmel’s discussion about the importance 
of money. “The metropolis,” he stated, “has 
always been the seat of a money economy” 
(quoted in Farganis 2007:130). Why is money 
so important in urban life? one reason is 
that the advanced division of labor  requires a 
 universal means of exchange. Money performs 
this critical function. As Simmel (1964:414) 
wrote, “Money is  concerned only with what is 
common to all: it asks for the exchange value, 
it reduces all quality and individuality to the 
question: How much?”

solidarity (or gemeinschaft) to organic  solidarity 
(or gesellschaft)—their ideas have important 
differences. For instance, durkheim took 
exception to labeling only the tribal or rural 
environment alone as “natural.” rather, he 
 asserted that life within the larger society is just 
as natural as that within small groupings.

This assertion reveals that durkheim did 
not share Tönnies’s negative view of modern 
society. in fact, durkheim reversed Tönnies’s 
terminology and labeled gemeinschaft “me-
chanical” and gesellschaft “organic.” Although 
Tönnies saw little hope for truly humane life in 
the city, durkheim was more optimistic. He saw 
the increasing division of labor characteristic 
of modern urban societies as undermining tra-
ditional social integration and creating a new 
form of social cohesion based on mutual inter-
dependence. Contractual agreements among 
individuals or groups clearly express this inter-
dependence. Still, durkheim cautioned, no so-
ciety can exist entirely on the basis of contract: 
At the very least, a moral foundation must exist 
that allows agreement on how to enter into 
and execute all contracts fairly.

durkheim thus provides an important 
counterpoint to Tönnies. Although both theo-
rists recognized that cities were associated with 
the growth of social differentiation and indi-
viduality, Tönnies feared the disintegration 
of the necessary bonds of social life, whereas 
durkheim saw the possibility of continuing 
social cohesion and greater human develop-
ment. The effects of the city on individuals, 
however, extend beyond these two visions.

georg Simmel: the Mental life  
of the Metropolis

Both Tönnies and durkheim described the 
broad societal processes that produced the 
modern city. Although they made passing 
reference to the mental characteristics of city 
dwellers—the city dweller was more imper-
sonal, more rational, and freer—they did not 
look systematically at the social psychology 
of city life. Another German, Georg Simmel 
(1858–1918), undertook that task.

like his contemporaries, Simmel saw, in 
the rise of the modern world, a cause for 
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more often than we are aware, it is a slight 
aversion, a mutual strangeness and repul-
sion, which will break into hatred and fight 
at the moment of a closer contact, however 
caused” (quoted in Farganis 2007:133). 
Perhaps you can recall feeling some anger 
about the way someone unknown to you 
 behaved in a city—someone who broke 
into a line ahead of you, for example, or 
who approached you and demanded spare 
change.

like durkheim, Simmel could see free-
dom in the separateness fostered by city 
living. The urbanite, he thought, could 
transcend the pettiness of daily routine and 
reach a new height of personal and spiri-
tual development. Simmel also detected 
in the city’s freedom, however, a haunting 
specter. “it is obviously only the obverse of 
this freedom,” he wrote, “if, under certain 
circumstances, one nowhere feels as lonely 
and lost as in the metropolitan crowd” 
(quoted in Farganis 2007:134).

The Individual’s Response. How, asks Sim-
mel, is the urbanite to behave in the midst 
of such powerful stimulation and unend-
ing  demand for rational response? or, on a 
more practical level, can you really stop to 
help everyone you see on the street who is 
in some sort of trouble? Simmel believed 
not. Consequently, he reasoned, the urban-
ite adapts to city life by developing what he 
called a “blasé” attitude, a social reserve or de-
tachment. Put simply, in the city, we respond 
with our head rather than our heart. We learn 
to adopt a matter-of-fact attitude about the 
world around us. We simply don’t care. We 
don’t want to “get involved,” as shown dra-
matically by the examples in the Urban Living 
box on page 128. 

even worse, Simmel speculated that the 
cultivated indifference necessary for living 
in the city may harden into a measured 
antagonism. “indeed, if i do not deceive 
myself,” he wrote, “the inner aspect of this 
outer reserve is not only indifference, but, 

Whenever we walk along a city street, we encounter an abundance of stimuli, far 
more than we can absorb. This intensification of nervous stimuli—from the many 
signs, sounds, movements, and crowds of people—forces us, says Simmel, to 
 discriminate carefully, to tune in what is important and tune out what is not.
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Urban living

Urban apathy: ignored violent attacks

In 1964, the murder of Kitty 
Genovese near her home in the 
Kew Gardens section of New 
York’s Borough of Queens 
exploded into a major con-
troversy when the New York 
Times reported that dozens of 
Ms. Genovese’s “neighbors” 
had observed the attacker stab 
her repeatedly during a period 
of half an hour without coming 

to her aid—or even calling the police until 
after she was dead! In an editorial the follow-
ing day, the Times posed a frightening ques-
tion: “Does residence in a great city destroy 
all sense of personal responsibility for one’s 
neighbors?” The death of Kitty Genovese thus 
became symbolic of the argument that the 
city was an unhealthy setting, lacking even 
a rudimentary sense of human community.

A 2007 American Psychologist article 
claimed that the media exaggerated about 
the number of eyewitnesses, some of whom 
did not actually see the attack, and at least 
one call went to the police during the at-
tack. Nevertheless, sad intermingling of 
urban violence and apathy didn’t stop with 
Kitty Genovese. In 1984, the same thing hap-
pened in Brooklyn. A woman was attacked 
in the Gowanus Apartments, a New York 
City housing project. As she was beaten, she 
began screaming and continued her cries 
for 20 minutes. Many heard her—no one 
came to her rescue. Finally, her assailants 
dragged her into the lobby of a building and 
shot her dead. It was only then that someone 
deigned to call the police (New York Times, 
December 3, 1984).

In 1983, similar indifference to victims of 
urban crime had surfaced in St. Louis. In one 
case, a man was robbed at gunpoint while 
dozens of people watched. When the man 
approached the onlookers afterward and 

asked why they hadn’t helped him, they 
replied that they just “didn’t want to get in-
volved.” In another incident three men at-
tacked a woman at Busch Memorial Stadium 
during a Cardinals baseball game. She 
screamed for help. No one responded. Later, 
she said, “I was shocked more than hurt. 
I  just sat there and screamed and not one 
soul stopped. I saw all these legs going by, 
and I thought about reaching out and grab-
bing somebody” (New York Times, August 
18, 1983). Said Sgt. Frank Baricevic of the 
St. Louis Police about these disturbing inci-
dents, “Police departments are only as good 
as the people they protect. If [people] don’t 
want to get involved, if they don’t want to 
cooperate, then we’re in trouble” (New York 
Times, August 18, 1983).

Such incidents still happen from time to 
time. In October 2009, a 15-year-old girl 
leaving a high school homecoming dance 
in San Francisco was accosted by a group of 
teenagers, beaten, and gang raped. During the 
more than 2 hours of this attack, word spread 
and others at the dance came to see; some 
laughed and others took footage on their 
 mobile phones. The girl was hospitalized and 
four teenagers subsequently  arrested. So why 
didn’t anyone come forward?

Many criminologists and psychologists 
suggest that such attacks as these—as well 
as college riots, lynchings, and white-collar 
crimes—aren’t reported due to a problematic 
social phenomenon known as the bystander 
effect. Essentially, this theory holds that the 
larger the number of people involved in a 
situation, the more responsibility among 
the group becomes diffused. Witnesses will 
be less likely to report a crime because they 
reinforce each other with the notion that re-
porting the crime isn’t necessary or else think 
another person in the crowd already reported 
the incident.
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Max Weber: the historical and 
comparative Study of cities

Tönnies, durkheim, and Simmel all ana-
lyzed a single type of city. in other words, 
they developed their theories by “reading” 
the main trends of european urban history 
and the main elements of life in the cities 
they knew.

German sociologist Max Weber (1864–
1920), however, believed any theory that took 
account of cities in only one part of the world 
and at one point in time was of limited value. 
This concern proved to be his major method-
ological contribution to urban sociology.

Die Stadt. Weber demonstrated his ap-
proach in his famous essay “Die Stadt” (“The 
City”) (1968; orig. 1921). Surveying cities of 
europe, the Middle east, india, and China, 

Feeling like a cog in a giant machine, some 
people maintain their sense of individuality 
in a city by doing something “odd,” by “being 
different” and, thereby, standing out. This 
sense of alienation is what Simmel would use 
to explain the motivation for the graffiti craze 
in so many cities, a process that has defaced 
buildings, signs, subway trains, and public 
monuments. For many of these vandals, their 
“tags” raise them out of their anonymity and 
shout “i’m not just another face among a mil-
lion others. i exist. i am here!”

in the end, then, Simmel appears to side 
more with Tönnies than with durkheim in his 
evaluation of the city. Although Simmel de-
picted the city as the setting where the great 
historical contest between true human libera-
tion and alienation would occur, his analysis 
left little doubt that he believed the second 
option would likely be victorious.

If you encountered this stranger lying unconscious on your campus or in the 
 parking lot of a suburban mall, the probability is high that you would either help 
him or get help. In the city, however, where sleeping vagrants, drunks, and addicts 
often abound, you might well ignore him and avoid getting involved, as several 
people here are doing.
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involve social relationships and organiza-
tions through which urbanites gain a sense 
of meaningful participation in the life of 
their city.

The “Full Urban Community” in History.  
like durkheim, Weber believed that cities 
could be positive and liberating forces in 
human life. Unlike durkheim, Weber did 
not see much hope for twentieth-century 
cities. in fact, he thought only the fortified, 
self- sufficient cities of the medieval period 
deserved the title of “full urban community.” 
only in these cities did the commercial rela-
tions, autonomy, and social participation exist 
that he believed were the defining character-
istics of urbanism.

With the rise of the nation to preeminence 
as a political entity during the seventeenth, 
eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, Weber 
claimed that cities had lost their military and, 
to a large extent, their legal and political 
autonomy—necessary elements for identify-
ing with the city as a psychological “home.” 
People came to identify with other units of 
society—the nation, country, or business, or 
as recognized by Tönnies and Simmel, with 
themselves alone.

By recognizing medieval cities as examples 
of the full urban community, Weber hoped 
to show that “the good life” had existed in 
cities and might flourish again. yet, by sug-
gesting that a pinnacle of urban culture had 
been realized before in history, Weber im-
plied that history might not necessarily be 
progressive.

The City and Culture. Weber stood apart 
from his colleagues, who tended to see the 
city itself as the cause for the distinguishing 
qualities of urban life. in contrast, Weber’s 
analysis, fueled by his broad understanding of 
cities in other cultures and at different points 
in history, suggested that cities are intimately 
linked to larger processes—for example, to 
particular economic or political orientations. 
if a society’s character is different, then the 
nature of its cities will be different. Thus, feu-
dal or Chinese societies would not produce 
the same type of urban life that european in-
dustrial capitalism produces.

Weber developed a definition of what he 
called the “full urban community”:

To constitute a full urban community, a 
settlement must display a relative predomi-
nance of trade–commercial relations, with 
the settlement as a whole displaying the 
 following features: (1) a fortification; (2) a 
market; (3); a court of its own and at least 
partially autonomous law; (4) a related form 
of association; and (5) at least partial political 
autonomy.(1968:80–81)

This definition illustrates what Weber called 
an ideal type, a model constructed from real-
world observation that highlights the crucial 
elements of some social phenomenon. Weber 
was well aware that many cities would not con-
tain all the elements in his definition. in such 
cases, the city simply would not be a “full urban 
community” in his sense.

let’s examine the characteristics of such 
a community in more detail. First, Weber’s 
urban community depends upon trade or 
commercial relations. in rural areas, people 
are more or less self-sufficient—growing their 
own food, providing their own clothing, and 
so on. Trade and commerce are of limited im-
portance there, but not so in the city. Weber 
clearly agreed with Tönnies, durkheim, 
and Simmel that economic self-sufficiency 
is nearly impossible in cities, where people 
are economically interdependent, linked by 
durkheim’s organic solidarity. indeed, the 
economic aspects of city life are so important 
that a distinct mechanism of exchange—the 
market—evolved to facilitate them.

Second, an urban community is relatively 
autonomous. Weber specified that a true city 
has a court and law of its own and at least 
partial political autonomy. it also must be 
militarily self-sufficient, having a fortification 
system and army for self-defense if and when 
necessary. Such autonomy is essential if urban 
dwellers are to identify the city as theirs, as a 
place demanding their allegiance in the way 
that a small town receives the allegiance of its 
inhabitants.

Third, Weber said that the urban com-
munity must have “a related form of associa-
tion.” By this, he meant that city living must 
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unique qualities has been a major focus of 
the discipline ever since, as the next section 
will demonstrate.

Taken together, these theorists also sug-
gested the main concerns of the discipline. 
Marx and engels emphasized economics 
and the problems of inequality and conflict. 
Tönnies, durkheim, and Weber considered the 
social structure of the city. Simmel suggested 
the importance of the urban experience.

Finally, all six europeans made the evalua-
tion of cities a fundamental element in their 
work. each made quite clear what he thought 
beneficial, and what he considered detrimen-
tal, in the city’s ability to produce a humane 
life for its population (see Table 5–1).

Limitations. Four generations later, we 
can easily see how the central ideas of 
these theorists were an outgrowth of the 
times and the cities in which they lived. 
Cities were quickly replacing villages and 
countryside as the main arena of life. For 
all their excitement, however, one could 
hardly argue that these rapidly growing 
 cities provided a good life for many of their 

the european tradition:  
an evaluation

The ideas of Marx, engels, Tönnies, durkheim, 
Simmel, and Weber form the core of classical 
urban sociology and have had an enormous 
impact on the field ever since. it is important, 
however, to balance their contributions with 
their limitations.

Contributions. Perhaps the most important 
contribution of the classical theorists was 
their insistence that the city is an important 
object of sociological study. Marx, engels, 
Tönnies, and durkheim all clearly analyzed 
the contrasts between rural life and urban 
life. Simmel and Weber went a step further, 
by actually developing theories of how cities 
worked.

in addition, all six theorists recognized 
that something distinctive exists about the city 
and the way of life it creates. All saw the city 
as increasing human choice, emphasizing 
rationality, utilizing a complex division of 
labor, and creating a unique experience for 
its inhabitants. This concern with the city’s 

table 5–1 views of theorists about the city

Theorist Main Concept Attitude

Marx and engels The city can free individuals to act on their own, but  workers  
will need to overcome their exploitation.

Mostly optimistic

Tönnies The inevitable emergence of gesellschaft will result in a loss of 
communal relationships.

Pessimistic

durkheim The organic solidarity found in a complex division of labor in  
the city can provide greater freedom and choice in life.

optimistic

Simmel City can be liberating but also alienating. Abundance of stimuli 
promotes a detached approach.

Mixed, mostly negative

Weber Cities are linked to the larger societal context; medieval, not 
modern, cities better exemplified the full urban community.

Mixed

Park Cities have potential to enhance the human experience; need  
to do on-site investigation of the city and its people.

optimistic

Wirth Size, density, and heterogeneity lead to segmented and 
 depersonalized relationships, possible antisocial behavior.

negative

Gans City is actually a complex mosaic of many lifestyles and so 
 individuals’ urban experience varies accordingly.

Mixed, mostly positive

Fischer large cities have capacity to support many subcultures  
and thus strengthen in-group relationships.

optimistic 



132    Chapter 5  Urban Sociology

With the evidence available at the time, it 
was impossible to judge such contradictory 
claims. later chapters in this book, however, 
will show that Weber’s position on this issue 
was closer to the truth.

Urban Sociology in north 
aMerica: 1915–1970

About the time of World War i, urban soci-
ology began to develop in the United States. 
From the outset, the discipline’s character on 
this side of the Atlantic was somewhat differ-
ent from that in europe, with U.S. research-
ers showing greater concern with actually 
going out and exploring the city. At the same 
time, many of the themes in the european 
tradition reappeared in north American 
sociology.

The era in which sociology in this hemi-
sphere developed is noteworthy. The early 
twentieth century in north America, as in 
europe, was a period of industrialization 
and rapid urban growth. A mounting flow of 
immigrants—who settled mostly in cities— 
ensured that by 1920, the United States 
would become a predominantly urban soci-
ety. in short, the Grover’s Corners of north 
America (as described in the Cityscape box on 
page 124) were rapidly giving way to the ex-
panding industrial metropolis.

no city typified this explosive growth bet-
ter than Chicago. A crude outpost in 1830, 
Chicago was approaching a population of 
2 million by 1900, and it was expanding both 
upward and outward. The first steel-frame 
building—a marvel of the age—opened its 
doors in Chicago in 1884, towering an in-
credible 10 stories above the ground! By 
the close of World War i, Chicago boasted a 
population of almost 3 million. immigrants 
from europe and migrants from the coun-
tryside were everywhere. like hundreds of 
exploding north American cities, Chicago 
factories were belching the black, smoky 
“flag” of prosperity, creating their share of 
severe problems along the way. And it was 
in Chicago that the main elements of U.S. 
urban sociology took form.

inhabitants. little wonder, then, that three 
of these theorists—Tönnies, Simmel, and 
Weber—saw the cities of their day as threats 
to long-cherished human values. durkheim, 
Marx, and engels, however, had mixed re-
sponses to the changing cities. durkheim 
acknowledged the problems of alienation 
and conflict in the cities, but he also saw the 
ultimate superiority of the new industrial 
age. Marx and engels saw not the city, but 
the capitalist economy, as a social evil.

of course, one can only speculate how the 
theories of these men might have changed 
had they been able to witness the growth of 
suburbs, major efforts at urban planning, re-
forms in many of the most overtly exploitative 
practices of turn-of-the-century cities (such as 
child labor), the rise of labor unions, the civil 
rights movement, and the collapse a few de-
cades ago of communism in an economically 
bankrupt Soviet Union and a fettered eastern 
europe.

Also, the theorists show some disagreement 
in their interpretations. The contrast between 
Tönnies and durkheim is most instructive. 
Tönnies saw gemeinschaft as humane and gesell-
schaft as brutal. Using his terms of mechanical 
and organic solidarity, durkheim reversed the 
interpretation: The tribal or country life was 
overpowering and undeveloped, but the life 
of the city was liberating and full of potential 
for development.

on another level, Simmel thought the 
social–psychological adaptations he studied 
were a product of the great city itself. He im-
plied that all metropolises would produce 
similar mental processes. Weber, however, 
disagreed. He argued that only certain his-
torical and cultural conditions produced the 
type of city that Simmel observed, most par-
ticularly the modern capitalist cities, and that 
other historical and cultural conditions would 
produce very different types of urban social–
psychological adaptation.

Similarly, Marx and engels maintained that 
the human condition in cities was the result 
of the economic structure. Therefore, a dif-
ferent economic system would produce a dif-
ferent city, with different patterns of social 
interaction.
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investigation of Human Behavior in the 
Urban environment” (1984; orig. 1916). First, 
he argued that urban research must be con-
ducted by disciplined observation—in much 
the same way that anthropologists studied 
other cultures. Second, he conceived of the 
city as a social organism, with distinct parts 
bound together by internal processes. Urban 
life was not chaos and disorder (stereotypes 
of Chicago during the roaring Twenties not-
withstanding) but, rather, tended toward an 
“orderly and typical grouping of its popula-
tion and institutions” (1984:1). He wrote,

every great city has its racial colonies, like the 
Chinatowns of San Francisco and new york, the 
little Sicily of Chicago, and the various other 
less pronounced types. in addition to these, 
most cities have their segregated vice districts . . . 
their rendezvous for criminals of various sorts. 
every large city has its occupational suburbs, like 
the stockyards in Chicago, and its residential 
enclaves, like Brookline in Boston, the so-called 
“Gold Coast” in Chicago, Greenwich village in 
new york, each of which has a size and character 
of a complete separate town, village, or city, ex-
cept that its population is a select one. (1984:10)

This notion of the city’s orderliness led Park 
to urge his students to develop detailed stud-
ies of all segments of the city’s population—
industrial workers, real-estate officials, and 
viPs but also migrants, hobos, musicians, 
prostitutes, and dance hall workers. The con-
viction of linkage among all “parts and pro-
cesses” of the city was at the heart of Park’s 
new social science, which he termed “human, 
as distinguished from plant and animal, ecol-
ogy” (1984:2). Finally, Park also saw the city 
as a “moral as well as a physical organization” 
(1984:4), and he carried evaluative judgments 
of urban living deep into his sociology.

Park’s Image of the City. What was it about 
the city that so fascinated Park? First, like 
Weber, Park saw in the modern city a commer-
cial structure that owed “its existence to the mar-
ket place around which it sprang up” (1984:12). 
And like Marx, Weber, and durkheim, he 
saw in modern city life a complex division of 
labor driven by industrial  competition. Along 
with Tönnies, Park believed that this market 

robert park and Sociology  
at the University of chicago

Although U.S. universities had offered 
courses in “social science” as early as 1865, so-
ciology first gained intellectual respectability 
when the University of Chicago invited Albion 
W. Small (then president of Colby College) 
to found a sociology department in 1892 
(Calhoun 2007). Within the next 30 years, the 
department attracted several notable schol-
ars. one of the most outstanding was robert 
ezra Park (1864–1944).

leaving a newspaper job in 1915 to join 
the department, Park established the first 
urban studies center in the United States. His 
interest in urban matters had both european 
and north American roots. during his early 
years, Park had studied with the russian soci-
ologist Bogdan Kistiakowski, who held much 
the same view of social change as Tönnies, 
and with Georg Simmel. Park was also deeply 
influenced by The Shame of the Cities, a book by 
U.S. journalist lincoln Steffens (2009; orig. 
1904) that suggested serious urban problems 
were everyone’s responsibility. An excerpt 
from this critique appears in the Urban Living 
box on page 134. 

Although Park was aware of both the bad 
and the good, without question, he had an 
almost unbounded fascination with the city. 
not only did Park guide several generations 
of students in explorations of all aspects of 
Chicago, he also served as the first president 
of the Chicago Urban league. dedicating his 
life to relentless personal exploration of the 
city, Park later wrote,

i expect that i have actually covered more 
ground, tramping about in cities in different 
parts of the world, than any other living man. 
out of all this i gained, among other things, a 
conception of the city, the community, and the 
region, not as geographical phenomenon [sic] 
merely, but as a kind of social organism. (2005, 
orig. published 1964, p. viii)

A Systematic Urban Sociology. Park pre-
sented the program he used to guide urban 
sociology at the University of Chicago in his 
classic article “The City: Suggestions for the 
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would replace the more “informal” means, 
such as neighborhood interaction, by which 
people historically had organized their every-
day lives. Similarly, politics would develop a 
more formalized tone. Park contended that

the form of government which had its origin 
in the town meetings and was well suited to the 
needs of the small community based on primary 
relations is not suitable to the government of 
the changing and heterogeneous populations 
of cities of three or four millions. (1984:33)

dominance would result in the steady erosion 
of traditional ways of life. The past emphasis 
on “family ties, local associations . . . caste, and 
status” would yield inevitably to a gesellschaft-like 
system “based on occupation and vocational 
 interests” (1984:13–14).

Second, Park perceived the city as increas-
ingly characterized by formal social structures 
best exemplified by large-scale bureaucra-
cies, such as police departments, courts, and 
welfare agencies. in time, he reasoned, these 

Urban living

the Shame of the cities: Who’s to blame?

When I set out on my travels, 
an honest New Yorker told 
me honestly that I would find 
that the Irish, the Catholic 
Irish, were at the bottom of 
it all everywhere. The first 
city I went to was St. Louis, 
a German city. The next was 
Minneapolis, a Scandinavian 
city, with a leadership of 
New Englanders. Then came 

Pittsburgh, Scotch Presbyterian, and that 
was what my New York friend was. “Ah, but 
they are all foreign populations,” I heard. 
The next city was Philadelphia, the purest 
American community of all, and the most 
hopeless. And after that came Chicago and 
New York, both mongrelbred, but the one 
a triumph of reform, the other the best ex-
ample of good government that I had seen. 
The “foreign element” excuse is one of the 
hypocritical lies that save us from the clear 
sight of ourselves. . . .

When I set out to describe the corrupt 
systems of certain typical cities, I meant to 
show simply how the people were deceived 
and betrayed. But in the very first study—
St. Louis—the startling truth lay bare that 
corruption was not merely political; it was 
financial, commercial, social; the ramifica-
tions of boodle were so complex, various, 

and far-reaching that one mind could hardly 
grasp them. . . .

And it’s all a moral weakness; a weak-
ness right where we think we are strongest. 
Oh, we are good—on Sunday, and we are 
“fearfully patriotic” on the Fourth of July. 
But the bribe we pay to the janitor to pre-
fer our interests to the landlord’s, is the little 
brother of the bribe passed to the alderman 
to sell a city street, and the father of the air-
brake stock assigned to the president of the 
railroad to have this life-saving invention 
adopted on his road. We are pathetically 
proud of our democratic institutions and our 
republican form of government, of our grand 
Constitution and our just laws. We are a free 
and sovereign people, we govern ourselves 
and the government is ours. But that is the 
point. We are responsible, not our leaders, 
since we follow them. We let them divert 
our loyalty from the United States to some 
“party”; we let them boss the party and turn 
our municipal democracies into autocracies 
and our republican nation into a plutocracy. 
We cheat our government and we let our 
leaders loot it, and we let them wheedle and 
bribe our sovereignty from us. . . . The people 
are not innocent.

Source: Lincoln Steffens, The Shame of the Cities 
(Charleston, SC: BiblioBazaar, 2009), pp. 11–12, 14. 
Originally published in 1904.
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in short, what Tönnies saw as a steady dis-
organization, Park saw as the potential for 
greater human experience. He continued,

in a small community it is the normal man, 
the man without eccentricity or genius who 
seems most likely to succeed. The small com-
munity often tolerates eccentricity. The city 
rewards it. neither the criminal, the defec-
tive, nor the genius has the same opportunity 
to develop his innate disposition in a small 
town that he invariably finds in a great city. 
(1984:41)

The city dweller, unable to take account of 
all the issues at stake in the operation of a com-
plex city, would have to rely on either political 
or civic organizations run by party bosses or 
concerned citizens for information and action.

As an ex-newspaperman, Park was not likely 
to omit the media from his description of the 
formalization of city life. replacing the face-to-
face oral network by which information flowed 
in the village—gossip is the more precise, if less 
scholarly, term—was reliance on impersonal 
mass media. Such was the significance of the 
city newspaper, and soon after that, radio, tele-
vision, and eventually, the internet.

The third dimension of Park’s image of 
the city, showing the effects of his studies with 
Simmel, was his emphasis on the psychosocial 
dimension of urban life. Park suggested that life 
within the city would become less sentimental and 
more rational. deep-seated sentiments and preju-
dices would give way to calculation based on self-
interest. At the same time, however, Park was 
aware that the erosion of traditional  sentimental 
ties in the city might give rise to new social bonds 
in the form of interest groups. in this, Park’s 
 argument has a clear durkheimian quality: Ties 
based on likenesses (mechanical solidarity) give 
way to bonds based on the interdependence of 
differentiated parts (organic solidarity).

Freedom and Tolerance in the City. As a so-
cial reformer, Park recognized that the mod-
ern city revealed problem upon problem, but 
like durkheim, Park was fascinated with what 
he saw to be the possibilities for freedom and 
tolerance in the city. He wrote,

The attraction of the metropolis is due in part 
to the fact that in the long run every individual 
finds somewhere among the varied manifesta-
tions of city life the sort of environment in which 
he expands and feels at ease; he finds, in short, 
the moral climate in which his peculiar nature 
obtains the stimulations that bring his innate dis-
positions to full and free expression. it is, i sus-
pect, motives of this kind which have their basis, 
not in interest or even in sentiment, but in some-
thing more fundamental and primitive which 
drove many, if not most, of the young men and 
young women from the security of their homes 
in the country into the big, booming confusion 
and excitement of city life.  (1984:41)

As Park suggested, urbanites typically respond 
to people’s eccentricities with great tolerance if 
not amusement, sometimes even to the point of 
ignoring them. The “Naked Cowboy,” as he bills 
himself, is a frequent sight in New York’s Times 
Square area. Regardless of the weather, he appears 
just as you see him, posing, singing, and playing 
his guitar.
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Population Size or Scale. Wirth believed, 
first, that large population size by itself pro-
duces great diversity in the cultural and occu-
pational characteristics of a city. This diversity 
partly results from (1) the simple fact that 
larger numbers of people coming together 
logically increase the potential differentia-
tion among themselves and (2) the migration 
of diverse groups to the city (as in Chicago, 
where Wirth was writing). Second, the condi-
tion of cultural diversity produced by a large 
population has the additional effect of creat-
ing a need for formal control structures, such 
as a legal system. Third, a large, differenti-
ated population supports the proliferation of 
specialization, and an occupational structure 
based on differing occupations, such as artist, 
politician, and cabdriver, emerges. Fourth, 
specialization organizes human relationships 
more on an “interest-specific” basis, which 
Wirth described as “social segmentalization”:

Characteristically, urbanites meet one another 
in highly segmental roles. They are, to be sure, 
 dependent on more people for the satisfactions 
of their life needs than are rural people . . . but 
they are less dependent upon particular persons, 
and their dependence upon others is confined to 
a highly fractionalized aspect of the other’s round 
of activity. This is essentially what is meant by 
 saying that the city is characterized by  secondary 
rather than primary contacts. The contacts of 
the city may indeed be face-to-face, but they are 
never theless impersonal, superficial, transitory, 
and segmental. (Wirth and reiss 1981:71)

in other words, rather than understanding 
others in terms of who they are, the  urbanite 
typically conceives of others in terms of what 
they do—in terms of their roles and what they 
can do to advance one’s own ends. The quali-
ties of rationality and sophistication are  simply 
additional ways of suggesting that urban ties 
become, in essence, relationships of utility. 
lastly, even with the  stabilizing constraint 
provided by formal controls and  professional 
codes of conduct, Wirth could not escape the 
conclusion that large population size  carried 
with it the possibility of  disorganization 
and disintegration, a fear shared by all the 
european theorists.

Summing up, we see in the ideas of robert 
Park a new emphasis on doing urban research 
and on-site investigation of the city, quite un-
like the more abstract theorizing of Tönnies, 
durkheim, and Simmel and the historical 
work of Marx, engels, and Weber. Park’s main 
contribution was his demand that we get out 
there and see how the city actually works.

louis Wirth and Urban theory

if the european theorists produced much the-
ory but conducted little actual research, early 
Chicago sociologists did just the opposite. 
during the 20 years following the publica-
tion of Park’s urban studies program in 1916, 
Chicago sociologists produced a wealth of pri-
marily descriptive studies. not until 1938 was 
this imbalance rectified, when louis Wirth 
(1897–1952) published his famous essay, 
“Urbanism as a Way of life,” in which he iden-
tified urbanism as that “distinctive . . . mode of 
life which is associated with the growth of cit-
ies” (p. 1). To Wirth, the city worked its magic 
by forcing people to encounter one another 
in a special way: in the city, large numbers 
of heterogeneous people come into contact 
within dense settings, generating a new type 
of behavior and awareness—an urban way of 
life. City dwellers become rational, self-inter-
ested, specialized, somewhat reserved, and 
highly tolerant.

Wirth’s great contribution to urban sociol-
ogy was taking the insights by previous urban 
sociologists and then organizing them, pa-
tiently and systematically, into the first truly 
sociological theory of the city. By a theory of 
the city, we mean that Wirth began his analy-
sis by isolating several factors he argued were 
universal social characteristics of the city. He 
then proceeded to deduce systematically the 
consequences of these factors for the charac-
ter of urban social life. He said, in effect, as 
all good theorists do, that if this condition is 
present, then that condition will result.

Wirth began with a definition of the city as 
a (1) large, (2) dense, permanent settlement 
with (3) socially and culturally heterogeneous 
people. let’s examine what conditions of urban 
social life follow from each of these elements.
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around them. (on a small scale, this happens 
when people, busily chatting, enter a crowded 
elevator and abruptly become silent, staring 
at the numbers on the floor indicator.)

Again echoing Simmel, Wirth suggested 
that high density might cause an increase in 
antisocial behavior. Wirth (1938:16) posited, 
“The necessary movement of great numbers 
of individuals in a congested habitat causes 
friction and irritation.”

Heterogeneity. in completing his theory 
of urbanism, Wirth suggested several conse-
quences of social difference or heterogeneity. 

Population Density. The consequence of 
population density is to intensify the effects 
of large population size on social life. rather 
than  manifesting the quality of sameness that 
one might associate with the countryside, the 
city separates into a mosaic of readily identi-
fiable regions or districts. (Here, we can see 
the direct influence of Wirth’s teacher, Park.) 
Both economic forces, such as differing land 
values, and social processes, such as attraction 
and avoidance based on race and ethnicity, 
tend to produce fairly distinct neighborhoods 
and districts.

For example, many U.S. cities have a pre-
dominantly italian area, such as Boston’s 
north end; a Chinatown, such as San 
Francisco’s; and a high-income area, such as 
Chicago’s north Shore. Similarly, major cities 
frequently have a garment district and a finan-
cial district, such as new york’s Wall Street. 
Wirth called this process of separating the city 
into districts “ecological specialization.” The 
more common term today is natural areas, re-
vealing that such places evolve as unplanned 
clusters.

density also operates on the social– 
psychological level. exposed to “glaring con-
trasts . . . splendor and squalor . . . riches and 
poverty,” Wirth (1938:14) argued, city dwellers 
develop mental shorthand—a mental map-
ping of the city, its regions, and its inhabit-
ants. This  insight (drawn from Simmel) helps 
us understand the urbanite’s tendency toward 
stereotypical and categorical thinking, as well 
as his or her reliance on grasping the city 
through visible symbols and uniforms, such 
as clothing, cars, and fashionable street ad-
dresses. The implication is clear—population 
density fosters a loss of sensitivity to the “more 
personal aspects” of others—and suggests why 
people in the city sometimes seem to be “cold 
and heartless.”

As suggested earlier by durkheim and 
Simmel, Wirth (1938:15) contended that the 
“juxtaposition of divergent personalities and 
modes of life” results in a greater toleration of dif-
ferences. in addition, physical closeness tends 
to increase social distance among urbanites. 
Forced into physical proximity, city dwellers 
characteristically close off or tune out those 

In a city, we are almost never alone, but we may 
well be lonely. Most face-to-face contacts are 
impersonal, superficial, and segmental. Research, 
however, shows that although city dwellers have 
far more of these secondary relationships, they also 
have just as many meaningful primary relation-
ships as non-urbanites.
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or a better home). Whether rich or poor, cos-
mopolites display a certain degree of detach-
ment, have a somewhat blasé attitude toward 
their immediate surroundings, and show a 
sophistication in matters of taste and friend-
ship not typical of localites. Although Merton 
acknowledged that cosmopolites and localites 
could exist anywhere, the cosmopolitan atti-
tude exists more frequently among city dwell-
ers and the localite attitude is more typical in 
small towns or rural areas.

Are cosmopolitanism and localism, how-
ever, set off as clearly as Merton thought 
they were? For one thing, cosmopolitanism 
is found in many small college towns, such as 
Gambier, ohio. Then, too, Chicago, Toronto, 
and most other large cities contain residential 
enclaves where localism abounds—Hispanic 
neighborhoods, vietnamese communities, 
perhaps a Chinatown, or maybe an old upper-
class area. if this is the case, then possibly the 
city doesn’t produce a distinctive way of life at 
all. or so argues Herbert Gans, the most out-
spoken critic of the Wirthian position.

herbert gans and the Urban 
Mosaic

Herbert Gans (1991) contended that the 
city is a mosaic of many lifestyles, only some 
of which resemble the cosmopolitanism de-
scribed by Wirth. Furthermore, he argued 
that Wirth’s key variables—size of population, 
density, and social heterogeneity—cannot 
account for most of these lifestyles, and that 
his macrosocial analysis does not explain how 
most city dwellers see their own lives.

exploring lifestyle diversity in north 
American cities, Gans identified four types of 
urban lifestyles: (1) the cosmopolites, (2) the 
unmarried or childless, (3) the ethnic villagers, 
and (4) the deprived or trapped. Cosmopolites 
are highly educated, urban sophisticates who 
choose to live in the city because of its wide 
range of activities, experiences, and social 
contacts. They include intellectuals, artists, 
musicians, writers, and students. The second 
urban lifestyle, the unmarried or childless, fre-
quently overlaps with the cosmopolite category. 
it includes single adults or couples without 

First, “social interaction among such a variety 
of personality types in the urban milieu tends 
to break down the rigidity of caste lines and 
to complicate the class structure” (p. 16). 
Consequently, a heightened social mobility 
tends to exist in the city, because the iner-
tia of family background weakens under the 
force of personal achievement.

Second, physical movement typically accom-
panies social mobility. “overwhelmingly the city 
dweller is not a homeowner and since a transi-
tory habitat does not generate binding tradi-
tions and sentiments, only rarely is he a true 
neighbor” (p. 17). (remember Kitty Genovese 
in the Urban Living box on page 128.)

Finally, the concentration of diverse people 
leads inevitably to further depersonalization. 
Against a background of commercial mass 
production and consumption, an emphasis 
on money erodes personal relations, thus 
echoing a similar view of the city by Simmel.

These three dimensions of Wirth’s 
 theory—size, density, and heterogeneity of 
population—interact to produce the unique 
way of life that he termed urbanism. Clearly, 
Wirth was pessimistic about urbanism as a 
way of life. He saw the city as an acid that, 
over time, dissolved traditional values and 
undermined the formation of institutions 
and meaningful relationships. like Park, he 
touted the possibilities for greater freedom in 
the city, but he also worried that urbanism’s 
positive aspects would inevitably be compro-
mised by the disorganization he saw in turbu-
lent Chicago. only by massive efforts at urban 
planning, Wirth imagined, could people cre-
ate a humane urban environment.

As Wirth understood it, the essence of 
urban living was being cosmopolitan—literally, 
“belonging to all the world.” robert Merton 
(1968:447–53) drew a useful distinction be-
tween “localite” and “cosmopolitan” lifestyles. 
The life of the localite centers in the imme-
diate area. Typically born in the area where 
they live, localites are bound up within social 
relations and life commitments encapsulated 
within that specific territory. Cosmopolites, 
on the other hand, are more rootless and 
think in terms of wider possibilities. They are 
more likely to move on (perhaps to new jobs 
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limitations notwithstanding, the Chicago 
group made great contributions. Park de-
serves lasting credit for his rejection of arm-
chair theorizing in favor of studying the city 
firsthand, and Wirth deserves credit for the 
first true urban theory, which became a per-
suasive document that dominated the field 
for the next 20 years. All in all, Chicago soci-
ologists were almost solely responsible for the 
early growth of urban sociology in the United 
States (Bulmer 1986).

Gans’s contribution, on the other hand, 
was to call our attention to the complexi-
ties of urban life. our previous discussion 
of prominent urban “types” as discerned by 
Gans is only a partial list. obviously, there are 
countless variations of all these lifestyles—
and that is the point. So many urban lifestyles 
exist that it makes little sense to claim, as 
Wirth did, that the city produces a relatively 
uniform type of human being.

The rather hard-nosed, calculating  person 
who Wirth conceptualized as the typical 
urban dweller does appear—most frequently 
in the cosmopolite and unmarried or child-
less  categories. even among these people, 
however, Wirth’s variables of population size, 
 density, and heterogeneity appear to have 
limited  effect. For instance, many cosmopo-
lites can buy the space they need to fend off 
what they believe is excessive density, just 
as many ethnic villagers positively thrive in 
high- density neighborhoods. Population size 
or scale may indeed increase the number 
of secondary or segmented relationships, 
said Gans, but most individuals maintain 
as many primary relationships as non-city 
 dwellers. Moreover, since their social focus 
is on their neighborhood, family, co-workers, 
and  co- religionists, no increased social dis-
tance occurs because of population density 
or  increased depersonalization because of 
heterogeneity, as Wirth maintained. instead, 
Gans noted, city residents function in smaller 
social worlds at home, work, and play, enjoy-
ing the same life satisfactions as others of 
their social class in other environments.

Thus, while cities may act on us in much 
the way that Wirth claimed, we need to keep 
several limitations in mind. First, few lifestyles 

children and/or people whose children are 
grown up and now on their own. The ethnic 
villagers, often first- and second-generation, 
working-class residents, show almost none of 
the so-called typical urban characteristics noted 
by Wirth. instead, they sustain many rural life 
patterns in the city by claiming a local area, 
 emphasizing traditional religious beliefs and 
family ties, and displaying suspicion of outsid-
ers. Gans’s remaining category—the deprived 
or trapped—includes the poor, the handi-
capped, those in broken family situations, and 
those of non-white racial backgrounds who wish 
to move from deteriorating neighborhoods but 
lack the financial means to do so.

Wirth and gans: a comparison

We must not be too quick to accept the nega-
tive judgments from Wirth and other Chicago 
sociologists. like their european colleagues, 
Chicago sociologists were responding to one 
kind of city—namely, a north American city 
moving into the high gear of industrializa-
tion. neglecting historical or cross-cultural 
comparisons limited the significance of their 
work. How would their evaluation of the 
urban environment have changed had they, 
like Weber, looked at other cities in history or 
in a cross-cultural perspective?

Chicago sociology may be skewed for yet an-
other reason. Park’s insistence regarding on-
site study, coupled with his interest in urban 
disorganization and problems, led him and 
his colleagues to concentrate on the “seamy 
side” of city life. A glance at the group’s classic 
publications, brilliant though many of them 
are, reveals this bias: nels Anderson, The Hobo 
(1923); ernest Mowner, Family Disorganization 
(1927); Harvey Zorbaugh, The Gold Coast and 
the Slum (1928); Frederich Thrasher, The Gang 
(1929); Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay, 
Social Factors in Juvenile Delinquency (1931); 
Paul Cressey, The Taxi Dance Hall (1932); 
norman Hayner, Hotel Life (1936); and edwin 
H. Sutherland, The Professional Thief (1937). 
Although many other aspects of city urban 
life exist for possible exploration, Wirth based 
his theory heavily on the evidence supplied by 
such studies.
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disorganization, or depersonalization. once 
in a city, people with similar, even uncon-
ventional, interests, values, or behaviors seek 
out each other for their own meeting places 
and habitats. As they gather in sufficient 
size and density, they attain  critical mass, 
that level needed to generate self-sustaining 
momentum. These subcultures, based on 
shared traits, flourish in large cities and at-
tract still more like-minded people (Fischer 
1995:545). examples include the entertain-
ment community in Hollywood, the coun-
try music people in nashville, and the gay 
community in Philadelphia. Such special-
ized places rarely exist in non-urban areas, 
because the critical mass of people of any 
one type simply isn’t there (often because 
they have moved to a city in order to benefit 
from precisely the critical mass that Fischer 
describes).

Since cities are both more heterogeneous 
and more populous than other places, these 
subcultures will develop there more fre-
quently, and with greater intensity, than in 
less urban areas. A large city magnifies these 
effects in a special way. its diversity brings 
urban residents into far more contact with 
people from different subcultures than can 
occur in a smaller municipality. Unable to 
achieve a critical mass, people in non-urban 
areas with unconventional interests are more 
likely to remain fragmented, unable to form 
subcultures, and thus experience the negative 
consequences that Wirth envisioned happen-
ing in cities.

interestingly, says Fischer, increased con-
tact also leads to a mutual influence through 
cultural diffusion—for example, hip hop and 
rap music moving out of urban black cul-
ture and into mainstream urban culture. As 
elements of the atypical subculture infiltrate 
the wider urban society, the city develops an 
unconventionality in comparison to other set-
tings (Fischer 1995: 545–46).

in short, Fischer’s theory maintains that 
Wirth’s size, density, and heterogeneity of 
 cities are what generate the social dynamics to 
produce intense subcultures, as characterized 
by Gans, leading, in turn, to diffusion into the 
general characteristics of urban dwellers.

found in cities exist only there, and second, 
the determinants of these lifestyles are largely 
people’s general social class characteristics 
rather than the city itself (an area we will 
explore more fully in Chapter 10). That is, 
 cosmopolites live as they do because they are 
affluent and highly educated; likewise, the 
lives of the deprived and the trapped reflect 
poverty, a lack of skills and schooling, and 
often enough, racial or ethnic discrimina-
tion. We can make a similar argument for any 
other lifestyle on the list.

Wirth’s mistake was in generalizing too 
much from the urban conditions of the time 
during which he lived. observing the incred-
ibly rapid growth of north American and 
european cities early in the twentieth century, 
Wirth became convinced the city was a power-
ful force that would come to dominate human 
life. A generation later, Gans and others could 
see that this simply wasn’t happening: Urban 
diversity continued to flourish. Today, we can 
conclude that urbanization—the clustering of 
population in some areas—does not necessar-
ily generate urbanism—a single, distinctive way 
of life.

claude Fischer and Subcultural 
theory

A third approach both accepts and rejects 
various elements offered by Wirth and Gans. 
While agreeing with Wirth that something is 
different about the city and its people, Claude 
S. Fischer (1975, 1995), in what he called a 
subcultural theory of urbanism, rejected Wirth’s 
main point by insisting that the urban milieu 
strengthens, not destroys, group relation-
ships. Fischer also disagrees with Gans that 
the different urban lifestyles are incidental, 
because particular groups of people—for ex-
ample, ethnic minorities, artistic avant-garde, 
and professionals—choose to live in the cities 
and, consequently, their lifestyles typify cities 
(1995:544).

Fischer—in arguing against the determin-
ist view of Wirth—suggested that the size, 
density, and heterogeneity of cities are posi-
tive factors that promote cohesion, and they 
are not negative elements causing alienation, 
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violence, and mental illness), a tendency only 
made worse as urban density increases.

Are these observations correct? More than 
seven decades have passed since the publica-
tion of Wirth’s urban theory. Since then, a 
great many other social scientists have inves-
tigated cities and urban life and gathered ad-
ditional evidence.

tolerance in the city

early urban theory contended that the char-
acteristic aloofness and social diversity of the 
city produced an atmosphere of tolerance, 
in contrast to the jealous parochialism of the 
village and small town. Most researchers who 
looked closely at the relationship between 
urban life and tolerance concluded that a 
greater tolerance of others’ lifestyles and atti-
tudes is, in fact, more prevalent in cities than 
in rural areas. These findings persist both 

claSSic theorieS  
and Modern reSearch: 
MythS and realitieS

is the city a heaven or a hell? is it a place where 
the best attributes of human life emerge 
or where people inevitably “go bad”? The 
 seventeenth-century english poet Abraham 
Cowley thought he knew the answer when he 
wrote, “God the first garden made, and the 
first city, Cain.” Was he right? The weight of 
the classic tradition—european and north 
American—is on Cowley’s side; despite quali-
fiers and hopeful asides, only a rare few were 
mostly optimistic. Wirth’s theory symbolizes 
this verdict. on the one hand, he suggested 
that people in the city are more tolerant, but 
on the other hand, he asserted that city peo-
ple are impersonal and detached from mean-
ingful relationships. Wirth concluded that 
the city tends toward social pathology (crime, 

For city residents, the streets are the “rivers of life,” where people-watching and 
social interaction are the everyday norm. This privatization of public space— setting 
up crates or chairs on the sidewalk, sitting on front stoops or a bench, playing 
games, or holding a street fair—is the urban equivalent to the suburbanites’ front 
and back yards combined, and it is often much more interesting.



142    Chapter 5  Urban Sociology

and other personal attributes also form the 
basis for group ties. For example, many cities 
contain districts of college students, elderly 
people, homosexuals, artists and musicians, 
and wealthy socialites. More broadly, people 
with interests in common, wherever they may 
live, may remain in close contact with one an-
other through an interactional network, using 
the internet, telephone, restaurants and bars, 
and special meeting places.

Perhaps, however, these are the exceptions. 
What of the lonely crowd living in all those 
high-rises, the people who don’t know any of 
their neighbors? doesn’t Wirth’s theory ac-
curately describe them? recent research sug-
gests that this notion, too, may be exaggerated. 
The fact that one does not necessarily know 
(or want to know) one’s urban neighbors does 
not mean that the urban dweller has no per-
sonal relationships. indeed, what seems to be 
significant about the urban environment is not 
the lack of ties of attachment but, rather, how 
these ties vary. That is, cities seem to encourage 
alternative types of relationships more than 
other environments do. Also, it is important to 
understand that the neighborhood context af-
fects the neighboring ties (Guest, et al. 2006). 
For example, residents in a luxury high-rise 
who engage in similar activities—for example, 
dog walking, health club, or patronizing the 
arts—may develop closer relationships with 
neighbors more easily compared with those in 
a low-income high-rise who may be less likely 
to engage in shared activities.

in the city, however, meaningful personal 
relationships are not dependent on a limited 
geographic area like a small town; a sense of 
community may evolve through social net-
works that integrate or separate, include or 
exclude, others in meaningful personal rela-
tions, communication, and exchanges (Piselli 
2007). Think of urban people you know. Most 
have friends and relatives, but not always in 
the same building or even the same neighbor-
hood. Strong informal ties can result from 
ongoing face-to-face connections with friends 
and relatives anywhere, and so no real differ-
ence in a sense of well-being typically exists 
among urban, suburban, and rural residents 
(Mair and Thivierge-rikard 2010).

across time and across different measures 
of tolerance, even when taking into account 
such related factors as education and income 
(Carter, et al. 2005).

one factor that may lend itself to greater 
tolerance in the city is migration. one research 
study found that tolerance increased among 
those moving to a city, regardless of the size 
of the destination community (Wilson 1991). 
Perhaps geographical mobility— moving to a 
more heterogeneous locale—also enhances 
one’s mental mobility in relating to strangers.

impersonality in the city

The dominant characteristics of urban re-
lationships, concluded most of the classical 
theorists, would be loneliness, indifference, 
and anonymity. At its most basic level, this 
argument is built on numerical logic. As the 
 number of people interacting increases, atten-
tion becomes distributed more broadly, and so 
impersonality inevitably must rise. Wirth sum-
marized this argument by saying, “increase in 
the number of inhabitants of a community 
beyond a few hundred is bound to limit the 
possibility of each member of the community 
knowing all the others personally” (1964:70).

yet the “urban anonymity” thesis fails to 
recognize that many urbanites are not the 
lonely lot that Wirth and others implied. For 
example, as early as the 1940s, William F. 
Whyte’s Street Corner Society (1993; orig. 1943), 
a study of an italian immigrant area in a slum 
district of Boston, revealed the existence of 
strong family, neighborhood, and friendship 
ties. Soon after, other studies (Bell and Boat 
1957; Bruce 1970; Greer 1998) confirmed 
that primary ties were not incompatible with 
city living. indeed, in some areas of the city—
ethnic neighborhoods, for example—such 
ties appear to be as intense and intimate as 
any in rural areas. These self-segregated but 
close-knit communities enable residents, 
often with limited proficiency in english, to 
rely on one another and avoid whatever in-
terethnic prejudice may exist against them 
(Bouma-doff 2007).

ethnicity is not the only bond among 
urban dwellers. Kinship, occupation, lifestyle, 
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consideration for the type of neighbor ties 
that prevail in urban life (Guest, et al. 2006).

other means for urban connectedness 
abound. The telephone and the internet 
make possible extensive contact without face-
to-face interaction. Consider, too, the pro-
liferation in cities of voluntary associations, 
such as film societies, singles bars, health and 
natural food centers, karate clubs, meditation 
and yoga centers, and physical fitness centers. 
Participants living throughout the urban area 
often establish primary relationships with one 
another in such organizations. Urbanization 
can thus encourage all kinds of non-kin social 
ties, possibly segmented by activity but none-
theless developed through choice and shared 
interests (Curtis, et al. 2003).

Wirth’s mistake, and that of other classical 
theorists, was to allow the most visible aspects 
of city life, its public demeanor, to become 
the basis of his theory about urban living in 

Urban neighboring, however, can vary 
markedly—from active and intense rela-
tionships to impersonal nods, because of 
the diversity of neighborhood types (Talen 
2006a). Working-class people, for example, 
usually live in “tighter” neighborhoods, 
whereas upper-middle-class people typically 
have networks of friends dispersed over a 
wide area. Similarly, people with children 
tend to be more “localized” in their orienta-
tion compared with single people “on the 
move.” Such differing interaction patterns 
reinforce the view of Herbert Gans (1962), 
who, in a  stinging critique, concluded that 
the “impersonality” Wirth saw in the city as 
a whole characterized, at best, only the most 
poverty-stricken and down-and-out of the 
city’s residents. neighborhood context or 
environment—including residential stability, 
levels of affluence, mixed land use, and de-
gree of upkeep in the area—is an important 

Without question, the proliferation of cell phones has had a dramatic impact on our 
social interactions. By providing more frequent personal conversations without the 
constraints of access to a landline phone, cell phones enable greater connectivity 
among people. Such an enhancement of social networking is an important factor in 
negating the potential impersonality of the city.
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of urban life. For example, John B. Calhoun 
(1962; ramsden 2011) found that in rat popu-
lations, overcrowding produced a reaction he 
termed a “behavioral sink”—an environment 
in which aborted pregnancies, higher infant 
mortality, homosexuality, and cannibalism 
abounded. Calhoun made no attempt to sug-
gest that human beings would respond in a 
similar fashion to conditions of crowding, but 
edward Hall argued that such a connection 
was not only conceivable but also accurately 
described urban life. “The implosion of the 
world population into cities everywhere,” Hall 
wrote, “is creating a series of destructive be-
havioral sinks more lethal than the hydrogen 
bomb” (1990:165; orig. 1966).

Hall realized that different groups of 
 people—whites and blacks, for example—
might have different cultural expectations 
about spatial behavior. yet he appeared to 
believe that all these different reactions have 
a biological basis, and that the human spe-
cies, like rats, has a genetically determined 
need for a certain amount of space. He as-
serted that any transgression of this built-in 
barrier—for example, a crowded apartment 
or a dense city block—would likely result in 
abnormal behavior.

one problem with this argument is that 
no one has been able to locate any genetic 
code for spatial behavior in humans. Without 
evidence of such linkage, projecting onto 
human beings who are living in cities what we 
know about animal pathology and overcrowd-
ing is highly questionable. it may well be, for 
example, that people’s perceived needs for 
space are entirely learned, and that they react 
negatively to violations of their learned spatial 
expectations much as they would to an insult 
against their learned religious beliefs.

Hall also points to the high incidence of 
“social problems” (addiction and crime) in 
densely settled, low-income areas of the city. 
yet addiction, crime, and crowding may ap-
pear together because of some other factor 
or factors such as poverty, unemployment, 
and/or racial discrimination. Moreover, sub-
sequent research that considered such factors 
found little or no evidence that crowding had 
any of the negative effects suggested by Hall 

general. Although, following Park, he did 
acknowledge the neighborhood element in 
city life, he tended to focus his attention on 
“street behavior,” where he saw the hustling, 
competing, and apparently lonely crowd. By 
not examining more closely the private lives 
of the city’s citizens, however, he inadver-
tently distorted urban life into a stereotype of 
impersonality.

We come, then, to the conclusion that the 
early analysts took abstract constructions, such 
as gemeinschaft and gesellschaft, or mechanical 
and organic solidarity, as comparable to such 
real, concrete settings as actual villages and 
cities. The overall social order of the city may 
place greater emphasis on gesellschaft, and the 
village more toward gemeinschaft, but it is in-
correct to assume that either gemeinschaft or 
gesellschaft exists in any absolute, concrete 
sense. An important difference exists between 
the statement that one commonly sees more 
strangers in cities and the statement that cit-
ies are impersonal. in some ways, they are; in 
other ways, they most certainly are not.

density and Urban pathology

Perhaps the most provocative idea put 
forth by the classical theorists—particularly 
Simmel, Park, and Wirth—was that human 
beings react to increasing population density 
with psychological disorder, such as mental 
illness, or antisocial behavior, such as crime 
or aggression.

one source of support for this hypothesis 
is our own common sense. Probably all of us 
have experienced some measure of frustra-
tion and aggression in crowded settings—
trying to push our way through the turnstile 
at a stadium, or fuming as hundreds of cars 
coalesce in a massive traffic jam. it is easy to 
assume that the place where this occurs—the 
city—is responsible for our feelings. But are 
we reacting to the condition of urban crowd-
ing, or are we merely experiencing the same 
sense of frustration that we might feel if our 
car broke down along a lonely country road?

A second source of the alleged linkage be-
tween density and pathology is research that 
appears to have some bearing on the quality 
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Turks—whose cultural behavior favors closer 
interpersonal interaction—do not respond 
negatively to increased crowding conditions, 
but given islamic codes about women in pub-
lic, they do have coping strategies regarding 
gender and shared urban space (Mills 2007).

Urban Malaise

A last hypothesis put forth by most of the classi-
cal theorists concerned “urban malaise.” They 
suggested that conditions of density aside, the 
urban environment created loneliness, depres-
sion, and anxiety more readily than other types 
of settlement. research studies over the past 
40 years, however, have found no significant 
difference in the mental health of urban versus 
non-urban residents. instead, such variables 
as education, income, and self-perceived re-
sources were more closely associated with men-
tal health and depression (Bagby, et al. 2008; 
eshbaugh, et al. 2006; link and Phalen 1995; 
roxburgh 2009; Srole 1972).

Also, as suggested earlier, the neighbor-
hood context—such as people’s health, social 
cohesion, or perceptions of problems—is a 
key factor (Pampalon, et al. 2007). if urban 
residents are socioeconomically disadvan-
taged, they are more likely to be mistrust-
ing, especially if their neighborhoods show 
signs of physical decay and disorder like graf-
fiti, vandalism, abandoned buildings, noise, 
crime, or drug use (Kruger, et al. 2007; Mair, 
et al. 2010). in Baltimore, for example, re-
searchers found that neighborhood violent 
crime had a direct impact on residents’ de-
pressive symptoms (Curry, et al. 2008).

Apparently, then, the city, in and of itself, 
does not create greater psychological distress, 
but problem neighborhoods do. elsewhere, 
the higher population density of urban places 
may well have positive effects, such as mak-
ing more people socially accessible to each 
other. When it comes to city dwellers dealing 
with their environment, it seems, as the Urban 
Living box on page 146  suggests, that the vast 
majority do quite well.

overall, little evidence supports many of 
the specific claims made by the classical theo-
rists about urban living. The city is clearly not 

(evans, et al. 2001; lepore and evans 1991; 
rousseau and Standing 1995).

Urbanites do contend with crowded condi-
tions, such as crammed elevators and subway 
cars, rambunctious cabdrivers, the frustra-
tions of traffic, and intense competition for 
parking spaces. People, however, have one 
distinct advantage over rats: superior adapt-
ability. First, we live and work on many levels, 
so we are not continually milling together on 
the ground like rats. Second, we have codes 
of urban conduct that guide us to wait in line 
for the bus, to keep to the right when walking, 
and to alternate whether we merge or stop at 
red lights when driving. Cities have bicycle, 
foot, and horse paths connecting parks and 
open space that make movement safer and 
more pleasant. Freeways permit faster travel 
to and from downtowns, while traffic circles, 
one-way streets, and coordinated traffic lights 
ease the traffic flow in crowded areas.

Still, what of the fact that some research-
ers find crowding does heighten aggression in 
some people? Perhaps an analogy with listen-
ing to music may explain the matter. When 
you listen to music that you like, turning the 
volume louder enhances the experience. 
if you don’t like that music, however, an in-
crease in volume only makes the experience 
more unpleasant. For people with a good sup-
port system and a high level of life satisfac-
tion, crowding has little effect, except perhaps 
temporarily affecting one’s mood. on the 
other hand, if people are already in unpleas-
ant circumstances, have aggressive tendencies, 
or feel alienated or frustrated, then crowd-
ing may well generate further negative reac-
tions. The point is that crowding, in and of 
itself, does not result in pathological behavior; 
rather, other factors people bring to the situa-
tion may have that effect (Bonnes, et al. 1991; 
Franklin, et al. 2006; Tartaro and levy 2007).

Finally, in a global context, we see that 
culture also mediates the experience of city 
living, influencing how we are affected by 
population density. For example, Mumbai 
(Bombay), india, has an extremely high 
rate of urban crowding but an extremely 
low homicide rate (national Crime records 
Bureau 2010). To cite another example, 
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about the city advanced by Simmel, Wirth, 
and others wilted under careful scrutiny. By 
the 1980s, research disproved some theories 
and required serious modification of others. 
emerging from the rubble was something 
first called “the new urban sociology” (Walton 
1981) and now often identified as “critical 
urban sociology,” although that designation is 
by no means unanimous.

instead of an emphasis on the role of tech-
nology or urban ecology, this newer approach 
directs attention toward social conflict, in-
equality, and change as they affect cities, and 
it does so within a global context. no single 
theory captures critical urban sociology, al-
though neo-Marxists and conflict theorists 

a heaven, but neither is it the hell that some 
thought it to be. The city is more tolerant than 
other types of settlement, is not as impersonal 
as many thought it was, and does not produce 
greater rates of malaise or other pathologies. 
on the basis of what we now know, there is rea-
son for more optimism than that shown by most 
classical theorists. The reality, in short, is more 
complex—and more hopeful—than the myths.

new directions in Urban 
Sociology

All this research produced a shift in the way 
that many urbanists approach their sub-
ject matter, because the classic hypotheses 

Urban living

how city dwellers cope—and cope Well

How is it possible, given the 
fast pace and obvious stresses 
of urban life, that city residents 
can maintain mental health 
comparable to that of country 
folks? One explanation  offered 
by experts: The relationship 
between stress and mental 
and physical pathology is de-
pendent not so much on the 
nature of the stress as on the 

individual’s perception of it. The brain has 
been called a stimulus-reduction system—a 
means to reduce, in order to comprehend, 
the nearly infinite number of stimuli that 
reach the senses at any given moment. It is 
an aspect of the brain that seems to be tailor-
made for life in the city.

An out-of-towner caught in midtown 
Manhattan at rush hour, for example, may 
feel under enormous pressure and strain, but 
New Yorkers, with their stimulus- reduction 
mechanism operating at full steam, hardly 
feel any special stress at all. By the same 
token, the big-city residents may ignore 
the loud, the profane, the drunk, and the 

demented—phenomena that might com-
promise the mental equilibrium of the 
uninitiated.

Related statistics support such thinking. 
Diala and Muntaner (2003) found that rural 
men reported more mood and anxiety disor-
ders than urban men, perhaps a function of 
diminishing resources (steady, high-paying 
jobs) or increasing financial strain, particu-
larly among whites, who comprise a major-
ity of rural residents. No differences by place 
of residence existed among females. The 
National Center for Health Statistics (2007) 
conducted a national self-report survey of 
negative affect items related to anxiety, de-
pression, and stress among city, suburban, 
and rural residents. The findings showed 
little difference in the prevalence of nega-
tive mood in metropolitan areas (7.7 percent) 
 versus non-metropolitan areas (7.9 percent). 
A slightly higher prevalence of negative 
mood, however, occurred among city resi-
dents (8 percent) compared to rural residents 
(7 percent), but this is hardly sufficient to 
claim that urbanites experience more stress 
in their lives than those living outside the city.



Chapter 5  Urban Sociology    147

cities of one time and place. Weber argued 
for the importance of exploring cities in 
cross-cultural and historical perspective but 
wrote little about the modern city (perhaps a 
subtle way of indicating that he—like all his 
colleagues except durkheim—also saw it in a 
negative light).

Park and Wirth both provided break-
throughs. Park demanded that on-site city re-
search be an integral part of urban sociology, 
thereby providing the mechanism for getting 
beyond the surface impressions of the urban 
environment. ironically, however, his focus on 
urban problems and his lack of a comparative 
historical frame led him to the same negative 
conclusions about the city as others. Wirth 
then tried to build a theory of the city by link-
ing the suggestions of his colleagues. A major 
difficulty was that he built his theory on Park’s 
skewed database and the somewhat mislead-
ing evaluations of the european tradition. 
Wirth’s hypothesis was that the city’s unique 
ecological characteristics—large numbers, 
density, and social heterogeneity—produce a 
single characteristic lifestyle. refuting Wirth’s 
hypothesis, Gans argued that sociocultural 
characteristics, such as class, age, gender, and 
race, are the real architects of people’s lives.

Countering this claim, Fischer replied that 
Wirth was not all wrong. in his view, the city’s 
ecological traits do affect people’s lives, but 
not in quite the way that Wirth suggested. 
rather than producing an effect directly, 
Fischer argued, large numbers, density, and 
heterogeneity intensify other characteris-
tics in order to produce pronounced urban 
lifestyles.

recent research refuted many of the spe-
cific claims made by Wirth and his colleagues. 
early work saw the city as the cause of greater 
impersonality, poorer mental health, and var-
ious forms of stressful or pathological behav-
ior. Modern research, however, has revealed 
that such broad generalizations are false; the 
neighborhood context is the best indicator of 
the attitudes and perceptions of its residents. 
The new urban sociology, which emerged in 
the wake of the classical urbanists’ failing the-
ories, sees the city as existing in a complex his-
torical, cultural, and economic global setting.

predominate. We will explore this important 
approach in Chapter 7. Before we do so, how-
ever, we will first examine its predecessor, the 
urban ecological approach.

SUMMary

The context in which urban sociology 
emerged was one of remarkable change. 
indeed, the ferment associated with the 
industrial revolution was responsible for soci-
ologists noticing the city as an object of study 
in the first place. What have we learned from 
them?

First, they suggested specific aspects of the 
city for urban sociological focus, and second, 
they attempted to analyze the nature of the 
city in general. in the latter instance, they had 
both successes and failures. on the positive 
side, they correctly saw elements of social life 
in the city not prominent elsewhere. They saw 
more specialized occupations, more formal-
ized interaction patterns, more rationality, 
and a more rapid tempo of life. on the nega-
tive side, they erred in some of their specific 
claims about the nature of the city. They were 
right about the existence of greater tolerance, 
but they exaggerated the city’s impersonality. 
Also, they apparently were wrong in their gen-
eralizations about urban pathology. The con-
text in which these sociologists wrote played 
a significant role in their misperceptions. 
Seeing cities growing by millions of inhabit-
ants with seemingly unconquerable prob-
lems, they reasoned that the city itself must be 
the cause of these ills.

Another limitation is the narrowness of 
all early theory. Marx and engels saw cross- 
cultural differences in how civilization evolved 
in Western compared with eastern cities, but 
they concentrated on the economic system as 
the basis for all attributes of an urban society. 
Tönnies and durkheim employed the com-
parison of oppositional types but did not con-
sider the city in concrete historical  settings. 
Simmel added the social– psychological di-
mension, although he, too, considered only 
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dimensions, (2) study actual cities in his-
torical and comparative perspectives, (3) be 
aware that no overarching theory of the city 
can explain urban life, and (4) evaluate cities 
in terms of the quality of human life. it will 
be the task of the remaining chapters to do 
justice to this tradition.

conclUSion

What we take from the classical tradition 
is its interest in urban studies per se and its 
combined model of urban analysis. A useful 
urban analysis must (1) examine the city in 
both its social–structural and psychosocial 
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if you happen to be endowed with topographical curiosity, 
the hills of san francisco fill you with an irresistible desire 
to walk to the top of each one of them. Whoever laid the 
town out took the conventional checkerboard pattern of 
streets and without the slightest regard for the laws of grav-
ity planked it down blind on an irregular peninsula that 
was a confusion of steep slopes and sandhills. The result is 
exhilarating. Wherever you step out on the street there’s a 
hilltop in one direction or the other. from the top of each 
hill you get a view and the sight of more hills to the right 
and left and ahead that offer the prospect of still broader 
views. The process goes on indefinitely. you can’t help 
making your way painfully to the top of each hill just to see 
what you can see. . . . 
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by mountains in the relatively flat, near-desert 
region of california’s southwest.

in the 1920s, however, coincident with 
the rise of the movie industry, Los Angeles 
began to grow rapidly. As its population 
surged, the city became a bowl-shaped col-
lection of outlying suburban communities. 
At first, public transport—electric trains 
and streetcars—linked the new settlements 
with Los Angeles. With mass production of 
the automobile, however, public transpor-
tation ridership swiftly declined; commut-
ers preferred the convenience and privacy 
of driving themselves to and from the city. 
This heavy  reliance on automobiles fostered 
ever- expanding urban sprawl throughout the 
region and gave us Los Angeles’s incredible 
freeways. said Jan morris,

These remain the city’s grandest and most ex-
citing artifacts. snaky, sinuous, undulating, 
high on stilts or sunk in cuttings, they are like 
so many concrete tentacles, winding themselves 
around each block, each district, burrowing, 
evading, clambering, clasping every corner of 
the metropolis as if they are squeezing it all to-
gether to make the parts stick. They are inescap-
able, not just visually, but emotionally. They are 
always there, generally a few blocks away; they 
enter everyone’s lives, and seem to dominate all 
arrangements. (2003:230)

As Los Angeles expanded, people settled 
the mountains themselves, with streets “for-
ever ribbing and probing further into [the] 
perimeter hills, twisting like rising water ever 
higher, ever deeper into their canyons, and 
sometimes bursting through to the deserts 
 beyond” (morris 2003:229).

ironically, the city’s increasing population, 
heavy reliance on the automobile, and geog-
raphy combined to produce an unexpected 
but monumental environmental problem: 
smog. Although Los Angeles is by no means 
the only city beset by this threat to health, its 
smog problem has been particularly serious, 
because the surrounding hills trap noxious 
fumes in the bowl-shaped region where most 
of the city’s people live. in 2010, Los Angeles 
again had the nation’s worst ozone pollution 
(huffington Post 2010). despite its air-quality 

This one is nob hill. . . . Ahead of me the hill 
rises higher and breaks into a bit of blue sky. 
sun shines on a block of white houses at the 
top. shiny as a toy fresh from a christmas 
tree, a little cable car is crawling up it. Back 
of me under an indigo blue of mist are shad-
owed roofs and streets and tall buildings with 
wisps of fog about them, and beyond, fading 
off into the foggy sky, stretches the long hori-
zontal of the Bay Bridge.

Better go back now and start about my busi-
ness. The trouble is that down the hill to 
the right i’ve caught sight of accented green 
roofs and curved gables painted jade green 
and vermillion. That must be in chinatown. 
of course the thing to do is take a turn 
through chinatown on the way down toward 
the business district. . . .

John dos Passos, “san francisco 
Looks West”

in a basic sense, cities are things—complex 
physical entities. cities exist within geo-
graphic and climatic settings that naturally 
shape them. The hands and minds of human 
beings, of course, also play a part as people 
react to a city’s physical setting. san francisco 
is an excellent example—people started with 
an exciting geography and a pleasant climate, 
and then added a host of their own creations 
(diverse neighborhoods, clattering cable cars, 
a lively chinatown, and bridges that span 
sparkling waters) to produce a particularly en-
ticing urban experience. While san francisco 
has its unique features, all cities have a distinct 
“personality,” which is at least partly shaped 
by the physical layout. This chapter explores 
that interrelationship between a city and its 
physical setting.

Urban GeoGraphy

some cities, like san francisco, straddle hills. 
others, like st. Louis, Tucson, or oklahoma 
city, stretch across flat plains. no matter what 
the topography of the land, however, a city’s 
design reflects its physical environment.

Take, for example, san francisco’s mas-
sive neighbor 500 miles to the south—Los 
Angeles. originally a spanish mission out-
post, for decades Los Angeles remained a 
 series of scattered communities surrounded 



Chapter 6  Spatial Perspectives    151

(dallas, denver, fort Worth, and Phoenix), 
however, are where they are because, at least 
initially, there were enough streams and lakes 
to support their populations.

The sole exception to the waterway thesis is 
Atlanta. yet its site, too, was determined by a 
geographical consideration: in the 1840s, be-
cause of its centrality to the rest of the south, 
Atlanta was selected as the southern terminus 
of the Western and Atlantic railroad. Thus, 
even Atlanta illustrates that environmental 
considerations play a key role in locating a 
city. With this in mind, we will consider briefly 
the sites of five other cities: houston, miami, 
montreal, salt Lake city, and Washington, 
d.c. What products and activities do you as-
sociate with each?

Houston. Located near the east Texas oil 
fields, this city has been booming since the 
1950s. Between 1970 and 2011, its  population 
grew by 57 percent, growing from 1.2 to  

problems, the Los Angeles area continues to 
grow—from about 3 million in 1980 to more 
than 3.8 million in 2010—and the automobile 
still reigns supreme.

the location of cities

geography and climate, then, provide the 
physical conditions to which urbanites must 
adapt. in fact, certain physical characteristics 
usually determine whether an area even be-
comes a city at all.

Look at figure 6–1, which shows the geo-
graphical location of the 40 most populous 
urban areas in north America. All but a 
few are located on waterways. They are ei-
ther seaports (Los Angeles, new york, and 
vancouver), lakeports (chicago, milwaukee, 
and Toronto), or on major rivers (cleveland, 
memphis, and montreal). The advantage 
of such sites for stimulating trade is enor-
mous. even cities not on important waterways 
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that people enjoy year-round. montreal also 
is home to six professional sports franchises, 
a ballet company, an opera company, and a 
symphony orchestra (montreal 2011).

Salt Lake City. situated at the foot of a 
 mountain range near the forbidding and 
barren great salt Lake in utah, salt Lake 
city might seem an unlikely urban site. The 
mormons, however, thought otherwise. 
migrating westward in the mid-nineteenth 
century, looking for a place where they could 
practice their religion freely, the mormon 
leaders saw the salt Lake region as the place 
that god had set aside for them. in a sense, 
the region’s remoteness was the key to its 
founding. As it turned out, the location is 
more hospitable than it appeared at first 
glance. salt Lake city became a point of rest 
and departure for westward migration, and 
the salt proved to be a valuable resource. The 
city became the only area within hundreds 
of miles able to support a large metropolitan 
population, numbering well over 1.2 million 
in 2011 (salt Lake city 2011).

Washington, D.C. in the capital of the 
united states, we have a very different case. its 
founders did not look on Washington, d.c., as 
an economic center. The issue was politics—a 
wish to avoid choosing between Philadelphia 
and new york as the permanent u.s. capital. 
in addition, Washington, d.c., represented 
a symbolic link between two great regions: 
the north and the south. once the Potomac 
river basin (water again!) became the site of 
the nation’s capital city, the emergence of the 
united states as a world power generated a 
vast government bureaucracy, hundreds of 
foreign embassies, countless special interest 
groups, and a vast array of hotels, restaurants, 
and national  landmarks that make this urban 
area unique. its  metropolitan population grew 
from 4.1 million in 1990 to about 5.5 million 
in 2010 (u.s. census Bureau 2011c).

Why cities are Where they are

environmental, economic, and social factors 
play a role in creating an urban area. on the 
environmental side, any setting, in order to 

2.1 million. Because of oil—every major oil 
company has offices in houston—and cheap 
shipping of oil via the gulf of mexico, the city 
has the nation’s second-busiest port in the 
country (after new york) and the nation’s larg-
est port in international tonnage. considered 
by many as the “energy capital of the world,” 
houston is home to more than 5,000 energy-
related companies. it is also home to the larg-
est medical center in the world (52,000 em-
ployees) and second only to new york city as 
home to the headquarters of Fortune 500 com-
panies (houston 2011).

Miami. Although miami is a port, this city 
is best known for tourism and as a mecca for 
retirement. The winter climate is ideal, with 
temperatures hovering near the 80s, nearly 
unlimited sun, and endless beaches. “fun in 
the sun” is the city’s motto. in recent years, 
however, miami has become a major mar-
ket for specialized goods, primarily because 
of its large cuban American community. 
Because of the cubans’ economic success, 
the city has become attractive to wealthy Latin 
Americans. They fly to miami, stay in or near 
Little havana, speak nothing but spanish, 
and buy numerous u.s. goods—clothes, 
computers, stereos—from cuban merchants 
at prices much lower than they would pay at 
home. such visitors are crucial to maintaining 
the city’s economy (miami 2011).

Montreal. Built on and around a mountain 
slope at the junction of the st. Lawrence and 
ottawa river systems in the southwestern cor-
ner of Quebec, montreal is north America’s 
fifteenth-largest metropolitan area, contain-
ing 3.9 million people (statistics canada 
2011a). Although montreal has a strong, di-
versified industrial base, service dominates its 
economy. many national and international 
service companies, especially in the banking, 
culture, finance, telecommunications, and 
transportation sectors, are headquartered 
there. montreal also accounts for one-fourth 
of all corporate research and development ex-
penditures in canada (twice its share by pop-
ulation). Long, cold winters have prompted 
an expansive and delightful underground 
network of shops, restaurants, and theaters 
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 moderates the extreme heat of southern 
urban areas. similarly, water and other re-
sources can be imported. Las vegas, situated 
in the nevada desert, is perhaps the best ex-
ample of an “impossible” city brought to life 
by modern technology.

Economics. Another driving force in situ-
ating cities is economics. Port cities, for 
example, usually thrive as centers of trade 
and commerce. Alfred Weber (1868–1958), 
the younger brother of max Weber, formu-
lated an industrial location theory that helps 
explain the locale of many industrial cities. 
he suggested that an industry would locate 
where the transportation costs of both raw 
materials and the final product would be 
the lowest. if the raw material, such as metal 
ore, weighed more, then the processing 
plant would locate closer to its source; if the 
final product, such as bottled beer, weighed 
more, then the processing plant would lo-
cate closer to its market.

become a city, must fulfill a number of basic 
conditions.

Environment. first and foremost, the loca-
tion must be a minimally hospitable environment. 
it cannot be infested with disease-producing 
organisms, be subject to extreme heat or cold, 
or exist on a flood plain. on that last point, 
the 2008 flooding of more than 400 city blocks 
in cedar rapids, iowa, of 80 percent of new 
orleans in 2005 and major flooding of towns 
in the northeast, midwest, and mississippi 
river valley in 2011 were the results of an un-
usual congruence of weather conditions (see 
the Cityscape box on page 154).

in addition, any city requires access to ad-
equate supplies of food, water, and building ma-
terials. This is not to say that cities cannot 
overcome the limitations of some sites, but 
settlers’ ingenuity and technology must be 
up to the task. for example, gas and oil heat 
have made winter survival in northern cities 
possible for millions, just as air conditioning 

Geography has played a large role in Montreal’s existence. The junction of the 
St. Lawrence and Ottawa rivers affected its location choice, and the sloping moun-
tain terrain dictated the layout of its expansion. Its long, cold winters influenced the 
building of an extensive underground mall of shops, restaurants, and theaters that 
are as lively as any above-ground complex found elsewhere.
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cityScape

new orleans: paying the price  
for its location

Its strategic location at the 
mouth of the Mississippi River 
allowed New Orleans to 
emerge as an important break-
of-bulk city, making its port 
the fifth busiest in the coun-
try. Farmers in the Midwest 
send their crops down the 
river in barges, and the grains 
are then loaded onto 5,000 

ships annually from 60 nations. As a  result, 
the United States is the world’s largest 
exporter of corn, soybeans, and wheat. It 
is not just agricultural exports, however, 
that make New Orleans so important. 
The Mississippi River links into the Ohio, 
Illinois, and Missouri rivers, and manufac-
turers from across the Midwest  depend on 
50,000 inland river barges to carry their 
products to world export through New 
Orleans. Leading imports include cocoa 
beans, coffee, rubber, and steel. In addi-
tion, more than 700,000 passengers sail 
through the port on cruise lines each year 
(Port of New Orleans 2011). Thus, the dev-
astation to the city in 2005 as a result of 
Hurricane Katrina had a negative ripple 
effect on the economy and people far be-
yond the impacted area.

Moreover, the city’s vulnerability to 
flooding—long known to government 
 officials but never effectively countered—
became painfully obvious to even the most 
casual observer. Although the older part of 
the city was built on higher ground, as New 
Orleans expanded, development occurred 
elsewhere. As a result, major portions of the 
city are below sea level, protected by le-
vees and seawalls designed to guard against 
storm surges about 20 feet high. In 2005, 
however, the damage was done by much 

higher surges from the Gulf’s waters and 
by the waters of Lake Pontchartrain at the 
city’s northern boundary. This oval-shaped 
lake is about 40 miles wide from east to 
west, and it measures about 24 miles from 
north to south. The heavy rains and winds 
of Hurricane Katrina were more than the 
lake’s levees could withstand, and in sev-
eral places, they broke, flooding about 80 
percent of the city. The loss of life (1,500 
dead), the struggles of the survivors, and the 
devastation of families, homes, businesses, 
and personal belongings touched people’s 
hearts everywhere.

More than 800,000 people, mostly 
black, were forced to relocate, creating 
one of the greatest scatterings of people 
in U.S. history. Other cities—most nota-
bly Houston, which took in about 200,000 
evacuees, giving them housing and health 
care and offering job fairs—stepped in 
to offer a place to stay. Since then, some 
evacuees returned, but many others chose 
to stay where they were. As a result, New 
Orleans, which had a 2005 pre-Katrina 
population of 452,000, dropped 31 percent 
to 344,000 in 2010, and the black popu-
lation (those mostly displaced by flood-
ing) declined from two-thirds to 60 percent 
(Census Bureau 2011a).

Water was the chief reason for the set-
tlement, growth, and destruction of New 
Orleans. Although still not completely re-
built, the city’s strategic location as a port 
assures that New Orleans will continue as 
America’s gateway to the global market. The 
levees and walls protecting the new New 
Orleans, hopefully, will be much stronger 
against the forces of nature so that the large 
bodies of water to the city’s north and south 
cannot again wreak such havoc.
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social factors come into play. We will look at 
seven such factors, using the five cities just dis-
cussed as illustrations:

 1. some cities are situated at a natural cross-
roads for a region. montreal, for example, is 
the most important port on the st. Lawrence 
river and seaway, lying between the Atlantic 
ocean to the east and the great Lakes to 
the west. other examples are st. Louis and 
chicago, with the latter nicknamed “the 
crossroads of the nation.” such crossroads 
facilitate the concentration of people, ser-
vices, and especially, trade goods.

 2. other cities develop because they are lo-
cated at what economists call break-of-bulk 
points. These are locations where a good—
the “bulk”—is transferred from one type of 
transportation to another—say, from truck 
to ship. houston is a break-of-bulk point 
for oil. in such places, goods often are ware-
housed for a time or processed in some way 

Weber also included cheaper labor and 
 agglomeration—the clustering of support in-
dustries in the same area, such as a city—as key 
elements in the least-cost, maximize-profits de-
cision about where to locate. for example, the 
availability of cheap labor (as in southeast Asia 
today) may override the greater costs of trans-
porting raw materials or finished products over 
a greater distance. critics of this theory point 
out its failure to recognize the many variations 
in market demand, transportation costs, labor 
availability, and the wide range of products 
from manufacturing plants for diverse mar-
kets, but it nonetheless offers insights regard-
ing the role of geography (in the locational 
triangle of raw materials, processing, and mar-
ket) in the sites of manufacturing cities during 
north America’s industrial age (Puu 2010).

Social. After meeting basic environmen-
tal conditions and economic considerations, 

Located at Puget Sound, an inlet of the Pacific Ocean, Seattle is a major seaport 
and break-of-bulk city, handling more than 1,000 vessels annually. Container 
ships bring in such imports as wearing apparel, video games, footwear, and motor 
 vehicle parts, while exports consist of inorganic chemicals; beef, pork, and poultry; 
oilseeds; and industrial equipment.
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mineral waters), as well as innsbruck, Austria 
(a world-class skiing city).

 5. Washington, d.c., is an example of an 
 administrative or political city, a city estab-
lished primarily for governmental purposes, as 
was ottawa, canada’s national capital. Two in-
ternational examples are canberra, Australia, 
and Brasilia, Brazil, both constructed in the 
twentieth century.

 6. closely related historically to the administra-
tive function has been a city’s strategic military 
location. That is, many cities began in easily 
defensible spots (Athens and Quebec city), 
and others, such as London, began because 
they offered military access into a whole 
region.

 7. finally, cities flourish for religious or educa-
tional reasons. salt Lake city prospered as 
the home of mormonism. in a similar way, 
mecca in saudi Arabia is the fountainhead 
of islam, and Jerusalem is a focal point of 
no fewer than three major world religions: 
christianity, islam, and Judaism. university 
cities, such as cambridge in england, ithaca 
in new york (home of cornell university), 
and Berkeley in california (site of one of 
the main campuses of the university of 
california), are cities that achieved promi-
nence for educational reasons.

A combination, then, of geographic and cli-
matic conditions and of social and economic 
factors explains why cities are where they are. 
Where many advantages come together, a city 
typically gains special importance. new york’s 
prominence rests on its location as a natural 
port, an easily defended island, a gateway to a 
huge hinterland rich in raw materials, a natu-
ral break-of-bulk point, and a crossroads for 
people.

finally, if the balance between a city’s phys-
ical environment and people’s social or eco-
nomic needs and interests shifts, the city must 
adapt—or else it will decline. history is strewn 
with the ruins of cities that were unable to 
adapt, including the ancient egyptian capital 
of Luxor and the mayan city of el mirador. 
on the other hand, cities sometimes survive 
great geographic and/or economic disasters. 
san francisco is the best-known u.s. case, 
having recovered from the calamity of the 
1906 earthquake to become one of the most 
vibrant u.s. cities.

in order to make the next leg of the trip 
more economical. When this happens, a 
city develops a set of subindustries that deal 
with storing or processing. in houston, oil 
to be shipped from the city often is stored 
in huge tanks before its subsequent refine-
ment into gasoline or heating oil. A smaller 
city, Buffalo, rose to prominence because, as 
the western end of the erie canal, the city 
served as the transshipment point for grain 
sent eastward for the north central states via 
Lake erie and the canal. There, mills pro-
cessed the grain into flour, which was then 
shipped by rail to the large east coast mar-
kets (Klein 2005:316).

furthermore, the break-of-bulk func-
tion of cities is an enduring feature. The 
Cityscape box on page 157  describes two cases 
 separated by more than a century. note 
the striking similarities of port activity be-
tween charles dickens’s description of 1860 
London and vincent Parrillo’s comments 
about contemporary seattle.

 3. Another major reason for a city’s loca-
tion is access to some valuable raw material. 
montreal’s early history rested heavily on its 
colonial fur trade. Today, this city remains 
an important shipping center, handling the 
millions of gallons of petroleum that are 
processed each day by montreal-est refiner-
ies. similarly, houston and its refineries are 
near the east Texas oilfields; san francisco 
boomed in the mid-nineteenth century be-
cause it was the closest port to the sierra 
nevada gold mines; and Pittsburgh’s great-
ness was largely a result of proximity to coal 
mines that afforded cheap power for its steel 
mills.

 4. miami suggests another reason for a city 
 location. here, we have an amenity city, 
located in a particular place because it pro-
vides certain surroundings—sea, surf, sand, 
and sun—that are not easily available else-
where. in its recent guise as “Latin America’s 
supermarket,” this predominantly spanish-
speaking city boasts a complete array of 
north American goods for sale. much the 
same is true of orlando (home of disney 
World) and many other florida cities as 
well. similarly, Las vegas offers the attrac-
tion of gambling to Westerners, as Atlantic 
city does to people on the east coast and 
monte carlo does to europeans. other ame-
nity cities are hot springs, Arkansas, and 
Bath, england (both renowned for their hot 
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mexico city were initially situated on  islands. 
These examples suggest that defense was 
one of the prime interests of these city dwell-
ers. durham, in northern england,  provides 
 another example. founded about 1000 c.e., 
durham is situated atop a high, steep peninsula 
formed by the Wear river. even if one could get 
across the river, the sides of the steep ridge are 
extremely difficult to scale. naturally protected 

the Shape oF the city

once cities begin, what determines the form or 
physical shape they take? The answer depends 
on the city’s social and economic functions.

To begin, consider that Athens is spread 
around the natural hilltop of the Acropolis; 
edinburgh is similarly sited around a massive, 
extinct volcanic peak in scotland; and Paris and 

cityScape

break-of-bulk in two cities

In the following passage, Charles 
Dickens describes London’s 
River Thames in early morning, 
as seen from a small boat travel-
ing downstream.

Nineteenth-Century 
London

Early as it was, there were plenty 
of scullers going here and there 
that morning, and plenty of 

barges . . . and we went ahead among many 
skiffs and wherries, briskly.

Old London Bridge was soon passed, and 
old Billingsgate market with its oysterboats 
and Dutchmen, and the White Tower and 
Traitor’s Gate, and we were in among the tiers 
of shipping. Here, were the Leith, Aberdeen, 
and Glasgow steamers, loading and unload-
ing goods, and looking immensely high out 
of the water as we passed alongside; here, 
were colliers by the score and score, with the 
coal-whippers plunging off stages on deck as 
counterweights to measures of coal swing-
ing up, which were then rattled over the side 
into barges; here, at her moorings, was tomor-
row’s steamer for Rotterdam . . . and here tomor-
row’s for Hamburg, under whose bowsprit we 
crossed.

In the next passage, Vincent Parrillo 
 describes a similar morning, only this time 
more than a century later and in a major U.S. 
port.

Modern Seattle

Even to the casual observer, the Port of Seattle 
is a busy place, filled with freighters, tugboats, 
barges, commercial fishing vessels, and plea-
sure craft. Geographically closer to Asia than 
any other major U.S. port, its natural deep-
water harbor attracts commercial shippers 
from throughout the Pacific Rim. It is one of 
the largest U.S. container ports, one of the 
leading distribution centers on the West Coast, 
and the top U.S. port in container tonnage ex-
ports to Asia (over 6 million metric tons annu-
ally). Today ships from Japan, Singapore, and 
Taiwan are anchored at the docks, each by 
one of 28 commercial marine terminals.

At these terminals the container cranes 
transfer auto parts; bamboo baskets; electronic, 
household, and plastic products; foods; tools; 
and a variety of other products to an on-dock 
intermodal rail facility for direct shipment to in-
land destinations. Elsewhere, toplifts and fork-
lifts transfer shipments to the 1.5 million square 
feet of warehouse storage space in the Terminal 
106 Complex, to other outdoor storage areas, 
or to the waiting trucks at the 20 loading docks.

Everywhere the eye turns, one sees the 
 bustling activity of workers: Longshoremen, 
stevedores, crane and forklift operators, grain 
terminal operators, truckers, railway men, fore-
men, and supervisors—are all unloading, stor-
ing, or loading the imports or exports passing 
through this port.

Source: Charles Dickens, Great Expectations (London: 
Chapman and Hall, 1860), from Chapter 54; and 
Vincent N. Parrillo’s field research in Seattle.
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on three sides, the founders of durham only 
had to defend the narrow fourth side, and so 
here they built their heavily fortified castle.

the radiocentric city

The importance of defense prompted pre-
industrial people to build cities in the form 
of a great container, protected by natural 
geographic features (durham’s steep slope) 
and human constructs, such as walls, moats, 
castles, or battlements. urbanists characterize 
such cities as radiocentric cities, because they 
radiate outward from a common center.

A wonderful example of this urban form 
is preindustrial Baghdad, iraq (figure 6–2). 
set within an outer wall that had four fortified 
gates, the inner core of the city—containing 
the ruling caliph’s palace and the mosque—
was further protected by two rings of densely 
packed residential quarters, where the city’s 

The lights of a city such as Toronto at night offer strikingly beautiful visual 
 images while simultaneously illustrating its ongoing life and activities after dark. 
Toronto’s strategic location on the shore of Lake Ontario enhances its economic 
vitality, making this metropolitan area home to more than 6 million people—
one-fourth of Canada’s total population.
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FiGUre 6–2  The Radiocentric City: Baghdad, 
circa 146-762 c.e.
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people build access roads to the city as directly 
as possible. That practice suggests the origin of 
one of history’s best-known sayings: “All roads 
lead to rome.”

the Gridiron city

despite the common radial pattern of most 
of the world’s cities, the downtown areas of 
well-known north American cities—Atlanta, 
chicago, Los Angeles, montreal, new york, 
Philadelphia, Toronto, and vancouver—are 
not of a radiocentric design. indeed, while ra-
diocentric center cities are the rule in much 
of the world, that form is the exception in 
north America.

closer to home, we find gridiron cities, 
composed of straight streets crossing at right 
angles to create many regular city blocks. This 
form is typical of cities built after the industrial 
revolution. only then did cities place such 
 importance on economic activity, and a city 
gridiron plan facilitates the movement of peo-
ple and products throughout the city. This form 
is also an efficient way to  divide land—and to 
sell it as real estate. figure 6–3 shows a notable 

poor people lived. Along the main access 
roads leading from the gates to the core, ar-
cades or shops provided easy shopping access 
for Baghdad’s inhabitants.

not all radiocentric cities, however, have 
a perfectly radial shape. ming Peking (see 
chapter 9, figure 9–2) was heavily walled and 
had a moat for defense, yet it took the shape of 
a series of rectangles and squares attached to 
and within one another. These shapes reflect 
the chinese cosmology of the 1400s, which led 
planners to arrange the city on the points of 
the compass—north, south, east, and west.

other considerations also encourage cities to 
develop a radial shape. As any city grows, people 
want to be as close to the center as possible in 
order to make travel easier. Because a circle 
places the most people closest to the center, 
many cities grow in a ring-like fashion around 
a central core. As anyone who has ever gazed 
out an airplane window at night knows, most 
cities look like huge wheels, with central spokes 
 radiating outward. These spokes—highways 
and rail lines—suggest another reason for the 
city’s generally radial form. Because the shortest 
route to the center of a circle is a straight line, 
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FiGUre 6–3  The Gridiron City: William Penn’s Philadelphia Plan, 1682
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ecology, a term coined by Park that focused 
on what he viewed as an orderly evolution of 
urban growth and development:

There are forces at work within the limits of the 
urban community . . . which tend to bring about 
an orderly and typical grouping of its popula-
tion and institutions. The science which seeks 
to isolate these factors and to describe the typi-
cal constellations of persons and institutions 
which the cooperation of these forces produce 
is what we call human, as distinguished from 
plant and animal, ecology. (1984:1–2)

using the ecological approach that stud-
ies the relationship between living things and 
their environment, Park investigated how 
human beings live in their urban world. he 
believed that the evolutionary struggle for 
survival was evident in the everyday competi-
tion for scarce resources, such as food, clothing, 
shelter, and land. emerging from this com-
petition were different clusters of activity that 
Park called natural areas: business districts, 

preindustrial exception: William Penn’s 1682 
plan for selling lots in Philadelphia.

grid patterns do not always result from 
careful planning, however. Typically, when a 
settlement begins, merchants favor a main-
street location that allows people to shop 
and move from one store to another along 
the street. furthermore, open-ended streets 
serve business well, because they allow room 
for growth as well as easy access to and from 
the shopping area. The u.s. and canadian 
midwest and West are full of such “main 
street” towns. if, in time, another major street 
crosses the original street, then we see the be-
ginnings of a gridiron around “four corners” 
that may well expand from there.

Urban ecoloGy

As we discussed in chapter 5, robert Park 
and his fellow chicago sociologists used cit-
ies as a laboratory to study social life. Their 
research generated the science of human 

Boston grew from a small, walled, colonial city to an important city of commerce, 
annexing such adjoining municipalities as Brighton, Charlestown, Dorchester, 
Roxbury, and West Roxbury between 1868 and 1874. Today, it is a large metropo-
lis, utilizing its waterways to full advantage, both commercially and recreationally.
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“The Loop” (i). encircling the downtown area 
there is normally an area in transition, which is 
being invaded by business and light manufac-
ture (ii). A third area (iii) is inhabited by the 
workers in industries who have escaped from 
the area of deterioration (ii) but who desire to 
live within easy access of their work. Beyond this 
zone is the “residential area” (iv) of high-class 
apartment buildings or of exclusive “restricted” 
districts of  single family dwellings. still farther, 
out beyond the city limits, is the commuters’ zone 
(v)—suburban areas, or satellite cities—within a 
thirty- to sixty-minute ride of the central business 
district. (1984:50; orig. 1925)

Burgess illustrated his model by applying 
it directly to the chicago of his day (the left 
side of figure 6–4). once we take the “halv-
ing effect” of Lake michigan into account 
(the heavy line shows the city’s edge by the 
lake), Burgess’s theory did a creditable job in 
explaining the location of the city’s districts. 
The most valuable land (Zone i) lay within 
“The Loop” downtown, which was the exclu-
sive preserve of business. in Zone ii, the “zone 
in transition,” stood factories and slums, 
the latter overflowing with down-and-out 
roomers and ethnic groups of various sorts, 
 including italians (Little sicily) and chinese 
(chinatown). Predominantly  inhabiting Zone 
iii, the zone of  workingmen’s homes, were 
second-generation  migrants, the  descendants 
of earlier chicago immigrants who had 
 escaped the inner city by moving out of the 
slums. here, too, was the “two-flat” area, in 
which two families  occupied two- family houses 
instead of the usual four or more families liv-
ing in multihousing buildings, as in the inner 
city. Zone iv was the “residential area,” domi-
nated by residential hotels, apartment areas, 
and most important, single- family homes. 
in this zone, too, was a relatively wealthy 
 “restricted” residential district, an area that 
excluded people with  “undesirable” ethnic or 
racial traits.

soon after the emergence of the chicago 
school, two other ecological growth theories 
achieved prominence. These, the sector and 
multiple nuclei theories, addressed some of 
the shortcomings of the Park and Burgess 
approach.

ethnic neighborhoods, skid rows, and room-
ing-house areas.

for Park, urban competition is not only 
economic, it is also about power. People com-
pete for control of parks, streets, and ethnic 
districts—and, above all, for the prestige that 
comes from living in a fashionable neighbor-
hood or having an impressive occupation.

Beyond competition, Park noted that large-
scale population movements also influence urban 
development. most of the immigrants who 
came to Park’s chicago and other growing 
north American cities a century ago had little 
education and few skills. They were also ex-
ceedingly poor. With few options, they poured 
into overcrowded housing in the center cities 
and took low-paying jobs in factories. As they 
did in cities across the continent, immigrants 
or their descendants later moved, leaving their 
old neighborhoods to the next poor group to 
enter the city. The chicago sociologists called 
this shifting of population invasion–succession.

concentric Zones

To Park, competition and population move-
ment both shaped and reshaped cities. The 
more economically successful residents se-
lected the choice city locations for their busi-
nesses and homes, leaving the less desirable 
locations to the less successful. in this pro-
cess, claimed Park, the city as a whole took 
on broad, spatial patterns characteristic of an 
economic hierarchy. in the mid-1920s, one of 
Park’s students, ernest W. Burgess, suggested 
that a city develops somewhat the way a tree 
does—growing outward in a series of concen-
tric rings or zones over time.

Although Burgess assumed that economic 
competition was central to urban life, he, like 
Park, also saw other social forces at work. moving 
to a suburb, for example, is not just an economic 
consideration; it also confers prestige, suggesting 
that people have “made it.” Burgess described 
the city in terms of four main zones, with a fifth 
commuter’s zone outside the city limits (see the 
right side of figure 6–4). in his words,

This chart represents an ideal construction of the 
tendencies of any town or city to expand radially 
from its central business district—on the map 
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FiGUre 6–4  Chicago’s Concentric Zones
Source: From “The Growth of the City,” in Robert E. Park and Ernest W. Burgess, eds., The City. Copyright © 1967 University of 
Chicago Press. Reprinted with permission of the University of Chicago Press.

Sectors

homer hoyt (1939) noticed that numerous 
city districts did not conform to the purely 
concentric model suggested by Burgess. even 
in Burgess’s chicago (see figure   6–4), un-
usual areas like the “deutschland ghetto” (the 

home of german immigrants) and the “Black 
Belt” obviously cut across zones. consequently, 
hoyt  studied, block by block, the residential 
patterns of 142   cities in three different time 
periods—1900, 1915, and 1936—adding an 
important historical dimension. The scope of 
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fifth, in the later periods, cities revealed two 
or three fashionable areas in different places, 
with factors other than competition and popula-
tion movement influencing this process. often, 
the wealthy neighborhoods in many cities stood 
on “high ground”—Boston’s Beacon hill and 
san francisco’s nob hill and Pacific heights, 
for instance—indicating a preference by the 
wealthy to be “above” the city’s poorer resi-
dents. elsewhere, high-prestige sectors located 
for aesthetic reasons, such as on waterfronts 
(like chicago’s north shore), while still others 
located along main transportation lines that 
 facilitated easy access to the center city (such as 
Philadelphia’s rittenhouse neighborhood).

Multiple nuclei

Although hoyt’s study was a major advance 
over the Burgess model, it was limited by a 
focus on residential sectors. hoyt imagined 

his study was a major advance over Burgess’s 
work, which was based almost  exclusively on 
chicago.

first, hoyt found that high-prestige, 
fashion able districts formed sectors of vary-
ing size. second, despite a rough concentric 
shape to the cities, many sectors took on a 
pie-shaped form rather than resembling an 
entire ring (figure  6–5). Third, lower-income 
districts often abutted and, sometimes, even 
surrounded fashionable districts. A classic 
 example is harlem’s “striver’s row” of the 
1920s and 1930s, a wealthy, two-block oasis 
of pristine buildings (West 138th and 139th 
streets between seventh and eighth Avenues) 
surrounded by other buildings approach-
ing utter collapse. fourth, hoyt found a ten-
dency, as time passed, for sectors to move out 
of the city radially, along a path begun by the 
sector in earlier years (seattle provides a good 
example).

1900 1915 1936

Boston, Massachusetts

Seattle, Washington

Minneapolis, Minnesota

FiGUre 6–5  Shifts in the Location of Fashionable Residential Areas in Three American Cities,  
1900–1936. Fashionable areas are indicated by shading.
Source: From Homer Hoyt, The Structure and Growth of Residential Neighborhoods in American Cities (Washington, DC: Federal 
Housing Administration, 1939), p. 115, figure 40.
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(sector 7) and, farther out, a completely sepa-
rate residential  suburb (sector 8). heavy manu-
facturing  (sector 6) might lie a relatively large 
distance from the cBd and evolve an industrial– 
residential suburb (sector 9) nearby.

Why do multiple nuclei develop? first, 
certain types of activities require specialized 
facilities. for example, heavy manufactur-
ing requires a great deal of space. A century 
ago, space was plentiful downtown. in recent 
decades, however, space near the cBd has 
 become hard to find and, when it can be 
found, expensive. many modern factories also 
require more floor space on one level. As a 
result, much heavy manufacturing has moved 
from the cBd to outlying industrial areas, 
where land is readily available and taxes are 
often lower. in chicago, for example, heavy 
manufacturing once located in the cBd 
moved to the southeast, around gary, indiana.

that industry, too, moved radially outward 
from the center city—upriver or along rail-
road lines, for instance—but he never investi-
gated this hunch.

chauncy harris and edward ullman (1945) 
argued that as the contemporary city grew, it 
 diversified, developing many distinct sectors 
of activity rather than retaining one center. 
modern cities typically have a major central busi-
ness district (cBd, sector 1 in figure 6–6), but 
various historical, cultural, and economic factors 
specific to a given city generate other districts. 
for example, wholesale light manufacturing 
(sector 2 in figure 6–6) might be near the cBd, 
with low-income residences (sector 3) in vari-
ous separate districts nearby. A medium- income 
residential area (sector 4) might abut the cBd 
and give way on its outer edge to a high-income 
residential area  (sector  5). Between these two 
areas might exist a secondary business district 

Paterson, New Jersey—the first planned U.S. industrial city—typifies an old 
 manufacturing city. In classic sector theory patterning, many of its factories lined 
the railroad tracks, and its fashionable district moved eastward along Broadway 
to the high ground of Manor Hill. No longer thriving, the city struggles to 
 maintain a solid economic base.
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theory both implied certain inevitable pat-
terns of land use. By contrast, harris and 
ullman’s multiple nuclei theory suggests that 
a mix of historical, cultural, and economic sit-
uations both shapes and reshapes every city. 
even the core cBd might fall into decline, as 
it has in some smaller cities.

limitations

Although he based his model on chicago, 
Burgess thought his concentric zone hypoth-
esis would describe any city. do other cities 
and towns conform to the concentric zone 
pattern? certainly, some do. for example, 
an examination of changes in land use for 
the moscow metropolitan area revealed con-
centric zones of outwardly declining land-
use intensity (ioffe and nefedova 2001). A 
longitudinal study (1950–1980) of 318 u.s. 
metropolitan areas found that such evolving 
patterns occurred among industrially based, 
older, larger, more dispersed metropolitan 
communities in the northeast (schwirian, 
et al. 1990:1143).

hoyt’s sector theory offered a helpful 
 description of urban expansion along major 
highways and, later, along interstate high-
ways built through a massive federal con-
struction program begun during the 1950s, 
which contributed to the development of 
suburbia. still, it was a descriptive  analysis 
only, as was the multiple nuclei model, 
which more effectively described spread 
 cities or metropolitan areas with their large 
complexes of shopping malls as well as  office 
and industrial parks (usually along those 
major highways).

critics, however, questioned all three 
ecological models’ suggestion of unifor-
mity within zones and their reliance on con-
cepts of unrestrained competition and large 
population movements. These vary in their 
intensity at different locales and time peri-
ods and, even then, may or may not play a 
key role in a city’s growth and development. 
To illustrate, an analysis of Beijing land-use 
patterns revealed five concentric zones, but 
each zone had mixed urban functions; most 
notably, high-income people did not move 

second, multiple cBds can be the result 
of annexation. As the city absorbs a nearby 
municipality into its political domain, that 
preexisting cBd may evolve further as a sec-
ondary business district. This is particularly 
true of the so-called “spread cities,” such as 
Phoenix, that have expanded greatly in the 
age of the automobile. As it becomes more 
time- consuming to travel into the central 
city’s cBd for shopping, entertainment, 
or business-related activities, other cBds 
emerge within the boundaries of large, out-
lying areas in order to accommodate those 
 inconvenienced by a longer commute into 
the city center.

Perhaps the most important contribution 
of harris and ullman’s theory is that it seri-
ously questions the notion that urban land 
use is predictable at all. Burgess’s zonal hy-
pothesis and, to a lesser extent, hoyt’s sector 

District

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Central Business District
Wholesale Light Manufacturing
Low-class Residential
Medium-class Residential
High-class Residential
Heavy Manufacturing
Outlying Business District
Residential Suburb
Industrial Suburb

8
9

3

1

3

3

6

2

4 7
5

FiGUre 6–6  The Multiple Nuclei Theory
Source: From Chauncy O. Harris and Edward L. Ullman, “The 
Nature of Cities,” The Annals 242 (November 1945), American 
Academy of Political and Social Science.
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with others to create a detailed profile of 
the larger urban community. for example, 
analysts can identify the level of segregation 
in a city based on the clustering of racial 
and ethnic groups in each census tract, or 
how one neighborhood differs from an-
other in educational level, income, number 
of children, type of housing, or whether the 
mother worked. such analysis enables social 
scientists to describe and distinguish the 
social characteristics that are found among 
urban neighborhoods, because numerous 
variations serve as the foundation of a com-
munity’s social structure.

social area analysis proved to be a helpful 
statistical technique, not only for identify-
ing social class, family status, and minority 
patterns in cities but also for comparative 
studies measuring changes in these areas 
over time. in addition, this approach is most 
helpful in finding relationships between 
these social characteristics and any other 
measurable aspect of life, such as crime and 
mental illness rates or religious and voting 
behavior.

An increasingly popular way of display-
ing these findings is through mapping. for 
 example, at its website, the u.s. census 
Bureau offers numerous thematic maps to 
illustrate many of the characteristics listed 
above. chapters 10 and 11 include some of 
these maps to illustrate text material, and at 
the end of this chapter, you’ll find an internet 
 activity that deals with accessing thematic 
maps of cities.

GiS Mapping

A particularly valuable research tool is GIS 
mapping. short for Geographic Information 
Systems, gis mapping is a computer-based 
method to gather, transform, manipulate, 
and analyze information related to the sur-
face of the earth. called Geomatics in canada, 
gis mapping allows us to view, understand, 
question, interpret, and visualize data in 
many ways that reveal relationships, patterns, 
and trends in the form of maps, globes, and 
charts (gis.com 2011).

to the suburbs because of traffic congestion 
and high-quality schools, hospitals, and hotels 
still in central cities (Tian, et al. 2010). other 
forces—for example, globalization, techno-
logical advances in production, communica-
tion, and transportation—can impact on how 
a city’s spatial development occurs.

finally, some critics dismiss the very idea 
of “urban ecology” as “too biological.” That is, 
the principles of plant and animal  ecology are 
inadequate to explain human activity. People, 
unlike plants, are thinking creatures who 
 reflect and act creatively on their urban envi-
ronment. The urban ecological approach pays 
little attention to the roles played by (1) choice, 
(2) culture in the city, and (3) community. in 
other words, this approach ignores important 
social considerations.

such criticism has diminished the impor-
tance of the urban ecological approach and 
its various models for urban development 
over time—and, in fact, has even changed 
the essence of this field. Today, the field of 
ecological sociology, with its own organiza-
tions and journals, includes urban ecologists 
who use urban design, land-use planning, 
and policy reform to help communities plan 
and build neighborhoods that are environ-
mentally sound (urban ecology 2011). To 
understand the unfolding processes of urban 
growth and vitality, a host of alternative theo-
ries and approaches suggest that the forces 
shaping land use are more complex than the 
early urban ecologists suspected.

Social area analySiS  
and MappinG

one current technique to describe urban 
land use is comparing the socioeconomic 
characteristics of urbanites living in differ-
ent census tracts. A census tract averages 
about 4,000 residents, and it typically con-
tains relatively homogeneous units with 
respect to population characteristics, eco-
nomic status, and living conditions (see the 
Cityscape box on page 167 ). using these 
social attributes, social scientists can clas-
sify each census tract and then compare it 
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cityScape

Miami’s little havana

The center of Little Havana lies 
along 8th Street in Southwest 
Miami. It is one of several areas 
in Miami and its environs in 
which substantial numbers of 
Cuban Americans reside. As 
is typical in areas that served 
as initial enclaves for a par-
ticular group (Chinatown in 
San Francisco, for example) 
the current population of Little 

Havana is older and poorer than other, later 
Cuban concentrations in the Miami area. . . . 

Along 8th Street, for a stretch of several 
miles, are homes and apartments occu-
pied primarily by Cuban families. Many of 
the homes have characteristically Cuban 
features such as decorative Spanish tiles, 
Catholic shrines in the backyards, and fences 
enclosing the front yards. There are many 
Cuban-owned stores, restaurants, and finan-
cial institutions catering largely, but not ex-
clusively, to co-ethnics. . . . Some shops offer 
special wearing apparel such as guayaberas: 
lightweight, short coats traditionally worn by 
Cuban men. There are a number of botani-
cas selling religious goods, including potions 
for recalling saints and spirits and aerosol 
cans whose contents are guaranteed to im-
prove one’s love life. Many small grocery 
stores sell Cuban food products and almost 
all the pharmacies in Little Havana have 
signs in their windows announcing that they 
send medicine to Cuba. Local churches offer 
masses in Spanish and English.

A dozen or more daily and weekly 
Spanish-language newspapers are available 

at Little Havana’s newsstands or from coin-
operated boxes. Some of the newspapers are 
primarily oriented to news about Cuba and 
the Cuban population in the United States, 
whereas others focus on Latin America as a 
whole. The area is also served by WQBA, one 
of several Spanish-language radio stations, 
but the one that has historically claimed to 
be La Cubanisma (the most Cuban). Little 
Havana also contains a number of outdoor 
cafes and outdoor tables, where a mostly 
elderly male clientele gathers during the 
day and evening to play cards and dominos 
under black olive trees. A focal point in Little 
Havana is Domino Park, where older men 
play dominos throughout the day, smoke ci-
gars, and talk about the old days in Cuba.

A number of Little Havana’s restau-
rants offer traditional Cuban dishes such as 
chicken and yellow rice. Some of the res-
taurants are inconspicuous neighborhood 
eateries, others are highly ornate. The most 
famous among the latter is probably the 
Restaurant Versailles, “the mirrored palace,” 
which was designed to closely resemble sev-
eral once-popular night spots in Havana. . . . 

Walking down Southwest 8th Street gives 
a former Cuban a feeling of being transported 
back in time to the Havana of yesterday. 
Little Havana in Miami is, in many respects, 
a copy of Havana in Cuba. Murals of the lat-
ter, complete with street signs, decorate the 
walls of restaurants, keeping alive memories 
of life in Cuba.

Source: From Mark Abrahamson, Urban Enclaves: 
Identity and Place in America, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Worth Publishers, 2005).

The gis maps serve many useful and vary-
ing purposes for all types of organizations in 
both the private and public sectors. for ex-
ample, a gis map can be a valuable resource 

in land-use management and planning for fu-
ture development. (Another internet activity 
at the end of this chapter will give you an op-
portunity to look at land use where you live.)
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the loS anGeleS School: 
poStModerniSM

Partly as a spin-off from the multiple nuclei 
theory, but more importantly as a rejection 
of the chicago school, a new perspective—
dubbed “the Los Angeles school”—emerged 
in the mid-1980s. originally focusing on the 
five-county region of southern california 
(Los Angeles, ventura, san Bernardino, 
riverside, and orange), this perspective has 
its emphasis on multicentered, dispersed 
patterns as the new reality of urban growth. 
using Los Angeles as their model, propo-
nents argue that the city’s multiple realities 
and its decentralized structure represent the 
urban future. such reasoning, with its focus 
on socially and spatially fragmented patterns, 
fits into postmodern thinking, which rejects 
universal truths in favor of more limited inter-
pretations of specific areas.

limitations

Like the other approaches we’ve discussed, 
 social area analysis also has its limitations. one 
problem is that this approach is not theore tical; 
it merely gives a description of cities’ areas. That 
is, social area analysis cannot predict where 
groups will settle, or explain why groups settled 
where they did, in order to aid in planning. By 
contrast, Park and Burgess noted the ecologi-
cal forces of competition and population move-
ments that cause concentric rings to develop. 
Likewise, harris and ullman attributed the 
unique form of each city to historical, cultural, 
or economic factors as a basis for interpreting 
findings. nevertheless, even though social area 
analysis offers limited insights regarding the 
possibilities for urban land use, its utility as a 
systematic measurement of the complexities 
found in urban communities comes from how 
it provides us with a fuller  understanding of 
neighborhood characteristics.

Los Angeles is a spread city held together more by an intricate freeway system than 
by a cohesive political system. Critics charge that neither one actually works well. 
Local government is too fragmented and disorganized, and the densely populated 
area has the nation’s worst traffic congestion, leading to the average driver wasting 
more than 82 hours each year by sitting in traffic.
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Main arguments

michael J. dear, a leading advocate of the 
Los Angeles school, shares soja’s belief about 
the city serving as a prototype for fragmen-
tation and social differentiation in a global 
economy and a postmodern culture. he also 
adds that as a consequence of physical sprawl, 
the city’s “decentered politics” is one way that 
Los Angeles serves as a herald of the future. 
he describes the Los Angeles region as being 
“split in many separate fiefdoms, with their 
leaders in constant battle” (2001:14). With 
over 100 municipalities in Los Angeles county 
(total population of nearly 10 million), there 
are many problems of political representa-
tion. These include city–county government 
disputes, slow-growth/no-growth movements, 
and the difficulties associated with minority-
group political participation. As a result, 
many alliances—formal and informal, legal 
and illegal—form to press their claims. either 
autocratic—even corrupt—power will result, 
or there will be “polarization along class, in-
come, racial and ethnic lines” (2001:15).

Proponents of the Los Angeles school re-
ject any depiction of Los Angeles as outside 
the mainstream of u.s. urban culture because 
of its widespread urban sprawl, insignificant 
architecture, and jammed freeways. instead, 
they insist, Los Angeles closely resembles other 
emerging cities with its low-density growth, 
multiple ethnic enclaves, and multiple urban 
centers within one region. moreover, the city 
contains the same dichotomy as others, with 
its high concentration of wealth alongside 
poverty and homelessness. As a result, in con-
trast to the heritage of the past metropolitan 
form promoted by the chicago school, those 
of the Los Angeles school contend that their 
approach to urban studies is the accurate de-
piction of modern urban centers not just on 
this continent but also elsewhere in the world 
(hise, et al. 1996).

Are the postmodernists correct in saying 
that cities are developing in a way that no 
 longer fits the old logic of urban develop-
ment advocated by the urban ecologists? is the 
evolution of Los Angeles that they describe 
truly the wave of the future elsewhere? With a 

building blocks

Perhaps the origins of this new perspective 
lie in the vivid depiction of the Los Angeles 
area by rayner Banham (2009; orig. 1973). 
he identified four basic “ecologies” that dif-
fered markedly from those advanced by the 
chicago school: (1) surfurbia (the beach 
cities along the coast), (2) the foothills (the 
 private enclaves of the privileged in such 
areas as Beverly hills and Bel Air), (3) the 
plains of Id (the endless central flatlands), and 
(4) autopia (the freeways that exist as “a single 
comprehensible place” and “coherent state 
of mind”). Banham was partly harsh in his 
description of the “plains of id,” describing 
them as “gridded with endless streets, pep-
pered endlessly with ticky-tacky houses clus-
tered in indistinguishable neighborhoods, 
slashed across by endless freeways that have 
destroyed any community spirit that may have 
once existed” (p. 161).

douglas suisman (1990) insisted that the 
city’s boulevards, not its freeways, are what 
give form to its structure and communities. As 
surface streets—rather than the self-contained 
freeways with their on-off ramps—these boule-
vards connect different sections of the metrop-
olis, provide an organizational framework for 
local travel destinations, and serve as a “filter to 
adjacent residential neighborhoods” (quoted 
in dear 2001:13). for suisman, boulevards are 
the defining element of the city’s public space 
in its linkage between municipalities.

edward W. soja (2000) helped bring a 
postmodern perspective to this school of 
thought in his argument that Los Angeles is 
a decentralized metropolis with a fragmented 
power structure that is becoming increasingly 
pliant and disorganized. Although the center 
may hold as a strategic surveillance point for 
social control, radiating outward is a complex, 
highly fragmented mishmash of “wedges” and 
“citadels,” separated by boulevards acting as 
corridors. With global capitalism serving as an 
underlying rationale, soja views Los Angeles 
as resembling “a gigantic agglomeration of 
theme parks” (p. 245). moreover, he suggests 
that the worldwide future of urbanism will re-
semble Los Angeles (miller 2000).
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religious, educational, and economic—
played a role in locating cities as well. spatial 
location of cities also results from their differ-
ent types—crossroad centers, break-of-bulk 
points, and amenity, governmental, or reli-
gious entities. industrial location theory sug-
gests that the triangulation of minimized total 
costs for transportation, labor, and market, 
in order to maximize profits, will influence 
the decision about location. in addition, the 
type of city helps forge a city’s basic shape. 
radiocentric cities have a tendency to emerge 
where religious and political forces are of 
central interest to a population; gridiron 
cities spring up where economic concerns 
predominate.

robert Park and ernest W. Burgess (the 
chicago school) saw competition and popu-
lation movement as responsible for shaping 
cities. Burgess’s concentric zone model il-
lustrates their ideas. critics, however, raised 
questions as to whether a biologically deter-
mined competition could explain people’s 
behavior, and they pointed out numerous ex-
ceptions to the zonal hypothesis.

recognizing the difficulties of the chicago 
theory, homer hoyt suggested that many cit-
ies were organized in sectors, and that the 
prime cause of such sectoring was socioeco-
nomic status. This was a helpful contribution, 
but like the chicago model, it ultimately failed 
to account for the complexity of urban life.

An additional contribution was harris and 
ullman’s multiple nuclei theory. This model 
abandoned any idea of a deterministic pat-
tern to urban development: it held that zones, 
sectors, and even the cBd were variable, with 
city form changing over time.

With earlier explanations of urban land 
use (the concentric zone, sector, and multi-
ple nuclei theories) discredited as too simple, 
urban ecology now primarily functions as a 
way to use urban design, land-use planning, 
and policy reform to help communities plan 
and build neighborhoods that are environ-
mentally sound.

social area analysis is an approach distin-
guished by its lack of theory and explanation 
for what it reveals, but it provides a detailed 
description of the existing characteristics of a 

projected population increase of 3 million for 
the Los Angeles region by mid-century (more 
than all of present-day chicago), the direction 
of its ongoing growth and development as the 
second-largest metropolitan area in the united 
states is more than just an academic question. 
only time will give us the answer, but a new 
generation of Los Angeles school advocates is 
emerging, one still interested in interpreting 
socio-spatial differences among contemporary 
cities but also seeking to explore how these 
differences shape reactionary and progressive 
urban politics (nicholls 2011).

limitations

As with other interpretations, this approach 
also has its critics, who contend that advocates 
of the Los Angeles school overemphasize the 
uniqueness, importance, or widespread appli-
cability of the Los Angeles model (Beauregard 
2003). harvey molotch (2002) says that the 
Los Angeles analysts assume things are more 
local than they are, that there have always 
been cities which differed from the chicago 
model of land use, and that demographic dis-
tributions in western u.s. cities are but one 
variation of such nonconformity. robert J. 
sampson (2002) says that neither city—Los 
Angeles or chicago—can be reduced to one 
model, because both have greater internal 
differentiation than either model allows and 
because each city actually contains spatial 
forms and landscape elements of the other. 
essentially, all the critics argue for the need to 
transcend a parochial focus in favor of a the-
ory that transcends time and place. in rebut-
tal, the analysts of the Los Angeles school say 
that sufficient evidence exists worldwide to 
support their position on how to view contem-
porary urban growth (dear 2001; scott 2001).

SUMMary

People founded cities at particular geographi-
cal sites where environmental conditions 
(water and climate) were favorable and where 
economic factors would ensure a measure of 
prosperity. other human needs—political, 
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governance and community within a metro-
politan area increasingly affected by global 
capitalism. Advocates insist that Los Angeles 
is the prototype of the urban future, but crit-
ics insist that this claim is not justified.

conclUSion

urban land use is extremely complex. This 
chapter traced increasingly sophisticated ef-
forts to capture this multifaceted reality. We 
can be pleased with major advances, particu-
larly in our understanding of how cities in the 
modern world organize space, but we also 
need to understand the external forces out-
side the cities’ control that also affect their 
fortunes and, therefore, their space. it is to 
this topic that we turn in the next chapter.

neighborhood and allows comparisons over 
time and/or with other neighborhoods. data 
from the u.s. census Bureau can offer such 
detailed analysis of census tracts, including 
thematic maps to present visually a number of 
various socioeconomic indicators. This form 
and other forms of mapping, particularly gis 
mapping, can be of value in many ways, in-
cluding land-use management and planning.

The Los Angeles school uses a critical spa-
tial perspective and postmodern viewpoint 
to understand the spread-city phenomenon. 
Besides more accurately explaining urban-
ism in southern california than the urban 
ecologists could, its emphasis on political 
fragmentation, multiple urban centers in a re-
gion, and a multicultural/multiethnic urban 
entity calls our attention to the problems of 
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internet activitieS

 1. At http://www.socialexplorer.com/pub/maps/
map3.aspx?g=0&mapi=SE0012, social explo-
rer enables you to select map menu choices 
in the upper right corner. each population 
map that appears is a social area analysis of 
the variable you selected. you can click any 
geographic area to get a closer look.

 2. go to the guide for geographic informa-
tion systems (http://www.gis.com/) for an 
introduction into using gis mapping to 
present data. other sublinks at this site 
will give you numerous real-world exam-
ples in many disciplines.

http://www.socialexplorer.com/pub/maps/map3.aspx?g=0&mapi=SE0012
http://www.socialexplorer.com/pub/maps/map3.aspx?g=0&mapi=SE0012
http://www.gis.com/
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quite old, drawing heavily on the ideas of 
Karl marx (1818–1883). What is new is their 
application to the city and, more specifically, 
to recent trends, such as globalization of the 
economy, economic restructuring in the 
United States, and the proliferation of mega-
cities and new cities.

The heart of this approach, as already 
mentioned, is a central reliance on political 
economy theory and its application to urban 
life, in terms of the social structures and pro-
cesses of change that benefit some groups at 
the expense of others (Gottdiener and Feagin 
1988). before we examine some of the major 
aspects of this perspective—now the domi-
nant view in the field—we will review some 
earlier contributions to political and eco-
nomic analysis.

Urban EConomiCS:  
thE traditional PErSPECtivE

People familiar with cities often have an 
image of a vibrant downtown, a place where 
the action is, where the buildings are taller 
and the lights brighter. That is, indeed, an ac-
curate image of north american, european, 
or “Westernized” cities. approaching a major 
city at night along a dark highway, one first 
sees the distant glow of the city lights, even be-
fore making out the evening skyline. barring 
an electrical blackout, large areas of the cen-
ter city are never dark, but why is this so? Why 
shouldn’t the “action” be everywhere? Why 
should the tall buildings be concentrated in 
a single area?

Central Place theory

To answer these questions, we should first re-
alize that the city is where everything human 
comes together. compared with the fixed life 
of rural areas or small towns, the city’s possi-
bilities are practically limitless. indeed, the city 
is the place where the mix of people and ideas 
makes the creation of new things easy. The 
city, by its very nature, promotes “interaction 
and fusion” (mumford 1991:568; orig. 1961).

Furthermore, as one approaches the cen-
ter of the city, the level of human activity 

During the early 1970s, an alternative theo-
retical approach to urban sociology began 
to take form. in part, this development was 
a response to what its proponents saw as de-
ficiencies of the chicago School (described 
in chapter 5). it was also a response to the 
turmoil of the times. The late 1960s and early 
1970s were a period of upheaval in both the 
United States and europe, prompting a more 
critical and political outlook on society. not 
surprisingly, many scholars began to question 
the assumption that geography and technol-
ogy were the main factors shaping urban life.

These “new” urbanists emphasized the 
distribution of wealth and political power in 
the city. They noted that the wealthiest peo-
ple lived on the most desirable land and en-
joyed the greatest access to the city’s services. 
is it any accident, they asked, that the city’s 
best schools are situated in the city’s richest 
neighborhoods? or that new superhighways 
tear through old urban neighborhoods, with 
patent disregard for poor residents, to bet-
ter serve the city’s elite and those who have 
fled to the wealthy suburbs? Their answer was 
a resounding “no!” on the contrary, they 
concluded, “the structure of the city is to 
be explained by the pursuit of profit” (hall 
1984:32). With the rapid globalization of the 
economy, many urban scholars turned their 
attention to how the international economic 
system was impacting on cities.

also emerging in refutation to the chicago 
School’s emphasis on a centralized, core city 
that dominates a region was the postmodern 
perspective known as the los angeles School 
(described in chapter 6). Postmodernism, 
you may recall, rejects the notion of any ratio-
nal, overarching interpretation of reality and, 
instead, puts emphasis on the fragmented 
 nature of urban growth, development, and 
life. most analysts place the los angeles 
School within the larger framework of politi-
cal economy models.

This alternative approach, originally 
called “the new urban sociology” (Gottdiener 
and hutchison 2010), has now existed long 
enough not to be “new,” so we will use the 
term critical urban sociology. in truth, how-
ever, most of its theoretical arguments are 
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to find a better deal, with predictable conse-
quences for the company’s future. or, if one 
business offers poor-quality goods for the 
same price at which a competitor sells a better 
product, which firm do you think will prosper?

What about a business in a small town with 
little competition? There, businesses typically 
offer less value to their customers, because 
they know it’s too inconvenient and expen-
sive for most local people to go to the city to 
get the lower price or the better product.

competition also explains why so many busi-
nesses of the same type tend to cluster together 
in the city, in what we called natural areas in 
chapter 5. in fact, most cities have entire dis-
tricts devoted solely to the computer, furniture, 
camera, automobile, fashion, jewelry, or en-
tertainment businesses. The reasons for such 
proximity are easy to understand. businesses of 
the same type, when located near one another, 
can (1) know what their competitors are up to 
simply by walking across the street, (2) provide 
a single locale where customers can easily en-
gage in comparison shopping, and (3) share 
agglomeration services, thereby making the 
products cheaper for everyone.

Fourth, and finally, cities can offer higher-
quality products at lower prices because they 
stand amidst a greater population. This means 
that urban businesses have a larger available 
work force than their rural counterparts do; 
thus, other things being equal, urban busi-
nesses can hire the more qualified people. 
Just as important, urban companies benefit 
from a larger pool of customers.

For these four reasons, the city has marked 
economic advantages over the hinterland. 
once established, a city may operate as a “mag-
net” or “growth machine,” becoming more 
and more productive as it draws raw materials 
and people from all around (molotch 1976; 
Wilson and Jonas 1999).

Within the city, economic advantages in-
crease as one nears the city center; for this rea-
son, people who stand to benefit from those 
advantages want to locate near there. This prin-
ciple points out why we find, at the city’s center, 
a central business district (CBD) and why, at 
the city’s center, the action truly is greater, the 
buildings taller, and the lights brighter.

becomes more intense. The greatest action is, 
literally, in the center, where people contact 
each other more frequently. There, in the 
“downtown,” one finds the greatest economic 
advantages that cities can offer.

The Economic Advantages of Cities. cities 
tend to be located where important goods or 
services are available in abundance (Winston–
Salem, Raleigh, and Durham, north carolina, 
are in the heart of tobacco-producing coun-
try) or where goods and services can be ob-
tained easily (new orleans is near the mouth 
of the mississippi River). in either case, a 
prime location means that cities obtain, pro-
duce, and distribute their goods and services 
more cheaply than smaller settlements can. 
To ship heating oil to albany, new york, costs 
a certain amount, but to transport that oil to 
the small town of Ticonderoga, 100 miles far-
ther away, adds additional transportation and 
handling costs.

Second, cities play host to what economists 
call agglomeration industries. Take Detroit, 
home of the automobile industry. because 
the major U.S. car manufacturers have their 
home bases there, this city also attracts vari-
ous subindustries to serve them—companies 
manufacturing car paints or engine pistons, 
for  example. The major automakers actually 
share these subindustries, which benefits ev-
eryone involved, including the customer, who 
ultimately buys the car for less. other exam-
ples of famous agglomeration industries are 
the entertainment industry in los angeles and 
hollywood, meatpacking in chicago, country 
music in nashville, and fashion in new york. 
in each case, the presence of agglomeration 
industries keeps production costs lower than 
they might be in a smaller settlement.

a third economic advantage of cities, 
 particularly those based on a free-enterprise 
system, is that competition among various pro-
ducers works to keep costs down and quality 
up for various goods and services. because so 
many businesses of the same type exist in cit-
ies, no business can charge a great deal more 
than its competitors for the same product. To 
do so, in a competitive environment, would 
simply mean that customers will go elsewhere 
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america’s world city, new york, is centrally 
located within the populous northeast and 
affords easy access to the entire United States 
and europe. There, one can discover virtu-
ally anything from indonesian restaurants 
to dozens of broadway, off-broadway, off-
off-broadway, and local theater groups. in 
smaller cities, of course, indonesian restau-
rants are usually nowhere to be found, and 
theatergoers must be content with pre-broad-
way trial runs, post-broadway tours, or small, 
local theater offerings. This is why, over the 
last century or two, people have sometimes 
referred disparagingly to lower-order cities as 
“one-horse towns.” or, as essayist alexander 
Woollcott put it back in the 1930s, “a hick 
town is one where there is no place to go you 
shouldn’t be” (answers.com 2011).

the general Pattern of land Use
This vertical place is no more an accident than 
the himalayas are. The city needs all these tall 
buildings to contain the tremendous energy 
there.

edward Field (1924–1994)

imagine you are traveling through the 
countryside toward any north american city. 
at the beginning of the trip, there are fields 
and, perhaps, some scattered farms or houses. 
as you approach the city, built-up residential 
areas appear, increasing in density as you 
near the city’s center.

A Theoretical Model. is this pattern typi-
cal of the north american cities you know? 
if you think it is, economist William alonso 
(1960, 2012) would say that this perception is 
no accident, because cities definitely use their 
land in a patterned way. in building his land-
use model, alonso described the ideal case, 
assuming that (1) the city existed in a com-
pletely flat, featureless place; (2) it had a sin-
gle cbD; (3) efficient transportation existed 
in all directions; and (4) every person in the 
city was motivated by economic self-interest.

alonso was well aware, however, that in 
real life, many of these assumptions might 
not hold. For example, San Francisco exists 
on hills; the minneapolis–St. Paul metropolis 

The Urban Hierarchy. basic economic ad-
vantages also help explain why some cities 
grow much larger than others. The largest cit-
ies are just more centrally located relative to 
important goods or services. chicago is a major 
urban center because of both its location at the 
southern end of lake michigan and its central-
ity to the nation’s population. a century ago, 
chicago thrived as the ideal location for ship-
ping goods from the heavily settled northeast 
to all other regions of the  nation. Similarly, 
chicago was a natural stopover for people 
heading westward. in comparison, milwaukee, 
another major Great lakes port, is less cen-
trally located. Therefore, as chicago devel-
oped into a major city, milwaukee evolved into 
a second-tier urban area.

back in the 1930s, German geographer 
Walter christaller (1966; orig. 1933) incorpo-
rated this pattern into his central place theory. 
christaller suggested that the more important 
a city’s economic function to a region, the 
more its population will increase. in turn, the 
city’s hinterland—smaller cities, towns, and 
rural areas—becomes dependent on the large 
city for many goods and services that their 
smaller populations cannot support. This, in 
turn, would make the city grow even more.

christaller also suggested that cities (espe-
cially smaller ones) typically space themselves so 
that they do not cut into each  other’s markets. 
in other words, cities emerge at “distance inter-
vals,” with each serving a local  hinterland. The 
upstate new york area provides an example: 
Stretched along the new york State Thruway, at 
least 75 miles apart, are the major urban areas 
of buffalo–niagara Falls (2010 population: 
1.1 million), Rochester (1 million), Syracuse 
(663,000), Utica–Rome (299,000), and albany–
Schenectady–Troy (871,000).

over a fairly large geographical region, 
then, we can expect cities to be distributed 
by size. most numerous will be smaller, local 
cities, such as Geneva, new york; next up 
the scale will be fewer but larger, regional 
cities, such as Rochester, new york; then 
a smaller number of, large, national cities, 
such as Pittsburgh and Philadelphia; and 
finally, a very few, very large, world cities, 
such as new york, Paris, and Tokyo. north 
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general conclusions but wondering why most 
inner cities in north america also have many 
poor neighborhoods. if alonso is correct, poor 
people, unable to afford high rents, should be 
living a long distance from the cbD.

let’s take a closer look. With little dis-
posable income, poor people are unable to 
pay high rents, but they also cannot afford 
the high costs of travel from a remote area. 
Therefore, many poor people do pay higher 
rents than they would farther out so that they 
can live near the cbD. To do so, however, they 
live in high-density housing, perhaps sharing 
an apartment with another family or receiv-
ing assistance through a rent subsidy program. 
also, the rents in these neighborhoods are set 
at what the market will bear. if it is an undesir-
able poor neighborhood, landlords can only 
charge as much rent as  low- income households 
can afford. if this neighborhood undergoes 
gentrification, however, with more  affluent 
residents moving in, the rents go much higher, 
forcing out those who are  unable to afford 
them. alonso’s general conclusion then be-
comes applicable again.

on the other side of the coin, more afflu-
ent families can—and do—accept the higher 
cost of commuting from outside the cbD. 
These families do so mostly because they de-
mand a great deal of space, which only a 

has two cbDs; Philadelphia’s subway system 
runs only to certain parts of the city; and the 
mormons who founded Salt lake city were 
hardly motivated by purely economic inter-
ests. Similarly, alonso knew that other factors, 
such as ethnic relationships, politics, and his-
tory, all play a role in urban life. nevertheless, 
his model helps us see how economic concerns 
shape a city’s land use. only those who can pay 
the most will locate in the city’s center. This is 
why the downtown is primarily a business dis-
trict, with whatever residential property exists 
there taking the form of smaller apartments 
typically piled high on a small amount of land.

overall, alonso’s model suggests a city with 
two major districts: (1) a cbD in the middle, 
occupied by businesses of various types (of-
fices, industries, and warehouses), and (2) the 
surrounding, mostly residential areas. circling 
the residential district would be yet other 
rings, containing businesses that require even 
more land and where rents are even lower. in 
such urban fringe areas, we might find cem-
eteries, golf courses, and farmland. Still far-
ther out, as the population dwindles away, we 
would begin to find little except farms.

Figure 7–1 summarizes alonso’s model 
of urban land use. as the figure shows, busi-
nesses pay the highest rents to be near the 
cbD. as the distance from the cbD grows, the 
number of businesses declines until, at some 
point, they cease altogether. This means that 
despite the lower rents, it is not economically 
feasible to operate a business there, because 
it requires giving up the trade advantages of 
location in or near the cbD.

most residents cannot afford the high 
rents of the cbD, so they live some distance 
away. as distance increases, rents continue to 
drop, but at some point, no matter how low 
the rent, transportation problems in terms 
of time and money become so great that vir-
tually no city workers choose to live there. 
People engaged in agriculture and other 
land-intensive pursuits can least afford to pay 
cbD rentals; thus, their businesses are a con-
siderable distance from the cbD.

The Case of the Inner-City Poor. at this 
point, you may be agreeing with alonso’s 

(a) (b) (c)

Near FarDistance from 
Central Business District (CBD)

Businesses

Residences

Agriculture and
Other Uses

High

Low

CBD

R
en

t

FigUrE 7–1  The Economics of Urban Land Use



Chapter 7  Critical Urban Sociology    177

a third type of criticism points out that 
alonso’s economic theory applies only to a 
limited range of cities. For example, the capi-
talist–industrial city (on which the economic 
theory is based) is only one of at least five 
major city types that have existed historically. 
other types include regal–ritual cities (with 
political and religious concerns at their core), 
administrative cities (with many government 
activities), colonial cities (that manage a colo-
nial region for another nation), and mercantile 
cities (with trade as their principal concern). 
of these, only the last operates on economic 
principles similar to those of the modern 
Western city. in the other types, people are 
not making decisions based on the economic 
principles assumed by alonso.

none of these criticisms—consumer power-
lessness, non-economic factors affecting land 
use, and its non-universality—means that 
alonso’s theory is wrong. clearly, however, it is 
limited in utility and is but one model of how 
the free market makes use of land. let’s look at 
the newer, more dominant economic model, 
as delineated in critical urban sociology.

Urban PolitiCal EConomy

by the end of the 1960s, an increasing num-
ber of social scientists had found that the 
traditional economic model, as well as con-
ventional theories of urban ecology, no lon-
ger accounted for many important changes 
in cities. in north american cities, one had 
to look beyond the city itself to understand 
the dramatic decline in industrial jobs, the 
movement of millions of people from the cit-
ies to the suburbs, the movement from the 
Snowbelt to the Sunbelt, and the intensifying 
financial problems of so many cities. Some 
other model seemed necessary to explain the 
new urban realities, thus setting the stage for 
the urban political economy approach.

Several assumptions served as the foun-
dation for this new approach. First, any city 
exists within the larger political structures of 
county, state, and nation. beyond that, in-
ternational political processes—such as oil 
prices, trade agreements, and hostilities—can 
affect urban life on a local level. Second, local 

suburban neighborhood within their budgets 
can provide. and no doubt, many find ad-
ditional “value” in having few poor people as 
neighbors.

limitations

Some scholars question whether free enter-
prise, in the sense assumed by economic theo-
rists like alonso and his followers, really exists 
at all (Todaro and Smith 2011). To them, con-
sumers are too powerless to set the agenda for 
a society’s economic production.

Unfortunately, the facts of economic life in both 
the developed and the less developed nations 
of the world are such as to render much of [this] 
theory of negligible importance. . . . consumers 
as a whole are rarely sovereign about anything, 
let alone with regard to questions of what goods 
and services are to be produced, in what quan-
tities and for whom. . . . Producers, whether pri-
vate or public, have great power in determining 
market prices and quantities sold. The ideal of 
competition is typically just that—an “ideal” 
with little substance in reality. . . . Finally, the 
invisible hand often acts not to promote the 
general welfare but rather to lift up those who 
are already well-off while pushing down the vast 
majority. (Todaro and Smith 2011:130)

important non-economic factors also influ-
ence urban land use. People in some neigh-
borhoods may actively resist any “undesirables” 
seeking to move nearby. This resistance often 
extends beyond personal attitudes, influenc-
ing zoning laws and the practices of real-estate 
agents to keep people from securing housing 
they may be able to afford. For example, a pro-
posal in late 2006 for affordable, work force 
housing in Tarpon Springs, in the Tampa bay 
region of Florida, touched off widespread re-
sistance and dozens of impassioned letters to 
the local newspaper. “i am strongly opposed 
to any building of work force housing, bet-
ter known as low-income housing,” one resi-
dent wrote. “clearly this action would create 
higher crimes and lower property valuations” 
(Quoted in Stein 2006:1). So strong was the 
backlash that the city commission voted to cut 
the proposed density in half, resulting in no 
work force housing there.
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two types of investment capital. he identified 
the commonly studied economic activity— 
investment to hire workers to manufacture a 
product to sell at a profit to be used for more 
investment—as the primary circuit of capital. 
Thus, in a capitalist system, the main flow of 
money is from investors into materials and 
labor costs in order to create a manufactured 
good, the sale of which generates profits for 
still more manufacturing ventures. This con-
tinual circulation of manufacturing capital 
generates much wealth for investors, but it 
is also what pumps the national economy. 
hence, lefebvre named this circular money 
flow the primary one.

To examine the unevenness of urban 
 development, lefebvre identified another 
important profit-oriented economic activity—
real-estate investment—as the second circuit 
of  capital. investment in land, he maintained, 
almost always leads to profit and serves as an 
important means for acquiring wealth. one 
buys property expecting it to appreciate in 
value or develops land for residential or com-
mercial purposes—both of which yield a profit. 
The circuit becomes complete when the inves-
tor takes that profit and invests it in more land-
based projects.

Within a city, he suggested, profit-seeking 
motives determine the stability, decline, or re-
juvenation of various areas. lefebvre’s focus 
on real-estate investment pushing city growth 
in certain ways was a turning point that influ-
enced subsequent theories and analyses of 
the dynamics of urban development.

Space as Part of Social Organization. lefebvre 
made a second important contribution with his 
assertion that space is more than just a social 
“container”; it is also closely linked to behavior. 
in other words, we construct our surround-
ings to meet particular needs and objectives, 
and our surroundings, in turn, affect our 
 subsequent behavior. People thus organize 
their daily lives and actions—whether cultural, 
economic, educational, or social—within the 
constraints or opportunities of the built envi-
ronment. We need to think of planners and de-
velopers, then, as important architects of  social 
life. lefebvre added that comparable social 

economies do not operate independently 
but, rather, connect to one another and forge 
state, national, and international economic 
networks. most important, the new breed 
of social scientists discount the notion that 
“natural processes” shape the physical form 
and social life of cities and advance their be-
lief that political and economic institutions— 
including banks, governments, and interna-
tional corporations—shape urban life.

one key focus is the role of investment 
decisions in shaping cities. Who makes deci-
sions that direct a city’s economy, and for what 
purposes? in addition, the political economy 
 approach investigates how conflicts—for exam-
ple, between labor and management, between 
racial and ethnic populations, and  between so-
cial classes—shape the physical and social char-
acter of cities.

The political economy viewpoint drew to-
gether geographers and philosophers, as well 
as sociologists specializing in the investiga-
tion of urban development. Drawing on the 
ideas of Karl marx, such thinkers as henri 
lefebvre, David harvey, manuel castells, and 
allen Scott argued that urban changes must 
be understood in light of historical economic 
and political forces. We now look at each of 
their contributions.

henri lefebvre: redefining  
the Study of Cities

French philosopher henri lefebvre (1902–
1991) sparked the application of the critical 
perspective to studying the city. Drawing from 
the writings of Karl marx and his associate, 
Friedrich engels, lefebvre (1992, 2003) applied 
the economic categories of capital, labor, profit, 
wages, class exploitation, and inequality to ex-
plain the unevenness of urban development. in 
doing so, he helped develop many ideas about 
cities, ideas to which marx and engels never de-
voted much attention. he thus became an influ-
ential source of new thinking about the city, sug-
gesting that urban development was as much a 
product of the capitalist economic system as was 
any manufactured good.

Two Circuits of Capital. To advance his con-
cept, lefebvre made a distinction between 
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managing space—were highly influential in 
charting the course that others would take. 
most new theories in urban development 
trace their origins to this French philosopher, 
although many later theorists do not agree 
with all of lefebvre’s arguments.

Urban areas as themed 
Environments

an excellent example of lefebvre’s ideas is 
found in the recycling of abandoned factories 
and docks into redeveloped areas that empha-
size a heritage and leisure experience (Ward 
1998). This transformation of public space into 
a packaged, themed environment has been 
a dominant land-use pattern since the 1960s 
(Gottdiener 2001; Sorkin 1992). at the fore-
front of such efforts was developer James W. 
Rouse, who worked to rejuvenate dying down-
towns by introducing so-called festival market-
places: Fanueil hall in boston, harborplace 
in baltimore, market east in Philadelphia, 
St.  louis Union Station, the South Street 
Seaport in manhattan, Riverwalk marketplace 
in new orleans, and Pioneer Place in Portland.

although these themed public space areas 
are well known and prosperous, many other 
cities have also rediscovered their own water-
front areas. Seattle, cincinnati, cleveland, 
louisville, and memphis—to name just a few—
redeveloped these areas with parks, restau-
rants, stores, and various activities. although 
each city’s waterfront view may vary somewhat, 
one finds a generic similarity existing among 
all such areas in all cities. Similarly, historic dis-
tricts—from San Diego’s Gaslamp Quarter to 
boston’s Faneuil hall marketplace—have their 
own unique charm, but their redevelopment 
to lure patrons to their shops, restaurants, and 
entertainment locales results in a somewhat 
homogeneous design.

Perhaps, however, the epitome of themed 
urban space is not in the rebuilding of an 
old urban environment but, rather, in the 
building of an artificial city environment 
as a theme park away from the city, such as 
Disney’s main Street. built at a cost of $3 
 billion and opened in 1993, another such en-
tity is cityWalk in Universal city, california. 

systems organize space in a similar fashion, so 
edge cities or suburbs in australia, canada, and 
the United States, for example, closely resem-
ble one another.

The Role of Government. venturing fur-
ther into territory uncharted by marx, 
lefebvre also considered the actions of gov-
ernment, from the national level down to the 
local level, to be a critical factor in shaping a 
city’s use of space. Governments are empow-
ered to make various decisions that affect city 
shape and urban life—decisions that range 
from condemnations of structures, claims of 
eminent domain, provision of funding, ap-
proving new roads or alterations to roads, su-
pervising urban renewal, and responding to 
zoning appeals. The federal and state govern-
ments also collect taxes from, and distribute 
resources to, various lower-level political units 
(states, counties, and municipalities). in ad-
dition, the government directly owns a great 
deal of urban land (fire, police, and govern-
ment buildings, as well as parks and roads), 
and it exercises control over the rest (zoning 
and tax valuation). With all these forms of so-
cial control over how space is utilized, govern-
ments can strike deals to attract corporations 
to a certain locale or take many other actions 
to encourage development, or redevelop-
ment, of an area.

Furthermore, lefebvre distinguishes be-
tween two definitions of space: abstract space 
and social space. The first is what business-
people, investors, and government have in 
mind when they discuss the dimensions of 
size, location, and profit. The second is what 
individuals who live, work, and play in an 
area think about their environment. often, 
lefebvre claims, government and business 
leaders talk about abstract space—plans, 
say, to build a shopping mall or construct a 
 low-income housing project—but pay little at-
tention to the ideas of local people. The re-
sulting conflict, continues lefebvre, is much 
the same as, but not identical to, the class con-
flict discussed by marx.

These three ideas of lefebvre—two circuits 
of capitalism, space as a component of social 
organization, and the role of government in 
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every visual trick imaginable to wow the pass-
ing crowds, along with numerous street per-
formers (mimes, magicians, musicians, and en-
tertaining street vendors). in orlando, Florida, 
Universal Studios offers a smaller cityWalk 
combination of shops, restaurants, cinemas, 
live entertainment, and nightclubs as a gateway 
between its two theme parks, Universal Studios 
and islands of adventure.

Whatever entertainment value these pri-
vate themed environments may have, crit-
ics warn of their dangers. michael Sorkin 
(1992), for example, says that they are not 
benign imitations but, instead, are manipula-
tive structures designed to maximize behavior 
control and eliminate the authentic interac-
tion found in traditional public space (see the 
Urban Trends box below). mark Gottdiener 

originally intended to encourage traffic be-
tween Universal Studios’ theme park and its 
odeon Theatre in order to generate addi-
tional profits, it became not just a spectacular 
success in that regard but its own destination 
as well for millions of visitors.

Promoted as possessing “all the glitz and 
excitement of an actual urban boulevard, but 
with none of the problems associated with real 
city life . . . no carjackers, no panhandlers, no 
grime, no graffiti, no hookers, no muggers—
yet also with no mall roof to block out the sunny 
skies or night time stars,” cityWalk claims that, 
“for once, walking outside in the ‘city’ is com-
pletely safe” (Wayne 2011). Designed by Jon 
Jerde, the same architect who created the mas-
sive mall of america in minnesota, cityWalk 
features outrageous architecture that uses 

Urban trEndS

if you build it, they Will Come

. . . It would not be an exaggeration to sug-
gest that in its latest incarnation, the city is less 
a place for and of the people and more a unit 
for the efficient maximisation of culture. 
Shopping malls, theme parks, art galleries, mu-
seums, cinema complexes, designer apart-
ments, casinos, sports stadia, and public spaces 
of consumption provide us with a mirror of our-
selves or at least a mirror of society that has ap-
parently  determined what it is we are. Perhaps 
more worryingly, the effect of consumption on 
the city is as much symbolic as it is real. Even if 
some of our cities are struggling to achieve the 
renaissance that is now considered to be 
the obligatory norm, they will at least pursue 
this renaissance at a symbolic level, not least in 
the hope that if the process of re-branding is be-
lievable enough, if you can get people to be-
lieve that there is an urban renaissance going 
on, then real change may follow.

Source: Steven Miles, Spaces for Consumption (London: 
Sage Publications, 2010), pp. 1–2.

The contemporary city appears 
to be undergoing something 
of a transformation  second 
only in scale to the onset of 
industrialisation. All around 
us are indications and repre-
sentations of what has been la-
belled an “urban renaissance,” 
a period that promises good 
times ahead; times from which 
the city will emerge as the 

focal point for regenerative social change. 
Cities . . . are being re-branded as places to 
be consumed; as tourist destinations, cen-
tres of culture and as places worthy of the 
 “cultured” middle classes. But are such 
changes any more than purely symbolic? Do 
they represent a substantive shift in how we 
as human beings relate to the cities around 
us? Is the soul of the contemporary city being 
sold to the consumerist paymaster and, if so, 
what does this mean for the long-term sus-
tainability of our cities?
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areas of high turnover, middle-income areas 
in northeast and southwest baltimore, and 
other upper-income areas. each of these 
areas revealed a distinct pattern of buying 
and selling, as reflected in the amount of up-
front cash or investment through private loan 
transactions, bank financing, and govern-
ment insurance. each physical environment 
generated different levels of commitment by 
community banks, private financial institu-
tions, and government agencies, which, in 
turn, influenced potential developers, specu-
lators, homeowners, and renters.

harvey’s detailed analysis revealed that 
urban development is not a monolithic 
growth process. instead, it occurs unevenly. 
This second circuit of capital varies in its in-
vestment arrangements from place to place, 
influenced by different combinations of so-
cial factors, profit potential, and conflict. For 
example, banks showed no interest in lend-
ing to the inner-city poor, who, of necessity, 
financed their housing transactions by cash 
payment, private loans, and/or government 

believes that in the aftermath of the cold, 
faceless public space left behind by the mod-
ernist era, the forces of capitalism have staged 
a “vengeful return of meaning and symbol-
ism” to create “material space for the realiza-
tion of consumer fantasies” through imitation 
and simulation (2001:34, 70). The problem is 
that as we buy into a visual theme, we lose our 
reality, turning our landscape inside out and 
becoming convinced that all places are the 
same in the built environment that excludes 
other forms (zukin 1993).

david harvey: the baltimore Study

Geographer David harvey (1992; orig. 1973) 
illustrates lefebvre’s ideas in a marxist analy-
sis of how the capitalist real-estate system op-
erated in baltimore, directly shaping many of 
the city’s problems concerning social inequal-
ity. he divided baltimore into real-estate sub-
markets that included the inner city, white 
ethnic areas, the low- to moderate-income 
african american area of West baltimore, 

David Harvey’s study disclosed how some Baltimore neighborhoods, with their 
 distinctive row houses, fared better than others because of priorities set by real-
estate investors and government programs. His conclusion was that these decisions, 
more than those by departing industrialists, are closely linked to decaying areas of 
a city, prompting abandonment and relocation to another area.
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Unwilling, therefore, to risk their profits 
by granting too much power to workers, the 
capitalist class seeks government interven-
tion to secure the type of urban develop-
ment that serves its narrow interests. This 
strategy explains widespread urban blight; 
finance capital has little reason to invest in 
poor neighborhoods, preferring instead the 
greater profits to be found in high-rent dis-
tricts. This reluctance to aid decaying urban 
areas, claims harvey, is precisely why govern-
ment intervention is so important. Public 
urban renewal projects, however, seem to 
operate only to restore the area’s profitabil-
ity in order to attract finance and commerce 
capital once again, and in the process do little 
for the poor. harvey’s contribution, then, lies 
in revealing how the actions of finance capital 
(rather than industrial capital) affect a city’s 
fortunes.

manuel Castells: Updating marx

although influenced by lefebvre’s writings, 
manuel castells initially maintained a more 
orthodox marxist approach toward the study 
of cities. his special contribution (1982, 1985) 
was extending marxist analysis beyond the 
traditional conflict between labor and capital 
and applying it to distinct urban patterns. he 
also highlighted the conflict between local 
government and the working class arising 
from local administration of various social 
welfare programs. The federal government 
funds such programs as needs-based income, 
housing, and health care benefits for the 
poor, but local or city governments typically 
administer them. Thus, city residents seeking 
these resources often become entangled in 
conflict with city agencies.

Welfare Capitalism. castells views welfare 
capitalism—that is, the government provid-
ing subsidies to workers—as an important so-
cial movement affecting urban life. To him, 
key issues, such as housing, education, mass 
transportation, health, and welfare, make 
sense only within the context of disputes aris-
ing over their administration by agencies of 
city government. Such government activity 

programs. White ethnics also had trouble se-
curing bank financing; instead, they financed 
their housing purchases through community-
based savings and loan associations. both the 
inner city and white ethnic areas had difficulty 
obtaining Federal housing authority (Fha) 
or veterans administration (va) insurance, 
unlike baltimore’s middle-income sections. 
People in more affluent sections rarely re-
sorted to Fha guarantees, and they made far 
greater use of commercial and savings banks. 
also, unlike residents of poor or working-
class neighborhoods, they could repel, with 
their political and economic power, specula-
tive construction incursions into their own 
neighborhoods.

Thus, harvey demonstrated how discrimi-
nation by investment capitalists in the hous-
ing market affects the dynamics of buying, 
selling, and neighborhood transition. he also 
showed the role of government in shaping a 
city’s use of space: West baltimore improved 
more than other poor areas in the city did as 
a result of multiple government renewal pro-
grams. essentially, harvey’s baltimore study 
disclosed how the priorities of the  second 
circuit of capital, aided by government pro-
grams, are linked directly to decay of the 
central city and to the suburbanization of the 
population. actions by real-estate investors—
more so than actions by industrial capitalists, 
harvey maintained—led to areas of the city 
becoming run-down and abandoned.

Urban change, claims harvey, reflects the 
changing needs of a capitalist economy. That 
is, capitalists build a physical city that is appro-
priate to the city’s needs at one point in time 
only to destroy that physical city later, usually in 
the course of some crisis. Different segments of 
the urban population—investors (finance capi-
tal), store owners (commerce capital), manu-
facturers (industrial capital), financial analysts, 
and even white- or blue-collar  workers—have 
different priorities and goals. capital interests, 
seeking to make a profit, and labor, seeking 
to protect and enhance its standard of living, 
often engage “in a series of running battles 
over a variety of issues that relate to the cre-
ation, management, and use of the built envi-
ronment” (harvey 1992:268).
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with automated subsidiary plants, access to 
a freeway system, and the typically suburban 
locale of research and design centers as well 
as military installations for testing and mar-
keting defense-related products. additionally, 
he contends that real power now exists within 
the globally integrated network of financial 
capital and not confined to the global cities 
themselves (castells 2000).

allen Scott: business location  
and the global Economy

another geographer, allen J. Scott (1980, 
1988), offers insights regarding the impact of 
changes in the production process on urban 
space. his approach is not a comprehensive 
theory of the built environment, but rather, a 
study of the relationship between a city’s for-
tunes and the globalization of the economy. 
Furthermore, in rejecting the urban ecology 
approach, Scott suggests that the economic 
interests of powerful transnational corpora-
tions—not a biological model of species com-
petition over territory—determine patterns of 
urban growth.

Horizontal Integration. For most of the 
twentieth century, until about 1970, cities 
evolved into metropolitan regions as corpora-
tions changed in their economic organization. 
once, companies were small entities, with all 
their functions centralized in one location. 
Gradually, many industries absorbed or con-
solidated with competitors, sometimes taking 
the form of an oligopoly—that is, market domi-
nation by a few producers. Then, these indus-
tries maintained headquarters in a major city, 
with easy access to banking, marketing, and 
other necessary services, but they located their 
production plants, distribution centers, and 
sales divisions elsewhere, in the locales most 
advantageous to them. in time, many compa-
nies gained control over the manufacture of 
all parts that went into their final product, as 
when auto companies manufactured not just 
the engine, frame, and body of the automobile 
but also the batteries, headlights, radios, uphol-
stered seats, window glass, and bumpers. Some 
companies even obtained ownership of raw 

to provide resources to the working class, he 
says, represents an effort to “extend” capital-
ism and gives rise to new urban struggles and 
patterns of conflict unknown in marx’s time.

changing economic conditions in the 
1980s, 1990s, and in recent years lessened 
the impact of castells’s analysis, as advanced 
industrialized countries cut back their once- 
expansive welfare programs. Recessions, 
aging populations, tax revolts, budget defi-
cits, and fiscal crises all curbed government 
spending and, in some cases, even led to the 
dismantling of some welfare programs. in the 
United States in 2011, the budget deficit cri-
sis and economic realities forced the federal 
government to find ways to cut billions of 
dollars from various social welfare programs. 
With less federal monies coming their way, 
state and local governments also retrenched 
in funding their subsidizing programs.

Modes of Development. examining indus-
trial growth in suburbs, castells adapted one 
of marx’s concepts to fit the information 
age. Whereas marx had stressed the mode 
of production—the things needed to pro-
duce goods and services, such as land, tools, 
knowledge, wealth, or factories—castells 
(1992) introduced the concept of the mode 
of development. The key element in the in-
dustrial mode of development, he explained, 
was discovering and applying new sources of 
energy. in today’s informational mode of de-
velopment, however, the key element is devel-
oping new forms and sources of information. 
one obvious consequence of this shift is that 
corporate decisions about location no longer 
rest on proximity to raw materials or a large, 
unskilled labor pool, as they once did.

castells’s focus was the differential effect of 
emerging high-tech businesses on segments 
of the urban region. Specifically, he found 
that high-tech production disproportionately 
occurred in suburban rather than central-city 
communities. Such companies typically have 
facilities on the periphery of cities, thereby ac-
celerating the pace of outward movement and 
sparking the rise of edge cities. influencing 
the choice of suburban locations is the need 
for large-batch production facilities combined 
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Vertical Disintegration. beginning in the 
1970s, large corporations, although still 
maintaining some horizontal integration (es-
pecially of manufacturing, marketing, and 
administration activities), began to unload 
their production support companies—a pro-
cess known as vertical disintegration. in other 
words, instead of manufacturing materials 
or parts needed for the production process 
themselves, they awarded contracts to sup-
pliers through a process of competitive bid-
ding. competitiveness among subcontractors 
resulted in lower costs by eliminating the 
overhead expenses of maintaining inventory 
stocks, which offset concerns about shipping 
expenses. in addition, the advent of com-
puter-assisted manufacturing enhanced pro-
duction coordination, enabling companies 
to keep track of all needs and order “just-in-
time” parts more easily.

materials needed for the manufacturing pro-
cess. With their separate functions thus spatially 
dispersed, companies maintained a  national 
network of command and control to reduce 
costs and maximize profits, an economic struc-
ture known as horizontal integration.

one way to maximize profits is to mini-
mize shipping costs in the total manufacturing 
 process. not surprisingly, when horizontal inte-
gration was predominant, the specialized pro-
duction facilities were mostly located near the 
main assembly plant—virtually all auto parts 
plants, for example, were within 150 miles 
of Detroit, or “motor city,” the automobile 
manufacturing center. The close proximity of 
these subsidiary agglomeration  industries not 
only kept shipping costs low but also created 
an economically interdependent metropolitan 
region. as the companies prospered, so, too, 
did the cities.

Once mostly located in the office buildings of cities, many corporate businesses—
lured by local tax abatements and other economic incentives—either located or 
relocated part or all of their operations to suburban campus areas beginning in 
the late twentieth century. A good example is the Pacific Shores business park in 
Silicon Valley, Redwood City, California, on the edge of San Francisco Bay.
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John logan and harvey molotch: 
Urban growth machines

John logan and harvey molotch (2007) em-
ployed political economy theory in an effort 
to identify who the central decision makers 
in north american cities are and determine 
why they do what they do. in concentrating on 
the battles between pro- and anti-growth fac-
tions, their study is essentially an application 
of lefebvre’s categories of abstract space and 
social space that we discussed earlier.

Urban growth coalitions—typically made up 
of bankers, businesspeople, corporate property 
owners, developers, politicians, and investors—
seek to spark population growth, increase the 
market value of land, and stimulate the city’s 
economy through investment and develop-
ment. To accomplish these goals, they pressure 
the city government to create a “good business 
climate” (cleanliness, safety, tax incentives, low-
interest loans, and relocation assistance). They 
also seek to enhance the image of the city, pro-
moting its attributes, such as cultural and rec-
reational activities, sports teams, landmarks, 
and nightlife. Their focus on quality of life, 
however, only extends to what lefebvre termed 
“abstract space” issues involving the high prof-
its that accompany urban growth.

in contrast, most local residents have a “so-
cial space” view of their community, and they 
may oppose growth as being against their own 
best interests. city residents may wish to pro-
tect the “character” of their neighborhood, 
preserve older buildings, limit traffic flow, 
and maintain parks and other open spaces.

advocates of urban growth point out its 
advantages—more jobs, additional tax rata-
bles, increased economic activity—and they 
are often correct in doing so. What often 
accompany growth, however, are environ-
mental degradation, higher rents, more 
crime, greater traffic congestion, and an in-
frastructure unable to handle an increased 
population. Tensions in the growth machine 
 materialize as community groups seek to 
block a proposal or, at least, lessen its nega-
tive impact on their community and the 
environment.

a significant consequence of vertical disinte-
gration was the creation of many new supplier 
companies, located where labor and energy 
costs were lower, either in north america or 
abroad. Scott sees this last development as the 
climax of vertical disintegration: the ability of 
large companies to conduct business on a global 
scale. in short, many businesses became trans-
national or multinational, investing their capital 
and locating their manufacturing, marketing, 
and administration anywhere in the world that 
best suited their needs. Suppliers may now be 
anywhere— perhaps in the non-unionized, low-
energy-cost Sunbelt or in extremely low-wage 
countries of the developing world.

how did this affect older industrial cities? 
For most, plant closings meant the loss of thou-
sands of jobs, an out-migration of workers and 
their families seeking jobs elsewhere, and a 
depressed economy. loss of an industrial base 
also adversely affected the city’s commercial 
base, because stores no longer had the same 
customers as before. in contrast, the Sunbelt 
exploded in industrial development and popu-
lation growth. as virtually every northeastern 
U.S. city steadily shrank in population during 
the second half of the twentieth century, the 
fastest-growing cities were those in the Sunbelt 
(see chapter 3).

no longer dominated by manufactur-
ing, older cities shifted to providing greater 
employment opportunities in business ser-
vices. most have not fully recovered and are 
still experiencing population decline. a few 
cities, however, such as new york, london, 
and Tokyo, now function as “highly concen-
trated command posts in the organization 
of the world economy.” They are also impor-
tant locations of finance, specialized service 
firms, and innovation sources, and they serve 
as markets for the products and innovations 
produced (Sassen 2001:3–4).

new economic realities thus shape the 
production process and, in turn, affect 
urban growth patterns—a subject we will 
now explore further through two sociologi-
cal approaches, one examining local con-
ditions and the other considering global 
conditions.
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and greatly increased the size of city popula-
tions. at the midpoint of the twentieth cen-
tury, the typical north american city was an 
industrial center. White-ethnic, blue-collar 
neighborhoods, built around the factories 
in which residents worked, peppered the 
urban landscape. in other parts of the city, 
the middle class resided. Then, in the 1950s 
and 1960s, the exodus of the middle class—
soon followed by many businesses and indus-
tries—created a fiscal crisis from which some 
cities, especially smaller ones, have never 
recovered.

deindustrialization

During the 1970s, U.S. manufacturers—in 
virtually all fields, including steel, auto, cloth-
ing, and electronics—made profit-driven 
decisions to dismantle and disinvest in U.S. 
operations. To minimize labor costs, they 
closed factories in the United States and 
outsourced to asia and latin america, dra-
matically disrupting people’s lives and the 
welfare of many urban communities. For ex-
ample, youngstown, ohio—situated between 
Pittsburgh, cleveland, and chicago—had a 
robust, blue-collar economy as a center of 
the steel industry. When its famous Jeannette 
blast Furnace shut down in 1978, cutting 
the heart out of the local economy, 50,000 
youngstown workers lost their jobs, and the 
city was rocked by economic devastation, 
from which it has still not fully recovered 
(cowie and heathcott 2003; linkon and 
Russo 2003).

other manufacturers—in appliances and 
electronics, for instance—quickly followed 
suit, and by the end of the 1970s, manufac-
turing in virtually every field was in decline 
nationwide. This transfer of much economic 
production to other countries dramatically 
changed the older cities. Gone were most 
of the jobs that earlier migrants and immi-
grants had used as a path toward economic 
security. Gone, too, were the ties that bound 
central-city workers to their local employers. 
also gone was a sizable portion of the cities’ 
tax base.

logan and molotch also point out how the 
global economy influences many changes in 
the city. Today, local political action is less 
effective than it once was, because the dein-
dustrialization of north american cities has 
caused the flight of industrial capital. The 
“new international division of labor” may ben-
efit some people—major corporations and 
their stockholders reap huge profits from 
the new global economy—but the loss of jobs 
hurts ordinary people in cities back home. 
Thus, local people have less power to oppose 
the corporate agenda, just as  corporations 
have more power to get their own way.

The question that corporate executives ask 
is simply, “if we do this, will we make money?” 
concerns for the welfare of the worker, the 
neighborhood, and the city’s poor simply take 
a backseat—if these concerns exist at all. This 
“profit-bias” results in the relocation of produc-
tion facilities to developing countries where 
labor costs are cheaper, thereby undermining 
the traditional economic base of once-thriving 
manufacturing regions. older city plants shut 
down and skilled workers lose their jobs, set-
ting in motion a ripple effect as multinational 
corporations centralize their administrative 
operations in just a few global cities, thus dis-
placing similar functions in other cities and 
suburbs. ongoing competition and the disap-
pearance of some companies through mega-
mergers (acquisitions of companies with assets 
valued at $1 billion or more by a multibillion-
dollar company) help ensure continuance of 
this process whereby the global economy im-
pacts on local economies.

in the end, urban political economy pres-
ents an alternative to what its proponents see 
as the biased approach of the older urban ecol-
ogy model. in the newer model, the assump-
tion is that profit making and capitalism are the 
natural forces shaping cities. Those forces are 
global in nature and, thus, are mostly beyond 
the capabilities of cities to influence.

thE global EConomy

economic forces always affect cities. as 
discussed in chapter 3, for example, the 
industrial Revolution redefined urban life 
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concentration of services for firms with a world-
market orientation requiring access to a support 
services complex (Sassen 2006:96).

This is an important point. although the 
evolution of a global economy prompted a 
new generation of cynics to sound the death 
knell for cities, cities still play an essential 
role in today’s world. ironically, those mas-
sive trends of globalization toward the spa-
tial dispersal of economic activities at the 
metropolitan, national, and global levels 
contributed to the demand for new forms of 
 territorial centralization of top-level manage-
ment and control functions. a specialized 
services complex capable of handling the 
most advanced and complicated corporate 
needs is more likely to be in a city rather than 
a suburban office park (Sassen 2006:97).

World-Systems analysis

With its macrosocial view, the political econ-
omy approach to understanding cities fits 
nicely into a world-systems perspective. This 

Economic restructuring

The 1980s and 1990s bore witness to eco-
nomic restructuring and the globalization of 
the economy that spawned still other changes 
in metropolitan regions. Forced to restructure 
their economies away from manufacturing, 
north american cities evolved into service 
centers, specializing in advertising, corporate 
management, finance, and information pro-
cessing. in particular, cities expanded those 
business services required by the finance capi-
talists heading up investment activity for the 
global economy (Sassen 2001).

Such changes are evident in the present-day 
character of the urban labor force. The de-
mand for many of the entry-level factory jobs 
traditionally held by the urban poor with limited 
 education and skills dropped dramatically, coun-
tered by a rising demand for computer- literate 
workers with verbal and quantitative skills. The 
reason was that even though some corporate 
headquarters moved outside the major cit-
ies, the latter continued to provide a necessary 

The global economy manifests itself in virtually every city. It is practically 
 impossible, for example, to go to any urban locale worldwide as here in Tokyo and 
not find McDonald’s, Burger King, Pizza Hut, KFC, American cigarettes, Coke, or 
Pepsi. Foreign sales are an important part of all multinational corporate profits.
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forces. because so many employees are well-
paid professionals, these cities benefit by the 
quality of housing and from the economic 
and social enterprises that spring up to cater 
to their tastes.

large semi-peripheral countries—argentina, 
brazil, china, india, indonesia, mexico, and 
Poland—as well as smaller semi-peripheral 
countries—hungary, israel, South africa, South 
Korea, and Taiwan—have close ties with the 
core nations. These second-tier countries serve 
as key nodes in the global urban system, as in-
formation technology binds their cities together 
in dense interaction networks. yet, despite the 
integration of these cities into cross-border eco-
nomic networks, they are in the midrange of 
the global hierarchy, and their countries play 
a  secondary role in global economic matters 
(Sassen 2002). however, the rapid economic 
growth of china and Korea in the world econ-
omy may soon move them to the level of core 
countries. most employees in semi-peripheral 

emphasis views capitalism as evolving through 
a long, historical process into a single, inte-
grated, worldwide economic and political 
system. This system operates as a hierarchy so 
that countries with various levels of economic 
power constitute (1) the “core,” (2) the “semi-
periphery,” and (3) the “periphery.” Within 
that framework, cities occupy a place in the 
world urban hierarchy that greatly affects 
their individual growth patterns (chase-Dunn 
and babones 2006; Wallerstein 2004).

The Hierarchy of Countries. The more 
economically developed countries—canada, 
Japan, the United States, and the nations of 
Western europe—constitute the core of this 
world system and are home to the transna-
tional corporations that dominate the global 
economy. The headquarters of transnational 
corporations, located in large cities within 
affluent countries, carry out high-level deci-
sion making that guides the world’s economic 

An example of the global economy is the location of manufacturing plants in 
 developing countries. Benefiting in these semi-peripheral or peripheral countries 
with their cheaper, non-union labor forces and generous tax incentives, companies 
willingly pay higher shipping costs to escape higher U.S. taxes and expenses for 
wages, health care, and other employee benefits.
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young children and women work long hours 
for little pay in hot, crowded factories. often, 
they are bonded laborers, meaning they have 
no freedom and are kept in confined areas 
when not working, receive only minimal 
amounts of food, and even suffer verbal and 
physical abuse. Several years ago, some com-
panies, like adidas and nike, yielded to public 
pressure to end their allowing such conditions 
in their suppliers’ factories. Passage of laws in 
the United States, canada, europe, and other 
countries against importing products made 
by child labor has reduced—but not elimi-
nated—these practices.

The Role of Cities. as mentioned earlier, 
cities serve as important nodes in the global 
network, linking together money (investment 
capital), people (human capital), production 
(industrial capital), and commodities (com-
mercial capital). instant communications, 
electronic cash transfers, rapid transporta-
tion, and the relative ease of shipping by tank-
ers or cargo jets make cities key elements of 
the global economy. as such, they are locked 
in a reciprocal relationship: They help shape 
the world system, and in turn, the world sys-
tem shapes them. Today, it is the importance 
of a city’s role in the world system that largely 
determines its prospects for growth and 
 prosperity (alderson and beckfield 2004).

cities are no longer independent enti-
ties whose fortunes rise or fall according to 
what happens in a limited, local region. The 
prevailing view is that place no longer mat-
ters—that modern technology allows firms to 
locate anywhere, making cities irrelevant to 
the globalization of economic activity. one 
expert, however, disagrees. Saskia Sassen 
 argues that cities offer an infrastructure con-
centration and servicing that are key dynam-
ics in providing the capabilities for global 
control. although some components of the 
financial district—notably in foreign cur-
rency markets—may exist in cyberspace, in-
ternational cities, such as new york, london, 
Paris, Sydney, Tokyo, and zurich, are exam-
ples of another aspect of the global economy: 
urban economic cores of banking and service 
activities. They are “transterritorial centers 

countries are lower middle class, and for the 
most part, their somewhat lower standard of 
living brings a less grand variety and quality of 
activities to the urban scene than are found in 
cities of the core countries.

countries in the periphery are the poorer, 
less-developed countries in africa, asia, and 
latin america. Jobs in these countries typi-
cally pay little and offer little opportunity to 
advance. These workers are typically rural 
migrants, living in slums or shantytowns and 
struggling to survive. The impact of the global 
economy on the cities of peripheral countries 
is more negative than positive. a small, afflu-
ent elite exists in these cities, but most urban 
residents live at the lower end of the socio-
economic scale, having few of the usual so-
cial amenities of a city, which are reserved for 
tourists or the small, local elite. integration 
into the global market encourages informal 
enterprises within local urban economies, but 
often at the cost of a serious erosion of wages 
and employment conditions. essentially, the 
major impact of globalization on cities has 
been a strengthening of income inequality, 
an increasing vulnerability of their popula-
tions to poverty, and large-scale spatial segre-
gation through the peripheral location of the 
poor (Kaya 2010; Roberts 2005).

Thus, the three tiers of countries in the 
world system are unequal yet interdependent. 
The system operates mostly in the interest of 
the richest nations; it provides far less to the 
majority of the world’s people, who live in less 
economically developed nations. The quality 
of urban life in each of the three tiers reflects 
this world-system hierarchy.

in recent years, many governments and non-
profit organizations have taken action against 
one highly exploitative aspect of the global 
economy. many northern hemisphere indus-
tries, such as apparel and sporting goods, rely 
on low-wage labor in the third-tier countries of 
the Southern hemisphere. Those designers, 
researchers, executives, and other white-collar 
employees of these companies live and work 
in the large cities of the core countries and 
receive excellent salaries and benefits. in con-
trast, the workers who actually make the prod-
ucts live in the peripheral countries, where 
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provide strategic terrain for operations in a 
globalized economic system.

Urban PolitiCal EConomy: 
FoUr PrinCiPlES

although various urban political economists 
still emphasize different aspects of economic 
activity and mix the disciplinary viewpoints 
of economics, geography, political science, 
and sociology in one fashion or another, they 
all essentially agree on four principles as the 
foundation for studying and analyzing cities 
and urban life:

 1. A city’s form and growth result not from “natu-
ral processes” but, rather, from decisions made by 
people and organizations that control wealth and 
other key resources. Rejecting the urban ecol-
ogy model, urban political economists view 
cities as benefiting or suffering from invest-
ment decisions made by financial and busi-
ness organizations. To remain competitive, 
companies will either expand or relocate 

constituted via intercity electronic networks 
and various types of economic transactions” 
within “a specific complex of industries and 
activities” (Sassen 2006:148). Thus, these 
cities stand at the apex of the global urban 
 hierarchy, because they are the financial 
capitals of the nations that dominate the 
world economy. on a smaller scale, miami 
and Toronto—as significant regional sites— 
illustrate the locational concentration of cer-
tain industries and activities embedded in 
the new international corporate sector. Their 
financial districts are of recent vintage, and 
their expansion is a response to the dynamics 
of globalization.

The place of cities in the world economy, 
then, is as “command points, global market-
places, and production sites for the infor-
mation economy” (Sassen 2006:199). Some 
intermediate sectors of the economy—the 
ones not geared to world markets but pro-
viding services to the mostly suburbanized 
middle class—may have left, but cities still 

Nike is Vietnam’s single largest private employer, with 130,000 employees. Its 
production of $700 million worth of footwear ranks it as the third-largest supplier 
behind China and Indonesia. Also among Vietnam’s $6 billion in exports to the 
U.S. market alone are IKEA housewares and Victoria’s Secret lingerie. In the global 
economy, Vietnam has emerged as a major player.



192    Chapter 7  Critical Urban Sociology

 3. Government continues to play an important role 
in urban life. local governments allocate re-
sources and mediate conflicts among various 
groups that are vying for support. Decisions 
about zoning, tax incentives, and spending 
priorities, for example, still have much to 
do with a city’s (a) business locations, (b) 
housing and resident population types, and 
(c) public space activities. and, significantly, 
because cities exist within a larger society, 
the federal government—with its enor-
mous resources and regulatory powers—is a 
major influence on urban life, both directly, 
through its spending programs, and indi-
rectly, through its management of the prime 
interest rate for loans and its rules governing 
investors.

 4. Urban growth patterns significantly result from 
economic restructuring. The globalization of 
the economy changed the face of many 
north american cities, as manufacturing 
gave way to service industries. Furthermore, 
corporate mergers and takeovers created 

their operations, depending on which action 
maximizes profits. Thus, broader economic 
forces and trends, not just local conditions, 
shape the cities, because advances in trans-
portation and communication technologies 
allow the geographical mobility of capital 
and labor, thus freeing businesses from 
being rooted in a specific locale. When nec-
essary, then, companies will move their cor-
porate offices or production facilities, and 
such disinvestment in one place and invest-
ment in another impact significantly on both 
localities, affecting economic well-being, 
labor, and population migration.

 2. Urban forms and urban social arrangements reflect 
conflicts over the distribution of resources. Urban 
life, claim political economists, is an ongoing 
struggle between rich and poor, powerful and 
powerless, management and labor, as well as 
the needs of vast businesses and the desires 
of local communities. Such ongoing confron-
tation often brings a sense of paralysis to the 
people living within today’s cities.

Potsdamer Platz, once a no-man’s land of weeds and barbed wire between East 
and West, is the symbolic heart of modern Berlin. The 82-acre development is a 
cluster of a new mass transit system, sleek corporate high rises, shopping malls,  
and  theaters. The district was developed mainly with global capital from 
 corporations such as Sony, Asea Brown Boveri (an international conglomerate), 
and DaimlerChrysler for the sites of their European headquarters.
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defenses of urban life. The Urban Living box 
on page 195 illustrates one profile of urban 
poverty.

What is intimidating about the urbanization 
of poverty in less-developed countries is its 
scale. between 1950 and 1990, as the first wave 
of industrialization came to poor, preindustrial 
countries, their cities expanded by 1  billion in-
habitants, both through  migration from  villages 
and through natural increase. expanding 
slums account for 38 percent of current urban 
growth, while the city  populations are increas-
ing faster than city  infrastructure can adapt. 
Sub-Saharan africa—including chad, niger, 
and Sierra leone—has the largest slum popula-
tion, about 200 million, or about 62 percent of 
its total urban population. latin america 
and  the caribbean have about 111 million 
(24   percent), Southeastern asia 89 million 
(31  percent), and Western asia 35 million, 
25   percent of its total urban population (Un-
habitat 2011).

already exceeding the total population of 
cities in industrialized countries, cities in de-
veloping countries increase by 5 million new 
residents every month. These cities cannot 
now provide for the hundreds of millions al-
ready living there, let alone for those yet to 
come. at present, 884 million people in the 
world lack access to safe drinking water. in 
the megacities of asia, more than two-thirds 
of the urban poor do not have access to ad-
equate sanitation, as is the case for about 
three-fifths of urban africans (World health 
organization 2010). housing is no prob-
lem for most urban poor in less-developed 
countries, because they had previously built 
their own shelters in their villages. most city 
land already belongs to someone else, how-
ever, so they build their makeshift dwellings 
in the less desirable locales—the lowlands 
and even wetlands around the city, or on 
hillsides too steep for ordinary buildings. 
These shantytowns go by many names: citas 
miserias, bustees, bidonvilles, geccondus, fave-
las, and pueblos jovenes. With a stubbornness 
and resistance to bureaucratic oppression, 
the residents struggle to survive, and they 
do so utilizing a reciprocal exchange sys-
tem to help one another cope with extreme 

vast conglomerates, in the process eliminat-
ing many medium-sized firms and the jobs 
they provided. Downsizing, by which corpo-
rations strive to achieve a leaner, less costly 
organizational structure, also reduced the 
number of middle-management positions. 
Together, these dimensions of economic 
restructuring dramatically reshaped cities, 
fostering growth or decline in metropoli-
tan regions throughout north america and 
around the world.

thE Urbanization oF 
PovErty

The world’s poor once huddled mostly in 
rural areas, but no longer. now, they live 
mostly in cities, and in 2010, one out of four 
city dwellers lived in slums. although 22 
 million people moved out of slums between 
2000 and 2010, the actual number of slum 
dwellers increased, from 777 million in 2000 
to 828 million in 2010. This urbanization of 
poverty creates problems that affect the qual-
ity of life for all residents—problems that cit-
ies so far have been unable to resolve. Short 
of drastic action, the situation will only get 
worse, with Un projections of an additional 
6 million annually (Un-habitat 2011).

the developing World

in virtually every less-developed country, 
 poverty—once found primarily in the  villages 
of traditional agricultural societies—has 
moved to its cities (Figure 7–3). Significantly, 
however, the poverty of the world’s poor is 
not in the same recognizable form that  exists 
in the industrialized countries. This differ-
ent form of poverty traps these unfortunate 
people in nations that have solved the first 
economic problem—the production of mate-
rial goods—but not yet the second—the suf-
ficient, if not equitable, distribution of the 
goods their industries produce. Food and 
consumer goods are not the only areas of 
deprivation. These cities lack sufficient hous-
ing, piped water, sewerage, public transpor-
tation, schools, police protection, doctors, 
hospitals, and other necessary amenities and 
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Urban living

india: a different Kind of Poverty

India contains about two-fifths 
of the world’s poor, but that 
statistic does not prepare North 
Americans to face the reality 
of poverty there. Many of the 
country’s 1.2 billion people live 
in conditions far worse than 
do those we label as “poor” at 
home. A traveler’s first expe-
rience of Indian life is sober-
ing and, sometimes, shocking. 

Arriving in Chennai (Madras), one of India’s 
largest cities, with 4.9 million inhabitants, a 
visitor immediately recoils from the smell of 
human sewage that hangs over the city like 
a malodorous cloud. Untreated sewage also 
renders much of the region’s water unsafe to 
drink. The sights and sounds of Chennai are 
strange and intense—as motorbikes, trucks, 
carts pulled by oxen, and waves of people 
choke the streets. Along the roads, vendors sit 
on burlap cloth hawking fruits, vegetables, and 
cooked food. Seemingly oblivious to the urban 
chaos all around them, people work, talk, 
bathe, and sleep in the streets. Tens of millions 
of homeless people fill the cities of India.

Chennai is also dotted by more than a 
thousand shanty settlements, containing more 
than a million people, many of whom have 
converged on the city from rural villages 
in search of something better. Shantytowns 
are clusters of huts constructed of branches, 
leaves, and discarded material. These dwell-
ings offer little privacy and lack refrigeration, 
running water, and bathrooms. The visitor 
from the United States understandably feels 
uneasy entering such a community, because 

the poorest sections of our own inner cities 
seethe with frustration and, often, explode 
with violence.

Here again, however, India offers a sharp 
contrast: Its people understand poverty dif-
ferently than we do. No restless young men 
hang out at the corner; no drug dealers work 
the streets; and there is surprisingly little dan-
ger. In the United States, poverty often means 
anger and isolation; in India, even shanty-
towns are built of strong families—children, 
parents, and perhaps, elderly grandparents—
who extend a smile and a welcome.

In traditional societies like India, ways of 
life change slowly. To most Indians, life is 
shaped by dharma, the Hindu concept of duty 
and destiny that encourages them to accept 
their fate, whatever it may be. Mother Teresa, 
who won praise for her work among the poor-
est of India’s people, went to the heart of the 
cultural differences: “Americans have angry 
poverty,” she explained. “In India, there is 
worse poverty, but it is a happy poverty.”

Perhaps we should not describe as “happy” 
anyone who clings to the edge of survival, but 
the sting of poverty in India is eased by the 
strength and support of families and commu-
nities, a sense that existence has a purpose, 
and a worldview that encourages each person 
to accept whatever life offers. As a result, the 
visitor comes away from a first encounter with 
Indian poverty in confusion: “How can peo-
ple be so poor, and yet apparently content, 
vibrant, and so joyful?”

Source: Based on UN-Habitat data and John Macionis’s 
field research in Chennai.

poverty. others live an even worse existence, 
as homeless city dwellers. Sadly, many of 
them are the young, as the Urban Living box 
on page 196 reveals.

the developed World

Unlike the less-developed countries, the 
more-developed countries of asia, europe, 
and north america have maintained urban 
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Urban living

latin american “Street Children”: living on the Edge

Perhaps the greatest tragedy 
in Latin American cities is the 
millions of “street children”—
or meninos de rua. Like the tip 
of an iceberg, their presence 
suggests problems that run far 
deeper: poverty that stunts the 
lives of children who labor long 
hours in factories each day, who 
work as prostitutes, or who fall 
victim to hunger and disease. 

The United Nations International Children’s 
Emergency Children’s Relief Fund (UNICEF) 
estimates that as many as 50 million street 
children live in Latin America alone, with their 
greatest numbers in Brazil and Mexico.

The street children are orphans or come 
from broken or crowded homes where there 
is not enough to eat—and where physical and 
sexual abuse is commonplace. About two 
in five children on the streets are between 6 
and 11 years of age (some are younger), and 
about half are between 12 and 18 years. Most 
live in and around the cities’ sprawling pub-
lic markets, where it is easy to scavenge for 
food. A few work at shining shoes, cleaning 
windshields, or selling anything from candy to 
their bodies, but most beg or steal to survive. 
The average age of children at the garbage 
dump looking for items to reclaim and sell is 
10 years. Girls, as well as boys, often become 
involved in prostitution as early as age 13.

Many cannot resist the temptation of cheap 
drugs to obliterate their hunger and cold. A 
few years ago, glue was the drug favored 
by street kids, but today, solvent and paint 
 thinner are cheaper and easier to come by. A 
solvent-soaked rag, easily clenched in a palm, 

is also much more discreet than plastic bags of 
glue, which police have been known to seize 
and dump on the children’s hair and clothes. 
All solvents have the desired effect: They stop 
the hunger pains, and they numb the physi-
cal and psychological effects of the brutal-
ity of the security forces. Inhaling the fumes 
produces hallucinations and escape, but the 
long-term effects are devastating: irreversible 
brain damage, paralysis, kidney or liver fail-
ure, and eventually, death. About 95 percent 
of street youth in Latin America use drugs on a 
daily basis, most commonly solvents or shoe 
glue (Narconon International 2010).

In other countries, the story is much the 
same. In the eyes of too many people, street 
children are not even human, so they are 
dispatched in much the same way that one 
would step on a cockroach. The statistics are 
shocking. Violent deaths claim about 45 chil-
dren in Honduras each month and more than 
10 children every week in Guatemala, more 
than half from gunshot wounds. Authorities 
often threaten and beat Salvadorian street 
children with half of their injuries reported 
from beatings, yet even with these injuries 
and threats, three-fourths of these children 
reported feeling safer on the streets than in 
their own homes. Most Brazilian street chil-
dren expect to be killed before they are 18 by 
vigilante death squads. It’s a form of social 
cleansing, ridding the streets of social vermin 
who lie amid the rubbish or under parked 
cars, curled up inconspicuously on the con-
crete until someone comes along and kicks 
them. And people rarely stop to wonder why 
they are there in the first place (Honduras 
Weekly 2008; Toybox 2012).

societies for generations, if not centuries. 
although their cities have contained large 
numbers of poor people for that same pe-
riod of time, only recently have greater 

concentrations of the poor clustered in urban 
areas compared with elsewhere. This pattern 
is more pronounced in canada than in the 
United States.
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statistical areas outside principal cities (sub-
urban areas), 16 percent in non-metropolitan 
areas, and 33 percent in central cities (U.S. 
census bureau 2011d). central cities, how-
ever, do contain the highest concentrations of 
poverty, and their poverty rate has been above 
the national average since the early 1970s. 
Two major reasons account for this concen-
tration of poverty in the centers of large U.S. 
cities. First, many affluent residents moved to 
the suburbs, leaving the poor behind. Second, 
as more jobs moved to the suburbs, employ-
ment opportunities for city residents dwin-
dled. Still mired in a recession in 2010, the 
U.S. poverty rate of 15.1 was its highest since 
1994, resulting in many cities reporting a sig-
nificant increase in family homelessness, with 
about 636,000 people experiencing home-
lessness in 2011 (U.S. census bureau 2011d; 
homelessness Research institute 2012).

Europe. many Western european cities are 
beset with poverty problems, generated in large 

Canada. in a comparative demographic 
profile of poverty throughout canada, the 
canadian council on Social Development re-
ported that images of poverty as a rural phe-
nomenon are out of date. instead, poverty 
has an urban dimension, with roughly 7 of 
every 10 poor canadians living in an urban 
area. canada’s three largest cities (Toronto, 
montreal, and vancouver) have the highest 
proportion of families with income below the 
low-income cut-off (lico). Female-headed, 
single-parent families are more likely to be 
poor, and the cities with the highest propor-
tion are Winnipeg, hamilton, and Toronto. 
Similarly, the rate of poverty among senior citi-
zens is higher among those living in canada’s 
larger cities (vancouver, montreal, Toronto, 
and Quebec) than in smaller urban areas 
(Federation of canadian municipalities 2010).

United States. central cities do not house 
the majority of the U.S. poor. in 2010, 51 
percent of the nation’s poor lived in metro 

Perhaps nowhere in North America is the global economy as visible as in the daily 
loading and unloading of container shipments onto or off trucks and ships at its 
 seaports, such as here in Baltimore. Many of these goods are finished products on 
their way to wholesalers, but others are parts destined for assembly in factories of 
nations other than the ones in which they were manufactured.
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the world, partially as a result of the uneven 
costs and benefits of economic globaliza-
tion. The changing global economy elimi-
nated many low-skill jobs in industrialized 
nations that once enabled the cities’ poor 
to extricate themselves from poverty. Until 
innovative policies take aim at causes, not 
symptoms, of urban poverty and homeless-
ness, they will not go away. See the Urban 
Trends box above for one approach to re-
solving this problem.

part by the influx of poor immigrants from de-
veloping countries who seek a better life. in fact, 
two-thirds of the total poor population in the 
european Union live in six countries: Germany, 
France, the United Kingdom, italy, Poland, 
and Spain. The rural areas of many european 
countries have a higher level of poverty than 
the urban areas, especially among eastern 
european farmers (United nations Fao 2010).

Poverty remains a concern in the cities 
of many advanced economies throughout 

Urban trEndS

a bold initiative

While shelters can provide a 
clean and safe environment for 
a homeless family, the shelter 
system should not be simply 
a way station until permanent 
housing is secured. To address 
the needs of these families, shel-
ters also must provide a variety 
of services and programs that 
enable families to build sound, 
independent living skills, com-

plete their education, and obtain job train-
ing before moving to permanent housing. 
Not shelters, but rather Residential Education 
Training (RET) Centers—or American Family 
Inns—are required to deliver such a service 
intervention plan. Through RET Centers, des-
perately needed services such as health care, 
counseling, and substance abuse treatment 
can be economically and efficiently provided. 
Educational programs such as living skills 
workshops for adults or after-school acceler-
ated learning programs for children are im-
mediately accessible and responsive to the 
needs of parents and children. Homes for the 
Homeless has developed and has continued 
to refine the RET Center model over the past 
five years as a response to the changing char-
acteristics of homeless families.

American Family Inns have proven to 
be a successful mechanism to start fami-
lies on a secure path to independent living. 
Approximately 94 percent of all families who 
have participated in the services offered by 
HFH’s RET Centers have maintained their 
residences once placed in permanent housing. 
When compared to New York City’s return-to-
shelter rate of 50 percent for formerly home-
less families, RET Centers offer a successful 
 solution by addressing the severe complexities 
of the poverty faced by homeless families.

The dramatic changes in the composition 
and characteristics of homeless families over 
the last several years highlight the emerging 
fact that homelessness is not simply a housing 
issue. Rather, the trends illustrate that home-
lessness is merely a symptom of a debilitating 
poverty affecting a very young and vulnerable 
population. Policymakers and service provid-
ers must meet the challenge of this complex 
issue with bold initiatives such as the RET 
Center model. Only then will it be possible to 
break the cycle of poverty and homelessness 
which is now plaguing the poor urban family.

Source: Excerpted from “A Bold Initiative,” in The 
Cycle of Family Homelessness: A Social Policy Reader, 
 copyright @ 1998, Appendix B. Reprinted by permission 
of The Institute for Children and Poverty.
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evolving world system of economic interdepen-
dence that places nations in a global hierarchy. 
This hierarchy consists of the “core” of highly 
developed countries, the “semi- periphery” 
of less-developed countries, and the “periph-
ery” of the least-developed countries. Within 
the ever-expanding global network, cities are 
locked in a reciprocal relationship, serving as 
important nodes linking together wealth (in-
vestment capital), people (human capital), 
production (industrial capital), and commodi-
ties (commercial capital).

although critical urban social scientists go 
in different directions, depending on their 
disciplinary viewpoints and areas of focus, 
they agree on four basic principles of politi-
cal economy. First, decision makers control-
ling resources—not natural processes—shape 
the form and growth of the city, because the 
geographical mobility of capital and work-
ers gives them flexibility to locate where 
they can maximize profits. Second, conflicts 
over  distribution of resources also shape the 
form of, and social arrangements in, the city. 
Third, government continues to play a role in 
affecting urban patterns. Fourth, economic 
restructuring is a key influence on patterns of 
urban growth.

Just as the world is becoming more urban-
ized, so, too, is poverty. in developing coun-
tries, poverty takes a different form than in 
developed countries, because the equitable 
distribution of goods does not match the 
production of material goods. The rapid 
growth of urban poor—1 billion over the 
past 40 years, and a projected 2 billion over 
the next 15 years—creates a serious problem 
for cities of the developing world in attempt-
ing to provide both necessities and amenities 
for this burgeoning population. countries of 
the developed world, such as canada and the 
United States, are experiencing greater geo-
graphical segregation based on income lev-
els, placing a burden on their cities to cope 
with large concentrations of the poor. Poverty 
results in serious problems of homelessness 
in more-developed countries, while in less- 
developed countries, the wretched conditions 
in the many shantytowns mark their housing 
problem.

SUmmary

The traditional economic analysis of cities 
highlights the advantages of particular loca-
tions and the various economic benefits those 
locations offer over the hinterland. living 
in cities allows people to get more goods of 
higher quality more cheaply. These economic 
advantages, economists like William alonso 
argue, are sufficient to explain recurrent pat-
terns in urban land use: For example, busi-
nesses predominate at the center (the cbD), 
surrounded by residential areas and, farther 
out, agricultural areas. even so, this theory 
may be descriptive only of Western (primarily 
north american) cities, and it ignores various 
non-economic forces, such as racial preju-
dice, that also affect urban land use.

by the 1960s, many social scientists came 
to the conclusion that the prevailing theo-
ries and models could not address changing 
patterns of urban life. French philosopher 
henri lefebvre was a major influence on the 
evolving political economy perspective, and 
he contributed ideas about the primary and 
secondary circuits of capital, space as a form 
of social organization, and the role of govern-
ment. David harvey’s neo-marxist analysis of 
baltimore revealed that finance capital, not 
industrial capital, was now the key shaper of 
neighborhood quality. manuel castells up-
dated marx by suggesting welfare capitalism 
as a new form of class conflict probability and 
by discussing modes of development, in lieu 
of modes of production, as the key element 
in the information age. allen Scott discussed 
horizontal integration and vertical disintegra-
tion as a basis for understanding business re-
location in the global economy. John logan 
and harvey molotch, drawing on lefebvre’s 
distinctions between abstract space and social 
space, examined the tensions arising between 
advocates of urban growth and residents of 
the current built environment who may op-
pose the proposed new use of that space.

economic restructuring changed older cit-
ies from a manufacturing base to a service 
industries base. We must understand recent 
urban economic changes in the context of an 
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The viewpoint of urban political economy 
provides a strong critique of urban ecology. 
however, it does not deal very extensively, or 
very deeply, with cases where capitalist cities 
have been successful at raising the general 
standard of living for the city as a whole. nor 
does it offer much insight regarding the weak-
nesses of socialist cities in meeting the needs 
of many of their people.

Perhaps a fuller understanding would 
emerge from a synthesis of the conven-
tional ecological and political economy ap-
proaches that would form a critical dialogue, 
one that draws from the strengths, yet avoids 
the limitations, of each. The location and 
shape of cities, their patterned land-use and 
social clustering, are important elements 
that enable us to grasp more fully the cities’ 
essential qualities, but so, too, is the neces-
sity of knowing the macroeconomic forces at 
play that affect their welfare. This analytical 
fusion could provide us with an even more 
sophisticated understanding of our cities.

meanwhile, despite its limitations, politi-
cal economy is now a dominant perspective 
in urban studies, inspiring many scientific 
investigations of cities throughout the world. 
These studies examine not only present-day 
patterns but also the future of cities—a sub-
ject we will turn to at the end of this book. 
next, however, we will look at urban behavior 
as it is shaped and influenced by the physical 
and social environment.

ConClUSion

The economic trends that have produced 
major changes in the economic and employ-
ment opportunities of north american cities 
will continue. So, too, will the increased inte-
gration of poor countries and their cities into 
the world economy. Globalization is a process 
that no one can stop or reverse. Therefore, 
an understanding of global political economy 
remains essential in any study of cities and 
urban life. This perspective addresses the 
rapid changes that are occurring worldwide; 
thus, it offers a comparative approach that is 
lacking in competing ethnocentric models 
focusing only on individual cities located in 
north america.

Urban political economy, however, has two 
important limitations. large-scale concepts, 
such as manuel castells’s modes of develop-
ment, do not fully explain the differences 
between cities that are in the same mode of 
development. in other words, global political 
and economic forces do not fully determine 
the character of all cities and neighborhoods; 
local variations do exist. For one thing, indi-
viduals do not respond like a ball in a pinball 
machine, reacting to the force of a flipper by 
going in another direction. They reflect, in-
terpret, and react on their own. one danger 
in the political economy approach is ignoring 
the individual factor—something research-
ers now realize and are striving to overcome 
(Tsakalotos 2004).

KEy tErmS

abstract space (179)
agglomeration industries (174)
central business district (cbD) (174)
central place theory (175)
economic restructuring (187)
horizontal integration (184)
megamergers (186)
mode of development (183)

mode of production (183)
oligopoly (183)
postmodernism (173)
primary circuit of capital (178)
second circuit of capital (178)
social space (179)
vertical disintegration (184)



Chapter 7  Critical Urban Sociology    201

intErnEt aCtivitiES

 1. For information on street children in 
canada and the United States, go  
to one or both of the following links:  
(1) http://gvnet.com/streetchildren/Canada 
.htm; (2) http://gvnet.com/streetchildren/
USA.htm.

 2. The illustrated evolution of the shopping 
center—from its nineteenth-century pre-
decessors to suburban centers and urban 
festival marketplaces—is nicely presented 
at http://homepage.mac.com/oldtownman/soc/
shoppingcenter.html.

http://gvnet.com/streetchildren/Canada.htm
http://gvnet.com/streetchildren/Canada.htm
http://gvnet.com/streetchildren/USA.htm
http://gvnet.com/streetchildren/USA.htm
http://homepage.mac.com/oldtownman/soc/shoppingcenter.html
http://homepage.mac.com/oldtownman/soc/shoppingcenter.html
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The PhySical environmenT

We react to the city in two ways—as a physical 
setting and as a social environment. first, we 
consider how people perceive their physical sur-
roundings and try to make sense out of them.

The image of the city

To explore how people made sense of the 
city’s physical complexity, urbanist Kevin 
lynch interviewed urbanites in boston, Jersey 
City, and los angeles. in each city, lynch 
showed his respondents a map representing 
several square miles of the central city and 
asked them to describe it in their own terms. 
most could offer a personal image of the city 
that lynch defined as the individual’s “gener-
alized mental picture of the [city’s] external 
physical world” (1982:4; orig. 1960).

before we continue, take a moment and 
think of the city you know best. on a piece of 

What makes cities so stimulating? Why do 
they cause us to react with either high admi-
ration or powerful aversion? georg Simmel’s 
answer was that the city is a tremendous con-
centration of buildings, images, and people 
that intensifies stimulation like no other form 
of human settlement. everywhere you turn—
around a corner, breaking through a crowd, 
entering the subway—the city demands a 
response.

how do we make sense of this coming-at-
you-from-all-sides, sometimes in-your-face cre-
ation that is the city? Simmel answered that 
we learn to categorize the city’s elements, pay-
ing attention to some things while ignoring 
others. louis Wirth agreed, suggesting that 
we mentally “map” the city. unfortunately, 
neither theorist said much about how this 
mapping process works. but, drawing on later 
research, this chapter sketches the outlines of 
this process—the characteristic elements of 
the social psychology of the city.

To a great many people around the world, the New York City skyline is not only 
easily recognizable but also a symbol of the power and lure of American life. To 
the residents of Jersey City, living on the opposite shore of the Hudson River, the 
skyline is such a looming, overpowering presence that many residents mentioned it 
to Lynch as one of their landmarks.
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four-story apartment houses. To the north is 
the wealthier beacon hill district, where one 
finds the State house. To the east and south is 
most of boston’s central business district, full 
of high-rise office buildings, retail stores, res-
taurants, and entertainment facilities. When 
we say “downtown,” we mean the central busi-
ness district, and when we speak of the dete-
rioration of the downtowns, we mean its loss 
of these interdependent commercial activities.

To a person living, say, in a small apartment 
just west of the garden and the Common, the 
park area may be the dominant element in 
an image of the city, because this person may 
go there frequently for walks, getting to know 
every bench, fountain, and footpath. This 
same individual, however, may know little 
about the rest of downtown.

paper, draw as detailed a map of it as you can, 
putting in everything of importance that you 
can recall. This exercise will make the follow-
ing discussion far more meaningful.

Building an Image. most of lynch’s respon-
dents developed their image of the city in a 
similar fashion. first, their images emerged as 
part of a two-way process: (1) They made dis-
tinctions among the various physical parts of 
the city, and (2) they organized these parts in 
a personally meaningful way.

for example, figure 8–1 shows downtown 
boston, where the large park known as the 
boston Common and Public garden separates 
various downtown districts from one another. 
To the west of the park is the residential back 
bay area, with its characteristic three- and 
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terminal), and Park Street Station. although 
it is below ground, Park Street Station is an-
other classic example of an urban node: The 
junction of boston’s three main subway lines 
is constantly abuzz with activity.

although lynch discovered that people in 
every city appear to use the same elements in 
constructing their images, he also found that 
some cities stimulate their residents to con-
ceptualize more complex images than other 
cities do. in boston, virtually everyone lynch 
interviewed could identify numerous paths, 
edges, nodes, districts, and landmarks. in 
Jersey City, by contrast, even long-term resi-
dents could identify only a few such elements, 
and they often confessed confusion and un-
certainty about what existed in different parts 
of their own city. They could not identify any 
element of the city’s physical scene that pos-
sessed distinguishability; nor did they think 
the city had a center, but only a collection of 
various neighborhoods (lynch 1982:29–31). 
Perhaps most illustrative of their weak image 
of their city was the residents’ frequent men-
tion of the looming, overpowering new york 
City skyline to the east as a landmark.

in los angeles, lynch found, residents 
have an even less of a sharp image for their city 
because of the great sprawl and uniformity of 
cross streets, which make it difficult to locate 
anything with confidence. although the area 
studied was comparable in size to those of the 
other two cities, it included little more than 
a central business district. Those interviewed, 
most of whom worked there, could describe 
only a few landmarks in any specific detail, 
such as the “ugly” black and gold richfield 
building and the pyramid atop City hall. The 
strongest element of all was Pershing Square 
in the heart of the downtown area. its well-
manicured central lawn—flanked by banana 
trees and enclosed by a stone wall on which 
people sat—was a welcome respite from the 
urban scene of heavily trafficked streets and 
office buildings surrounding it.

even so, many angelenos were uncertain 
of the precise location of Pershing Square. 
moreover, most residents of the city could 
identify only paths, and they often confused 
one with another. When asked to describe or 

on the other hand, to another bostonian 
living nearby, the park may have little signifi-
cance. Working in the high-rise offices on the 
east side of the park, this person may have 
little desire to use the garden. in this case, 
the distinct image might be of the downtown 
buildings, including where the good restau-
rants are, and of all the shortcuts for getting 
from one building or street to another.

Common Elements of Images. lynch dis-
covered that people built their urban im-
ages from five common elements. Paths, he 
explains, are “channels along which the ob-
server customarily . . . moves. They may be 
streets, walkways, transit lines, canals, rail-
roads” (1982:15). Edges, the boundaries be-
tween two areas, include shores, walls, wide 
streets, or breaks between buildings and open 
space. Districts represent medium to large 
sections of the city. examples in boston that 
people commonly noted were “back bay,” 
“beacon hill,” “the Common,” and “the 
shopping district.” Nodes stand as points of 
intense activity, such as a railroad terminal, a 
square, or a street-corner hangout. nodes are 
often the places to which paths lead. finally, 
lynch’s subjects built their images around 
landmarks—physical reference points includ-
ing buildings, signs, stores, domes, gas sta-
tions, or hills.

now, look back at the map you drew a few 
minutes ago. Were you thinking in terms of 
lynch’s categories?

lynch also found that most people incor-
porate many of the same elements in their 
own images—that is, what is a path or edge 
to one person is a path or edge to many 
others. looking back at figure 8–1, virtu-
ally every bostonian recognizes the Charles 
river as a major edge, separating one large 
district of the city (“downtown”) from an-
other (Cambridge). Similarly, most people 
also mention “mass. ave.” to the west and 
the Southeast expressway to the east as key 
edges. main paths are beacon Street, “Comm. 
ave.,” boylston Street, and Tremont Street. 
Commonly mentioned nodes include Copley 
Square (site of the “bPl,” the boston Public 
library), north Station (a railroad and subway 
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sets people at ease emotionally. (as the Urban 
living box below reveals, however, the terror-
ist acts of September 11, 2001, make some 
people feel less secure in cities.) Second, a 
comprehensible urban environment “height-
ens the potential depth and intensity of the 
human experience” (1982:5). it invites us to 
experience more, to involve ourselves more 
in the life of the city. lynch concluded that 
imagability is one of the essential aspects of a 
positive urban environment.

cognitive mapping

one of the most intriguing aspects of lynch’s 
work was his discovery that even people living 
in the same city construct different mental 

symbolize los angeles as a whole, residents 
found it hard to respond, simply describing 
their city as “spread-out,” “spacious,” “form-
less,” or “without centers.” This diffused 
urban image and residents’ lack of perceived 
sense of place are somewhat remindful of the 
gertrude Stein line, “There is no there there.”

The “Imagability” of Cities. noting how his 
respondents differed in their precision about 
urban images, lynch suggested that cities 
differ markedly in terms of imagability. This 
concept is important for two reasons. first, 
a clear urban image gives people a working 
knowledge of, and emotional security about, 
their city. a strong urban image makes ac-
quisition of knowledge relatively easy, and it 

urban living

living with Terrorism

In today’s world, many of us 
are aware of the vulnerability of 
cities to terrorist attacks. Both 
Masumoto City in 1994 and 
Tokyo in 1995 fell victim to 
chemical terrorism, with use of 
the toxic gas sarin on defense-
less civilians in subways. The 
2001 attacks on the Pentagon 
in Washington, D.C., and the 
twin towers of the World Trade 

Center in New York City, with their horrific 
losses of life and mass destruction, still rever-
berate in the minds of hundreds of millions 
of people worldwide. In March 2004, terror-
ists in Madrid killed 191 train passengers and 
wounded more than 1,400 others, while in 
July 2005, terrorists killed 52 bus and train 
passengers in London, wounding an addi-
tional 700 people. In November 2008, ter-
rorists killed 179 people in Mumbai, India.

These and other incidents remind us that 
urban centers attract terrorists. The large 
concentrations of people, tall buildings, 

symbolic monuments, and infrastructure of 
bridges and tunnels are all tempting targets 
for those intent on inflicting maximum dam-
age and deaths. People once avoided cit-
ies for fear of becoming victims of violent 
crimes. Now, some fear not just being in 
major cities but even living near one in the 
event of a biological, chemical, or nuclear 
attack.

Seeing concrete barricades at many impor-
tant locations and undergoing bag searches at 
concerts, sporting events, and airports are part 
of our new reality. For some, living or work-
ing in tall buildings, or viewing the cityscape 
from high-perched observation decks, holds 
little appeal. Others, refusing to allow their 
lives to be ruled by fear, continue their daily 
urban routines and lifestyles.

Whether they respond by avoidance or 
defiance, however, urbanites recognize that 
their world today is different from the one 
that existed before September 11, 2001. That 
realization is also part of the psychology of 
urban life.
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map demonstrates. moreover, everyone’s im-
ages constantly evolve as urban experiences 
deepen or as the city changes. a relative new-
comer to a city, for example, will typically 
draw a map of the center city that contains 
prominent landmarks but almost no detail at 
all. often, the few areas noted are misplaced 
and distorted in size. yet, for that same per-
son, after living there just a few more months, 
the city usually comes alive, and she or he can 
offer far more detail as well as greater geo-
graphical accuracy. in short, with time, most 
people succeed in comprehending the city 
and using it effectively.

Multiple Urban Realities. What all this sug-
gests is that there are as many “new yorks” or 
“Seattles,” for example, as there are people liv-
ing there. more broadly, each of these active 
mental maps contributes to the larger urban 
dynamic that is the full new york City or Seattle.

mental maps, however, are not com-
pletely a matter of individual differences. 
Cultural and social class differences also af-
fect what people include in their cognitive 
maps (frisby 1996). race plays a key part in 
how residents understand the city as well. 
researchers have found that blacks’ per-
ceptions of community undesirability dif-
fer from those of whites. generally, blacks 
rate most communities as more desirable 
than whites do, often favoring communities 
in which they are the numerical minority. 
Whites often rate mixed-race communities as 
being less desirable, particularly those with 
higher proportions of blacks, even when 
blacks are the numerical minority (bembry 
and norris 2005; Charles 2000; Krysan 2002; 
Sigelman and henig 2001).

The city is thus a dynamic, creative, ongo-
ing mixture of perceptions and experiences, 
as robert Park explained long ago:

The city . . . is something more than a congeries 
of individual men and of social conveniences—
streets, buildings, electric lights, tramways, and 
telephones . . . something more, also, than a mere 
constellation of institutions and administrative 
devices—courts, hospitals, schools,  police, and 
civil functionaries of various sorts. The city is . . . a 
state of mind. (1984:1; orig. 1916)

images of their surroundings. Their percep-
tions of the relationships among space, place, 
and the physical—even social—features of the 
natural and built environment in various parts 
of the city constitute what lynch called legibil-
ity (1982:9). essentially, researchers discover 
people’s interpretations through sketch maps, 
or hand-drawn renditions of features that are 
most familiar to them. What one person in-
cludes will differ from others. Such differing 
cognitive mapping occurs because one’s inter-
ests and personal experiences affect awareness 
and recollection of some city features and not 
others. as a result, mental maps, as individu-
alized constructs, will (1) mix accurate details 
with distortions, (2) contain large gaps about 
unfamiliar sections, and (3) not be fully repre-
sentative of an area in its entirety.

in the years since lynch first informed us 
of these mental maps, many other research-
ers have used cognitive mapping as a research 
method to investigate those relationships 
among place, experience, and community in 
such places as Panama City, Panama (Powell 
2010); albuquerque, new mexico (mendoza 
2006); baltimore (bembry and norris 2005); 
and los angeles (matei et al. 2001). These and 
other studies have validated the wider applica-
tion of cognitive mapping for many locales.

The Individuality of Mental Maps. figures 
8–2 and 8–3 on pages 208–209 present 
drawings of two people’s mental maps of 
manhattan. new Jersey suburbanite beth, 
who only goes into manhattan to visit muse-
ums or see shows, emphasizes details about 
the streets and locations of the artistic and 
cultural centers that draw her to the city’s 
midtown (figure 8–2). She offers only sketchy 
information about the upper West Side or 
lower manhattan. by contrast, physical thera-
pist Cara’s manhattan, emphasizes the upper 
West Side area where she lives (figure 8–3). 
featured prominently are restaurants, parks, 
and high-rise apartment buildings, without 
the need to list streets, given her familiarity 
with the area. missing, save for one or two 
items, are midtown and lower manhattan.

no one, as suggested above, can re-create 
the complexity of the whole city, as Cara’s 
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The Social environmenT: 
GEsEllschafT

living in the city demands that we deal 
with more than just the physical environ-
ment. We must also contend with large 
numbers of people, most of whom we don’t 

in the cityscape box on page 210, novelist 
alfred Kazin describes returning to his old 
neighborhood in the brownsville district of 
new york. Present in his image of the city are 
all of lynch’s visual categories, complex inter-
pretations of sound and smell, and evidence 
of his own social background.

Figure 8–2  Mental Maps of Manhattan: Beth’s Map
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The Pedestrian: Watching your Step

Standing on the sidewalk during rush hour 
along boylston Street in boston; State Street 
in Columbus, ohio; or Kearny Street in San 
francisco, anyone can observe the “faceless 

know—and probably don’t want to know. 
how do we cope with what ferdinand 
Tönnies (see Chapter 5) called the city’s 
gesellschaft  characteristics—its vast numbers 
and characteristic anonymity?

Figure 8–3  Mental Maps of Manhattan: Cara’s Map
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walk. Simply because the observer cannot 
perceive such motives is no reason to think 
they don’t exist.

moreover, pedestrians observe an intricate 
set of social rules. an unwritten traffic code ex-
ists for the sidewalks, just as a written code  exists 
for automobiles using the streets. for example, 
pedestrian traffic in north american cities 
sorts itself into two opposing streams, with 
the dividing line somewhere near the middle 
of the sidewalk. Within each stream, people 
“watch their step” in a variety of ways: first, they 

crowd” of urbanites going about their daily 
business. Taking such a detached perspective, 
the city’s people seem almost like sheep—an 
undifferentiated, robot-like herd.

is this really so? as most urbanites know, 
city life is an orderly routine, one that allows 
people to meet their personal needs while 
surrounded by an unknown mass of others. 
People are on the street, of course, for a 
reason. We move through the city to get to 
work, to enjoy a restaurant, to meet a friend, 
to catch a subway, or perhaps, just to take a 

ciTyScaPe

The Streets of brownsville

All my early life lies open to my 
eye within five city blocks. . . . On 
Belmont Avenue, Brownville’s 
great open street market, the 
pushcarts are still lined on each 
other for blocks, and the din is 
as deafening, marvelous, and 
appetizing as ever. . . . When I 
was a boy, they . . . reached half-
way up the curb to the open 
stands of the stores; walking 

down the street was like being whirled around 
and around in a game of blind man’s bluff. But 
Belmont Avenue is still the merriest street in 
Brownsville. As soon as I walked into it from 
Rockaway, caught my first whiff of the her-
rings and pickles in their great black barrels, 
heard the familiarly harsh, mocking cries and 
shouts from the market women—“Oh you 
darlings! Oh you sweet ones, oh you pretty 
ones! Storm us! Tear us apart! Devour us!”—I 
laughed right out loud, it was so good to be 
back among them. . . . 

On my right hand the “Stadium” movie 
house—the sanctuary every Saturday after-
noon of my childhood, the great dark place 
of all my dream life. . . . 

The block: my block. It was on the Chester 
Street side of our house, between the grocery 

and the back wall of the old drugstore, that 
I was hammered into the shape of the streets. 
Everything beginning at Blake Avenue would 
always wear for me some delightful strange-
ness and mildness, simply because it was 
not of my block, the block, where the clang 
of your head sounded against the pavement 
when you fell in a fist fight, and the rows of 
store lights on each side were pitiless, watch-
ing you.

We worked every inch of it, from the 
cellars and the backyards to the sickening 
space between the roofs. Any wall, any 
stoop, any curving metal edge on a bill-
board sign made a place against which to 
knock a ball; any bottom rung of a fire es-
cape ladder a goal in basketball; any sewer 
cover a base. . . . Our life every day was 
fought out on the pavement and in the gut-
ter, up against the walls of the houses and 
the glass fronts of the drugstore and the gro-
cery—in and out of . . . the wheels of passing 
carts and automobiles, along the iron spikes 
of the stairway to the cellar, the jagged edge 
of the open garbage cans. . . . 

Source: Alfred Kazin, A Walker in the City, reprint ed. 
(New York: MJF Books, 1997).
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don’t ya look where you’re going?” Such reac-
tions show us that people know the rules for 
pedestrian behavior and call others to task for 
any transgressions. in essence, a tacit contract 
exists among users of public space, who come 
to trust each other to act like competent pedes-
trians (middleton 2010; Wolfinger 1995).

rules of pedestrian traffic vary from cul-
ture to culture, of course. This variety can 
puzzle—and even intimidate—a traveler, 
as the next Urban living box on page 212 
explains.

escalators represent another example of 
cultural variety. in the united States, pas-
sengers all pile on together, making passage 
by anybody behind almost impossible. in 
most european nations, however, escalator 
passengers ride on the right side, leaving a 
lane on the left for anyone wishing to pass. 
Taking their first ride on a european escala-
tor, north americans who place themselves 
on the left-hand side of a ramp are often a 
bit puzzled to hear people behind them ask-
ing them to please move over. Conversely, 
europeans riding a north american subway 
escalator can be quite puzzled at the “rude-
ness” of locals, who jam up the ramp so that 
no one can pass.

finally, even in that most dense and anony-
mous of urban worlds, the subway, people 
evolve mechanisms for ordering and person-
alizing their experience. The second Urban 
living box on page 212 offers a look at the sub-
way during rush hour.

Together, these examples reveal that street 
behavior is not nearly as chaotic as it might 
appear to be at first glance. City dwellers may 
have to deal with larger numbers of people, 
often in crowded conditions, but urban life is 
not necessarily difficult or dehumanizing.

a World of Strangers

besides coping with the city’s sheer numbers, 
urbanites must also learn to deal with anonym-
ity, living in what lyn lofland (1985) calls “a 
world of strangers.” lofland argues that we 
look for visual clues in order to classify strang-
ers in much the same way as we make sense of 
the city’s physical environment.

keep themselves at least slightly aware of obsta-
cles, such as mailboxes, lampposts, or groups 
stopped on the sidewalk. Second, they casually 
note the speed of people in front of or behind 
them, gauging their own speed accordingly in 
order to avoid collisions. Third, to move faster 
or slower than the stream, people move to the 
outside of the lane. fourth, people utilize vari-
ous strategies to avoid collisions, perhaps mak-
ing coughing noises or shifting packages to 
alert a careless walker about impending con-
tact. fifth, people scold one another for break-
ing any of these rules. after someone brushes 
by, one pedestrian may loudly protest, “Why 

As Goffman suggested, pedestrians communally 
follow a sidewalk traffic code, creating two 
 opposing streams with a dividing line somewhere 
in the middle of the sidewalk. Within these two 
streams, they share an intricate set of social rules 
that  enable them to move easily at their own pace, 
without jostling or colliding with one another.
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urban living

Saigon: learning to cross the Street all over again

The first morning after we ar-
rived in port, we left the ship 
early and made our way along 
the docks toward the center 
of Ho Chi Minh City—known 
to an earlier generation as 
Saigon. After looking us over—
a family of U.S.  visitors—the 
government security officers 
waved us through the secu-
rity gates without so much 

as glancing at our papers. But we paused 
nonetheless, coming face to face with doz-
ens of men crowded just beyond the gate, 
all operators of cyclos—bicycles with a 
small carriage attached to the front—which 
are the Vietnamese equivalent of taxicabs. 
“No, thanks,” I stated firmly, breaking eye 
contact, and making a firm gesture with my 
arm. In New York, it is hard enough to find 
a cab; here, we spent the next 20 minutes 
fending off persistent drivers who cruised 

alongside us pleading for our business. The 
pressure was uncomfortable.

Let’s cross the street, I suggested. We 
turned to the traffic and immediately realized 
that there were no stop signs or signal lights. 
In fact, there was no break at all in the steady 
stream of bicycles, cyclos, motorbikes, and 
small trucks that rattled along the rough road-
way. What to do? Then the answer came, in 
the form of a tiny woman who walked right 
next to us and plunged out into the traffic 
without so much as batting an eye. She sim-
ply walked at a steady pace across the street; 
drivers saw her coming and made room for 
her. To us, she appeared to part the waves of 
vehicles as if she had some mysterious power.

We took a deep breath. From several yards 
back, we walked right into the traffic keep-
ing eyes straight ahead. Amazing! It worked. 
Such are the rules of the road in Vietnam.

Source: Based on John Macionis’ travel to Vietnam.

urban living

The Subway at rush hour

A crowd of people surged into 
the Eighth Avenue express at 
59th Street. By elbowing other 
passengers in the back, by push-
ing and heaving, they forced 
their bodies into the coaches, 
making room for themselves 
where no room had existed be-
fore. As the train gathered speed 
for the long run to 125th Street, 

the passengers settled down into small private 
worlds, thus creating the illusion of space be-
tween them and their fellow passengers. The 
worlds were built up behind newspapers and 
magazines, behind closed eyes or while star-
ing at the varicolored show cards that bor-
dered the coaches.

Source: Ann Petry, The Street (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 
1998), p. 27.
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essential. after all, the odds of running into 
someone we know in midtown manhattan or 
Chicago’s downtown “loop” are rather small.

Worth noting is that using spatial location 
as a clue to people’s identities is a modern 
practice. in preindustrial cities, public spaces, 
such as the town square, usually had many 
uses: schooling, religious services, parades, 
shopping, general loitering, and even execu-
tions. in short, because virtually anybody might 
be there, location provided few clues about 
who strangers were. in part, then, citizens put 
great stock in appearance, as illustrated in the 
Urban living box below.

in modern industrial societies, however, 
the rules change. dress still plays a part in 
identifying strangers, but costume is no lon-
ger the central clue it once was. dress codes 

Appearance and Location. first, we iden-
tify strangers in terms of their appearance and 
their physical location within the city. in other 
words, we give strangers “the once-over,” not-
ing their clothing, hairstyle, jewelry, what 
they’re carrying, and how they’re walking. 
We also let location speak for people: for 
example, in a district of office buildings and 
expensive restaurants, we expect to find dif-
ferent types of people than we would find in 
a district full of all-night movie houses or por-
nographic bookstores.

lofland concedes such tactics are not 
uniquely urban. even in small towns, people 
judge each other by appearance and by “which 
side of the tracks” they call home. The point 
is simply that in big cities, our reliance on 
clues like appearance and location becomes 

urban living

clothes make the man

To a degree unknown to mod-
erns, the resident of the prein-
dustrial city literally “donned” 
his identity. The Roman citizen, 
for example, expressed the fact 
of his citizenship by wearing as 
decreed by law, the white toga. 
A “gentleman” in the Colonial 
cities of America was known 
by his “periwig.” . . . 

Urban elites everywhere 
struggled to differentiate themselves from their 
“inferiors” not only by the design of their dress, 
but by the materials as well. The cap of the me-
dieval Frenchman was made of velvet for the 
elites, rough cloth for the poor. In Elizabethan 
England, [Gideon Sjoberg reported that] 
“Commoners were prohibited by law from 
wearing clothing fashioned from gold or silver 
cloth, velvet, furs, and other ‘luxury’ materi-
als.” Hair length also indicated status. Among 
the Franks, only the elite had long hair. . . . 

The clothing of outcaste groups . . . was 
often regulated by law. . . . [T]he Parsi mi-
nority in the Persian city of Yezd were 
forced, until the 1880s, “to twist their tur-
bans instead of folding them, [were] denied 
various colors, and [were] prohibited rings, 
umbrellas, and other items.”

Occupation, too, was signaled by dress. 
The lawyers of medieval France, for ex-
ample, were distinguished by their round 
caps . . . and the executioners of the period 
were forced to wear a special coat of red or 
gold so that they would be readily recog-
nizable in a crowd. . . . Each of the various 
types of itinerant peddlers of Peking . . . wore 
a distinctive costume as did the clergy of 
twelfth century Europe and the members 
of religious sects in numerous preindustrial 
cities.

Source: Lyn H. Lofland, A World of Strangers: Order 
and Action in Urban Public Spaces (Prospect Heights, 
IL: Waveland Press, 1985), pp. 45–46.
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off as something we are not by manipulating 
the ways that we dress and act. a narcotics 
agent may infiltrate a drug ring, for example, 
and a social scientist may live anonymously 
in an area, hoping to learn the inside story of 
people’s lives. Sometimes, people intention-
ally “perform.” a sighted person may don dark 
eyeglasses, hold a sign saying “blind,” and beg; 
sedate, middle-class suburbanites may come 
into the city to “swing” at night, retiring at eve-
ning’s end to their normal routine.

Privatizing Public Space. lofland (1985: 
118–23) suggests that another way we reduce 
the vastness and complexity of a city is to trans-
form areas into private or semi-private space. 
People can claim a street corner as a hangout; a 
tavern, such as in television’s cheers, can become 
a club to its regular patrons; and musicians can 
transform a section of a park into an outdoor 
performance arena. Such “home territories” 
are rarely intentional; usually, they result from 
unplanned, uncoordinated actions that end 
up spatially segregating certain types of people. 
The city is full of such patterns: yuppies ap-
propriate plazas; skid row vagrants lay claim to 
benches and steam grates; and gay people come 
to think of a particular neighborhood as “their 
own.” outsiders entering such spaces soon pick 
up cues of dress and behavior that indicate they 
are on semi-private ground.

on a larger scale, whole urban districts can 
become home territory—or “turf”—to a spe-
cific group. most residential neighborhoods 
have a dominant character, perhaps based on 
class, race, ethnicity, and age. although cities 
are largely impersonal, they are also (in robert 
Park’s phrase) “mosaics of small worlds.” 
Within gesellschaft, in short, the city reveals 
many gemeinschaft-like subsocieties.

The city as Gesellschaft:  
a reassessment

many early urban theorists feared that people 
could never cope with the city’s sheer physical 
size, its large population, and its anonymity. 
yet, we do cope. We contend with physical size 
by creating our personal mental image of the 
city. We deal with the complexities of street 

have relaxed, and people from all walks of 
life, without fear of censure, wear almost any 
sort of clothing. important historical reasons 
explain this change.

in the preindustrial city, only the wealthy 
could afford clothes of silk and satin or jew-
elry made from gold and silver. With the 
industrial revolution, however, mass produc-
tion made many types of dress much more 
 affordable. furthermore, even as a rising stan-
dard of living allowed more and more people 
to purchase and display such goods, many af-
fluent people began dressing more casually.

if dress means less to us in modern cities, 
then, location means more. We recognize 
that modern cities are composed of numer-
ous distinct districts, such as for business, 
warehousing, residence, and entertainment. 
in business districts, we expect to encounter 
businesspeople, and we expect them to act in 
a businesslike manner.

for example, huntington avenue, which 
has undergone gentrification along its route 
in recent years, still marks the boundary be-
tween two major districts of boston (look back 
at figure 8–1). on the north side of the street 
are the nearby upper-middle-class back bay 
and fenway areas, which include Symphony 
hall, the museum of fine arts, and numerous 
expensive shops and art galleries. Just across 
the street begins the lower-class, predomi-
nantly african american and Puerto rican 
roxbury district, with run-down housing and 
downscale shops.

To position oneself at the corner of 
huntington avenue and massachusetts 
avenue near Symphony hall, when the boston 
Symphony orchestra is playing, is a remark-
able sociological experience. on one side of 
the street are men sporting formal black-tie 
dress and women decked out in ermine and 
pearls. yet just 20 feet away are people in 
threadbare and tattered clothes. Strangers on 
both sides of the street may stand in fairly close 
proximity to one another, but each group is 
well aware that they inhabit two different so-
cial worlds.

of course, such patterns don’t mean that 
some people can’t “work the system.” We all 
know that it is possible for us to pass ourselves 
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London Couples. examining the relation-
ships of married couples in london, elizabeth 
bott Spillius (2008) uncovered the effects 
of social class on the urban experience. She 
found that working-class partners had a strict 
division of labor, often spent their leisure time 
separately, and each maintained their own net-
works. in contrast, tasks among middle-class 
spouses were shared or interchangeable, and 
they typically spent their leisure time together 
and participated in a shared network. other 
studies show that strong urban networks form in 
stable neighborhoods, or around local schools 
through parenthood, or from a shared sense of 
group identity (butler 2008; robson and butler 
2001; Small 2007). Such findings do not dis-
count the role of class, however.

Washington, D.C., Street-Corner Men. eliot 
liebow (2003) conducted a famous participant 
observation study of poor african american 
men who frequented a street corner—“Tally’s 
Corner”—in Washington, d.C. most of these 

life by observing codes of behavior and seek-
ing out clues to the identity of strangers. and 
of course, our own social characteristics place 
us within some part of the city and make 
urban life more meaningful.

The Social environmenT: 
GEmEinschafT

Then, too, the city abounds with personal re-
lationships. only the most extreme of urban 
isolates—Jonathan raban’s “marginal man,” 
perhaps—live according to the stereotype of 
gesellschaft. for most, interpersonal bonds pro-
vide a basis for social and psychological secu-
rity in the city.

urban networks

The study of interpersonal ties is called net-
work analysis. as we shall see, urban networks 
may or may not involve organized social 
groups, nor need they be defined by locality.

In a city, many people share public space. Whether in small groups or alone, on a 
lunch break or resting from sightseeing, they gather wherever there is some sun and 
a place to sit. Steps and low walls are popular choices, and there, they often engage 
in that favorite urban pastime of people-watching or enjoy some show, such as this 
sword-swallower in New York’s Washington Square Park.
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Tally’s Corner, people sympathized with each 
other and didn’t ask embarrassing questions. 
There, a man could forget failure and get by 
from day to day. before long, most men were 
spending more time there than at home. The 
Urban living box below explains that net-
works supplied the heart and soul of life on 
“Tally’s Corner.”

Neighborhoods. many urban relationships 
are set in neighborhoods. distinguished by 
physical or social boundaries, neighborhoods 
contain people who share important social 
characteristics, such as social class, race, and 
ethnicity. in a study of boston’s predominantly 
italian West end neighborhood in the 1950s, 
herbert gans (1982) suggested that despite 
the many differences among residents of an 
urban neighborhood, many gemeinschaft-like 
relations exist. daily shopping in small grocery 

men, liebow found, had believed until their late 
teens that they would become adult breadwin-
ners and husbands. driven by this ideal, many 
married and fathered children. unfortunately, 
most of these men had few skills and little edu-
cation, and they ended up with little more than 
menial jobs.

many men came to hate the idea of perform-
ing degrading work. in time, many stopped 
working: Some were fired; some just quit. in 
any case, the men soon realized they could 
barely provide for themselves, much less a fam-
ily. This failure was evident to their wives and 
children and a deep source of personal pain 
and family tension. To make matters worse, 
the government offered to provide public as-
sistance to wives and children—but only if no 
father was living in the home.

men crushed by their plight could find 
some comfort “hanging out” together. at 

urban living

The networks of Street-corner men

[The most important people 
in a man’s network are those] 
with whom he is “up tight”: 
His “walking buddies,” “good” 
or “best” friends, girl friends, 
and sometimes real or putative 
kinsmen. These are the people 
with whom he is in more or 
less daily, face-to-face con-
tact, and whom he turns to for 
emergency aid, comfort or sup-

port in time of need or crisis. He gives them 
and receives from them goods and services 
in the name of friendship, ostensibly keep-
ing no reckoning. Routinely, he seeks them 
out and is sought out by them. They serve his 
need to be with others of his kind, and to be 
recognized as a discrete, distinctive person-
ality, and he, in turn, serves them the same 
way. They are both his audience and his fel-
low actors.

It is with these men and women that he 
spends his waking, nonworking hours, drink-
ing, dancing, engaging in sex, playing the 
fool or the wise man, passing the time at 
the Carry-out or on the street-corner, talking 
about nothing and everything, about epis-
temology or . . . about the nature of numbers 
or how he would “have it made” if he could 
have a steady job that paid him $60 a week 
with no layoffs.

So important a part of daily life are these 
relationships that it seems like no life at all 
without them. Old Mr. Jenkins climbed out 
of his sickbed to take up a seat on the Coca-
Cola case at the Carry-out for a couple of 
hours. “I can’t stay home and play dead,” 
he explained, “I got to get out and see my 
friends.”

Source: Eliot Liebow, Tally’s Corner, 2nd ed. (Lanham, 
MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2003), pp. 163–64.
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knew something about everyone and that level 
of familiarity led to their willingness to help 
their neighbors whenever any kind of emer-
gency occurred. for most residents, then, this 
forging of strong ties with family, neighbors, 
and friends resulted in a lifestyle resembling a 
small town or suburban community.

other researchers reached similar conclu-
sions after investigating other cities. for ex-
ample, gerald Suttles (1974) reported strong 
interpersonal ties among italians in Chicago’s 
addams area, and Joseph howell (1990) pro-
vided a similar description of life in an inner-
city Washington, d.C., neighborhood. finally, 
a study by Jarrett, et al. (2010) found impor-
tant extended-kin networks promoting family 
stability in the face of challenges from living in 
Chicago low-income neighborhoods. in sum, 
personal relationships, though hidden to the 
casual observer, may be every bit as important 
to low-income urban neighbors as they are to 
people living in rural communities.

stores for fresh meats, fish, and produce pro-
vided an opportunity to meet with neighbors 
and share local news. on Sundays before and 
after church services, people strolling on the 
sidewalks and/or visiting friends and neigh-
bors generated frequent social interactions.

at the time of gans’s research, the West end 
was a low-income, low-rent district adjacent to 
the elite beacon hill area. Traditionally home 
to immigrants, over the years the West end 
had been dominated by people of various cat-
egories—including italians, Jews, Poles, and 
irish, as well as some artists and bohemians.

most casual observers of the West end con-
cluded that it was a chaotic slum. yet living 
in the area revealed a different—and more 
 accurate—picture. There, gans found as 
much gemeinschaft as might be found in many 
non-urban environments. many had known 
one another for years, not perhaps personally, 
but certainly as acquaintances in greeting each 
other on the street. moreover, they typically 

Urban ethnic neighborhoods are often places to find examples of what Lofland calls 
the privatizing of public space. Here, the street becomes a place to play stickball 
or wash a parked car, and the sidewalk becomes a site for jump rope or hopscotch 
games, for stores or street vendors to display their wares, or for people to sit to 
 socialize or watch passersby.
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Scenes. one of the city’s hallmarks is its 
many and diverse places, or scenes, where 
people gather to socialize with friends, meet 
new ones, and enjoy themselves. in fact, many 
people invent places where they get together. 
Scenes include bars, clubs, discos, or areas 
of a city taken over by a group, such as San 
francisco’s haight–ashbury district by hip-
pies in the 1960s or new york’s bryant Park by 
yuppies in the late 1990s.

most scenes are part-time. They usually 
occupy the hours away from work, such as a 
favorite eatery for lunch, a coffee shop, or a 
health club/fitness center. Second, to “make 
the scene” suggests that participants are, in 
some sense, “on stage,” emphasizing only one 
particular aspect of themselves—their ability 
to dance or their knowledge of literature, for 
instance.

Scenes are of four main types (irwin 
1977). most cities have lifestyle scenes that at-
tract writers, musicians, gays, political radi-
cals, and other groups. on summer evenings 

Friendships. many urban relationships do 
not involve neighbors. more affluent urban-
ites especially—many who move from city to 
city to establish their careers—are not linked 
to neighborhoods in any traditional sense, but 
nonetheless have friends. Such people typi-
cally forge friendships involving co- workers, 
people with whom they have lunch or a drink 
and dinner, or friends they meet more ca-
sually—say, at a concert or in the park. The 
point is that people may not live near each 
other but still maintain friendships with oth-
ers who share similar interests (gibbons and 
olk 2003; Whitmeyer 2002).

industrial technology once broke up the 
communities of old by offering new opportu-
nities that pulled people away from the towns 
of their birth. yet technology also provides 
new means to stay in touch: The landline tele-
phone served this purpose in the twentieth 
century, and the cell phone, e-mail, and text 
messaging heavily reinforce countless rela-
tionships in this century.

Many cities are filled with young adults for whom one of the most popular “scenes” 
is a bar or club, where they can relax and enjoy themselves with friends, fellow 
 students, or co-workers. Some places attract a particular lifestyle crowd, such as gays, 
musicians, or writers; others are more open, attracting a wide range of customers.
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clubs, dating agencies, public ballrooms,  call-in 
radio talk shows, and  suicide hot lines.

Sometimes, such networks serve people 
who are extremely lonely or desperate. Just 
as frequently, however, they serve people who 
are quite happy with their lives. People who 
participate in late-night talk shows, for in-
stance, need not be lonely, after all; they may 
just be working late, or simply be interested in 
speaking their mind.

identifying with the city

The ability to know and identify with an entire 
city probably ended in the middle ages. With 
the dawning of the modern age, Western cit-
ies began a relentless increase in population 
as well as an expanding division of labor, 
resulting in the large, diverse cities we find 
today.

Still, most people have some sense of 
“knowing” their city, although such knowl-
edge often rests on clichés and stereotypi-
cal images that outsiders also may share. 
Thus, beer has made milwaukee famous in 
the same way that sunshine defines miami 
and the entertainment industry has elevated 
los angeles and hollywood. St. louis has 
its arch and Toronto its Cn Tower (the tall-
est freestanding structure in the Western 
hemisphere). and, while Stratford-on-avon 
has its Shakespeare, hannibal, missouri, 
is proud to be the boyhood home of mark 
Twain (Samuel Clemens).

in addition, sports teams foster identification 
with the modern city (“minneapolis–St. Paul—
home of the Twins, vikings, and north Stars!”), 
as do important local events (St. Patrick’s 
day in boston, the rose Parade in Pasadena, 
inauguration day in Washington, d.C., and 
mardi gras in new orleans). The Urban living 
box on page 220 examines some of these “urban 
rituals.”

historical events—both negative and posi-
tive—also help to define the urban experi-
ence. The San francisco earthquake of 1906 
and the devastating aftermath from hurricane 
Katrina in new orleans in 2005 are examples 
of costly and tragic events that remain alive 
in people’s minds. The ride of Paul revere 

in Toronto, for example, young people from 
all over the metropolitan area descend on 
yonge Street, and they often remain until the 
wee hours of the morning. on foot or in cars 
with stereos blaring, they eat, talk, yell, buy 
records, and generally hang out up and down 
a dozen city blocks.

The local scene is more exclusive. a local 
bar, for example, may attract a particular 
crowd, and it may even discourage “outsiders” 
from coming in.

The open scene is more fluid in terms of cli-
entele, yet it, too, provides the opportunity 
for personal relationships. bars without a 
well-defined clientele fall into this category. 
Such public drinking places provide opportu-
nities for those present, whether acquainted 
or not, to engage others in conversational in-
teraction in a setting that promotes the near-
obligation to accept these extended overtures 
of sociability.

finally, the specialized scene involves ac-
tivities, such as tennis, barbershop harmony, 
 amateur theater, bingo, card playing, chess, 
 skateboarding, and countless others. like 
the  local scene, these specialized scenes 
 provide  a sense of ingroup solidarity with 
others who  share that particular interest. 
Specialized scenes, however, have a degree 
of openness and population fluidity that local 
scenes do not.

Perhaps one of the best-known specialized 
scenes among college students, especially 
those attending a city college or university, 
is the clubs. These typically crowded gather-
ing places have a dJ or band, a dance floor, a 
bar, and room to sit or stand. for example, in 
boston, some of the more popular clubs are 
aria, avalon, liquor Store, roxy, and venu. 
other clubs cater to different types of clien-
tele, such as african or hispanic americans, 
or gays. no matter which club, though, peo-
ple come to hear and dance to the music and, 
of course, to enjoy some good times with old 
or new friends.

Temporary Networks. many urban dwell-
ers use another type of network to make  initial 
or short-term personal  contact in the  city. 
examples of such networks  include  singles 
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urban living

great urban rituals

Cities, both large and small, 
have annual events that in-
volve large segments of the 
population and serve as a 
means of sharing in an urban 
experience and, thus, identify-
ing with the city. Here are just 
a few examples.

Each New Year’s Day, 
weather permitting, about 1 
million people line the streets of 

Philadelphia to watch the Mummers Parade. 
Thousands of marchers, members of many 
Mummers clubs—who are capped and caped, 
in speckled and sequined costumes—literally 
strut to the music of a distinctive string-band 
strum. They neither walk nor march; instead, 
they cakewalk in a distinctive style that is dif-
ficult to imitate. It’s a colorful, pleasant spec-
tacle and a famous city tradition.

In Boston, the celebration of Patriot’s Day 
(the third Monday in April) commemorates 
the events in that city that led to the American 
Revolution (the rides of Paul Revere and 
William Dawes, the battles at Lexington 
and Concord). Aside from reenactments of 
the rides and a traditional parade, the main 
attraction that day is the Boston Marathon. 
This oldest race in the United States, a mara-
thon second only in age to the Olympics it-
self, attracts more than 20,000 runners and 
more than a half-million enthusiastic specta-
tors along the 26.2-mile route.

Cinco de Mayo festivals celebrate Mexico’s 
victory over French forces in Puebla, Mexico, 
on May 5, 1862. Though celebrated in many 
major U.S. cities—including Austin, Chicago, 
Dallas, Houston, San Antonio, and St. Paul—
it is in Los Angeles where hundreds of thou-
sands of people gather in parks and on streets, 
decorated in the Mexican colors (red, white, 
and green), to enjoy the crafts, food, music, 
and dancing.

On Memorial Day weekend, Detroit 
hosts Movement, an electronic dance music 
festival. More than 100 artists perform on 
 multiple stages in Hart Plaza in the city’s 
downtown. Held in the birthplace of techno 
music, the event integrates musical and vi-
sual artistry, creativity, diversity, and state-of-
the-art technology.

From mid-July to early August, Toronto 
blazes with the excitement of calypso and 
elaborate masquerade costumes during the 
annual Scotiabank Caribbean Festival. This 
two-week festival is the largest Caribbean 
festival in North America, attracting over 
1  million participants—including hundreds 
of thousands of American tourists.

Among the many ethnic festivals in New 
York City, its oldest and most popular one 
that cuts across ethnic boundaries is the San 
Gennaro Festival in Little Italy and runs for two 
weeks in mid-September. The street festivities, 
which include parades, entertainment, food 
stands, and a cannoli-eating contest, attract 
more than 1 million people annually.

Of the thousands of Oktoberfest celebra-
tions in North America, Cincinnati’s German 
heritage celebration is the largest, drawing over 
500,000 people each year. Five downtown city 
blocks are transformed each September into 
Oktoberfest Zinzinnati, with seven stages offer-
ing live entertainment and nearly 100 booths 
serving German food, wine, and beer.

We cannot end this section without men-
tioning the rejuvenated Mardi Gras in New 
Orleans, mostly recovered from Hurricane 
Katrina in 2005. For about two weeks,  dozens 
of elaborate parades take place through Fat 
Tuesday, the day before the Christian sea-
son of Lent begins. From the parade floats, 
riders in outrageous costumes throw beads 
and other trinkets to hundreds of thousands 
of spectators, many also dressed in costume 
during this fun-filled time.
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money, and fame are all part of hollywood’s 
texture as “Tinsel Town.”

Detroit. The “motor City” has been battling 
its negative image of urban decay and high 
crime for decades. With the decline of the auto-
mobile industry in the 1970s, the flight of afflu-
ent people to the suburbs, and the collapse of 
its center-city areas, detroit gained a reputation 
as unpleasant and unsafe (consistently listed 
as one of the nation’s worst cities in serious 
crimes)—a violent cultural wasteland. as both 
cause and effect, detroit’s population plum-
meted from 1.8 million in 1950 to 951,000 in 
2000, a drop of 52 percent. between 2000 and 
2010, detroit’s population plunged further, 
down another 237,000 to 714,000, according to 
the 2010 Census (u.S. Census bureau 2011c).

how does a city overcome such a loss in 
both reputation and population? one at-
tempt was to become a more inviting cultural 
center. a restored opera house and exhib-
its at the henry ford museum, historical 
museum, and museum of african american 
history do attract many visitors, as does the 
institute of arts, one of the nation’s biggest 
art museums. another re-urbanization effort, 
live midtown, provides loans and rent allow-
ance to employees and students at Wayne 
State university, the henry ford health 
System, and the detroit medical Center to 
encourage them to live in midtown detroit 
through loans and rent allowances.

another recent innovation is the People 
mover—an automated, elevated light-rail sys-
tem that takes millions of riders on a 2.9-mile 
loop of downtown detroit. for just 50 cents, 
one can easily reach the numerous casinos, of-
fices, restaurants, shops, nightlife, landmarks, 
and other attractions that are within walking 
distance of the system’s 13 stations and stops. 
also, the city’s four professional sports teams 
(nba Pistons, nfl lions, nhl red Wings, 
and mlb Tigers) attract many living outside 
the city limits.

Perhaps the best indicator of detroit’s 
change in its textural image is the symbol of its 
skyline, the renaissance Center (nicknamed 
“renCen”). one of the world’s largest office 
complexes (5.5 million square feet), its central 

through boston, the signing of the declaration 
of independence in Philadelphia, and the 
battle at the alamo in San antonio are major 
events still well known many generations later 
by most of those cities’ present-day inhabitants.

The city as Gemeinschaft:  
a reassessment

a wealth of research supports the conclusion 
that the vast majority of urbanites are “well-
connected” in their cities. on the one hand, 
most are engaged in a variety of networks, 
such as families, neighborhoods, friend-
ships, scenes, and even temporary contacts. 
Similarly, most city residents have a sense of 
identification with their city. although they 
may not always be readily apparent, charac-
teristics of Tönnies’s gemeinschaft—personal 
relationships and a sense of belonging—do 
flourish in the city.

The TexTure oF The ciTy

most cities convey a unique impression—
a look and feel that gerald Suttles (1984) 
termed a “texture” and that others call the 
“soul,” “personality,” or the “feel” of the city. 
new york is the “big apple,” a city of energy 
and hustle; boston is relaxed, “cultural,” and 
intellectual; los angeles is “laid back,” the 
heart of the “new america”; and new orleans 
is “The big easy,” where life is slower, simpler, 
and easy-going. These are stereotypical im-
pressions, of course, but many people share 
them (see the cityscape box on page 222).

To what extent are such images real? 
Suttles argues that a city’s texture is grounded 
in its history, architecture, street names, and 
even the nicknames for certain parts of town. 
Together, these elements add up to an objec-
tive reality, not just one individual’s impres-
sion. a visitor to hollywood, for example, can 
actually see the footprints and handprints of 
the stars in the cement in front of grauman’s 
Chinese Theater, use a map to visit the homes 
of the stars, and see the huge “hollywood” 
sign overlooking the city. and who knows? if 
you’re lucky, you might even end up face to 
face with a famed actor at a restaurant. Stars, 
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ciTyScaPe

The Personality of cities

Author of the book that in-
spired the 1959 film The Young 
Philadelphians starring Paul 
Newman, Richard Powell 
gave this tongue-in-cheek, pro-
vocative commentary on his 
thoughts about the personalities 
(textures) of many U.S. cities, 
one that amuses some and of-
fends others:

Of the major cities of the United States, only 
nine have distinct and individual personalities. 
These are New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, 
Boston, Los Angeles, San Francisco, New 
Orleans, Charleston, and Savannah. . . . 

[Of these,] only San Francisco has a really 
nice one. The other eight cities often annoy 
people who have not had the good fortune 
of being born there. I hope I am not reveal-
ing  anything top secret when I say that, to 
many outsiders, Philadelphia and Boston have 
highly irritating personalities. To many out-
siders, these two cities are rather like a pair 
of sheltered maiden ladies who have become 
crotchety and eccentric but who happen to be 
 awfully well-heeled.

New York, of course, has a very strong per-
sonality. Naturally, as a good Philadelphian, I 
dislike the place. . . . 

Here is a quick review of the personality 
or lack of personality of other major American 
cities:

Chicago—Yes, it has personality. It’s the 
neighborhood big shot of the Midwest.
Detroit—No personality. It’s just the hot-
rod kid of American cities.
Los Angeles—Lots of personality, but of 
kinds that delight a psychiatrist.
Baltimore—No more personality than one 
of its own Chincoteague oysters, and just 
about as retiring.
Cleveland, St. Louis, Cincinnati, Kansas 
City, Columbus, and Indianapolis—These 

are the great faceless cities of the Midwest, 
representing nothing more than the lowest 
common denominator of many rather inter-
esting small towns.
Pittsburgh—It has no personality. It’s merely 
a pro football player who struck it rich.
Washington—It’s not really a city at all. It’s 
just a big international motel whose guests 
only sign in for overnight.
Milwaukee—A freckle-faced kid peering 
wistfully through a knothole at the Milwaukee 
Braves.
Seattle, Rochester (New York), Portland 
(Oregon), Buffalo, and Minneapolis—All 
you can say about these is that the name is 
familiar but you can’t place the face.
San Francisco—The most delightful person-
ality of any American city: cultured with-
out being snobbish, cosmopolitan without 
seeming foreign.
New Orleans—Like Paris, it is one of the 
few cities with sex appeal. It’s a sort of 
Creole Marilyn Monroe.
Newark and Jersey City—These are nothing 
but a couple of dead-end kids.
Houston, Dallas, and Fort Worth—They 
merely pretend to have strong personalities, 
in the manner of cowboys whooping it up 
on Saturday night.
Charleston and Savannah—These are lovely 
old ladies, who sometimes get a bit tiresome 
in talking about the men who courted them 
when they were young.
Miami—Just a chromium-plated diner at a 
crossroads.
Atlanta—It has a split personality, because 
it can’t decide whether to play the role of 
Scarlett O’Hara or that of Perle Mesta.

Source: From Richard Powell, The Philadelphian, 50th 
Anniversary Edition (Medford, NJ: Plexus Publishing, 
Inc., www.plexuspublishing.com). Copyright © renewed 
2006 by Dorothy Powell Quigley. Used by permission. 
All rights reserved.

www.plexuspublishing.com
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image, based on its revitalized downtown, new 
housing and businesses, and rebuilt waterfront. 
visitors take delight in strolling down tree-lined 
shopping streets, observing the many fountains, 
and traveling safely on the freely available bicy-
cles. Portland is prospering as one of the vibrant 
new cities of the West. Still, it effectively controls 
its land use, despite its 10 percent growth spurt 
between 2000 and 2010 (row 2011).

Streetscapes. The “concrete canyons” formed 
by the tall buildings in midtown manhattan 
create a different sense of place in the minds 
of visitors than, say, the streets of boston’s cen-
tral business district, where few tall buildings 
abound, or the streets of San francisco, with its 
many steep hills and cable cars.

in short, our senses do not deceive us when 
we get a different feeling from one city than 
we get from another. although urban areas 
share many common elements, their individ-
uality is quite real.

tower (the detroit marriott) is the tallest all-
hotel skyscraper in the Western hemisphere, 
with the largest rooftop restaurant as well. This 
downtown complex of seven interconnected 
skyscrapers along the detroit river houses 
the world headquarters of general motors. 
Similarly, the $180 million renovation of the 
city’s most famous grand hotel, the historic, 
31-story, neo-renaissance-style book–Cadillac 
hotel, has resulted in an upscale, mixed-use 
Westin hotel, offices, and luxury condomini-
ums. in addition, Compuware’s recently built, 
$350 million world headquarters houses 4,100 
employees and is located only a few blocks 
from the hotel.

yet, despite all these textural changes to 
detroit, the city still suffers in its image, eco-
nomic well-being, and quality of life for its 
residents.

Portland. Portland, oregon—our case study 
in Chapter 4—has a strong positive textural 

Social researchers deflated the myth of urban alienation by documenting the 
 pervasiveness of social networks among virtually all city dwellers, rich and poor 
alike. One does not need the formal trappings of social organizations to enjoy 
 intimate ties with others. A street corner or public bench can easily serve to create  
a gemeinschaft environment.
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some work experience. She found that for 
many, a network of family, friends, and teach-
ers provided both emotional support and 
resources, enabling these women to battle 
their fears and struggle onward, despite the 
many hardships in their daily lives. arlene, a 
34-year-old mother of three, had just earned 
an associate degree in business administra-
tion and moved off public assistance benefits 
to start a job as a customer service represen-
tative. never, she explained, could she have 
done so without family support:

i told my sister when i graduated that i owed 
much of it to her. my sister helped me out with 
the baby-sitting. She would pick them up [my 
kids] from day care, feed them supper, and give 
them baths. Then she would bring them to my 
house, put them to bed, and wait for me to get 
home, usually around 9:30. (1995:102)

for others, support came from non-family 
members, as another woman explained:

it was like a three-ring circus. i have the [two] 
children, five classes, driving back and forth. it 
was quite a struggle to juggle all of that. i re-
alized that i couldn’t do this all on my own. i 
could ask for help and not feel disgraced. . . . 

i realized that there are people out there 
that care. They helped me. Then it got bet-
ter. i knew there were people that i could call, 
that i had the support that i needed, that these 
people understood what i was going through 
(1995:99).

renata, a 37-year-old high school dropout and 
mother of two teenagers, spoke of the positive 
support she received from her church:

i just got tired of trying to fix things and noth-
ing would get fixed. Things would change and 
i couldn’t change them back. i started going 
to church and i ended up going and going. 
i started going a year ago and am getting to know 
a lot of people. i was the type that stayed home 
all the time. i went to work, came home, went to 
work, came home. i didn’t associate with many 
people on the block. i had one neighbor on one 
side and a girlfriend on the other and that was 
it. now i go to church every Sunday, i sing in the 
choir, and i talk to people all day long.

one woman said, “you look so good, you 
have a glow, it’s your aura. i don’t know what 

humanizing The ciTy

People have devised ways to humanize life in to-
day’s urban environment, just as they did in the 
towns and villages of the past. even when strug-
gling with poverty, most people have found 
ways to maintain positive personal relationships 
(Curley 2008; domínguez and Watkins 2003; 
henly, et al. 2005). although some homeless 
people live on the margins in almost complete 
isolation, most of the urban poor generate a so-
cial network to help themselves cope.

virginia Schein (1995) conducted in-depth 
interviews with 30 single mothers receiving 
public assistance. all were working or had 

Ethnic pride parades and street fairs, such as the 
International Food Festival on Ninth Avenue in 
New York City, are popular means by which a city 
not only celebrates its diversity but also provides 
a rich variety of activities not to be found in any 
other setting. Regardless of one’s own background, 
such events are a source of interest and enjoyment.
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to have help from everybody and anybody, so 
don’t turn no one down when they come round 
to help. (Stack 1997:32)

in a harlem neighborhood, Katherine S. 
newman (2000) found that the same friends 
and family support system helps working 
youth as well as working parents. living in an 
extended family household with her grand-
mother, aunts, uncles, and cousins, teenager 
Shaquena pooled her burger barn earnings 
with her grandmother’s SSi income, one aunt’s 
unemployment insurance, an uncle’s wages 
from working in a police station, and another 
uncle’s car washing earnings, as all shared the 
household expenses. Shaquena’s neighbor-
hood is one in which family and friends visit 
one another, eat together, and when neces-
sary, borrow from one another. for example, 
her grandmother might run out of sugar and 
call Shaquena’s aunt who would then bring it 
right over. although her grandmother would 
typically ask a family member first, she also 
had friends to whom she could turn, and 
sometimes did. The mutual aid cooperation 
could cross generations. Shaquena’s friend 
has a grandmother who is friends with her own 
grandmother, who also keeps a kitchen full of 
food. So when necessity dictates, she feels com-
fortable in going upstairs if she needs some-
thing, and so the interrelated social network 
provides the practicalities for survival.

Such a practical arrangement also had an 
emotional value. The large extended family 
provided family stability that might otherwise 
be lacking, such as in the case of Shaquena, 
whose mother was in and out of jail on drug 
convictions.

by contrast, those who don’t “play fair” by 
reciprocating are quickly sanctioned, as docu-
mented by other researchers, including doug 
a. Timmer, et al. (1994), who conducted in-
depth interviews of the homeless in Tampa, 
denver, and Chicago. as one once-homeless 
woman explained,

for six months i took [my sister] in my apart-
ment without [the housing authority] knowin’ 
about it and helped her out, fed her, bought 
things for her. We had holidays together. and i 
threw this in her face three weeks ago and told 

it is but you look so different.” a little old lady 
that lives up the street also said, “you should 
have started going to church a long time ago—
you look good.” it all gives me a little more con-
fidence each day. if i can make it this day, then 
i can make it the next day and the next one and 
the next one. (1995:102–103)

Carol Stack (1997) stressed the ingenuity 
of poor african americans in the inner-city 
area of a large midwestern city. most of the 
men, she learned, were recent migrants from 
the South whose search for better jobs had 
resulted, at best, in low-paying, menial work. 
most of the women struggled to raise their chil-
dren with no steady source of income. despite 
the odds against them, Stack discovered, these 
poor people had responded to their plight by 
constructing a diffuse family structure that al-
lowed them to maintain a stable community 
and meet everyone’s basic needs.

This network was a means to respond to an 
immediate crisis—people shared clothes, food, 
and rent money. each time that help was given, 
however, a debt was incurred. The helping fam-
ilies and individuals, sure to be in need of assis-
tance themselves at some future point in time, 
expected that those they had helped would as-
sist them in turn. as these obligations spread, 
the residents established an extensive network 
of “cooperation and mutual aid” (1997:28–31). 
The expanding network became one extended 
family, a fact suggested by the common practice 
of referring to the community as “all our kin.” 
Sometimes, fathers of children lived at home, 
and sometimes, when they could not support 
their families, they did not. even then, fathers 
frequently contributed what they could to the 
upbringing of their children. When mothers 
had to work, they turned to their own moth-
ers or to neighbors for help with the children. 
Thus, an informal day-care system evolved that 
ensured children always would have the atten-
tion of at least one caring adult. Through this 
reciprocal aid system, people gave what was 
needed and expected that their kindness would 
be repaid later on. or, as one woman put it,

Sometimes i don’t have a damn dime in my 
pocket, not a crying penny to get a box of paper 
diapers, milk, a loaf of bread. but you have 
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in their quests, and the televised coverage 
of such large crowds defying their govern-
ment inspired people in other arab countries 
(libya, Syria, and yemen) to demonstrate in 
their cities and demand government changes.

local social movements typically involve 
such issues as traffic safety, elimination of 
crack houses, drug dealers, and prostitution. 
here too, urban design and density enhance 
the potential strength of a public turnout. 
aptly illustrating another form of urban so-
cial movements, civic engagement, is Seattle, 
where, between 1988 and 2002, about 30,000 
residents got involved in the development of 
37 neighborhood plans. They participated in 
self-help projects for the common good and 
built new parks and playgrounds, renovated 
community facilities, recorded oral histories, 
created public art, and cultivated community 
gardens (diers 2004:19).

Suburban liFe

much of the discussion in this chapter has 
concerned not just those who live in the city 
but also those who temporarily come to the 
city—whether as commuters, tourists, patrons 
at cultural or sports events, or participants at 
scenes, or in some other capacity. because the 
majority of people now live outside the city, 
however, we should also note some of the so-
cial psychology of suburban life.

The Stereotypes

When suburban migration became a mass 
phenomenon in the 1950s, the growing popu-
larity of this lifestyle generated much criticism 
and caricature. using the physical homogene-
ity of the new, levittown-style subdivisions as 
their model and often reflecting their own 
urban bias, sociologists, journalists, and au-
thors offered negative portraits of the sup-
posed boredom and conformity to be found 
in the suburbs.

The title of david riesman’s essay, “The 
Suburban Sadness” (1958), easily conveys his 
feelings. John Keats blasted suburban devel-
opments in his best-selling book the crack 
in the Picture Window (1956), and he named 

her, “This is the way it is, you know. i helped 
you and now you can’t help me. Then you can 
forget about me.” So we haven’t called each 
other at all. and i won’t call her. ‘Til doomsday. 
i won’t call her. even if she comes lookin’ for 
me, she won’t find me. (1994:113)

Through this system of cooperation and mu-
tual support, despite the conditions that hem 
them in, the people in study after study have 
invented ways to meet at least their basic 
needs and to soften the blow of their poverty. 
Such positive adaptation is a prime example 
of how people can make their urban experi-
ence, even under the harsh conditions of pov-
erty, more humane.

Social movemenTS  
and ciTy liFe

Social movements often begin as informal, 
though sometimes organized, group actions 
to initiate or resist social change. although 
these movements can begin anywhere—in 
eighteenth-century coffeehouses or modern 
universities, for example—they find the most 
fertile ground within cities. here, the con-
centration of large numbers of people facili-
tates social interaction, enabling like-minded 
 people to find one another and, in that gather-
ing, to organize and initiate a grassroots cam-
paign. indeed, whether we speak of radical 
social movements, such as the american and 
french revolutions, the “velvet revolution” 
throughout Communist europe in the late 
1980s, or of reform social movements, such as 
the suffragette, civil rights, and gay rights ac-
tions, the stage is almost always in cities.

Consider, for instance, the role played by 
cities, with their population density, in the 
2011 arab Spring demonstrations. youthful 
protestors may have networked through 
cell phones and the internet, but it was to 
the public spaces of major cities that they 
went to demonstrate. brought together in 
those areas, they had face-to-face contact 
in Tunisia’s wide bourguiba avenue or in 
Cairo’s Tahrir Square, and it stimulated them 
further and motivated others to join them 
despite the risks. eventually, they succeeded 
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new development, with everyone of a compa-
rable age moving in at the same time, change 
as the years pass. People age, some move out 
and younger others move in (creating age di-
versity in the neighborhood), and the “fron-
tier spirit” of the original “settlers” ebbs.

Some of those old stereotypes remain, 
supplemented or even surpassed by new ones. 
The “soccer mom” transporting her children 
in her gas-guzzling Suv is a common image of 
today’s young suburban mother. The media 
not only promote such a stereotype but also 
imprint in the public mind a soap opera qual-
ity of lust and frustration in suburban life, 
such as the 1999 academy award–winning 
film american Beauty (1999) and the emmy 
award–winning Tv show Desperate housewives. 
While such plots make for good comedy-
drama, most suburban fathers do not desire 
their teenage daughters’ girlfriends, and most 
suburban wives are not desperate.

The Physical environment

Just as cities have imagability, so, too, do sub-
urbs. of course, suburbs may differ from one 
another in their age of development, typical 
property values, lot size, and prestige, but 
they all convey some measure of open space, 
fresh air, trees, single-family homes, lawns, 
and quiet streets and neighborhoods. front 
lawns are typically for display purposes only; 
except for mowing the grass, little other ac-
tivity occurs there. instead, the backyard is 
the personal outdoor playground for subur-
banites; here, the barbeque and patio, porch 
deck, swings, gym sets, tree houses, and play 
area set the stage for leisure activities.

by looking at the physical environment of 
a suburb, with just a little insight, we can ac-
tually answer the question, “What time is this 
place?” (lynch 1976). Small houses—Cape 
Cods or bungalows—built on small lots, per-
haps 50 by 75 feet, are likely to be from the 
1950s. With subsequent gradations in lot size, 
you typically find newer and newer homes. as 
people’s tastes changed during the late twen-
tieth century, the size of houses increased, 
and the inclusion of a family room, fireplace, 
and greater closet space were deemed to be 

his major characters John and mary drone 
(their neighbors included the faints and the 
amicables) in order to make it absolutely 
clear that the people of suburbia were as pre-
fabricated as their two-car garages. numerous 
other books conveyed similar images, and 
William h. Whyte’s influential the Organization 
man (2002; orig. 1966)—although a carefully 
documented study of rootless corporate exec-
utives living in Park forest, illinois—conveyed 
another image of suburbanites moving every 
few years in their quest for success. malvina 
reynolds’ 1963 folk song, made popular by 
Pete Seeger, speaks of suburban homes as “lit-
tle boxes” that are “ticky tacky” and “all look 
just the same,” as do their inhabitants.

The media helped spread this stereotypical 
image. Tv shows like the adventures of Ozzie 
and harriet (1952–1966) epitomized subur-
ban family life. more recently, the film edward 
scissorhands (1990) satirized suburban confor-
mity, with its depiction of the men simultane-
ously leaving for work from their look-alike 
houses in their similar-looking cars, while the 
film Pleasantville (1998) told of two modern 
teenagers sucked into their Tv set and then 
forced to live in a 1950s sitcom filled with in-
nocence and naïveté.

all these books, films, and Tv shows de-
picted suburbanites as young, with small chil-
dren who ate crunchy breakfast cereals. They 
socialized with each other relentlessly (coffee 
klatches in the morning, and barbecues in the 
evening), and they obsessively copied each 
other in tastes and styles in a demeaning at-
tempt to “keep up with the Joneses.” in these 
stereotypical depictions, suburbanites were 
portrayed as bland, shallow, and superficial.

like all stereotypes, some elements of truth 
existed in these depictions, but they hardly 
revealed the suburban reality. first, they ig-
nored the diversity of suburbs—the older 
ones, the industrial ones, and the working-
class ones, a topic we will explore in greater 
depth in Chapter 10. Second, as herbert 
gans (1968) charged, many critics were more 
interested in exploiting a negative myth than 
in actually studying the suburbs (as he did for 
his 1967 participant-observer research in the 
levittowners). Third, the social dynamics in a 
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be active participants. newest residents, with 
or without children, often find that a local 
“welcome wagon” or newcomers Club initiates 
contact to integrate them into the community.

Joining a church and participating in its 
many activities, getting involved in other local 
programs, and attending block or house par-
ties and cookouts are all part of the interac-
tive neighboring that is common in suburbia. 
birthday parties and sleepovers for preteens 
and early teens, and local high school events 
for those of that age, are just a few of the 
many ways that weave young people into the 
suburban social fabric.

Summary

living in cities alters our perceptions. The 
urban experience causes us to react to the 
city as a physical and social environment, and 
such reactions represent a social psychology 
of the city.

We make sense of the city by ordering it. 
Kevin lynch observed that we trace the physi-
cal landscape, identifying paths, edges, districts, 
nodes, and landmarks. in part, such distinctions 
arise from the physical form of the city itself 
(streets, after all, are “natural” paths). in part, 
they also arise from our personal needs and cre-
ativity (people invent “back street” paths to get 
from one place to another more quickly). To 
this basic insight, lynch contributed a deeper 
understanding of the process, with the concept 
of “mental mapping.”

a similar ordering occurs as we respond to 
the city’s social aspects. on the one hand, we 
cope with the city’s gesellschaft characteristics 
(large numbers and high density) by invent-
ing rules of behavior for riding the subway, 
standing in line, or walking in the street. We 
also size up strangers on the basis of their 
dress, demeanor, and location in the city. 
nevertheless, despite many common strate-
gies, we all react individually to the city. our 
social characteristics—whether we are rich 
or poor, immigrant or native, mainstream or 
marginal—have much to do with the nature 
of our urban experience.

essential. more recently, the mass construc-
tion of McMansions—any supersized, large 
house exceeding 4,000 square feet on too 
small a lot, leaving little room for yard space—
has generated much criticism and local resis-
tance. Considered by critics as “tasteless” and 
“ostentatious,” mcmansions nonetheless are 
an increasing part of the suburban scene, ei-
ther in new developments or as replacements 
for older houses torn down to make way for 
them (gertner 2005; nasar, et al. 2007).

older suburbs, with their smaller lot sizes, 
are more likely to have sidewalks than newer 
suburbs are. in fact, an inverse correlation ex-
ists between lot size and pedestrian traffic: The 
larger the former, the less the latter. Streets 
may be the “rivers of life” in the city, but in 
the suburbs, they are simply the means to get 
anywhere; people-watching holds little attrac-
tion. The impracticality of bus service in such 
low-density suburbs makes the car a necessity 
for adults and the bike a secondary means of 
transportation for preteens and teens. Parents 
spend much time and gas in chauffeuring chil-
dren to school (if not on a school bus route), 
to after-school athletic programs, or to all kinds 
of lessons (dance, music, karate, religious).

few, if any, landmarks exist in the suburbs, 
and residents rely heavily on mental mapping 
to get from one locale to another. The visitor, 
on the other hand, requires specific  directions 
and, even then, often gets confused in reach-
ing that destination. multiple suburban re-
alities surely exist, but even with the diversity 
found within and among suburbs, the pres-
ence of multiple realities is less intense within 
any given suburb than within the typical city.

The Social environment

Gemeinschaft and a comprehensive social net-
work constitute the suburban milieu, not the 
anonymity and widespread presence of strang-
ers, as in the gesellschaft environment of the 
city. you might not know everyone’s name, 
but a shared sense of community marks most 
everyday interactions. moreover, especially in 
families with school-age children, organized 
activities (PTa, little and Junior leagues, 
scouting) abound, with parents expected to 
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first as a bland locale of superficial conformists 
promulgated by the media and biased observ-
ers, to a more recent one of “soccer moms” on 
the one hand, to the frustrated and “desper-
ate” people on the other. a certain homogene-
ity does exist in the various physical  elements 
of a suburb, even though widespread differ-
ences in lifestyle exist. a comprehensive net-
work of interaction and organized activities 
involves youths and adults in numerous ways.

concluSion

The city is a big place. it has more people, 
more buildings, more paths, more nodes, and 
more possibilities for interactions and rela-
tionships than any other form of settlement. 
as georg Simmel argued many years ago, cit-
ies demand a great deal of mental work from 
those who wish to make sense of them. in 
the end, such extra mental effort may be the 
unique element that creates the sophistica-
tion attributed to urban dwellers. low-density 
residence patterns deter pedestrian and bus 
traffic, and dependence on the car is high. 
The physical homogeneity and lack of land-
marks put the visitor who lacks the detailed 
mental mapping of suburbanites at a disad-
vantage in moving about.

on another level, we have developed com-
plex ways of establishing meaningful relation-
ships in the city. urban networks are a prime 
example. Personal networks take many forms, 
including kinship, neighborhood, street- corner 
friendships, or people frequenting some 
“scene.” most of us also identify with our city 
as a whole, merging traits of our particular city 
(a key industry, a winning sports team, or an 
important historical event) with our own per-
sonal urban experience. all these mechanisms 
lend a gemeinschaft-like character to the urban 
experience.

next is the notion of urban texture or city 
personality. recent research shows that much 
truth lies in people’s comments that—based on 
its history, architecture, location, and  people—
each city “feels” a little different.

finally, numerous investigations reveal that 
people, even those facing the most desperate 
economic conditions, can humanize the city 
and turn it into a meaningful experience.

Taken together, all these elements of the 
urban experience provide us with a sense of 
order and security in this largest of human ag-
glomerations, and they make the city mean-
ingful, usable, and often enjoyable.

a social–psychological examination of sub-
urban life takes us to its stereotypical images, 
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inTerneT acTiviTieS

 1. you can learn more about mental map-
ping and have a virtual reality, flyover 
 experience at http://www.mentalmaps.info/.  
once there, click on “Showcase.”

 2. a vivid example of urban apathy occurred 
in new york City in april 2010, when a 

man, stabbed while attempting to help 
a mugging victim, bled to death on the 
sidewalk as pedestrians walked past him. 
Watch the horrific incident and other 
 examples of bystander apathy at http://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=u5_h2v1mJ_m.

http://www.mentalmaps.info/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u5_h2v1mJ_m
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u5_h2v1mJ_m
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interdependencies

shakespeare noted something that everyone 
knows: Country ways and city ways are often 
quite different. yet we must be wary of over-
generalization. for example, in ibadan, with 
the city’s fields so close by and farmers such 
a large part of the city’s population, it is vir-
tually impossible to distinguish between city 
ways and country ways (lawal, et al. 2004). 
indeed, in any location, city and country are 
not independent of each other at all but, 
rather, have a symbiotic relationship.

Throughout history, the migration of peo-
ple seeking a better life has transformed city 
and country alike. To take but one example, 
during the great expansion of european cit-
ies during the nineteenth century, england 
changed from an almost completely rural so-
ciety to a nation in which more than three-
fourths of the population lived in cities (see 
Table 9–1). in 50 years, the urban population 
nearly tripled, as the rural population and 
the percentage of adult males in agriculture 
decreased.

The relationship between the city and its 
countryside involves much more than just 
the dynamics of migration, however. The re-
sources that each provides create a recipro-
cal dependence. Because a large proportion 
of city dwellers (even in ibadan) engage in 

something rather ironic exists in the title of 
louis Wirth’s essay “urbanism as a Way of life” 
(1938), which we discussed in Chapter 5. you 
will recall. Wirth argued that their size, density, 
and heterogeneity make cities characteristi-
cally impersonal, transient, and anonymous. 
his negative overgeneralizations about cities 
and their impact on human behavior ignored 
the role of culture, which is the urban way of 
life and often has positive effects on the lives of 
city dwellers.

in this chapter, we will examine the city 
and culture from two perspectives. first, we 
will look at the existence of what daniel J. 
monti calls civic culture. That is, in the urban 
way of life, the many different types of people 
find an appropriate form of public behavior 
that enables them, mostly, to get along with 
one another. Through ceremonies, customs, 
and codes, they have “worked out a way to be 
together in public and still carry on their pri-
vate lives, peaceably and with at least a modi-
cum of predictability” (monti 1999:103).

second, the city is not an entity unto itself. all 
cities reflect and intensify the world’s cultures. 
north american culture, with its emphasis 
on free enterprise and the nuclear family, 
creates cities with skyscrapers downtown (to 
maximize trade advantages) and single-family 
dwellings outside the city center. The culture 
of the yoruba (the people who comprise the 
bulk of the population of ibadan, nigeria’s 
second-largest city) emphasizes personalized 
trade relations, handicrafts, and an extended 
family, and it generates a city that is quite dif-
ferent in physical layout and social interac-
tion. Cities are, after all, human creations that 
display the same variety as all human culture, 
and we can fully understand a city only by ex-
ploring the cultural patterns found through-
out its larger society.

the City and the 
CoUntryside

. . . those that are good manners at the court 
are as ridiculous in the country as the be-
havior of the country is most mockable at 
the court.

shakespeare, As You Like It, iii, 2

table 9–1  Urban and rural population 
in england and Wales, 1851–1911

 
Year

Total Urban 
Population

Total Rural 
Population

 
Urban (%)

1851 8,990,809 8,936,800 50.2
1861 10,960,998 9,105,226 54.6
1871 14,041,404 8,670,862 61.8
1881 17,636,646 8,337,793 67.9
1891 20,895,504 8,107,021 72.0
1901 25,058,355 7,469,556 77.0
1911 28,162,936 7,907,556 78.1

Source: Census: England and Wales, 1911, vol. 1, p. xv, reported in 
C. m. law, “The Growth of urban population in england and 
Wales, 1801–1911,” pp. 125–43 in Transactions of the Institute of 
British Geographers. accessed at http://www.jstor.org/stable/ 
621331?seq=2 on april 14, 2012.

http://www.jstor.org/stable/621331?seq=2
http://www.jstor.org/stable/621331?seq=2
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at the same time, other rural influences, 
including traditional folk music, art, and lit-
erature, continually alter the city’s charac-
ter. for example, at least one radio station 
in nearly every major u.s. city plays country 
music exclusively, and “country rock” is a pe-
culiar rural–urban musical blend.

especially common in north american 
and european cities (and less so in african 
cities like ibadan) is the human cultural 
 hybrid—that is, the urban person who takes a 
little bit from the numerous, originally rural 
lifestyles existing in the city and then inte-
grates them into a new lifestyle altogether. 
such a person was mayor fiorello la Guardia 
of new york, as described in the Urban Living 
box on page 233. perhaps it would be fair 
to say that a little bit of la Guardia exists in 
most city dwellers today.

This influence works in two ways, however. 
Just as the city receives much from the coun-
tryside, it typically returns the favor, radiating 

specialized occupations other than agricul-
ture, the countryside must supply the city’s 
food. many of the specialty occupations of 
the city, such as weaving or steel manufac-
turing, depend on the countryside’s raw 
materials. Conversely, the countryside ob-
tains many of its goods—the clothes made by 
weavers, the tractors made with the steel—
from the city.

shakespeare notwithstanding, perhaps the 
most important link between city and coun-
tryside is the reciprocal shaping of lifestyles. 
migrants who swell the city’s ranks bring to 
the city their cultural traditions. The result 
is a living kaleidoscope of human behavior, 
ranging all the way from groups who devot-
edly try to continue living as they did in the 
“old country” (e.g., new york’s hasidic Jews) 
to the various ethnic americans (e.g., asian 
americans and hispanic americans) who 
maintain only some of the old ways in their 
new urban setting.

Intimate, open-air markets are common in many parts of the world. Particularly in 
developing countries, city life—such as here in Guatemala—is based on kinship 
and ethnic ties. Typically, the men work their farms or produce their crafts, poultry, 
and livestock, and the women sell these goods in the marketplace—and often know 
just about everyone with whom they do business.
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Urban dominance

north american cities have maintained cul-
tural dominance over society far out of pro-
portion to the number of city dwellers ever 

outward an influence far beyond its  borders. 
in fact, many sociologists think that this influ-
ence, in modern times, far outstrips the coun-
tryside’s effect on urban affairs.

Urban living

mayor Fiorello la guardia of new york

To put it sociologically, La 
Guardia was a marginal man 
who lived in the edge of many 
cultures. . . . Tammany Hall may 
have been the first to exploit 
the vote-getting value of eat-
ing gefilte fish with the Jews, 
goulash with the Hungarians, 
sauerbraten with Germans, spa-
ghetti with Italians, and so on 
indefinitely, but this unortho-
dox Republican not only dined 

every bit as shrewdly but also spoke, accord-
ing to the occasion, in Yiddish, Hungarian, 
German, Serbian-Croatian, or plain New York 
English. Half Jewish and half Italian, born in 
Greenwich Village yet raised in Arizona, mar-
ried first to a Catholic and then to a Lutheran 
but himself a Mason and an Episcopalian, 
Fiorello La Guardia was a Mr. Brotherhood 
Week all by himself.

Source: Arthur Mann, cited in E. Digby Baltzell, 
The Protestant Establishment (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Transaction Publishers, 2000), p. 29.

By the late eighteenth century, Paris had established urban dominance over all of 
France in cultural, economic, and political matters. When Napoleon borrowed 
from ancient Roman tradition to build this massive triumphal arch at the west-
ern end of the Champs Elysées, it became a symbol of French patriotism, further 
strengthening the city’s image as the “essence” of what is French.
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since the coming of european settlers in 
the seventeenth century. moreover, as we 
described in Chapter 3, supplementing the 
importance of early eastern settlements—
most notably Boston, Charleston, montreal, 
newport, new york, and philadelphia—were 
newer cities, as the population moved west-
ward to such places as Chicago, Kansas City, 
st. louis, and Toronto. in the far West, espe-
cially following the completion of the trans-
continental railroad to san francisco in 1869, 
towns and cities continued to stand at the 
center of social life. Josiah strong observed 
this fact in 1885 and commented, “it is the cit-
ies and towns which frame state constitutions, 
make laws, create public opinion, establish 

social usages and fix standards of morals in 
the West” (p. 206).

north american growth is thus intertwined 
with the story of the development of cities. 
Consistently the centers of an expanding mar-
ket, the loci of advances in communication, 
and the sources of leadership in politics, fash-
ion, and the arts, cities have a long linkage 
with cultural firsts: the first daily newspaper 
(philadelphia, 1784), the first stock exchange 
(new york, 1792), and the first telephone 
system (Boston, 1877; linked to new york in 
1884, to denver in 1911, and to san francisco 
in 1915).

such a pattern of urban dominance over 
the broader society is hardly limited to north 

CitysCape

the invasion of the City slickers

An ironic pattern often emerges 
when city people move to the 
country to escape the crowds 
and traffic jams. In seeking to 
simplify their lives away from the 
busyness of the city, they soon 
effect changes in their rural set-
ting that destroy its very nature.

Let’s use a hypothetical mar-
ried couple to illustrate. Bob is 
a computer graphics designer 

and Laurie is a freelance book editor. As a 
dual-career professional couple living in 
Manhattan, their income is high enough for 
them to buy a second home in upstate New 
York. Spending many weekends there, their 
two children love their mountain retreat as 
much as they do.

After a few years, Bob and Laurie tire of 
the long drives on Friday nights out to the 
country and back to the city on Sundays. 
They value the quiet pace of life and  natural 
surroundings that their upstate neighbors 
enjoy every day, unlike the crowding, noise, 

and hustle and bustle of daily urban life. 
They begin to think of a change in lifestyle.

Bob’s boss agrees to his going to the office 
only once or twice a week, working from home 
the rest of the time, and staying in touch via 
phone, email, and videoconferencing when-
ever necessary. Because Sue does her work at 
home, this change gives both of them the flex-
ibility to make their weekend home a full-time 
one. Moreover, she’s tired of her never-ending 
duties as a Brownie Scout leader, and recently 
had her car broken into and CD tapes stolen. 
She is eager to move into their little mountain 
village where no one locks their doors, and 
where there is no Brownie troop.

Their first year after the move is mostly a 
happy one. The flower and vegetable  gardens 
are successful. They hike various trails, take 
up bird watching, and learn cross-country 
skiing. Bob enjoys the exercise of splitting 
wood for the fireplace, by which they spend 
many cozy evenings.

One problem, though, is the school, which 
Laurie thinks is not very good. She sees a real 
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the eighteenth-century political climate of 
the outlying areas, english observer arthur 
young heard time and again, “We’re only a 
provincial town; we have to see what they’ll do 
in paris” (Tocqueville 2004:147).

That is exactly what paris did. one of the 
remarkable facts of history is that the cultural 
ideas (“liberty! equality! Brotherhood!”) that 
transformed france and much of Western 
civilization, in conjunction with the american 
revolution a decade earlier, were largely 
city born.

urban dominance is thus a central pat-
tern of the modern and the historical worlds. 
sometimes, however, urban influence is not 
so welcome, as the people of Grafton County, 
new hampshire, have decided. Their views 
are described in the Cityscape box below.

america. We find a description of the same 
phenomenon in alexis de Tocqueville’s his-
torical account (2004; orig. 1856) of the 
french revolution of 1789. Beginning in the 
1600s as the feudal system weakened, french 
life became increasingly centralized in paris. 
as a result, when the revolution erupted in 
paris, it quickly carried the rest of french 
 society along with it.

Tocqueville noted that in times past, 
paris had been “nothing but the largest city 
in france,” but by 1789 things were differ-
ent and it was no exaggeration to say that 
paris “was already france itself” (2004:145). 
The city controlled the nation’s economic, 
intellectual, and political lifeblood. This 
urban dominance was also evident as one 
left paris for the countryside. inquiring as to 

need for a new school building, modern play-
ground equipment, and new school buses. 
In fact, there should a new principal with a 
more modern approach to education. Both 
Bob and Laurie are  appalled to learn that less 
than half of the kids who graduate high school 
go any further in their education. Instead, they 
join the military or get such small-town jobs 
as store clerks, farmers, and mechanics. How 
will their two children get into good colleges 
from this inferior school? They organize a 
small group of other recent residents to up-
grade education in their community. Some of 
them plan to get on the school board to make 
changes, starting with a multimillion-dollar 
new building.

Bob likes splitting wood so much that 
he decides to buy a chainsaw so he can cut 
down some of the trees on his property. He 
also loves to play golf but the nearest course is 
more than 20 miles away. He and some of his 
friends in the education lobby discuss build-
ing a nine-hole course. They’ve found just the 
place, some land where an old farmer keeps 
a few dairy cows and no longer works the 
land. Soon, he’ll have to sell the property and 

they’ll grab it. Of course, they admire the local 
 farmers and it’s too bad when they quit, but 
that’s life, isn’t it?

Some more time passes, as Bob and 
Laurie settle more fully into their rural life-
style. However, they also discover other 
needs. A couple of good restaurants, prefer-
ably French and Italian, would make for a 
nice evening out. Also, the small airport with 
its infrequent flights, sometimes canceled for 
lack of sophisticated equipment, really needs 
an upgrade so Bob doesn’t have to drive to 
those important meetings in Manhattan. 
More organized activities for the kids are 
 another need. For example, some are sug-
gesting formation of a Brownie troop.

In other words, an influx of upper-middle-
class newcomers into a rural town will most 
likely result in its conversion into a typical sub-
urb. It may remain rustic for a generation, with 
farms scattered all around and the old-timers 
gathering at town meetings to voice their opin-
ions. Soon enough, though, higher taxes to 
pay for the improved facilities and roads will 
force the local people to move, and as they 
do, another slice of rural America disappears.
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the world of the city, the world of the city has 
subtly transformed, for better or for worse, 
springdale and communities like it.

the City and Civilization

Cities have always been the fireplaces of civiliza-
tion, whence light and heat radiated out into 
the dark, cold world.

Theodore parker, nineteenth-
century u.s. preacher

The reason for the city’s increasing domi-
nance in modern affairs, as we have hinted 
already, is that everything human—art, music, 
business, traditions, what we love and hate—
converges there. The city does not create a 
way of life all its own but, rather, provides the 
setting where any way of life, any cultural tra-
dition, can intensify and re-create itself in a 
manner not possible in other settings. for ex-
ample, socrates, plato, and aristotle all lived 
in hellenic athens, where they shared ideas 
and challenged each other. This simply would 
not have occurred had they all lived in rural 
hamlets, cut off from one another.

nowhere is this process of intensification 
represented more clearly than in the sugges-
tion that the city encapsulates a whole culture. 
Throughout history, writers have seen the city 
as capturing the essence of human civiliza-
tion. indeed, euripides, the classical Greek 
playwright, maintained, “The first requisite to 
happiness is birth in a great city.” The Urban 
Trends box on page 237 illustrates not only the 
connections among our most common words 
about cities and civilization but also the link-
age between city and culture as expressed in 
the writings of some of history’s most impor-
tant urbanists.

is the city truly synonymous with civili-
zation? To find out, let’s examine in more 
detail the ideas of oswald spengler, lewis 
mumford, and daniel J. monti.

the “soul” of the City

oswald spengler (1880–1936) was a German 
philosopher who saw in cities the drama of 
the rise and fall of civilization. he contended 

in other instances, urban dominance is 
understated, as in the case of “springdale,” a 
small town in upstate new york. With its quiet 
streets and surrounding rural countryside, 
it would seem to be a world apart from the 
city. The appearance is deceiving. although 
residents of the town displayed much pride 
in their traditions of independence and self-
sufficiency—values they associated with small-
town life—they also recognized that these 
sentiments were ebbing away. The average 
springdaler, wrote sociologists arthur vidich 
and Joseph Bensman,

sees that the urban and metropolitan society is 
technically and culturally superior to his own 
community. he sees this in his everyday life 
when he confronts the fact that his community 
cannot provide him with everything he needs: 
almost everyone goes to the city for shopping 
and entertainment; large numbers of people 
are dependent on the radio and television; and 
everyone realizes that rural life would be dras-
tically altered without cars and refrigerators. 
(2000:79; orig. 1958)

it may be edge cities and not older cities 
that impact on many rural landscapes today, 
but this is merely a newer form of urban domi-
nance. nor are these the only links that bind 
the residents of springdale to the larger urban 
society. influencing their lives are outside spe-
cialists from organizations such as the state 
agricultural extension service as well as their 
own college-trained professionals. additional 
organizations that serve to “import” the cul-
ture of the urban society include such na-
tional organizations as the odd fellows and 
the Kiwanis Club. perhaps more important, 
the economic and political life of the town 
is shaped more by state and federal agencies 
than by local entities. Taxes, education for the 
town’s children, and the price of local farm-
ers’ milk are all increasingly subject to outside 
forces that are mostly city based. vidich and 
Bensman concluded that despite the desires 
and pretensions of the townspeople, most 
“plans and decisions that refer directly to the 
community are made from a distance by invis-
ible agents and institutions” (2000:81). Thus, 
just as springdalers now periodically go to 
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the “soul” of the city emerges. spengler 
also believed that the countryside never 
has a soul in this sense; it is a “landscape” 
at most, never a “world.” moreover, he ar-
gued, the city has such uniqueness and 
power that both the peasant and townsman 
clearly  understand the difference between 
the subordinate environ outside the city 
and the dominant influence of the city, or 
as spangler put it, “The new soul of the City 
speaks a new language, which soon becomes 
tantamount to the language of the culture 
itself” (2004:248).

that cities developed, ultimately dominated 
a society, and then declined, carrying with 
them the culture built over generations and 
centuries. The cyclical element in spengler’s 
theory (generally considered by contempo-
rary social scientists as too simplistic) is less 
important for our purposes than his belief 
that “all great cultures are town-cultures” and 
that “world history is city history” (spengler 
2004:247; orig. 1928).

spengler believed strongly that human 
civilization takes on distinctive qualities in 
the city. at some point in its development, 

Urban trends

the City and Civilization

City Culture

Just as the beginning of Western 
Civilization is marked by per-
manent settlement of formerly 
nomadic peoples . . . so the 
beginning of what is distinctly 
modern in our civilization is 
best signalized by the growth of 
great cities. (Louis Wirth, 1938)

The city is . . . the natural habitat 
of civilized man. (Robert Park, 
1984; orig. 1916)

[The city is] the most precious invention of 
civilization, second only to language it-
self in the transmission of culture. (Lewis 
Mumford, 1991; orig. 1961)

All great Cultures are town-Cultures. . . . World 
history is city history. Peoples, states, 
politics, religion, all arts, and all sciences 
rest upon one phenomenon . . . the town. 
(Oswald Spengler, 2004; orig. 1928)

City Words

In the English language, many of the words 
connected with the notion of a city are of 
a positive and complimentary nature. From 
the Greek word polis (“city”) emerged the 

English word politic. Synonyms for this 
word are tactful, diplomatic, prudent, and 
wise. From the Latin word civis (“citizen” 
or city resident), we get the words civil 
(well mannered), civilized (refined behav-
ior), and civilization (way of life). Another 
Latin word, urbs (“city”), gave rise to the 
word urbane, describing someone who is 
suave, polished, or cultured. Such positive 
connotations reveal the centuries-old belief 
that city dwellers represented the best in 
human evolution.

In addition to adjectives, the Greek word 
metropolis gives us a noun in common usage 
today, and one whose original meaning 
further implies the positive image of urban 
life. We gain this insight by breaking the 
word down into its component parts: metro 
(“mother”) and polis (“city”). For the ancient 
Greeks then, the metropolis was not only the 
center of their everyday lives but also the 
source of their legacy, the place from which 
they inherited the knowledge, philosophies, 
and patterns of living that enabled them to 
achieve even more.

Understanding word origins and meanings 
thus help us to understand what people from 
ages past thought of the city and its people.
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spengler) suggests that at a certain point, 
the cultural ideas, the people, and the place 
all jelled as the city emerged (see the Urban 
Trends box on page 239).

Thenceforth, the story of civilization be-
came the story of urban history. yet we must 
be careful here. We often assume that civi-
lization automatically means progress—that 
what exists today is somehow a better form 
of what went before. neither spengler nor 
mumford meant to suggest this notion of 
cultural evolution; rather, their idea was that 
the city was culture “writ large,” the living 
embodiment of a society’s or epoch’s ideas. 
Cities did not inevitably progress. in them, 
as already mentioned, spengler saw the rise 
and fall of civilization, and like max Weber 
before him (see Chapter 5), mumford be-
lieved that cities better than today’s had 
existed in the past—in hellenic athens, for 
example.

the Civic Culture of the City

daniel J. monti rejects the suggestion of some 
social scientists that cities have become “sink-
holes of civic indifference,” no longer pos-
sessing the cultural or moral vision that once 
motivated their residents (1999:378). instead, 
he argues that cities continue to inspire both 
a public spirit and a civic mindedness among 
their inhabitants. Their ability to coexist and 
cooperate in the everyday routines of public 
habits and customs is the manifestation of 
a civic culture. With its elements borrowed 
from other cultures or adapted from earlier 
times, civic culture helps the many different 
peoples of a city to get along and make sense 
of each other’s world.

offering a detailed portrait of a civic cul-
ture is a difficult task. first, each city has its 
own distinctive style, temperament, and 
public rhythms, so generalizations are mis-
leading. second, civic culture is not static; it 
is continually changing and, thus, is hard to 
pinpoint. Third, some of its elements may 
be better or less known to certain groups in 
the city and, therefore, practiced unevenly or 
not at all in different parts of the city (monti 
1999:103–104).

Thus, we find the essence of ancient egypt 
symbolized by Thebes, ancient Greece by 
athens, the roman empire by rome, islam 
by Baghdad, and prerevolutionary france by 
paris (2004:247). indeed, spengler believed 
that whole periods of european civilization 
were manifest only in cities. for example, he 
reminded us that Gothic, renaissance, and 
Baroque styles flourished only in the cities 
nurturing those cultural worlds.

modern sociologists generally view 
spengler’s contribution to urban sociology as 
modest, because few accept his cyclical ideas 
of historical change. yet he correctly sensed 
the connection between city and civilization, 
an idea developed extensively by a u.s. ur-
banist whose work we will discuss next.

the City as the Center of 
Civilization

lewis mumford (1895–1990) traced the cul-
tural importance of cities through Western 
history. Based on historical and comparative 
evidence, he argued that the city has, indeed, 
been at the very center of Western civilization 
from its beginnings.

mumford believed that of all creatures, 
only human beings seem to be aware of them-
selves as fundamentally distinctive. We can 
think, invent, and wonder about such things 
as life, death, sex, and god(s). in the course 
of human evolution, mumford reasoned, 
people attached these thoughts to places. The 
earliest centers of this kind were probably 
caves and places of burial. These sites were 
symbolic centers to which wandering groups 
could return periodically to ponder the mys-
teries they wished to understand. Thus began 
civilization. “in the earliest gathering about a 
grave or a painted symbol, a great stone or a 
sacred grove, one has the beginning of a suc-
cession of civic institutions that range from 
the temple to the astronomical observatory, 
from the theater to the university” (mumford 
1991:9; orig. 1961).

as time passed and technology improved, 
some people began living at these places per-
manently: The shrine became a camp, then 
a village, and finally, a town. mumford (like 
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in this and countless other ways, urban 
public behavior reflects the shared values, 
norms, and practices of a civic culture that 
makes it possible for people—different and 
unknown to one another—to become part 
of an inclusive community. essentially mind-
ing each other’s business in order to behave 
appropriately in urban public space, rather 
than focusing only on one’s own actions or 
rituals, city people develop a common view of 
the world and conceive better ways to be in it 
together (monti 1999:104).

The presence of this civic culture does not 
imply a fairness or equality in the city, but 
rather a practical existence that works and 
makes sense to city residents. it may appear to 
be an inconsistent blend of conservative and 

despite the unevenness of some aspects of 
civic culture, other parts work well through-
out the city, because they are widely shared. 
These are found in the “ceremonies, customs, 
and codes for appropriate public behavior” 
(monti 1999:103). essentially, “they are ex-
pressions of how persons in that place have 
worked out a way to be together in public 
and still carry on their private lives, peaceably 
and with at least a modicum of predictability” 
(monti 1999:103). for example, urbanites 
typically line up awaiting the arrival of a bus 
in a single line, not in a cluster. This unspo-
ken, untaught norm of civic culture is quickly 
learned, enabling strangers to accord one 
another a mutual respect and an orderly en-
trance once the bus arrives.

Urban trends

the Crystallization of the City

The emergence of the city was 
more than just an increase in 
population. Such a concen-
tration and mixture of  people 
 generated creativity and 
 advances in virtually all spheres 
of human activity. Previously 
scattered and unorganized 
functions now came together 
within the city walls and under 
a centralized control, enabling 

the  harnessing of manpower and, in turn, 
 expanded communication, transportation, 
and trade. Improved agricultural productiv-
ity, advances in architectural design and 
crafts, and the evolution of the creative arts 
and sciences all occurred to meet the chang-
ing needs of an increasingly complex society. 
Other early achievements of the city were 
the creation of the written word, the library, 
the school, and the university, all of which 
stimulated further advances in knowledge 
and technology, reflection and speculation, 
creativity and discovery— building a cumula-
tive heritage as a springboard for succeeding 

generations to use to achieve still further 
progress.

The historic city also had its contradictory el-
ements. Creativity may have flourished but often 
so too did strict control over residents’ lives. For 
some, the city provided a comfortable lifestyle, 
but others lived in poverty. The security of living 
within strong walls that gave protection against 
outside marauders did not safeguard against 
dangers in the streets, especially at night. Both 
sacred and secular power intensified in the city, 
sometimes competing against one another and 
at other times existing in blended form. The 
dynamics of historic city life, then, took on 
 dimensions recognizable to subsequent genera-
tions of city  dwellers. Also, from its beginnings 
to the present, the city—with its many activities, 
diversity, excitement, and  promise—has been 
an attractive lure for a great many people.

Source: Excerpts from “The Crystallization of the City” 
in The City in History: Its Origin, Its Transformation, and 
Its Prospects, by Lewis Mumford. Copyright © 1961 and 
renewed 1989 by Lewis Mumford. Reprinted by permis-
sion of Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company. 
All rights reserved.
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another. in the following case studies, we 
will read about two cities, peking during the 
ming dynasty (1368–1644 c.e.) and hellenic 
athens of the fifth century b.c.e.—capitals of 
vastly different civilizations and separated by 
more than 1,500 years.

Case sTudy

ming peking

situated on the northern seacoast, China’s 
capital city is centered around the forbidden 
City and Tiananmen square, the world’s big-
gest public square, with an area of 98 acres. 
now a city of nearly 20 million people, Beijing 
(formerly called peking) has a 3,000-year his-
tory and contains fascinating remnants of its 
glorious past.

established in northeastern China to pro-
tect the country from invaders out of the 
north, Beijing grew into a city at least several 

liberal practices, but it is effective and visi-
tors benefit from this civic and cultural ethos 
as well. Though unrealized as an element of 
our cultural inheritance, the urban way of life 
has made an important contribution (monti 
1999:379).

the City and soCietal 
CUltUre

from mumford and spengler we learn that 
although the city and civilization are not 
precisely synonymous, the city definitely has 
a unique power to intensify and symbolize 
culture. from monti, we learn the city also 
generates a civic culture that, to a greater or 
lesser degree, its residents share and practice. 
another aspect of culture is that any city will 
dynamically and intensely reflect the charac-
teristics of its surrounding culture. Because 
cultural patterns vary so widely, however, 
cities may be markedly different from one 

Monti suggests that civic culture in a city includes widely shared codes of appropri-
ate public behavior, which allow strangers to be together and act with a reasonable 
set of expectations from each other. Such practices as alternate vehicle merging or 
awaiting a bus in a single line allow fair and orderly movement through unspoken, 
untaught norms of mutual respect.
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park-like land, complete with artificially con-
structed lakes and hills, this was the focus 
of the political and religious power and 
splendor of ming civilization. in the midst 
of this constructed urban tranquility, and 
 surrounded by a moat and yet another defen-
sive wall, were the palaces and residences—
facing south—of the emperor. This was called 
the purple City by the Chinese and later 
dubbed the forbidden City by europeans, 
after their realization that access was gained 
only through the emperor’s personal decree. 
Just to the north was a large, artificially con-
structed mound of earth, Coal hill, on which 
stood temples that were prominently visible 
above the city.

symbolism

ming peking was based on elaborate Chinese 
cosmology, with its temples and altars serv-
ing as religious symbols of the sun, earth, and 
most important, heaven. Chinese astronomers 
had discovered long before peking was built 
that the center of the heavens was the north 
star, around which everything revolved. on 
earth—the human universe—the Chinese 
believed that everything revolved around the 
“son of heaven,” the emperor. as the north-
ernmost major city of China, peking thus be-
came the emperor’s capital. The importance 
of the north was also evident in the city’s lo-
cation on a north–south axis and by the fact 
that the emperor could be reached only by 
traveling north along the Great processional 
Way. even the name of the emperor’s city, the 
purple City, was chosen because the north 
star gave off a purple hue in the night sky 
(naquin 2000).

The symbolism did not stop there, how-
ever. The colors and height of all buildings 
had cultural meaning. peasants, lowly and un-
important, were allowed houses of only one 
story and could paint their roofs only a dull 
gray. in the imperial City, various function-
aries couldn’t have houses of more than one 
story, either, but to signify their higher status, 
they were allowed to paint their roofs green, 
red, or purple, depending on their role. only 
in the forbidden City itself were buildings 

centuries before the birth of Christ. during 
the thirteenth century c.e., when the yuan 
(mongol) emperor ruled China, Kublai Khan 
transformed Beijing into a capital city. soon 
after the overthrow of the yuan by the ming 
dynasty in 1368, the emperor yung lo spared 
no expense in turning the city into a monu-
ment to all of Chinese culture and to himself 
as symbolic head of that culture. it was a mas-
sive job, including the transportation of large 
amounts of marble a distance of 1,500 miles 
not only to expand the palace but also to up-
grade some of the city’s roads and bridges 
(mote 2003:617–20).

physical structure

The design, deliberately created to symbol-
ize everything vital to Chinese life, arranged 
the whole city on a perfect north–south axis, 
around which were temples and altars. perhaps 
no better example exists of lewis mumford’s 
idea about the city as a physical container, for 
ming Beijing literally revealed the city within 
the city, surrounding the all-important core 
where the emperor lived (figure 9–1).

The city was about 25 square miles in area 
and was composed of two major sections, 
each roughly rectangular in shape. Beijing’s 
southern section, known as the outer City 
or Chinese City, contained most of the city’s 
population, probably about 1 million people 
in the fifteenth century, probably then the 
largest in the world (li, et al. 2008:1).

The northern section, however, was of 
quite another character. Known as the Tartar 
City or inner City, this area was surrounded 
by a massive wall about 50 feet high and just as 
thick. indeed, whereas in the West the words 
for city are linked to the words for civilization 
and politics, in Chinese the word for city liter-
ally means “wall,” indicating in yet another 
way that the city was a container of major cul-
tural significance (murphy 2007:189). all city 
streets were arranged in a gridiron, with gates 
through the wall arranged symmetrically.

Centrally located within the walls of the 
Tartar City was another area, called the 
imperial City. protected by yet another 
wall, and including about 5 square miles of 



242    Chapter 9  Comparative Urbanism

CHINESE

CITY

Heaven
Temple of
Agriculture

Temple of

Front Gate

Great Processional Way

Forbidden
City

Legation
Quarter

Coal
Hill

White
Dagoba

Drum Tower

Bell Tower

TARTAR CITY

0 1 MILE

Altar to
the SunAltar to

the Moon

Pei 
Hai

C
hu

ng
H

ai

Nan
Hai

CITY

Shih Cha Hai

I M P E R I A L

N

FigUre 9–1  Ming Peking
Source: From Roderick MacFarquhar, The Forbidden City (New York: Newsweek Books, 1972), p. 42.



Chapter 9  Comparative Urbanism    243

Supreme Imperial Gate

Meridian
Gate

Secretarial Offices

Literary Glory
      East
Flowery
     Gate

Quarters for Servants and Eunuchs

West 
Flowery
Gate

Imperial
Storehouses

Proclaimed Intellect

Hall of

Library

Hall of Literary Profundity

Dragon 
Pavement

Schoolrooms

Archery
Ground

Palaces
of the 

Young Princes 

Offices
of the 

Imperial 
Household

Department
and Workshops

River

Treasury

South
 Garden Hall of Supreme Harmony

Hall of Central Harmony

Hall of Protecting Harmony

GATE OF
HEAVENLY PURITY

Palace of

Vigorous
Old Age

Servants' 
Quarters Hall of 

Honoring 
Ancestors

of the Mind

Tennis 
Courts

Palace of

Established

Happiness Old Age

Hall of 
Imperial 

Supremacy

Palace of
Heavenly

 Purity

Inner Court

Halls of 
Vigorous Fertility

Palace of 
Earthly Tranquility

Palace of Peaceful

Hall of the Cultivation
of Character

Residential Palaces

The Great Theater

Well of the Pearl Concubine

Hall of Pleasure 
and Longevity

Hall of

Imperial 
Peace

West Flower
Garden

Punishment 

Palace

Barracks and StablesPalace Kitchens and Barracks

Gate of Divine Military Genius

Outer Gate

Moat

Moat

Nine Dragon Screen

Palace of Peace 
and Tranquility

Hall of the Cultivation

Halls of

of Golden Water

 

FigUre 9–2  The Forbidden City
Source: From Roderick MacFarquhar, The Forbidden City (New York: Newsweek Books, 1972), p. 73.



244    Chapter 9  Comparative Urbanism

World Trade Center twin towers in new york 
City, however, contractors are presently building 
the 1,776-foot one World Trade Center, clearly 
a distinctive symbol and statement about u.s. 
culture. flying over north american cities, we 
see commercial  skyscrapers, fast-moving auto-
mobiles on  superhighways, and private, single-
family houses. What might such constructions 
say about the things that are culturally impor-
tant to us?

Case sTudy

hellenic athens

little risk exists of exaggerating the differ-
ences between ming peking and hellenic 
athens, situated on the rocky northern coast 
of the mediterranean. during a period of 
barely two generations in the fifth century 
b.c.e., between about 480 and the start of the 
peloponnesian War in 431, a civilization took 
form that mumford described as “a far richer 
efflorescence of human genius than history 
anywhere else records, except perhaps for 
renaissance florence” (1991:167). imagine 
an almost simultaneous development of the 
arts of painting, sculpture, and architecture; 
the realization of a rationally structured de-
mocracy; and the birth of a body of philoso-
phy still at the center of Western thinking 
today. at the heart of this Golden age was 
the city of athens, leading to an identification 
of athenian culture almost synonymous with 
Greek achievement.

the preclassical period

four migrating tribes settled athens as early 
as 2000 b.c.e., and eventually, the Greek 
 peninsula came under the control of feudal 
overlords who called themselves, perhaps 
with not the greatest modesty, the aristoi (or 
aristocracy; literally, “the best people”). By the 
eighth century b.c.e., these overlords were 
in charge of several hundred independent 
Greek city-states, or poli (the source of our 
contemporary word political and of the urban 
suffix -polis). over the next two centuries, the 

allowed to be more than one story. Their roofs 
were painted a bright golden yellow, symbol-
izing the life-giving (sun-like) qualities of the 
emperor’s rule. The emperor was the pivot 
of the world, and ruling from the forbidden 
City with the mandate of heaven, he harmo-
nized the world, oversaw the calendar, and 
maintained order (Beguin and morel 1997).

it is little wonder that the emperor, given 
his importance, had everything for the “good 
life” within a stone’s throw. The construction 
of the forbidden City was a marvel of urban 
design, as can be seen by carefully examining 
the buildings shown in figure 9–2 on page 243. 
note especially the buildings in the center—
the emperor’s sole preserve. The first group, 
the buildings immediately to the north of the 
supreme imperial Gate, are buildings of state: 
The hall of supreme harmony was reserved 
for special state occasions, such as the new 
year’s ceremony and the emperor’s birthday; 
the smaller hall of Central harmony was the 
place where the emperor prepared himself 
and waited for functions; the hall of protecting 
harmony was for the reception of visitors and 
for day-to-day governance. The second group 
of central  buildings—to the  north of these 
state  buildings—comprised the emperor’s 
residences. entering by the Gate of heavenly 
purity, one found the palace of heavenly purity, 
the emperor’s quarters; next was the hall of 
vigorous fertility, which, its name notwithstand-
ing, was where official seals were stored; finally, 
one found the palace of earthly Tranquility, 
where the empress lived.

ming peking is a striking example of the 
city’s ability to intensify culture. peking was a 
symbolic world, a whole city built on the cul-
tural themes of harmony with nature, security 
(city within city), and power. each “layer of 
the onion” re-emphasized the whole and led 
to the vital, omnipotent center—the emperor.

This particular symbolism probably means 
little to us, but we can imagine what it meant to 
the city’s inhabitants. in a similar manner, our 
cities transmit and magnify our culture. What 
is important in our culture is “writ large” in 
Boston, Birmingham, and Boise. We don’t have 
cities within cities or predominant religious sym-
bolism, like peking. on the site of the destroyed 
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the golden age

in the fifth century b.c.e., the city of athens 
(about one mile square) and its surrounding 
villages had a population of perhaps 350,000 
(Waterfield 2006:149). We can best under-
stand athenian life in the Golden age as the 
celebration of human possibilities. “men come 
together in the city to live,” exclaimed aristotle 
in a timeless salute to the human possibilities 
of city life, and “they remain there in order to 
live the good life.” What was this “good life”? 
in his famous funeral oration in honor of 
athenian victims of the peloponnesian War, 
athenian statesman pericles conveyed its es-
sence: The Greek ideal, he said, began with 
the principle of democracy “which favors the 
many instead of the few.”

The athenian belief in democracy was 
grounded historically, for the city-states that 
preceded the Golden age were independent 
units. indeed, so independent were they that 

city-states grew rich as technology and over-
seas trade improved and military conquests 
multiplied.

ironically, this very success is what led to 
the aristocrats’ downfall. The improvement 
of trade created a wealthy middle class that 
began to demand participation in city rule, 
and the martial victories evolved a warrior 
class with both the skills and arms to take over 
the city-states. in a series of coups d’état be-
tween 660 and 550 b.c.e., they did just that in 
many trade and maritime city-states, earning 
in the process the name tyrannos (Burn 1970).

Tyrants or not, the preeminence of  warriors 
during this period was to prove fortuitous. early 
in the fifth century b.c.e., a series of persian 
invasions threatened the Greek peninsula. 
Together, athens and her rival city-state, the 
more militaristic sparta, finally routed the in-
vaders in 479 b.c.e., setting the stage for what 
many regard as the city’s—and, perhaps, even 
Western history’s—greatest moment.

Athens today is strongly shaped by its culture and history. Even the physical 
 environment reveals that social reality, as seen here. Looming above the city from 
its craggy hilltop site sits the Acropolis—built in the second half of the fifth century 
b.c.e. as the citadel of ancient Athens. Particularly prominent are the pillars of the 
Parthenon—the temple of Athena, patron goddess of the city.
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life. plato’s dialogues between the great phi-
losopher socrates and his friends are an ex-
cellent example.

athenians even managed their spiritual 
life differently. for example, no system of 
formal or mystical religion placed the gods at 
great distance from the people of the city. in 
peking, the priests were “specialists” who were 
sequestered within the walls of the forbidden 
City, but in athens, the “priest” was just an-
other conscientious layman who made no 
prophecies and simply executed his religious 
duties as part of his civic duties. This ideal of 
participation meant that temples such as the 
parthenon were always open to people, who 
typically marked their religious observances 
informally and, frequently, outdoors.

indeed, as Greek civilization entered the 
Golden age, the gods themselves became less 
abstract and more like human beings. They 
were the objects of jokes, criticism, and bar-
gains, but—all the same—they served as mod-
els for human development. The olympian 
gods became the symbol of something nobler 
in human nature, of something within the 
reach of human endeavor.

a tripartite focus on body, mind, and spirit 
was the unique combination that formed the 
crux of athens’s success. By developing seri-
ous interests in all three areas, the athenian 
indirectly kept any one area from becoming 
all-absorbing. This focus kept more practi-
cal areas of life—politics or economics, for 
 example—in check. Too much politics breeds 
an overemphasis on power and control; too 
much economics cultivates an obsession with 
wealth and material goods. for a brief period, 
the citizens of athens avoided these pitfalls.

behind the glory

athens’s moment at the pinnacle of urban 
history was not to last, eventually undermined 
by the culture’s own egocentrism and exploit-
ative practices. The wealth and leisurely pace 
of athens during its Golden age rested, in 
large measure, on the goods and services of 
others. during its successful expansion be-
fore the fifth century b.c.e., athens had con-
quered many other city-states and regions. 

one cannot speak of one “nation” even at the 
apex of Greek culture. each city-state pursued 
its own ends and believed that no one had the 
right to dictate otherwise.

This fierce sense of independence also 
characterized the Greek citizen. in 600 b.c.e., 
with dissatisfaction rife, athens was on the 
verge of revolution. To avert this, solon, an 
aristocrat, was chosen as arbitrator. he im-
mediately proposed a reorganization of the 
athenian constitution that allowed all “free 
citizens” (excluding women, slaves, and for-
eigners) a place in the city’s governing body, 
the assembly. he established the people’s 
Council, numbering some 400 members, 
with the charge of preparing the assembly’s 
agenda. members were chosen from the four 
main athenian tribes (100 members each), 
thereby preventing dominance by any one 
group. finally, government officials were 
made accountable to the assembly for their 
work each year. political participation was 
mandatory for all citizens; without regard to 
“obscurity of conditions,” each was required 
to take part in the public life of the city.

athenian democracy was a brilliant innova-
tion, affording all free citizens participation 
in government. it also allowed the citizen the 
right to live as one chose within that overarch-
ing system. Classical athens did not stand as a 
monument to an all-powerful god or to a rul-
ing family but, rather, to all free citizens. in 
one of the great dramas of the age, sophocles’s 
Antigone, we find this statement (which could 
well serve as a critique of ming peking): “a city 
that is of one man is no city.”

The ideals of human development and 
versatility were vital to hellenic civilization. 
a primary cultural value was that all citizens 
should strive for refinement (although with-
out extravagance) and pursue individual 
well-being—a fusion of the well-tutored body, 
mind, and spirit. athenians developed the 
body through constant work, exercise, and 
sport, including the olympic Games, in which 
individuals from different city-states com-
peted for the glory of their state. Continual 
dialogue provoked the mind; in their lei-
surely society, citizens often spent much of 
the day talking about the deeper matters of 
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had certain parallels: substantial inequality; 
large areas of poor housing; crowded, wind-
ing streets; and important central monu-
ments and public buildings. There were 
all- important differences, however. Chinese 
civilization rested on a fundamental cultural 
belief in a god-like emperor, which gave an 
unmistakable stamp to peking. monuments 
and buildings dwarfed the common indi-
vidual as they simultaneously magnified the 
pomp and majesty of the emperor and his 
elite. indeed, what clearer indication of a dis-
tant, exclusive power structure could there 
be than a citadel in the form of peking’s 
forbidden City?

athens seemed, overall, to be more humane 
in character. The Greek cultural ideals citizen 
participation stamped that city with a human 
scale, encouraging openness, communica-
tion, and development among its free citizens. 
such ideals can be seen in all athens’s  public 
 buildings—in the theaters (where, not by 
 accident, the audience sat above the perform-
ers, not the other way around), in the public 
forums, in the temples, in the gymnasia, and 
in the marketplace. These buildings were not 
monuments to an absolute emperor; rather, 
athens was much more a celebration of the 
“good life,” an ideal that was evident  despite 
important failings in practice.

in comparing hellenic athens and ming 
peking, we see just how different cities in dif-
ferent cultures can be, but this comparison 
shows us more: athenian success at encour-
aging citizen participation and in developing 
the very best of human nature by a process 
of dialogue and growth shows us what the 
city can be. We are prompted to ask, in other 
words, how or why one city might be better 
than another. if we agree, for example, that 
democracy, equality, and continual mental, 
bodily, and spiritual development are ide-
als for which human beings should strive, 
athens provides us with a real-life case where 
those ideals were encouraged. What, then, 
might we do to encourage the further mani-
festation of positive cultural values in our 
own modern-day cities? (see the Cityscape 
box on page 248 for a decidedly negative 
portrait.)

from them, athens extracted tribute in ma-
terials, taxes, and people—many of whom be-
came slaves; Waterfield (2006:149) estimates 
that about one-fourth of the city’s population 
held this unhappy status, as the elite athenian 
citizens benefited from the widespread use of 
such human servants. all women, however, 
were excluded from citizenship and relegated 
to household duties and supervision.

elitism reared its head in yet another, more 
immediately destructive way. The athenians 
refused citizenship to 30,000 foreigners, many 
of whom, as traders, had become permanent 
residents. This robbed the citizenry of poten-
tially invigorating new ideas, forcing the for-
eign population into an exclusive concern 
with economic matters. demoralized, these 
traders devoted their energies to money mak-
ing and material consumption. in time, they 
became indifferent to government so long as 
they were free to make a profit. By the end of 
the fourth century b.c.e., profit making had 
become the center of city life, and the older 
idea that economic activity was simply a means 
to a more holistic life—so central to the health 
of the city—began to wane.

into this setting came the peloponnesian 
War, begun in 431 b.c.e. between athens 
and sparta. soundly defeated, athens surren-
dered in 404 b.c.e. Then, in total confusion 
and in public contradiction of all their demo-
cratic ideals, in 399 b.c.e. the athenians tried 
socrates and condemned him to death for 
“undermining the state by his endless public 
questionings.”

The handwriting was on the wall. in 338 
b.c.e., the athenians put up belated opposition 
to an invasion force led by philip of macedon. 
Their defeat at the Battle of Chaeronea has been 
called “the death of the free polis.” after that, 
athens became a satellite in the macedonian 
empire until the roman overlords arrived in 
148 b.c.e.

ming peking and athens:  
a Comparison

The culture that prevailed in classical athens 
was of a character radically different from 
that of ming peking. Without doubt, the cities 
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CitysCape

the industrial City: 1844

This colossal concentration, 
this heaping together of two 
and a half millions of human 
beings at one point . . . has 
raised London to the com-
mercial capital of the world; 
created the giant docks and 
assembled the thousand ves-
sels that continually cover the 
Thames. . . . all this is so vast, so 
impressive, that a man cannot 

collect himself, but is lost in the marvel of 
England’s greatness. . . . 

But the sacrifices which all this has cost 
become apparent later. After roaming the 
streets of the capital a day or two . . ., after 
visiting the slums of the metropolis, one re-
alizes for the first time that these Londoners 
have been forced to sacrifice the best quali-
ties of their human nature, to bring to pass 
all the marvels of civilization which crowd 
their city. . . . 

The very turmoil of the streets has some-
thing repulsive, something against which 
human nature rebels. The hundreds of 
 thousands of all classes and ranks crowding 
past each other, are they not all human be-
ings with the same qualities and powers, and 
with the same interest in being happy? And 
have they not, in the end, to seek happiness 
in the same way, by the same means? And 
still they crowd by one another as though 

they had nothing in common, nothing to do 
with one another. . . . 

And, however much one may be aware 
that this isolation of the individual, this narrow 
self-seeking is the fundamental principle of our 
society everywhere, it is nowhere so shame-
lessly barefaced, so self-conscious as just here 
in the crowding of the great city. The dissolu-
tion of mankind into monads, of which each 
one has a separate principle and a separate 
purpose, the world of atoms, is here carried 
out to its utmost extreme. [emphasis added]

. . . here . . . people regard each other only 
as useful objects; each exploits the other, 
and the end of it all is, that the stronger treads 
the weaker under foot, and that the power-
ful few, the capitalists, seize everything for 
themselves, while to the weak many, the 
poor, scarcely a bare existence remains.

What is true of London, is true of  
Manchester, Birmingham and Leeds. . . .  
Everywhere barbarous indifference, hard ego-
tism on one hand, and nameless misery on 
the other, everywhere social warfare . . . and 
all so shameless, so openly avowed that one 
shrinks before the consequences of our so-
cial state as they manifest themselves here 
undisguised, and can only wonder that the 
whole crazy fabric still hangs together.

Source: Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working 
Class in England, edited by David McLellan (New York: 
Macmillan, 2007), pp. 35–36.

the CUltUre oF Capitalism 
and the City

nineteenth-century london certainly was 
not like either ming peking or hellenic 
athens. dominated by feverish economic ac-
tivity, it was the forerunner of the modern 
city described by u.s. urbanist louis Wirth 
in Chapter 5.

friedrich engels, however, who first saw 
london in 1842—the same year he met Karl 
marx and began their long  collaboration—
gave an interpretation radically different 
from that of Wirth. Whereas louis Wirth, 
the Chicago urbanist, imagined he was de-
scribing the essential characteristics of all 
large, modern cities, engels was aware that 
he was looking only at a certain cultural 
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Gradually, from the sixteenth century on-
ward, the economic interests of life came to 
dominate Western european cities. Capitalism 
set the principal cultural theme, with the new 
order being organized around a rather dif-
ferent set of economic relationships than its 
feudal predecessor. no longer bound to lords 
and manors, individual workers could sell 
their labor to whoever would pay the high-
est wages. second, under these conditions, 
 economic activity became increasingly com-
petitive. Because everyone was striving for 
profits, workers, to get the greatest economic 
benefits, had to outdo each other in some way. 
The arrival of industrialization in the mid-
eighteenth century greatly enhanced capital-
ism’s hold over Western cities.

the industrial revolution

like capitalism, industrialism—the process of 
manufacturing goods in large quantities for 
mass consumption—had existed in Western 
society to a limited degree before the eigh-
teenth century. only after the adoption of 
capitalism on a large scale, however, did the 
influence of industrialism begin to grow, 
with large-scale industrialism set in motion in 
england about 1750.

one important reason that english soci-
ety proved to be so amenable to industrial-
ism was the fondness, particularly evident in 
the upper middle classes, for engineering 
and guiding economic activities by the most 
scientific methods available. if efficient meth-
ods were not available, the innovative British 
invented them. perhaps the most famous ex-
ample of an invention that changed the eco-
nomic order was James Watt’s steam engine. 
This machine, perfected by 1775, had literally 
hundreds of applications, from textile manu-
facturing to flour mills to the mass produc-
tion of the common pin. its ability to save 
hand labor and contribute to the mass pro-
duction of items was nothing short of remark-
able, and in little time, entrepreneurs put 
this invention into widespread use. By 1781, 
matthew Boulton, Watt’s partner in a steam-
engine manufacturing company, was claim-
ing that “the people of london, Birmingham, 

setting, a city intensifying the tremendous 
power of Western industrial capitalism. 
note especially the passage in italics in the 
Cityscape box on page 248. What Wirth saw 
as a consequence of a large, differentiated 
population, engels interpreted as cultural 
forces at work.

engels was mightily disturbed by what he 
saw. if hellenic athens, with its cultural ideas 
of developing the whole person, was the 
city’s highest point, surely engels believed 
nineteenth-century london to be its lowest 
point. yet the characteristics of both cities 
reflect the dominant ideals and activities of 
the larger culture. in the same way that Greek 
culture produced cities in which economic 
activity was regarded as of decidedly second-
ary importance, engels believed that Western 
culture, under the influence of capitalism, 
spawned cities where economic gain was an 
unrestrained obsession.

the Capitalist City

as a means of livelihood, capitalism is very 
old. a rich capitalist life flourished in the fifth 
century b.c.e. in athens, and no doubt, such 
activity is centuries older. significant com-
mercial activity aimed at the accumulation of 
profit also took place on an increasing scale 
in medieval europe, especially after the elev-
enth century c.e.

if capitalism itself was not new, the un-
paralleled energy with which the spirit of 
commerce and profit began to assert itself 
 during the sixteenth century c.e. certainly 
was. apparently, several factors prompted this 
change. first, the feudal order of the middle 
ages began to erode as merchants, primarily 
in cities, gained power. desiring to broaden 
their market, these merchants established 
trade routes among cities all over europe in 
the period between 1200 and 1500. Goods 
began to pour into these cities, and people 
in the countryside began to get wind that a 
better life—or at least a life with more mate-
rial amenities—could be had in cities. major 
urban population growth ensued and fueled 
increased economic vitality (heilbroner and 
milberg 2011).
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consciousness. in describing a typical school-
room in “Coketown,” a fictionalized english 
factory city of the nineteenth century, Charles 
dickens explained the main ingredient of this 
consciousness, presented in the Urban Living 
box on page 251.

Urban life as economics

“you are never to fancy!” With this phrase, 
dickens summarized what so worried engels 
about the capitalist city: it reduced everything 

and manchester [are] all ‘steam mill mad’” 
(quoted in mantoux 2006:333). from then 
on, the industrial revolution was in full force. 
other inventions, such as arkwright’s spin-
ning jenny and maudslay’s automatic screw 
machine, revolutionized other areas of pro-
duction. “The revolution . . . fed upon itself. 
The new techniques . . . simply destroyed their 
handicraft competition around the world and 
thus enormously increased their own mar-
kets” (heilbroner and milberg 2011:75–77).

for the city dweller, the most important 
change was the invention of the factory, which 
gave new structure and purpose to urban 
life, quickly becoming the primary source of 
 employment. With the domination of the fac-
tory, the very symbolism of the city changed. 
The city in feudal europe had been, above 
all, a Christian city, symbolically dominating 
the  region with its Gothic cathedral. (a strik-
ing  example is venice, spread out around 
st. mark’s Cathedral, built in 1176.) The capital-
ist era, as mumford remarked, turned the cul-
ture of feudalism on its head, transforming “six 
of the seven deadly sins [gluttony, pride, cov-
etousness, envy, lust, and anger] into cardinal 
virtues (sloth became perhaps an even greater 
sin)” (1991:346). The church declined as the 
focal institution of society: in the place of spires 
appeared smokestacks, and the public plaza 
 became a growing central business district.

if capitalism tended to expand the market 
and turn every part of the city into a negotia-
ble commodity, the change from [small-scale 
handicraft] to large-scale factory production 
transformed the industrial towns into dark 
hives, busily puffing, clanking, screeching, 
smoking for twelve and fourteen hours a day, 
sometimes going around the clock. The slav-
ish routine . . . became the normal environment 
of the new industrial workers. none of these 
towns heeded the old saw, “all work and no play 
makes Jack a dull boy.” [They] specialized in 
producing dull boys. (mumford 1991:446)

in short, the dominant capitalist cultural 
theme, in conjunction with industrial mecha-
nization, created a new emphasis in urban 

A multistory, mirrored building in Toronto’s city 
center towers above an old stone church. The 
size and positioning of these buildings suggest 
dominant cultural themes of the past and present. 
Today, we see the relative importance of econom-
ics and religion in contemporary Western society, 
which differs from that in previous centuries, when 
church steeples were the highest visible points in 
cities.
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Urban living

“nothing but the Facts, ma’am”— 
Capitalist–industrialist Consciousness

“Now, what I want is, Facts. 
Teach these boys and girls 
nothing but Facts. Facts alone 
are wanted in life. Plant noth-
ing else, and root out every-
thing else. You can only form 
the minds of reasoning animals 
upon Facts: nothing else will 
ever be of any service to them. 
This is the principle on which 

I bring up my own children, and this is the 
principle on which I bring up these children. 
Stick to Facts, Sir!”

The scene was a plain, bare, monotonous 
vault of a schoolroom, and the speaker’s 
square forefinger emphasized his observations 
by underscoring every sentence with a line 
on the schoolmaster’s sleeve. The emphasis 
was helped by the speaker’s square wall of a 
forehead, which had his eyebrows for its base, 
while his eyes found commodious cellarage 
in two dark caves, overshadowed by the wall. 
The emphasis was helped by the speaker’s 
mouth, which was wide, thin, and hard set. . . . 

“Thomas Gradgrind, Sir. A man of reali-
ties. A man of facts and calculations. A man 
who proceeds upon the principle that two 
and two are four, and nothing over, and who 
is not to be talked into allowing for anything 
over. Thomas Gradgrind, Sir—peremptorily 
Thomas—Thomas Gradgrind. With a rule 
and a pair of scales, and the multiplication 
table always in his pocket, Sir, ready to weigh 
and measure any parcel of human  nature, 
and tell you exactly what it comes to. It is 
a mere question of figures, a case of simple 
arithmetic. . . . 

“Girl number twenty,” said Mr. Gradgrind, 
squarely pointing with his square forefinger, “I 
don’t know that girl. Who is that girl?”

“Sissy Jupe, Sir,” explained number twenty, 
blushing, standing up, and curtseying.

“Sissy is not a name,” said Mr. Gradgrind. 
“Don’t call yourself Sissy. Call yourself 
Cecilia.”

“It’s father as calls me Sissy, Sir,” returned 
the young girl in a trembling voice, and with 
another curtsey.

“Then he has no business to do it,” said 
Mr. Gradgrind. “Tell him he mustn’t. Cecilia 
Jupe. Let me see. . . . 

“Give me your definition of a horse.”
(Sissy Jupe thrown into the greatest alarm 

by this demand.)
“Girl number twenty unable to define a 

horse!” said Mr. Gradgrind, for the general 
behoof of all the little pitchers. “Girl num-
ber twenty possessed of no facts, in refer-
ence to one of the commonest of animals! 
Some boy’s definition of a horse. Bitzer, 
yours. . . .”

“Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, 
namely twenty-four grinders, four eye-teeth, 
and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in the spring; 
in marshy countries, sheds hoofs, too. Hoofs 
hard, but requiring to be shod with iron. Age 
known by marks in mouth.” Thus (and much 
more) Bitzer.

“Now girl number twenty,” said Mr. 
Gradgrind. “You know what a horse is. . . .”

[“But Sir,” said Cecilia Jupe, blushing] . . .  
“I fancy . . .”

“Ay, ay, ay! But you mustn’t fancy,” cried 
the gentleman, quite elated by coming so 
happily to his point. “That’s it! You are never 
to fancy!”

Source: Excerpted from Charles Dickens, Hard 
Times (New York: Signet Classics, 2008; orig. 1854), 
pp. 11–16.
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demolished, and wherever possible, the terrain 
is leveled to resemble a factory floor. The angu-
lar and curved streets of the medieval city which 
at every turn delighted the eye with a new and 
scenic tableau, are replaced by straight monoto-
nous vistas of the same featureless buildings 
and shops. lovely squares inherited from the 
past are reduced to nodal points for traffic, and 
highways are wantonly carved into vital neigh-
borhoods, dividing and finally subverting them. 
(1996:90–91)

assets and debits

on one level, the capitalist city has unques-
tionably been successful in generating a 
higher material standard of living for a 
larger proportion of its population than any 
other urban system in history. useful mate-
rial goods and technological innovations are 
 omnipresent, and given the “hands-off-the-
individual” value that is so central to capi-
talism, residents of such cities experience a 
significant degree of political as well as other 
kinds of freedom. They can vote, come and 
go as they please, and if they have the money, 
live where they like.

There are debits as well, however: millions 
of poor families live in cities, and many un-
profitable districts have fallen into shocking 
decay. Within such areas, as we will see in later 
chapters, people suffer incredibly. similarly, 
the dominant focus on material goods and 
technological innovations often means that 
many people are preoccupied with the new-
est mp3 or cell phone or the latest car and 
are less mindful of social and environmental 
needs that require attention.

finally, even freedoms have their problem-
atic side. The freedom to accumulate wealth, 
prestige, and power has meant, over the years, 
that some individuals in our cities have much 
more of these limited resources than others. 
With wealth primarily in the hands of a few 
(the top 20 percent of u.s. households own 
85 percent of all privately held wealth), these 
people tend to control both the economic and 
the political spheres of life to such a degree 
that others are effectively cut off from any true 
success or representation (domhoff 2011).

in life to objective facts and quantity. other 
aspects of life—subjectivity, quality, art, music, 
politics, religion, and creative thought—were 
downplayed or consciously eradicated.

This new consciousness not only trans-
formed how city people acted, it also trans-
formed the physical structure of the city itself, 
thereby intensifying the capitalist theme even 
further. land, once merely a place to live, be-
came real estate:

if the layout of a town has no relation to human 
needs and activities other than business, the 
pattern of the city may be simplified: The 
ideal layout for the business [person] is that 
which can be most swiftly reduced to standard 
 monetary units for purchase and sale. The fun-
damental [urban] unit is no longer the neigh-
borhood . . . but the individual building lot, 
whose value can be gauged in terms of front 
feet: this favors an oblong with narrow frontage 
and great depth, which provides a minimum 
amount of light and air to the buildings, par-
ticularly the dwellings, that conform to it. such 
units turned out equally advantageous for the 
land surveyor, the real estate speculator, the 
commercial builder, and the lawyer who drew 
up the deed of sale. in turn, the lots favored 
the rectangular building block, which again be-
came the standard unit for extending the city. 
(mumford 1991:421–22)

so strong was this pattern in the physical form 
of the city after the sixteenth century that 
even cities with mountainous geography, such 
as san francisco, which might have benefited 
from a switchback or zigzag pattern to facili-
tate moving up and down the terrain, instead 
used a grid pattern.

murray Bookchin used even stronger 
language to suggest the extent to which the 
modern Western city has been shaped by the 
 industrial–capitalist system:

every esthetic urban pattern inherited from the 
past tends to be sacrificed to the grid system (in 
modern times, the factory pattern par excel-
lence), which facilitates the most efficient trans-
portation of goods and people. streams are 
obliterated, variations in the landscape effaced 
without the least sensitivity to natural beauty, 
magnificent stands of trees removed, even trea-
sured architectural and historical monuments 
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almost completely eradicated, its name re-
verted back to Beijing (the old name, Peking, 
was a Western transcription of Beijing). on the 
site of the old dynasties has arisen the most 
important communist city in the world, now 
that communism no longer dominates russia 
and eastern europe.

modern Beijing thus provides us with a 
final illustration of the consequences of differ-
ent cultural themes in urban places. The great 
walls that protected the city and the emperor 
in the ming period are gone. in their place is 
a city-encircling highway, while below ground, 
the city’s modern subway system provides 
209 miles of track and averages more than 
5  million riders daily. The forbidden City is 
now a museum open to everyone, surrounded 
by great new buildings of state: the Great hall 
of the people, the historical museum, and 
the mausoleum that holds mao’s remains. 
The many multistoried hotels in Beijing easily 
dominate the old buildings of the emperor. 
replaced, too, are many of the old, sonorous 
names of the imperial years. for example, the 
pavillion of pleasant sounds has given way to 
people’s road and anti-imperialist street.

Beijing in the twenty-first century, however, 
is significantly different from the “austere” 
city of the past. four decades ago, a rigid 
communist government controlled almost 
all  aspects of life. everyone dressed alike in 
dark, uniform-like clothes. individuals could 
not own their own businesses and residential 
 relocation—whether from one city to another 
or from outlying rural areas to the city—was 
not allowed. economic stagnation was the 
norm, and social use of public urban spaces 
was virtually non-existent, especially at night. 
By contrast, Beijing today, along with other 
Chinese cities, has embraced capitalistic en-
terprise, and city life flourishes with individual 
enterprises, colorful fashions and consumer 
goods, nightlife, and a booming economy.

Urban life as politics

The Communists vowed to free China from 
centuries of domination of the many by 
the few and from exploitation by foreign 

problems such as these led to a reaction: a 
second type of modern city, established around 
and intensifying yet another set of cultural 
themes, those of communism.

Case sTudy

Communist–Capitalist beijing

To get a sense of the contemporary commu-
nist city, we return to peking. on october 1, 
1949, standing on the meridian Gate of the old 
ming imperial City (see figures 9–1 and 9–2), 
looking out over the millions assembled in 
Tiananmen square, mao zedung established 
the people’s republic of China. in 1957, mao, 
in an attempt to speed the growth of socialism, 
moved thousands of peasants into special com-
munes to increase steel production. as a result, 
steel production nearly tripled, but most of it 
was impure and useless. meanwhile, agricul-
tural production plummeted, creating a fam-
ine in which more than 32 million people died 
from food deprivation (Thaxton 2008:5).

To appease the widespread discontent, mao 
passed day-to-day control to two political allies. 
By 1963, however, he began criticizing his allies, 
and three years later, he launched the Cultural 
revolution, supposedly to purge liberals and 
continue the revolutionary class struggle, but 
actually a means to regain full power. To ac-
complish this goal, he gave unbridled power 
to act to the red Guard, a youth militia 11 mil-
lion strong. in the violent turmoil that ensued, 
about half a million people died, and millions 
of others were persecuted, including artists, au-
thors, educators, intellectuals, political leaders, 
and religious officials. during the 10 years of 
the Cultural revolution, the red Guard perpe-
trated one of the greatest destructions of histori-
cal artifacts in human history, devastated minor-
ity cultures, and killed hundreds of thousands 
of minority people, particularly mongolian 
muslims and Tibetan Buddhists. When it finally 
ended, even traditional Chinese culture had 
been weakened (esherick, et al. 2006).

Today, six decades after mao made that 
pronouncement of a new country, peking is 
a different city—its feudal and imperial past 
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the job of these committees to oversee local 
services—security, fire, and sanitation—
and to keep political responsibility upper-
most in peoples’ minds (Whyte and parish 
1987:21–22).

study groups developed unceasing po-
litical awareness in which all neighborhood 
 residents participated (study groups also existed 
in schools and factories). The tasks of these 
groups were (1) to communicate to all citizens 
the  importance of participation in all areas of 
life; (2) to chastise political troublemakers of all 
kinds, such as “revisionists,” “factionalists,” “ul-
tra-leftists,” “capitalists,” and “imperialists”; and 
(3) to examine constantly, through group self-
criticism, each individual’s  performance. The 
intent was to discourage individualism while 
encouraging both groupthink— conformity 
to opinions that supposedly reflect group 
 consensus—and control through many eyes of 
each person’s actions. it is difficult to imagine 
more contrasting views of city life than those 

countries. To do this, they transformed nearly 
all of Chinese life into an expression of the 
new political ideas. The job of the state was to 
provide equally for everyone; the job of the 
individual was to contribute to the state’s suc-
cess by participating unselfishly in the state-
linked neighborhood units, school classes, 
factories, and party committees. only by 
collectivizing everything, the Communists 
 believed, and by constantly reminding every-
one about the dangers of backsliding into in-
dividualism was true progress to be attained.

The key concept in all this was tzu-li 
 kengsheng—“self-reliance” or “regeneration 
through one’s own efforts.” in developing 
this concept, the party divided each city into 
districts (Beijing has nine), each district into 
neighborhoods, and each neighborhood into 
smaller residential areas. each residential 
area developed its own “residents’ commit-
tee” designed to link each individual with 
the city authorities, and vice versa. it became 

Modern Beijing is an energetic city in which capitalism and consumerism  flourish, 
as partly indicated in this view of the Wangfujing shopping street by Oriental Plaza. 
A lenient government policy toward individual enterprise has generated more 
spending money, which enables Chinese urbanites to purchase additional goods 
and enjoy a higher standard of living than in years past.
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of carbon dioxide, and its economic devel-
opment—the country has 16 of the 20 most-
polluted cities in the world—is affecting its 
ecosystems:

acid rain caused by China’s sulfur-dioxide emis-
sions severely damages forests and watersheds 
in Korea and Japan and impairs air quality in 
the u.s. every major river system flowing out of 
China is threatened with one sort of cataclysm 
or another. The surge in untreated waste and 
agricultural runoff pouring into the yellow and 
China seas has caused frequent fish die-offs, 
and overfishing is endangering many ocean 
species. (leslie 2008)

many of China’s cities are already paralyzed 
by automobile traffic, but with its car industry 
now the world’s largest and its 100 million cars 
expected to double in the next decade, the 
potential impact on climate change is even 
worse (Chang 2011).

a rising Consumerism

visitors to Beijing today find a city alive with 
energy. in one section of the city—just south of 
the old forbidden City—is a shopping section 
for the capital’s citizens. Beneath billboards ad-
vertising Toshiba Tv sets are department stores 
filled with goods, with no shortage of lookers 
and buyers. one reason for this increasing con-
sumerism is the additional spending money 
generated by the new policies encouraging indi-
vidual enterprise. for example, in another part 
of the city is a farmers’ market, where workers 
from a local commune sell surplus vegetables 
not needed for the commune or for state con-
sumption. They are allowed to keep the profits 
from such transactions. some young people, 
selected by the government to go abroad and 
teach Chinese in a north american college, 
earn Western salaries—astronomical by Chinese 
standards. When they return to Beijing, they are 
allowed to keep the money they have saved and, 
thus, are able to afford better apartments in new 
sections of the city and to provide their families 
with a variety of consumer goods.

all this change—a movement “from 
marxism to mastercard”—has its critics. many 

outlined above and those held by the people of 
contemporary Western cities.

economic reform and 
environmental issues

With mao’s death in 1976, a great power 
struggle emerged in Beijing for control of 
the party—a struggle won by deng Xiaoping 
and  his followers. The new leaders de- 
emphasized the more extreme elements 
of maoism and moved from a sluggish, 
soviet-style, centrally planned economy to 
a more market-oriented economy, but one 
still within a rigid political framework of 
Communist party control. To this end, the 
authorities switched to a system of household 
responsibility in place of the old collectiviza-
tion in agriculture, increased the authority 
of local officials and plant managers in in-
dustry, permitted a wide variety of small-scale 
enterprise in services and light manufactur-
ing, and opened the economy to increased 
foreign trade and investment.

The result has been a quadrupling of the 
gross domestic product (Gdp) since 1978, 
making China the second-largest economy 
in the world. China’s economic reforms have 
benefited hundreds of millions of people, but 
they have created a growing income disparity 
as well. The richest 10 percent of all Chinese 
families now own more than 40 percent of all 
private assets, and average annual income of 
urban residents is more than three times that 
of rural residents. The poverty situation, how-
ever, has greatly improved. in 1990, 1 out of 3 
Chinese lived in poverty, but today, it is below 
1 in 10,  meaning that 500 million people were 
lifted out of poverty in just one generation 
(Chowdhury 2007).

The problem is that with its rapid 
 economic expansion, China has become a 
massive despoiler of the environment. one-
fourth of the country is now desert, and 
more than three-fourths of its forests are 
gone. a cloud of lead, mercury, sulfur diox-
ide, and other elements of burned coal and 
car exhaust hovers over most Chinese cities. 
China is already the world’s leading emitter 
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are the cultural values of that society and its 
history. for example, although some truth ex-
ists in the old idea that the ways of the coun-
try and of the city are distinct and “ne’er the 
twain shall meet,” research reveals that cities 
and their countrysides are bound together in 
a complex interdependence that allows each 
to have significant influence over the other. 
urban dominance, however, makes this mu-
tual influence less than equal. Cities, once 
the centers for revolutions that spread nation-
wide, now extend their cultural influence far 
beyond their borders in such areas as the arts, 
communication, fashion, and politics.

Cities are not entirely synonymous with civ-
ilization. however, they are symbolic centers 
that concentrate, intensify, and re-create the 
cultural forces found throughout the  society. 
spengler envisioned a cyclical rise, domi-
nance, and decline of cities as being reflec-
tive of their civilizations. mumford advanced 
the concept that cities have always been at 

powerful Communist party members see the 
revolution of mao being “sold out,” and as an 
indication that the policies of deng and his 
successors are not all positive, they cite exten-
sive evidence that corruption now appears in 
many areas of Chinese life as people scramble 
for the accoutrements of a consumer society. 
They charge that the current policies generate 
self-centeredness and a kind of Western deca-
dence. in fact, theft and prostitution, once 
virtually non-existent, are now as common as 
in Western cities. nonetheless, the open-door 
policy continues, and China and its cities once 
again are in the throes of major social change.

sUmmary

The city does not exist by itself but, rather, 
as an intricate part of the broader society. 
shaping any city’s physical and social forms 

Modern high-rise buildings in Shanghai tower over the more traditional Chinese 
housing in the Longtang neighborhood. Rapid economic growth has dramati-
cally changed this city’s appearance as China continues its emergence as one of 
Asia’s most vibrant countries. This stark contrast of old and new is a common sight 
throughout the Asian continent.
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complex division of labor and a more sophis-
ticated political system (if only to handle the 
large numbers and density) than do other 
forms of human settlement. such complexi-
ties are what we mean by “a complex social 
structure.”

finally, the idea that any city is a reflector, 
intensifier, and re-creator of cultural values 
and forms is a direct outgrowth of this chap-
ter. in the final analysis, the nature of any city 
lies in its unique ability to interpret a particu-
lar set of cultural values in a distinctive form. 
By “cultural values,” we mean those shared 
beliefs and ideas that characterize any social 
group of long duration. By “form,” we mean 
the typical round of everyday activities and 
arrangement of urban space that character-
ize any city. Thus, because the cultural values 
of the Greeks during athens’s Golden era 
(the fifth century b.c.e.) regarded money 
making as secondary and a holistic life as 
primary, we found that the daily life of the 
city was dominated by dialogue, politics, rec-
reation, and ritual. While the Greeks surely 
went to the agora (the market) to trade, they 
just as frequently went there to talk and 
relax. even their buildings reflected this 
cultural emphasis. The acropolis, where the 
most important buildings of Greek civiliza-
tion (the parthenon, the erechtheum, the 
propylea, the Temple of athena nike) were 
located, sits on a hill overlooking the rest of 
the city. The agora, lesser in importance, lies 
at the bottom of the hill.

all this appears to be reversed when we 
consider the form of contemporary capital-
ist cities, such as those of north america, 
where the round of daily activities focuses on 
the economic. most people spend the bulk 
of their day getting, spending, and planning 
for more of the same. dialogue, politics, 
recreation, and ritual come later—in the 
evenings, on the weekends, or during vaca-
tion. The city’s physical layout reflects this 
cultural priority. streets are arranged on a 
grid for easy movement and buying and sell-
ing, and the most important buildings—or 
at least those that dominate the skyline of 
any major north american city—are those of 
commerce.

the center of civilization. monti wrote about 
how each city creates its own civic culture that 
makes it unique compared to other cities in 
the same society.

in the cities we compared and contrasted 
in this chapter—ming peking and hellenic 
athens, nineteenth-century industrial– 
capitalist london and contemporary 
communist– capitalist Beijing—we found 
significant  differences. These differences 
attest to the  importance of culture in shap-
ing the social and physical environment of 
the city. only by studying cities in a compar-
ative manner can we understand this urban 
variability.

ConClUsion

if urban variety is so marked, what is left as dis-
tinctively urban? What do all the cities we’ve 
considered in this chapter have in common? 
To answer this question, we certainly must 
go beyond the factors of size, density, and 
heterogeneity proposed by louis Wirth. We 
propose a new definition of the city, one that 
acknowledges the importance of the  cultural 
dimension Wirth neglected: in comparison 
with other types of permanent human settle-
ment, a city is a relatively large, dense settlement 
that has a civic culture and a complex social struc-
ture that greatly reflects, intensifies, and re-creates 
cultural values and forms.

a few comments are necessary to clarify this 
definition. The first set of characteristics—“a 
large, dense settlement”—is Wirth’s; he seems 
to be quite right about them. The next char-
acteristic—“a complex social structure”—is 
from v. Gordon Childe (2003). you may recall 
that Wirth also suggested the city is composed 
of “socially heterogeneous individuals.” By 
this, he meant that people of different racial, 
ethnic, and religious backgrounds tend to 
mingle in the city. anthropological research 
has shown that this more accurately describes 
modern Western cities (to which people of 
different countries migrate) than it does their 
non-industrial counterparts, such as Jakarta 
and nairobi. yet even if social heterogeneity 
is not characteristic of all cities, nearly every 
urbanist has noted that the city has a more 
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to in our discussion about the emergence 
of modern Beijing, however, we also need 
to consider the role of economic power in 
dictating quality of life, a subject we turn 
to next.

in such comparative observations lies a 
crucial lesson about studying cities: Quite 
simply, if we don’t understand the relation-
ship between the city and culture, we can’t 
properly understand the city. as alluded 

key terms

civic culture (238)
culture (231)
groupthink (254)

industrialism (249)
urban dominance (234)

internet aCtivities

 1. Take a virtual tour of the forbidden City. Go 
to http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/asia/ 
china/ming-qing/beijing/forbidden-city/map. 
html, and click any photo. Then, click in-
side the image, and drag left or right to 
get a full view.

 2. at http://www.commoncensus.org/maps.php 
is an intriguing, color-coded map of what 
viewers consider to be the cultural influ-
ence of a nearby city and to what extent 
that influence extends. you can add your 
vote to this still-unfolding national map.

http://www.commoncensus.org/maps.php
http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/asia/china/ming-qing/beijing/forbidden-city/map.html
http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/asia/china/ming-qing/beijing/forbidden-city/map.html
http://www.world-heritage-tour.org/asia/china/ming-qing/beijing/forbidden-city/map.html
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differ more in terms of occupations, incomes, 
and schooling.

Two classical social theorists—Karl Marx 
and Max Weber—offered ideas about social 
stratification that still influence sociologi-
cal thinking today. Drawing on the work of 
Marx, social-conflict theorists claim that in-
equality in wealth and power provides some 
people with so many greater advantages over 
others that conflict between social classes is 
inevitable. Weber agreed with Marx that so-
cial stratification caused social conflict, but 
he saw Marx’s two-class view of capitalists 
and workers as too simplistic and suggested a 
more complex model. To Weber, economic 
inequality—the issue so vital to Marx—was 
certainly important, and he referred to this 
as class position. Weber, however, viewed so-
cial class not in terms of two categories but, 
rather, as a continuum ranging from high to 
low. He also introduced the concept of sta-
tus, or social prestige, as the second dimen-
sion of social stratification, with power as the 
third. With Weber’s thinking in mind, most 
sociologists define social stratification as the 
hierarchical ranking within a society of various so-
cial class groups according to wealth, power, and 
prestige.

following Weber’s concepts further, so-
ciologists use the term socioeconomic status 
(SES) to refer to a composite ranking based on 
various dimensions of social inequality. a ranking 
results from comparison of how many status 
symbol possessions one accumulates, such 
as the poshness of one’s residence and the 
expensiveness of one’s car, clothing, eating 
habits, and vacations. of particular interest is 
residence, for the ability to live in a  particular 
place—whether voluntarily or involuntarily—
is an excellent illustration of social strati-
fication. This is not an issue of city versus 
 suburban living, however, because people in 
all levels of social class are living in both types 
of communities.

W. Lloyd Warner and his associates were the 
first to conduct a comprehensive study of social 
stratification in the United States with their ex-
amination of “yankee city” in the 1930s. (It was 
actually Newburyport, Massachusetts, a small 
town of 17,000.) combining objective criteria, 

What’s your stereotype of a person from the 
city? How about describing someone from the 
suburbs? Most people find it much easier to 
answer the second question, because conven-
tional wisdom holds that cities are much more 
socially diverse than suburbs. yet, as sociology 
often shows us, what people think is not nec-
essarily true. cities in the United States and 
canada are home to people of various socio-
economic classes, races, and ethnicities, and 
exploring any city will reveal neighborhoods 
with a mix of people as well as many distinc-
tive neighborhoods in which individuals have 
their own typical lifestyle. The same is true of 
suburbs. No large city or suburb is accurately 
described with any single stereotype.

In this chapter, we investigate the diversity 
found in our cities and suburbs, highlight-
ing the social class differences within them. 
In chapter 11, our attention will turn to the 
importance of race, ethnicity, and gender in 
creating urban and suburban diversity. These 
chapters are about social differences, but 
they are also about social inequality. as we ex-
amine the “structure” of the North american 
city, we shall see that some urbanites expe-
rience “the good life” while others contend 
with a host of problems. These urban prob-
lems, including inadequate housing, poor 
education, and high levels of crime, are the 
focus of chapter 12. We begin by investigat-
ing how differences in social class create so-
cial diversity in both cities and suburbs.

Social Stratification

The United States, canada, and all other 
countries are stratified societies. In every na-
tion, people are ranked in a social hierarchy 
that determines their quality of life. The so-
cial hierarchy involves access to jobs, income, 
schooling, and other resources, which, in 
turn, affects people’s choices about where 
and how to live. Keep in mind that coun-
tries are not all the same in terms of social 
stratification; some have more inequality 
than others. In addition, within any country, 
its rural communities, with somewhat more 
 homogeneous populations, typically have 
fewer  social levels than in cities, where people 
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and suburbs, therefore, it would be helpful 
to describe the general characteristics found 
among the different layers of social strata in 
North american society. although the two 
countries differ in their definitions of income 
and poverty levels, what follow are a fairly de-
finitive portrait of U.S. society and a close ap-
proximation of canadian society.

Upper Class. The main distinction  between 
Warner’s upper-upper and lower-upper 
classes was essentially that of “old money” and 
“new money”—that is, of either multigenera-
tional, inherited wealth (e.g., Jay rockefeller, 
with a 2011 net worth of about $136  million) 
or first-generation, self-earned wealth (e.g., 
bill Gates of Microsoft, with a 2011 net worth 
of $56   billion). The upper class constitutes 
about 5 percent of the total population. 
Whether they have “old” or “new” money, 
however, creates a social divide between the 
two levels, and they seldom have membership 
in the same clubs and organizations.

such as income and occupation, with subjective 
input, using the reputational method in which 
people compared others to themselves in terms 
of status, Warner reported the existence of a 
six-tier class system (upper upper, lower upper, 
upper middle, lower middle, upper lower, 
and lower lower). among his other findings 
was a significant relationship between an eth-
nic group’s length of residence in the United 
States and its class status, a pattern that still 
holds true today for many immigrant groups.

Social class distinctions

Since Warner’s seminal research, three gen-
erations of social scientists have studied the 
many manifestations of stratification and 
social class in all types of communities. The 
paradoxical coexistence of great poverty and 
wealth that they found in our cities is sim-
ply a condensed manifestation of what exists 
in society itself. before we look at the social 
class segregation that we find in our cities 

The high socioeconomic status enjoyed by members of the upper class partly 
rests, suggested Weber, on social prestige gained through the accumulation of 
prized  status possessions. Among the measurable examples of such conspicuous 
 consumption is a posh residence along with expensive cars, clothing, eating habits, 
vacations, and other pursuits.
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are in charge of hosting entertainments at 
home for guests and often do volunteer work 
for charitable and civic organizations, both lo-
cally and nationally; the men often are active 
in community service organizations (see the 
Urban Living box below).

Middle Class. constituting about 40–45 
 percent of society and more diverse both ra-
cially and ethnically, this population segment 

With their great wealth, the upper class live 
ostentatiously in expensive neighborhoods, 
enjoy high prestige, and wield considerable 
political clout. They tend to be a fairly cohe-
sive group, interacting with one another at the 
“right” social events, belonging to the same 
clubs and organizations, sending their chil-
dren to the same private schools, supporting 
charities and the arts, and vacationing at the 
same elite resort areas. Upper-class women 

Urban living

the “Philadelphia gentlemen”

E. Digby Baltzell, a sociologist 
born into the upper class, not 
only gave an excellent insider’s 
view into the world of the elite, 
he also provided what is prob-
ably the best study of this life-
style in Philadelphia Gentlemen 
(1989; orig. 1958). Although 
his in-depth portrait was of the 
Philadelphia elite, his analysis 
is applicable to most U.S. cities 

that have been home to a multigenerational, 
“old-money” constituency.

He described these “descendants of suc-
cessful individuals” as a cohesive primary 
group who grew up together in the same ex-
clusive neighborhoods, attended the same 
private schools, vacationed in the same re-
strictive places, and so naturally became 
friends. Eventually, they intermarried, and 
in their adult lives, they continued their so-
cial bonding by living near one another, be-
longing to the same churches and clubs, and 
seeing each other frequently. With a strong 
sense of group identity and governed by so-
cial norms of what is “just not done,” they 
maintained “a distinctive lifestyle and a kind 
of primary solidarity which [set] them apart 
from the rest of the population” (Baltzell 
1989:7).

In describing the upper-class neighbor-
hood in Philadelphia, Baltzell suggested a 
three-stage out-migration, which also ap-
proximates the pattern in other U.S. cities. 
From the colonial period through the first 
half of the nineteenth century, the city’s elite 
lived in what is now the downtown busi-
ness district; in Philadelphia, this was the 
area around Independence and Washington 
Squares. Following the Civil War and until 
World War I, the upper-upper class shifted 
away from the increasingly busy, noisy, con-
gested downtown to a quieter residential 
neighborhood nearby; in Philadelphia, this 
was about 12 blocks west of the Rittenhouse 
Square district. In the third stage, follow-
ing World War I, the elite in small and me-
dium-size cities moved out to the suburbs; 
those in large cities, however, were able to 
maintain their upper-income enclaves. In 
the Philadelphia metropolitan area, the elite 
continued their westward out-migration 
to the suburbs. We should also note that 
throughout all three periods, the city’s elite 
typically maintained at least two residences, 
one in the city and another in the country 
(Baltzell 1989:179; orig. 1958).

Source: From E. Digby Baltzell, Philadelphia Gentlemen: 
The Making of a National Upper Class (New Brunswick, 
NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1989).
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which they have little control. furthermore, 
these jobs offer fewer benefits, such as medi-
cal or dental insurance and pension plans, 
particularly if they are non-union jobs. about 
a third of the children in these families will 
go to college. In many working-class families, 
women only work when single and become 
full-time homemakers once married. In many 
instances, however, the high cost of living has 
obliged these women to work as well. both 
genders are likely to restrict their outside ac-
tivities to church-related or neighborhood 
association activities. In addition, many men 
also enjoy participation in fraternal organiza-
tions and organized sports for themselves or 
their children.

Lower Class. about 20 percent of the 
 population—poor whites as well as poor racial 
and ethnic minorities—fall into this category. 
Some are the so-called working poor, who hold 
low-prestige jobs with low incomes that none-
theless enable them to get by. Located in our 
inner cities and rural areas, about 40 percent 
own their own homes. Many have no medical 
insurance, so a serious illness or long-term un-
employment could easily create the need for 
government assistance. about 12–13 percent 
of the population receives such welfare assis-
tance. researchers have found that the men 
and women living in these poor neighbor-
hoods have distinctly separate social worlds 
(Liebow 2003; MacLeod 2008). Women are 
more likely to be involved in organizational 
activities, usually the church, and interact in 
more confined areas, whereas men will more 
often be out and about, congregating with 
friends to drink, talk, and enjoy sports.

Some urban neighborhoods have such 
 extreme levels of poverty and unemploy-
ment that social scientists call them hyper-
ghettos (Wacquant 1997). In canada and the 
United States, the poverty rate currently hov-
ers around 11–14 percent, but in hyperghet-
tos, more than 40 percent of the residents 
can live in poverty. The unemployment rate 
in both countries, normally about 6–7 per-
cent, has been higher in recent years due to 
the recession, but nothing like unemploy-
ment in hyperghettos, which can be as high 

is the one most often depicted in films and 
television and most commonly targeted by ad-
vertisers. about half are upper-middle class, 
earning above-average income, typically in the 
range of $100,000 to about $200,000 annually. 
That income enables them to own an expen-
sive co-op or townhouse in the city or a good-
sized suburban home, participate in local 
politics, send their children to universities in 
preparation for careers in high-prestige occu-
pations and professions, and invest in stocks, 
bonds, and perhaps, property. Upper-middle-
class women may or may not work: Some are 
in professional careers, while others prefer to 
be stay-at-home wives and mothers. Many will 
be active in local charitable, church, or civic 
organizations, as often are their husbands.

The other half of the middle class work 
either in less prestigious white-collar occu-
pations, such as office workers, middle man-
agers, and sales clerks, or in highly skilled 
blue-collar jobs, such as electrical work and 
carpentry. Their family income is compara-
ble to the national average, about $50,000 to 
$90,000 annually. Generally, they build up a 
small nest egg for their retirement, and about 
half their children graduate from college, 
often at a state-supported school. To a lesser 
degree than those of the upper-middle class, 
the women in this social stratum will also 
participate in local clubs and organizations, 
as will the men, who may be active in frater-
nal organizations as well. both middle-class 
groups usually immerse themselves in their 
children’s activities, such as sports programs 
and scouting.

Working Class. Sometimes called the lower-
middle class, this population segment com-
prises about one-third of society and yields 
a family income below the national average, 
about $30,000 to $50,000 annually. This level 
of income gives them little means by which to 
acquire wealth, although about half of work-
ing-class families do own their own homes. 
They are especially vulnerable to financial 
crisis, however, if they experience unem-
ployment or a serious illness. They are the 
classic Marxian model of workers in closely 
 supervised jobs with little creativity and over 
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group possesses and in how each group’s in-
come situation changes from year to year. This 
information offers helpful insight regarding 
macrosocial factors relating to poverty.

If family income were distributed equally 
across the population, each quintile, or 20 
percent segment, would receive one-fifth of 
the total. of all the industrialized nations, 
however, the United States has the most un-
equal distribution of wealth (philips 2003). 
as figure 10–1 on page 265 shows, the top 20 
percent of all U.S. households—those earn-
ing more than $100,000 in 2010—earned 50.2 
percent of all income. That is about as much 
as the remaining 80 percent of americans 
combined! The top two-fifths earned almost 
three-fourths of all income, leaving the lowest 
20 percent of households—those earning less 
than $20,000—drawing in only 3.3 percent of 
the total (U.S. census bureau 2011d). among 
canadian households, the unequal distribu-
tion is also pronounced, though not to the 

as 67 percent. other characteristics of these 
neighborhoods, which contain mostly rental 
units, are low levels of education and job skills 
as well as high levels of single-parent house-
holds and social isolation. because hyperghet-
tos are almost always racial and/or ethnic 
minority neighborhoods, we will explore this 
grim social phenomenon more fully in the 
next chapter.

before we examine the different social class 
concentrations in our cities and suburbs, we 
will first examine, in a larger context, three of 
the best measurable indicators of social stratifi-
cation: (1) income, (2) wealth, and (3) poverty.

income distribution nationwide

The disparity between rich and poor is not 
simply a matter of difference in incomes (a 
normal fact in any competitive society) but, 
rather, a difference in the proportionate share 
of total income that each socioeconomic 

A fur-coated woman passes a blanketed homeless person on East 51st Street 
in New York. Not uncommonly, we can find urban scenes like this one where 
 ostentatious displays of affluence contrast with images of poverty. Such visual 
 dichotomy is to be expected as part of the heterogeneity of cities, in which resides 
a mixture of people of all social classes.
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beyond the city limits. Moreover, the decline 
of income in suburban areas provides an initial 
clue into the impact of the Great recession of 
2007–2012 on lost jobs and/or reduced divi-
dend checks from investments and annuities.

Wealth and net Worth

Two other measures of individual or fam-
ily economic well-being are wealth and net 
worth. Wealth refers to either (1) marketable 
assets, such as real estate and other property 
(boats, cars, furs, and jewelry), bank accounts, 
and stocks, bonds, and other  securities; or 
(2) financial assets (all of the preceding 
minus owner- occupied housing). Net worth re-
fers to all of one’s assets minus all liabilities 
(what one owes). for example, ownership of 
a $500,000 home that has a $400,000 mort-
gage results in a $100,000 net worth, which is 
quite a difference. Net worth thus is a more 
accurate indicator of economic well-being. 
Home ownership, in fact, is the single largest 
component of individual wealth.

because home equity is such an important 
element of wealth, the housing and mortgage 

same level of intensity. In 2009, the top 20 
percent of all canadian households earned 
39 percent of all income, while the lowest 20 
percent of households earned 7 percent of 
the total (conference board of canada 2011).

Since 1968, the gap between the most af-
fluent americans and everyone else has been 
steadily widening, and by 1993, it reached its 
widest extent since the end of World War II 
in 1945. It widened still further by 2010 (U.S. 
census bureau 2011d). Similarly, the income 
gap has widened in canada over the past 
20 years.

incomes Within and outside cities

If we compare income data by residence, 
we find that in metropolitan areas, those liv-
ing outside central cities are better off than 
those living within central cities. figure 10–2 
shows the median income of U.S. households 
in 2010 in cities, suburban areas, and metro-
politan areas. The differences between urban 
and suburban dwellers in both years give us 
an initial understanding of the greater finan-
cial resources available to many of those living 
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figUre 10–1  Household Income, Percentage Share, 2010
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2011d.
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blacks, and 16 percent for whites. The differ-
ences primarily result from minority families’ 
net worth primarily vested in home equity. at 
the same time, wealth disparities within the 
Hispanic community increased, as the top 
10 percent of Hispanic households saw their 
share of all Hispanic household wealth rise 
from 56 to 72 percent during this period (pew 
Hispanic center 2011b).

as with income, a wealth disparity exists 
as well. In 2007, the top 1 percent owned 43 
percent of total financial wealth and the next 
wealthiest 19 percent of households held an-
other 50 percent. This left only 7 percent of the 
total for the remaining 90 percent of the popu-
lation (Domhoff 2011). although cities, some 
more so than others, contain extremely afflu-
ent households who are part of this vast holding 
of wealth, the suburbs contain the majority of 
these highly prosperous families (Keister 2000).

Poverty nationwide

In 2010, the poverty threshold for a U.S. fam-
ily of four was $22,314. The official poverty 
rate was 15.1 percent—a total of 46.2 million 

crisis of 2007–2012 has been a major factor 
in creating not just a larger economic crisis 
but also one that negatively impacted on the 
wealth of many americans. caused by un-
scrupulous mortgage lenders and brokers, by 
unregulated transactions in mortgage-backed 
securities, by millions of job losses, and by 
buyers who didn’t act responsibly, the result 
was more than 10 million foreclosure filings 
between 2007 and 2010 (realtyTrac 2011). 
even those homeowners who could afford the 
higher payments from adjustable rate mort-
gages suffered, because the homes of tens of 
millions of families lost value as prices plum-
meted due to a glut in the market of avail-
able homes. as the economic crisis rippled 
outward, both investors and retirees saw their 
investments and annuities suffer as well. as 
a result, nearly two-thirds of american fami-
lies endured financial damage, with the me-
dian family losing one-fifth of its net worth 
(federal reserve board 2011).

as house values plummeted, Hispanic fami-
lies were especially hit hard. between 2005 and 
2009, the percentage drop in household wealth 
was 66 percent for Hispanics, 53  percent for 
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Poverty Within and outside cities

poverty data offer an initial understanding of 
the greater strain put on cities’ resources to 
assist those living below the poverty level. In 
2010, more U.S. city residents—19.7 percent, 
or one in five—lived in poverty compared with 
those living outside central cities, where the 
poverty rate was 11.8 percent (one in eight). In 
non-metropolitan areas, 16.5 percent (one in 
six) lived in poverty (figure 10–3). In absolute 
numbers, this translated to about 19.5 million 
in central cities, 18.9 million outside central 
cities, and 7.9 million in non-metropolitan 
areas (U.S. census bureau 2011d).

We can partly explain the higher concen-
tration of poverty in cities by the greater num-
bers of foreign-born residents. Throughout 
the history of canada and the United States, 
cities have traditionally been home to many 
poor newcomers struggling to survive and 
 improve their quality of life. That pattern 
continues today. More than two-fifths of the 
foreign-born (44 percent) in the United 

americans, the largest number in 52 years. This 
was up from 14.3 percent in 2009, the third sig-
nificant annual increase since 2004. The 2009 
poverty rates included: non-Hispanic whites, 
9.9 percent; blacks, 27.4 percent; Hispanics, 
26.6 percent; and asians, 12.1 percent. of those 
living in poverty, 83.5 percent were native-born 
citizens, 4.1 percent naturalized citizens, and 
12.4 percent foreign-born non-citizens (U.S. 
census bureau 2011d).

In canada, 9.6 percent of its population 
was classified as being low income after tax in 
2009 (Statistics canada 2011a). Immigrants 
constituted a higher proportion of those in 
this category compared to canadian-born citi-
zens. Length of residence was a factor, as im-
migrants who had lived in canada less than 
five years had a low-income rate 2.5 times 
that of the canadian-born. That low-income 
rate falls fairly quickly with more years spent 
in canada, because immigrants improve 
their language skills, form networks in their 
new country, and become more familiar with 
canadian social and work norms.
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Houston, chicago, Minneapolis, Los angeles, 
and boston. Not surprisingly,  foreign-born 
 residents are a  significant  component of the 
city’s poor. New york city is home to 3.1  million 
 foreign-born residents (37  percent of the city’s 
total  population). The largest share comes 
from the caribbean (26  percent),  followed 
by  asia (24 percent), europe (20  percent), 
and  Latin america (19  percent) (roberts 
2011b).

a cautionary note

It would be a serious mistake to conclude 
from the foregoing information that the 
presence of immigrants translates into poor 
neighborhoods. actually, hundreds of thou-
sands of immigrants have the educational 
levels, job skills, and income to settle in 
 middle-class suburban towns rather than in 
low-income city neighborhoods. It would also 
be equally wrong to view cities as being pri-
marily the repositories of the poor and less 
affluent, while viewing suburbs as being es-
sentially the locales of the middle and upper 
classes. New york city, as mentioned in the 
previous paragraph, has one in five residents 
living in poverty. That is a high proportion to 
be sure, but this also means that four in five 
New yorkers are not poor. Instead, they are 
working-,  middle-, or upper-class people. and 
remember, earlier we cited data that revealed 
one in nine suburbanites lives in poverty. To 
understand more fully the socioeconomic di-
versity in all locales, we will first examine the 
layers of social stratification among urbanites 
and then scrutinize the diversity found in 
suburbs.

Urban Social claSS 
diverSity

Imagine sitting in Union Square in downtown 
San francisco and noting the different types 
of people who walk by. a well-dressed young 
woman carrying an attaché case hurries past, 
as if she is late for her next appointment. 
an old man, unshaven and in shabby dress, 
reclines on the grass enjoying the warm sun; 
occasionally, he removes a brown bag from 

States live in a central city. (Many others have 
the financial means to live in the suburbs.) 
of the 38.2 million foreign-born living in 
the United States in 2010, 11.3 percent of all 
naturalized citizens and 26.7 percent of all 
non-U.S. citizens, much higher than the na-
tional figure of 14.4 percent, lived in poverty 
(U.S. census bureau 2011e). although stud-
ies show that the income for most immigrants 
improves with the passage of time, their 
early  presence—and particularly their large 
numbers—creates an ethnic underclass that 
 competes with the long-term urban poor for 
socioeconomic well-being.

In Toronto, for example, between 2001 
and 2006, the number of low-income fami-
lies increased by 7 percent. Higher-poverty 
neighborhoods (with 25 percent or more low-
income families) increased from 30 in 2001 
to 32 in 2006 (figure 10–4). Low-income 
households are mostly in the inner suburbs—
in the former municipalities of east york, 
etobicoke, North york, Scarborough, and 
york. Immigrant families accounted for 57 
percent of the total family population living 
in higher-poverty neighborhoods. as in the 
United States, the prevalence of low income 
for immigrants declines the longer they re-
side in canada. In 2006, the low-income rate 
for Toronto residents who arrived in canada 
from 2001 to 2006 was 46 percent, compared 
to rates of 31 percent and 28 percent for those 
who arrived from 1996 to 2000 and 1991 to 
1996, respectively. at 19 percent, the low-in-
come rate for people who arrived before 1991 
was equivalent to that of non-immigrants 
(city of Toronto 2009).

New york city offers another example. In 
2010, one out of five residents (20.1  percent) 
was poor, compared with less than one out of 
seven americans (15.1 percent)  nationwide. 
To appreciate the enormity of the first statis-
tic, consider this: If New york city’s 1.6  million 
poor resided in their own municipality, they 
would constitute the fifth-largest city in the 
United States; only Houston, chicago, Los 
angeles, and the rest of New york would have a 
larger population. even so, New york still had a 
smaller proportion of poor people than many 
other major cities, including Miami, Dallas, 



Chapter 10  Stratification and Social Class    269

0 to 12.9

13 to 25.9

26 to 39.9

40 to 72.8

1981

2001

figUre 10–4  City of Toronto Family Poverty Rates, 2001 and 2006
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270    Chapter 10  Stratification and Social Class

party), or shopping (in exclusive stores, often 
available by appointment only).

The Upper East Side. Zip code 10065 is the 
most prestigious one in New york city, for 
it encompasses much of Manhattan’s Upper 
east Side, the country’s most affluent urban 
neighborhood, with some of the most ex-
pensive real estate in the United States. The 
Upper east Side runs from 61st Street to 68th 
Street between fifth avenue and the east 
river. The majestic apartment buildings lin-
ing fifth and park avenues offer the ritziest 
addresses in town—home to advertising and 
public relations managers, bankers, consul-
tants, doctors, executives, lawyers, manage-
ment analysts, media stars, and socialites of 
old wealth alike. although apartments closer 
to fifth or Madison avenue are generally 
more expensive and more elegant, the entire 
Upper east Side neighborhood—all the way 
along the narrower side streets to the east 
river—is filled with beautiful buildings, well-
maintained parks, and abundant places to 
eat, drink, and shop.

Separating the two wide residential ave-
nues is the boutique-laden Madison avenue, 
the area’s shopping hub, where you can find 
everything from prada to picasso. This is the 
most expensive retail area in the world, with 
blue-chip art and antiques galleries, jewelry 
stores, and expensive boutiques and restau-
rants. The valuable real estate includes such 
stylish landmarks as The pierre Hotel, where 
an available 16-room penthouse listed in 2009 
for $70 million, and the renovated Lexington 
avenue barbizon Hotel offered an apart-
ment for $17 million. Nearby are such famil-
iar stores as Henri bendel, chanel, Gucci, 
Tiffany’s, and Louis vuitton, as well as many 
custom boutiques that devote their entire 
staff solely to the shopping pleasure of only 
one client an hour—or day (cahalan 2008; 
Huff post 2011a).

The appeal of this neighborhood extends 
beyond the elegant living spaces and retail 
establishments. The Upper east Side is also 
where you can find such world-class cultural 
institutions as the Metropolitan Museum 

his coat pocket, unscrews the top of a bottle 
inside, and raises it for a quick drink. Nearby, 
four young men in Gap shirts and jeans en-
gage in a serious discussion about the latest 
violence in Iraq. a short distance away, an 
african american woman plays a guitar as she 
offers christian messages to anyone who will 
listen. for a moment, she attracts the atten-
tion of a group of chinese american children, 
10 or 11 years old, who playfully skip their way 
through the square. a middle-class couple 
emerges from Macy’s department store carry-
ing a large assortment of packages. They buy 
ice cream from a street vendor, stroll into the 
square, and collapse wearily but happily on 
the soft grass.

Similar scenes play out daily in all the 
major North american cities. This brief por-
trait suggests the essence of urban life: tre-
mendous human variety, which is sometimes 
troubling, sometimes exhilarating, but always 
interesting. clearly, urban people in North 
america lead very diverse lives, and although 
their lives may touch for a moment in a place 
like Union Square, different interests, experi-
ences, and life circumstances propel them in 
different directions. We will now go in a few 
of those different directions as we explore the 
different types of social class neighborhoods 
found in our larger cities.

Upper-class Urban 
neighborhoods

The upper classes typically have several homes 
and alternate where they live at different 
times of the year. In the city, they will live in 
the most fashionable neighborhoods, such as 
Nob Hill in San francisco, or in luxury apart-
ments or penthouses in the heart of the city, 
such as near Lincoln center and columbus 
circle in Manhattan. Here, they live securely 
and deliberately segregated from the rest of 
the population, protected by doormen, secu-
rity guards, and controlled entrances. Their 
choice of transportation is mostly likely a 
door-to-door limousine service, whether to 
some cultural event (concert, opera, or the-
ater), social event (ball, fundraiser, or private 
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neighborhood has one of the nation’s highest 
per capita incomes. over one-third of those 
households in New york city who reported 
incomes of more than $200,000 lived in the 
Upper east Side, yet the area contains only 
4 percent of all households in New york city.

Other Elite Neighborhoods. chicago’s Gold 
coast is the second-wealthiest urban neighbor-
hood in the United States, after New york’s 
Upper east Side. Located on the city’s North 
Side facing Lake Michigan, this premier resi-
dential area is considered to be the “old money” 
section of town. Luxury high-rise apartment 
buildings on Lake Shore Drive and rows of 
 century-old, multimillion-dollar mansions re-
side in quiet contrast to the lively stores, restau-
rants, and nightspots of Michigan avenue and 
rush and Division Streets. Historical landmarks 
and preservation districts mark much of this 
area, including the astor Street Historic District.

boston’s beacon Hill is one of the oldest 
historic districts in the United States, and the 

of art, the Guggenheim, and the Whitney, 
each located on or near New york’s mag-
nificent central park. also here are the 
el  Museo del barrio, the Museum of the 
city of New york, and the Goethe Institut, a 
German cultural institution.

one of the biggest draws to the Upper 
east Side is, of course, central park. New 
york city’s most famous green space borders 
the entire western length of the neighbor-
hood, featuring boathouses, the central park 
Zoo and children’s Zoo, the reservoir, and 
the arsenal building, the original site of the 
Museum of Natural History. and for residents 
with children, this area is a huge draw for its 
spectacular public and private schools alone. 
The quiet, refined pace of life spells a per-
fect place to live or simply a place for non- 
residents to escape the “rat race” of more 
 hectic areas in the city.

although not everyone who lives in the 
Upper east Side is wealthy, a great many are. 
according to U.S. census bureau, this urban 

The elite neighborhoods in most North American cities vary according to a city’s 
history and terrain. Some of these residential areas may contain high-rise luxury 
apartments, century-old mansions, or a combination of the two. Typically, they 
boast a special ambience at street level and often spectacular views, as here in 
San Francisco’s Pacific Heights.
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in most large cities as it was two generations 
ago, it is nonetheless a significant reality. 
Some city census blocks evolve as middle-class 
neighborhoods through the gentrification 
process, displacing the lower-income resi-
dents who can no longer afford to live there. 
The impetus for this change began in the 
1970s as manufacturing declined in cities and 
their economies changed to corporate infor-
mation-processing services, such as financial, 
legal, and marketing (Sassen 2001).

The rapid growth of the service sector 
generated well-paying, professional positions 
that brought young (late twenties to early 
 forties), urban professionals (yuppies) to the 
city not only to work but also to live. While 
yuppies may be single or married, with or 
without children, another  acronym—dinks 
(dual income, no kids)—came into  fashion 
to describe those young professional  couples 
without children. Then, as a large  number 
of african american college graduates 
 entered the urban labor market,  another 
term— buppies—emerged to  describe this 
new group of black, urban profession-
als (Sassen 2001). The yuppies, dinks, and 
 buppies  renovated brownstones and older 
loft buildings,  upgrading the neighbor-
hood. Moreover, their lifestyle prompted the 
 opening of boutiques, fitness centers, spe-
cialty stores, new restaurants, coffee shops, 
bookstores, and other retail establishments, 
thus completing the gentrification process.

another lifestyle trend, found in both cit-
ies and suburbs, exists among adults born 
into upper-middle-class households who 
blend the trappings of their economic suc-
cess (expensive choices in food, clothing, 
homes, appliances, and furniture) with 
socially responsible actions. David brooks 
(2001) sees this new social class as a blend 
of the bourgeois (the  successful capitalist 
middle class) and bohemians (those with 
unconventional appearance and behav-
ior), which he calls bobos. They work hard 
and emphasize their resumé accomplish-
ments, but they also are comfortable in 
relaxed,  informal activities. They are also 
into  environmentalism and health, favoring 

 median household income in this prestigious 
section easily surpasses that in most other 
urban  neighborhoods nationwide (Higley 
2011). boasting one of the most  outstanding 
and intact collections of mid- to-late-  nineteenth-
century homes in the country, it features 
 exceptional examples of federal, Greek 
revival, and victorian architecture. Louisburg 
Square, known as the heart of beacon Hill in 
boston, has undergone a changing of the guard 
from the old elite descended from the shipping 
and merchant banking industries to a new elite 
of largely self-made millionaires from the high-
tech, financial, and other industries. In essence, 
the old brahmin monopoly on financial and 
social power that controlled Louisburg Square 
has given way to something more open and 
complex. This change reflects the process of 
degentrification, in which meritocracy periodi-
cally wins out over breeding in forming an elite.

another elite neighborhood is the pacific 
Heights area of San francisco. This privileged 
neighborhood, with its median household 
income well above the average for the city, 
contains blocks of elegant victorian man-
sions and impressive views of the bay and 
the Golden Gate bridge, making the area a 
perennial favorite with tourists. The nou-
veau riche of the late 1800s first colonized 
this neighborhood—loosely bordered by 
van Ness and presidio avenues and pine and 
vallejo Streets—when the construction of a 
new cable-car line made the area accessible. 
That legacy of luxury persists, and the neigh-
borhood remains generally quiet and residen-
tial, with the majority of its activity clustered 
around fillmore Street. There, shoppers pur-
chase expensive women’s clothing and luxury 
items; visit exquisite gift boutiques, bath-and-
body shops, and consignment stores; or stop 
at a sidewalk cafe to engage in that favorite 
city pastime: people watching.

Middle-class Urban 
neighborhoods

Most of the middle class live in suburbia, not 
the city. However, even though the middle-
class presence is not as proportionately high 
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Urban living

the bourgeois and bohemians Merge

The members of this class . . .  
grapple with the trade-offs be-
tween equality and privilege (“I 
believe in public schooling, but 
the private school just seems 
better for my kids”),  between 
convenience and social re-
sponsibility (“These dispos-
able diapers are an incredible 
waste of resources, but they 
are so easy”), between rebel-

lion and convention (“I know I did plenty of 
drugs in high school, but I tell my kids to Just 
Say No”).

But the biggest tension, to put it in the 
grandest terms, is between worldly success 
and inner virtue. How do you move ahead 
in life without letting ambition wither your 
soul? How do you accumulate the resources 
you need to do the things you want without 
becoming a slave to material things?

 . . . These educated elites don’t despair in 
the face of such challenges. . . . When faced 
with a tension between competing values, they 
do what any smart privileged person bursting 
with cultural capital would do. They find a 
way to have both. They reconcile opposites.

The grand achievement of the educated 
elites in the 1990s was to create a way of liv-
ing that lets you be an affluent success and 
at the same time a free-spirit rebel. . . . Building 
gourmet companies, like Ben & Jerry’s or 
Nantucket Nectars, they’ve found a way to 

be dippy hippies and multinational corpo-
rate fat cats. Using William S. Burroughs 
in ads for Nike sneakers and incorporat-
ing Rolling Stones anthems into their mar-
keting campaigns, they’ve reconciled the 
 antiestablishment style with the corporate 
imperative. . . . Dressing like Bill Gates in worn 
 chinos on his way to a stockholders’ meet-
ing, they’ve reconciled undergraduate fashion 
with upper-crust occupations. . . . 

When you are amidst the educated up-
scalers, you can never be sure if you’re liv-
ing in a world of hippies or stockbrokers. In 
reality you have entered the hybrid world in 
which everybody is a little of both.

Marx told us that classes inevitably conflict, 
but sometimes they just blur. The values of the 
bourgeois mainstream culture and the values 
of the 1960s counterculture have merged. 
That culture war has ended, at least within the 
educated class. . . . The educated elites didn’t 
set out to create this reconciliation. It is the 
product of millions of individual efforts to have 
things both ways. But it is now the dominant 
tone of our age. In the resolution between the 
culture and the counterculture, it is impossible 
to tell who co-opted whom, because in real-
ity the bohemians and the bourgeois co-opted 
each other. They emerge from this process as 
bourgeois bohemians, or Bobos.

Source: From David Brooks, Bobos in Paradise: The 
New Upper Class and How They Got There, copyright 
© 2000. Used by permission of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

recycling; cycling, jogging, and working 
out; frequenting coffee shops not bars; and 
living well, but not ostentatiously (see the 
Urban Living box below).

Not all middle-class urban neighborhoods 
are recently evolved entities. There are also 
older residential areas in cities that maintain 
their social-class character, sometimes despite 

outside forces that threaten their stability. We 
will look at examples of both types.

Chicago. Identified as low-income neigh-
borhoods in 1990, Logan Square, West 
Town, the Near West Side, and the Near 
South Side experienced such significant 
growth in the 1990s that they are no longer 
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increases in single-person households and 
sharp drops in the number of children. In ad-
dition, there were double-digit increases in the 
proportion of college graduates (Zielenbach 
2005:5–6). This influx of highly educated, up-
wardly mobile individuals helped drive up the 
per-capita income and property values, in turn 
driving out many low-income residents and, 
thereby, attracting still more middle-class pro-
fessionals. although one might argue that these 
are actually mixed-income neighborhoods, 
because pockets of low-income households re-
main, still-developing patterns suggest that this 
is a temporary phase and that these neighbor-
hoods are evolving into middle-class entities.

Milwaukee. on the northwest side, 4 miles 
from the city’s downtown, is a culturally di-
verse, 30-block area known as Sherman park, 
the history of which dates back to the 1890s. 
at that time, the upper class opted to remain 
closer to the central business district, living 

low-income neighborhoods (figure 10–5). 
once  struggling neighborhoods, they are 
now among chicago’s most desirable resi-
dential areas. This change occurred because 
each neighborhood became a destination 
for yuppies. Their arrival spurred further 
redevelopment, much of it through private 
developers and not the government. Mostly 
white, their  arrival also coincided with a 
large exodus of blacks (the Near West Side) 
and Latinos (West Town). Displacement of 
 low-income minorities did not occur on a sig-
nificant scale in the Near South Side,  because 
the new development occurred on previ-
ously unoccupied land. Logan Square went 
through a changeover to better-educated, 
higher-income Latinos (Zielenbach 2005).

The population demographics give strong 
evidence of a higher social class taking over 
these neighborhoods. The four communities 
saw at least a 12 percent increase in residents 
aged from 25 to 39, with 19 percent or greater 

Many young urban professionals (“yuppies”) find much in the city to enjoy. Eating 
out, shopping, concerts, theater, and clubs are all favorite pastimes. You’ll also find 
many in the parks—biking, jogging, strolling, playing games, or as with this group 
in New York’s Central Park, getting together for ice skating.
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government and private foundations, they re-
placed the vacant bowling alley and attached 
restaurant with a new business and community 
center. The $50 million Wheaton franciscan–
St. Joseph regional Medical center is another 
welcome presence, and so are other new busi-
nesses attracted to this neighborhood.

What might have become a changing 
neighborhood has instead, thanks to the de-
termination of its residents, remained a sta-
ble, middle-class urban neighborhood.

Working-class Urban 
neighborhoods

often, though not always, a city’s working-
class neighborhoods become distinctive by the 
 ethnic and racial minority groups who predomi-
nate. (The east end of Nashville, Tennessee, 
would be an example of a non-ethnic working-
class neighborhood.) The many visual clues—
signs, parallel social institutions (churches, 
clubs, stores, and newspapers), and street activi-
ties—give a distinctive sense of place, and they 
form an important part of the community’s 
social life. The streets in such neighborhoods 
are, as William H. Whyte (2001; orig. 1980) de-
scribed, “the rivers of life” of the neighborhood. 
Here, you will find people meeting and greet-
ing one another, using the stoops and sidewalks 
as personal social space; the public space of the 
street becomes, in essence, their front yard. 
Most importantly, such neighborhoods are a 
gemeinschaft community, with shared values, inti-
macy, a strong sense of belonging, and a strong 
 support network. They remain what Herbert 
Gans (1982) called ethnic villages.

Newark’s Ironbound. This multiethnic,  
working-class area in the east Ward of 
Newark, New Jersey, is one such example. 
It was brought to the attention of millions 
as supposedly where Tony Soprano grew up 
(episode 7) and as the epicenter of the 2005 
summer blockbuster War of the Worlds. about 4 
miles square, it lies between the passaic river 
and Newark Liberty International airport.

The district’s name derives from its being 
surrounded by railroad tracks. once the in-
dustrial center of the city with many factories, 

on the city’s mansion-lined boulevards, but a 
steady stream of middle-class businesspeople 
and professionals—usually third- and fourth-
generation German americans—chose this 
area for building sturdy homes, noted for 
their ornamentation and high craftsmanship. 
ever since, this neighborhood has remained a 
stable, middle-class residential area.

Today, the neighborhood remains one 
of Milwaukee’s “most vibrant areas” (curran 
2003). Three of its streets have been designated 
as historic districts, but throughout the neigh-
borhood, that craftsmanship and the variety of 
architectural styles (bungalows, arts and crafts, 
and period revival) have attracted people want-
ing to live in such fine homes on wide, quiet 
streets. property values thus remain high. Most 
of those living here are long-term residents, 
however, and everyone knows everyone else.

In the 1970s, when “white flight” was oc-
curring in Milwaukee, as in many cities, the 
Sherman park community association (Spca) 
battled racially discriminatory real-estate prac-
tices, landlord neglect, and crime. What was 
most distinguished about the Spca was its em-
brace of racial integration, encouraging blacks 
and whites to live together. Today, this tight-
knit neighborhood retains its racial diversity; a 
black middle class is now the majority but a sta-
ble Jewish community flourishes there as well. 
Interracial couples also find a high-comfort 
level here (borsuk 2007; curran 2003).

religious tolerance and integration also 
mark this neighborhood, which has large 
numbers of catholics, Jews, and protestants. 
one example is the Sherman park area 
congregation, formed by clergy from all 
three faiths, which meets regularly to discuss 
neighborhood issues in order to reach con-
sensus on how to tackle them.

While the neighborhood maintains 
 residential stability, the stores along its main 
business thoroughfares—particularly burleigh 
Street and center Street—struggle to com-
pete with suburban stores. Some progress has 
been made. The burleigh Street community 
Development corporation, a non-profit co-
alition of local residents and business profes-
sionals, is dedicated to re-energizing the busi-
ness district. armed with funding from both 
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between mainland portuguese and brazilians 
have largely disappeared (Lawlor 2004).

Newark, in fact, has the largest portuguese 
population of any city in the United States, 
and the ongoing migration assures that 
portuguese is often the first—and, some-
times, the only—language spoken in many 
Ironbound shops (alvarez 2009). Luso-
Americano, the nation’s largest portuguese 
language newspaper, is published here and 
has a wide circulation.

The Ironbound is a mix of homes, stores, 
and industrial buildings, with a vibrant com-
mercial center of shops, ethnic restaurants, 
cafes, and clubs on ferry Street, each offer-
ing different elements of the european life-
style. residents often speak about a strong 
sense of community, which is easily evident 
in daily walks and encounters with people 
they know. The availability of nearby factory 
jobs and the territorial closeness enticed ear-
lier portuguese immigrants to settle in the 

forges, and breweries, it was first home to hun-
dreds of impoverished laborers who toiled in 
the nearby factories during grueling, 72-hour, 
six-day workweeks. In the 1920s, portuguese im-
migrants began to settle in the neighborhood, 
joining the mixture of blacks, Germans, Irish, 
Italians, and polish who were already there.

With a more liberal immigration law passed 
in 1965, many portuguese immigrants, driven 
by political unrest, joined their compatriots as 
other groups moved out. by the 1970s, most of 
the factories and breweries in the Ironbound 
had closed, but more portuguese arrivals con-
tinued to settle here. economic conditions 
were worse in their homeland, and here, jobs 
could be found nearby. portuguese-speaking 
brazilians arrived in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, drawn by the low-cost housing, close-
knit community, and convenient location. 
brazilians now make up half the portuguese-
speaking population in the Ironbound, where 
initial tensions over cultural differences 

As with many vibrant, urban ethnic neighborhoods, Newark’s Ironbound District 
serves a dual purpose. Home to first-generation, working-class Americans 
(Portuguese-speaking, in this case), it also attracts many visitors, of the same or 
other backgrounds, who partake of its ethnic flavor in the stores and restaurants that 
line the streets.
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their place with the concentrations of many 
african, asian, and Hispanic immigrants. of 
the thousands of examples, here are just a few: 
Toronto’s Little India, found along Gerrard 
Street east between Greenwood and coxwell 
avenues, offers an active community life and 
array of ethnic stores. Koreatown, situated 
principally along Lawrence avenue (“Seoul 
Drive”) in the albany park neighborhood in 
chicago’s Northwest Side, remains a vibrant 
community, although other groups are mak-
ing inroads. The Dominican presence is so 
strong in New york’s Washington Heights 
neighborhood in upper Manhattan that it 
is sometimes called “Quisqueya Heights.” 
(Quisqueya is the informal nickname of the 
Dominican republic.) Two of Miami’s better- 
known, cohesive ethnic neighborhoods are 
“Little Haiti” in the old neighborhoods of 
Lemon city, edison center, Little river, 
and buena vista east, and “Little Havana” in 
Miami, located west of brickell avenue and 
along Southwest eighth Street.

Many working-class neighborhoods have 
mixed ethnic populations. The urban neigh-
borhood of ridgewood in the Queens bor-
ough of New york city, for instance, is a 
high-density area known for its brick-and-
stone two-story buildings. once a German 
and Italian enclave, its newer immigrants 
are mostly from central and eastern europe 
(especially poland) and from Latin america. 
archer Heights on chicago’s Southwest Side 
has mostly brick bungalows and ranches and 
is home to a large polish population and a 
growing Hispanic community. The excelsior 
District of San francisco is primarily a work-
ing-class neighborhood of asian and Latino 
immigrant families.

Mixed-income Urban 
neighborhoods

Most cities have neighborhoods that  contain 
people from a mixture of income levels. 
These neighborhoods may result from inter-
vention, such as public housing designed to 
reduce the concentration of poverty, or from 
planned gentrification programs or be  simply 
the non-planned result from the social 

Ironbound, who then helped their compatri-
ots to secure work and a place to live.

as in other immigrant neighborhoods, 
numerous social clubs, each representing a 
particular locale in the old country, provide 
assistance to the newcomers and activities to 
preserve cultural traditions (Lawlor 2004:5). 
The social clubs also sponsor soccer teams, 
and the neighborhood parks are usually filled 
with adults and children playing soccer. In the 
bars and clubs, soccer is the spectator sport of 
choice, and when brazil won the World cup in 
2002, revelers took to the streets in the middle 
of the night (Lawlor 2004). In fact, World cup 
soccer competition remains far more impor-
tant in the Ironbound than the Super bowl is. 
During soccer season, the bars and restaurants 
are filled with fans rooting for their teams while 
having lunch or dinner (Stoneback 2005).

apartment buildings of four or more units 
comprise about one-fourth of the housing. 
Demand exceeds the supply, so most tenants 
are found by word of mouth. Most housing (60 
percent) is two- and three-family homes; single- 
family homes make up the rest. Housing de-
mand has been high since the late 1990s, with 
900 new homes built and prices tripling, causing 
a problem of increased taxes for older  residents. 
The housing boom has led to overcrowding in 
the Ironbound’s schools and the use of class-
room trailers; the city plans to build new schools 
in the neighborhood (Lawlor 2004).

More than 170 restaurants also attract 
many visitors, but it’s not until 9 or 10 p.m. 
that they fill up with neighborhood residents 
who follow the Iberian pattern of late dining. 
on Thursday mornings, the numerous sea-
food shops are their busiest, as Ironbound 
regulars line up to buy the fresh seafood 
that arrives each Wednesday evening from 
portugal. from morning to night, this vil-
lage-within-a-city “throbs with the accents of 
portugal, Spain, and brazil” (corcoran 2003).

Other Ethnic Villages. virtually every U.S. 
city has one or more ethnic villages, where 
first-generation americans cluster and 
 re- create, to some extent, the world they left 
behind. The old european ethnic neighbor-
hoods are fading, but new ones are taking 
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neighborhoods. first, strong religious commu-
nities, such as catholic parishes, kept people in 
the neighborhoods. positive feelings about the 
schools, with the ability of children to walk to 
local schools, along with strong social networks 
both between and among neighbors were also 
important factors. family connections to the 
neighborhood and well-organized, profession-
ally staffed neighborhood associations com-
pleted the steadying elements.

at the same time, however, the research-
ers found fragility in these neighborhoods. 
respondents were concerned about the 
 increase in rental households, fearing poorly 
monitored properties and renters who would 
cause noise, visible blight, and neighborhood 
change. They were also anxious about the de-
cline in the quality of the public schools and the 
possible relocation of parochial schools. Many 
suggested that if the schools declined drasti-
cally, so would the neighborhood (Thomas, 
et al. 2004).

Toronto. The St. Lawrence neighborhood is 
a different example of a mixed- income area, 
one that was deliberately created through rede-
velopment of a large inner-city area previously 
used for warehousing and industrial activities 
(De Jong 2000). Now home to about 25,000 
residents living in converted warehouses or 
new structures, it extends from yonge Street 
east to parliament and Queen Streets south to 
the railroad tracks.

This thriving neighborhood effectively in-
tegrates people of all ages and different so-
cioeconomic backgrounds living side by side. 
planners achieved this social mix by strategic 
placement of a range of housing types that in-
cluded condominium apartments, non-profit 
cooperatives, private non-profit units, and 
owner-occupied townhouses. The three-story 
family townhouses stand on tree-lined interior 
roads, surrounded by seven- to ten-story apart-
ments on busier streets. This mix nicely blends 
different levels of affordable housing, rang-
ing from private ownership to rent-geared-to- 
income apartments (Lewinberg 2011).

complementing the successful mixture of 
people and housing types is vibrant economic 
activity that includes businesses, restaurants, 

 dynamics of people opting to move. Whatever 
the cause, mixed-income neighborhoods 
can remain stable in their income  diversity, 
as,  indeed, many are. otherwise, they may 
be in an early stage of gentrification, with 
low- income people moving out and higher-
income  people moving in, or else they are 
deteriorating, as the middle class moves out 
and more low-income people move in. The 
keys to the quality of life in a mixed-income 
neighborhood, then, are not only household 
income levels but also the desire and ability of 
residents to remain there.

Grand Rapids. Located on the western 
side of Michigan, Grand rapids is the state’s 
second-largest city, with a population declin-
ing from 197,800 in 2000 to 188,000 in 2010. 
It has a mixed economic base, with the larg-
est employers in construction; transportation 
equipment; educational, accommodation, 
and food services. Median family income was 
$37,625 in 2009, about $8,000 less than the 
state median. The percentage of city families 
with incomes below the poverty level in 2009 
was 17.2 percent, nearly double the national 
rate. The city’s non-Hispanic white population 
declined from 67 percent in 2000 to 62 percent 
in 2010 as population of racial minorities in-
creased, reaching 20 percent black, 16 percent 
Hispanic, and 2 percent asian (city-data.com 
2012). Hammered by globalization and the re-
cession, Grand rapids lost tens of thousands of 
manufacturing jobs since 2000 and is struggling 
to make a comeback in its furniture industry 
and others. Grand valley State University built 
a downtown campus, and old buildings have 
been converted into office, retail, and residen-
tial space (el Nasser 2006).

an interesting study of 11 stable, mixed- 
income neighborhoods in Grand rapids of-
fered insights as to why no significant change in 
the population occurred over a 10-year period 
(Thomas, et al. 2004). Unlike other parts of the 
metropolitan statistical area, these 11 had less 
vacant housing, lower proportions of families 
in poverty, and lower family median income. 
Through focus group interviews in three rep-
resentative neighborhoods, the researchers 
identified five stabilizing influences of these 
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mixed-use neighborhood, which conveys a 
sense of safety to pedestrians.

low-income Urban 
neighborhoods

Typically, we find neighborhoods with high 
levels of poverty in a city’s oldest districts. 
Many of these communities were once solidly 
middle-class, or even upper-class, areas that 
have fallen on hard times. Since these areas 
of high population density and substandard 
housing are most often located near the cen-
tral business district, they came to be called 
inner-city neighborhoods, as well as ghettos 
or slums.

for the trapped poor left behind in the 
inner city, the future is bleak. Lacking the 
necessary schooling and communication 
skills required for work in the service and in-
formation sectors of the economy, residents 
may experience unemployment rates as high 
as 80 percent (bingham and Zhang 2001). 

stores, and theaters. Nearby St. Lawrence 
Market—site of the city’s original market 
and still highly popular—offers a unique 
shopping destination, as do other businesses 
on front Street and the esplanade. adding 
to the mixed use of space and activities are 
a community center and a social network of 
civic organizations—a residents’ association, 
a seniors’ group, school-based organizations, 
a community center council, and various 
other youth and children’s organizations.

all this helps reinforce the residents’ sense 
of commitment to stay in the area, a view that 
is reinforced by their sense of place. experts 
further consider this to be a successful neigh-
borhood because its excellent design ensured 
that the new buildings not only retained the 
character and scale of the older ones but 
also followed Toronto’s nineteenth-century 
pattern of alignment along roads in order 
to  encourage street-related activity. That 
deliberate design, augmented by excellent 
lighting, provides an active street life in this 

The revitalized St. Lawrence neighborhood in Toronto is a mixed-income area, 
 successfully integrating people of all ages and socioeconomic levels. What makes 
this area so successful is its mixture of different housing types in new structures, 
converted warehouses, and factories with a strategic intermingling of businesses, 
stores, restaurants, and theaters.
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in relation to the city’s overall score (city-
data.com 2011; Zielenbach 2005:5).

Los Angeles. one of the poorest and most 
densely populated neighborhoods in this 
city is pico-Union, which gets its name from 
the key intersection of pico boulevard and 
Union avenue. originally developed as a Los 
angeles suburb in the early twentieth century, 
its housing and building types give testimony 
to that original suburban character. Its nearby 
location west of the downtown district made 
it an attractive residential locale for new im-
migrants, especially Scandinavian Lutherans, 
russian Jews, and Greek orthodox.

as suburbanization extended outward and 
residents relocated in the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, pico-Union became part of the “inner 
city.” The shifting of economic and social re-
sources away from the inner city and to the 
suburbs resulted in the decline of the physical 
appearance and service infrastructure of the 
area. both housing and commercial buildings 
became run-down as a result of lack of mainte-
nance. Landlords subdivided the large houses 
and then rented out those to accommodate 
the large number of low-income immigrant 
families. as a result, the neighborhood be-
came a place characterized by overcrowding 
and substandard housing conditions (UcLa 
Department of Urban planning 1998).

pico-Union is now home to about 45,000 
 people, mostly central americans and 
Mexicans. Its population is 85 percent Hispanic, 
8 percent asian, 3 percent black, and 3 percent 
non-Hispanic white (La Times 2011). as is so 
typical in immigrant neighborhoods, many 
community organizations and stores are tai-
lored to the language, culture, and service 
needs of the population (Zhou 2009).

The number of persons in this neighbor-
hood who are living in poverty (40 percent) 
is nearly twice that in the entire city. In 2009, 
median household income was $25,587, com-
pared to $48,617 in Los angeles as a whole. 
educational level offers another stark con-
trast: In the city overall, about two-thirds 
have a high school diploma or higher, but 
in pico-Union, only about one-third do (city-
data.com 2012). reflecting the low levels of 

High rates of substance abuse, single parents, 
infant mortality, violent crime, and welfare 
dependency also are common. These “truly 
disadvantaged” (Wilson 1990) are poor peo-
ple who rely on welfare assistance and the un-
derground economy in order to survive.

Unlike the immigrant poor of the past, 
today’s poor inner-city residents face social 
isolation. The exodus of middle- and work-
ing-class, two-parent families removes es-
sential role models and reduces community 
 resources. yet, evidence suggests that care-
fully planned mixed-income development 
that provides access to higher quality services 
is a workable strategy to confront urban pov-
erty (Joseph, et al. 2007).

Chicago. as revealed in an earlier section 
on middle-class neighborhoods, chicago 
experienced significant economic growth 
since the 1990s to improve many of its low-
income neighborhoods. often, however, 
the more common pattern in many older 
cities is the downward economic slide of a 
community.

To illustrate how a neighborhood declines, 
we will look at Gage park, now a low-income 
chicago neighborhood that was a moderate-
income neighborhood in 1990. Most com-
mon here are 80- to 115-year-old bungalows, 
along with Georgian-style homes from the 
1940s, ranches from the 1960s and 1970s, and 
some more recently built cape cods. about 
30 percent of the properties are two- and 
three-family houses (Steele 1998).

an east european and Irish catholic 
neighborhood for generations, Gage park 
is now about four-fifths Hispanic, and many 
of the newcomers have difficulty speaking 
english. between 1990 and 2000, this neigh-
borhood experienced a 31 percent drop in 
per capita income and a 10 percent drop 
in  its proportion of high school graduates. 
In fact, 55 percent of those aged 25 years 
or older have less than a high school educa-
tion. another barometer—the overall index 
score, which is a composite measure of per-
capita income, conventional home mortgage 
purchase rates, and median single-family 
property values—declined by 52 percent 
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physically disabled and 13 percent are victims 
of domestic violence (U.S. conference of 
Mayors 2011).

particularly disturbing is the large and 
growing homeless population of families with 
children. each year, more than 800,000 chil-
dren and youth experience homelessness, and 
at least one-fifth of them do not attend school 
(U.S. Department of education 2010). The 
average age of the homeless child is six years. 
one-half of homeless children attend three 
different schools in one year, and 75 percent 
perform below grade level in reading. Not 
surprisingly, they are four times more likely 
to drop out of school than other children 
are. Two-thirds of their parents (at least half 
of them women who fled domestic violence) 
lack a high school diploma, and 75 percent of 
them are unemployed. Limited schooling and 
little work experience are the all-too-typical 
attributes of the impoverished, but the added 
factor of homelessness denies these families 
any stability or community support (Institute 
for children and poverty 2009).

Since 2007, requests for emergency shel-
ter increased for homeless families and de-
creased slightly for individuals. Despite efforts 
to adjust to increased demand, in 19 of the 27 
survey cities in 2010, emergency shelters were 
forced to turn away homeless persons because 
no beds were available (U.S. conference of 
Mayors 2011:24).

clearly, lack of affordable housing is the 
leading cause of homelessness. The root 
causes of that inability to pay for a roof over 
one’s head—lack of education, inadequate 
low-income housing, poverty, and unavailable 
jobs—are unlikely to go away soon. for many, 
the images connected with this small, unfor-
tunate segment of a city’s population distort 
their view of the diversity of social class found 
in the total city population.

SUbUrban Social claSS 
diverSity

Today’s suburbs, particularly those closest 
to the city, no longer fit the white, middle-
class, and family-with-kids stereotype. More 
and more, suburbs are home to minorities, 

education and the language barrier are the 
employment patterns and corresponding 
rates of economic stagnation.

Marred by graffiti and vacant stores, this 
neighborhood also suffers from a high crime 
rate. Gang activity is a serious concern, particu-
larly by the 18th Street gang, which is involved 
in auto theft, drug trafficking, extortion, and 
murder (alonzo 2008). both the police and 
community organizations attempt to make the 
area safer and have had some moderate suc-
cess, but many problems remain.

the Homeless

Most of us encounter homeless people from 
time to time. perhaps they are sleeping on 
benches in parks or bus stations, standing in 
doorways along skid-row streets, or panhan-
dling on busy walkways. It is all too clear that 
they inhabit the edges of society, and we usu-
ally assume they are cut off from work and 
family, weeks away from their last job or even 
their last square meal—a familiar stereotype. 
The problem is much more complex, how-
ever, and no stereotype gives a complete pic-
ture of the homeless.

recent decades have seen a new type of 
homeless person. efforts to revitalize cities 
with new construction on the edges of the cen-
tral business districts or downtowns destroyed 
many of the old single-room occupancy hotels 
(Sros) that once provided housing to people 
living on the edge of poverty. between 1970 
and 1990, for example, chicago and New york 
lost about 70 percent of their Sros, and Los 
angeles lost more than half (Koegel, burnam, 
and baumohl 1996; Hoch and Slayton 1990). 
In addition, the loss of low-cost housing be-
cause of urban renewal or rent increases in an 
area undergoing gentrification forced many 
out of their neighborhoods, thereby increasing 
the demand on remaining low-income hous-
ing, pushing even those rents beyond what 
many could afford (Institute for children and 
poverty 2009). current estimates identify about 
26 percent of all homeless as families with chil-
dren, 72 percent as single adults, and 2 percent 
as unaccompanied youth. Twenty-six percent 
are severely mentally ill, while 16 percent are 
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Today’s upper-class suburbs resemble the 
old aristocratic ones of yesteryear. They in-
clude Grosse pointe Shores near Detroit and 
South barrington near chicago. families 
have large houses on large properties, often 
with swimming pools, and center their social 
lives on churches or temples and exclusive 
country clubs, where golf and tennis are fa-
vorite leisure activities. This affluent lifestyle 
is marked by conspicuous consumption, sym-
bols of high social status, and other attributes 
of class privilege.

The populations in these suburbs tend to 
be somewhat older, mostly white, and highly 
educated, with incomes significantly above the 
state average. Grosse pointe Shores, for exam-
ple, within its 1 square mile has a population 
of 2,500, who have a median age of 48 years, 
are 92 percent white, and 62 percent are at 
least college graduates, including 30 percent 
with advanced degrees. In 2009, the median 
household income was about $136,000, com-
pared to a Michigan median household in-
come of $45,000. South barrington is larger, 
nearly 7 square miles, with a population in 
2010 of nearly 4,600 that was 68 percent white 
and 27 percent asian. The median household 
income in 2009 was $200,000 (in Illinois, it 
was $54,000), and 63 percent were at least 
college graduates, including 30 percent with 
 advanced degrees (city-Data.com 2012).

although the older elite suburbs long 
resisted the entry of racial, ethnic, and 
religious minorities, the newer affluent 
 suburbs— typically located at the outer subur-
ban edges, such as South barrington, which is 
37 miles from chicago—accept anyone with 
the right-sized bank account. a good example 
of  economic elitism prevailing over ethnic 
prejudice is beverly Hills, california, where 
wealthy arabs and rich Jews live harmoniously 
as neighbors—a far cry from their counter-
parts in the Middle east.

Middle-income Suburbs

Darien, connecticut, and Levittown, New york, 
closely resemble the suburban stereotype. Life 
there centers on the family and child-centered 
activities.

the working class and poor, and the aged. 
Suburbs now vary widely in terms of their age 
and residents’ income, racial composition, 
age, and length of residence.

Upper-income Suburbs

a century ago, suburban residence symbol-
ized the lifestyle of the well-to-do. fabulous 
estates such as Lynnewood Hall—called the 
“versailles of america”—clearly distinguished 
the lifestyle of early suburbanites from the 
lifestyle of others. The idea was to emulate 
the country ways of european aristocracy, 
as pierre Lorillard II did better than almost 
anyone. In 1886, Lorillard (heir to a tobacco 
fortune) inherited some 600,000 acres and, 
at a cost of $2 million, created a millionaires’ 
colony north of New york. Tuxedo park was 
a guarded enclave where the wealthy elite 
“communed with nature in forty-room ‘cot-
tages’ with the required ten bedrooms, gar-
dens, stables, and housing for the small army 
of servants required for entertaining in style” 
(conant 2003:4–5).

at Tuxedo park Lorillard produced almost a 
caricature of the victorian millionaire’s mania 
for exclusiveness. In less than a year, he sur-
rounded seven thousand acres with an eight-
foot fence, graded some thirty miles of road, 
built a complete sewage and water system, a 
gate house which looked like “a frontispiece 
of an english novel,” a clubhouse staffed with 
imported english servants, and “twenty-two 
casement dormered english turreted cottages.” 
on Memorial Day, 1886, special trains brought 
seven hundred highly selected guests from New 
york to witness the park’s opening. (baltzell 
1987:122–23)

by offering his club members property 
within Tuxedo park for purchase, Lorillard 
created, as baltzell suggests, a sort of Levittown 
for aristocrats. yet, as streetcar lines and auto-
mobiles kept increasing, new housing rippled 
outward from cities, and with it, a new image 
of the suburban lifestyle began to take hold 
among the masses. Its roots were the same—
to live “the good life”—but the magnitude of 
the change ensured that the vision would be 
watered down.
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flint, Michigan, 2 hours from Detroit; argo, 
Illinois, near chicago; Norwood, ohio, just 
outside cincinnati; and fairfield, alabama, on 
the edge of birmingham, are but a few of the 
hundreds of examples for the exodus of indus-
try and workers that began in the early twenti-
eth century and continued for two generations 
(Taylor 2010; orig. 1915).

Today, some of these older, blue-collar sub-
urbs are suffering from a loss of jobs as indus-
tries close or move their factories abroad. With 
an eroding industrial and commercial tax base, 
these suburbs are deteriorating physically, and 
property taxes are on the rise. Not surprisingly, 
many of the more affluent residents are pack-
ing up and moving farther out. There, they 
hope to find a newer version of their dream 
home and, perhaps, a lower tax rate. other 
working-class suburbs remain healthy, however, 
and some are even growing. one such town is 
the cleveland suburb of North olmsted, pro-
filed in the Urban Living box on page 285. 

Suburban cosmopolitan centers

In marked contrast to the working-class sub-
urbs (and different even from Darien and 
Grosse pointe Shores) are communities like 
princeton, New Jersey, home of princeton 
University, and palo alto, california, home 
of Stanford University. composed mainly of 
academics, professionals, writers, actors, art-
ists, and students, these communities resem-
ble the university areas, bohemian enclaves, 
and cosmopolite residential neighborhoods 
of central cities. Their population is usually 
deeply interested in “high culture,” and the-
aters, music facilities, and elegant, unusual 
restaurants are found there in abundance.

Minority Suburbs

Minority suburbanization is most pronounced 
in large metropolitan regions. More than half 
of all minority groups, including blacks, now 
reside in the suburbs. In 36 of the 100 largest 
metro areas, minorities constitute at least 35 
percent of the suburban population. for the 
first time, more than half of blacks (51 percent) 
in large metro areas live in suburbs. The sharp 

Here people could live with others like them-
selves and bring up their children free from the 
threats and temptations of the city. . . .

central to all this was the association of 
 middle-class values with a specific understanding 
of what family life meant in the suburbs. To be 
middle-class meant more than aspiring to a  college 
education and a white-collar job. It also meant 
having a family. . . . The family was to be the center 
of social life. one consequence was an emphasis 
on family vacations and the active involvement 
of parents in the lives of their children through 
 organized sports and the local parent–teacher 
 association. (beauregard 2006:124–25)

In suburbs such as these, few people are 
poor, and almost everyone has at least fin-
ished high school. once mostly white, these 
suburbs have become more racially mixed in 
recent years. Solon, ohio—profiled in the 
Urban Living box on page 285 —is an example 
of such communities, where affluent asians, 
blacks, and non-Hispanic whites live harmoni-
ously as neighbors.

Working-class Suburbs

Some working-class suburbs developed in the 
early twentieth century as a home for both 
factories and their workers. one such town 
was the South Gate suburb of Los angeles. 
The developer-built and self-built homes, 
on narrow lots with vegetable gardens and 
chickens in the backyard, became more 
standardized and the farm plots abandoned 
after World War II, as higher wages at the 
unionized plants changed the town’s subur-
ban landscape. Given the residents’ limited 
income, South Gate did not attract major 
retailers. With only small, mom-and-pop 
 operations like corner grocery stores and ser-
vice stations, the residents commuted to Los 
angeles or other suburbs for most of their 
shopping, entertainment, and even employ-
ment (Nicolaides 2002).

elsewhere in the United States during the 
early twentieth century, other working-class, in-
dustrial suburbs evolved. Some became more 
urbanized than others, but all offered blue-
collar workers the opportunity to live in their 
own homes and work nearby. for example, 
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comparing Working-class and Middle-class Suburbs

To many people who live in 
the inner city or rural areas, all 
suburbs may seem the same. 
Suburbs differ in many ways, 
however, as portraits of two 
suburban Ohio towns close to 
the city of Cleveland show. The 
first, North Olmsted, is a work-
ing-class suburb. It is located 
17 miles to the southwest of 
Cleveland, has a population of 

about 33,000 people, and covers about 12 
square miles of land. The second, Solon, is 
a middle-class suburb. It is 17 miles to the 
southeast of Cleveland and has a far lower 
population density, with its 23,000 people 
spread over about 21 square miles.

As you might expect, the cost of hous-
ing differs in the two suburbs. In 2009, the 
median house value in North Olmsted was 
$153,600, compared to $281,300 in Solon. 
In Solon, there is much more new housing, 
with about half of its homes built since 1980. 
In North Olmstead, by contrast, just 13 per-
cent of all homes were built since 1980. The 
age of homes matters, because newer homes 
typically are larger, with bigger rooms, and 
are more likely to have attached garages and 
amenities like central air conditioning and, 
perhaps, even a swimming pool.

By and large, suburbs have a smaller share 
of minorities than central cities. The middle-
class community of Solon, however, has 
more racial diversity than the working-class 
 community of North Olmstead. In Solon, 80 
percent of the people are non-Hispanic whites, 

10 percent African American, 9 percent Asian 
American, 1 percent Hispanic, and 1 percent 
of two or more races. North Olmsted, by con-
trast, is 94 percent non-Hispanic white, with 
African Americans making up just 1 percent 
of the population, Asian Americans 2 percent, 
Hispanic Americans 2 percent, and the re-
maining 1 percent of two or more races.

One of the biggest differences between the 
populations of these two suburbs involves 
schooling. Of Solon’s adult population, 50 
percent have earned at least a bachelor’s 
degree, and 22 percent have a graduate or 
professional degree. In North Olmstead, 
just 27 percent of adults have a bachelor’s 
degree, and only 9 percent have a gradu-
ate or professional degree. Given this differ-
ence, it is no surprise that people in Solon 
have higher incomes: Median household 
earnings in Solon for 2009 were $93,254, 
well above the $54,530 for North Olmsted. 
Unemployment is typically low in suburbs, 
but here again, we see a difference: Solon’s 
unemployment rate (1.9 percent) is less that 
in North Olmstead (3.1 percent).

As this comparison shows, suburbs display 
their own characteristic diversity, whether by 
casual observation of differences in property 
lot sizes and housing structures or by detailed 
analysis of socioeconomic data. Race and eth-
nicity thus appear to be less important attri-
butes of differences in social class between the 
two towns than educational level and income.

Source: Data from www.city-data.com. Accessed May 17, 
2012.

rise in black suburbanization mostly rests on 
the group’s increasing percentage of college 
graduates and their economic progress. In ad-
dition, 59 percent of Hispanics and 62 percent 
of asians also call suburbia home (frey 2011).

Most suburbs are now racially diverse and 
becoming more so all the time. even so, some 
suburban communities remain racially segre-
gated, as some african americans deliberately 
seek out predominantly black communities. 

www.city-data.com
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adjacent to Washington, D.c. These suburbs 
are direct outgrowths of center-city black 
ghettos that move, over time, beyond the 
center city. Significant spillover suburbs of 
blacks presently exist in cleveland, St. Louis, 
chicago, atlanta, Miami, Los angeles, and 
New york, and they are becoming more and 
more prevalent throughout the country. The 
income level of spillover communities is high 
relative to that of other black suburbs, be-
cause, like whites who departed from the cen-
ter cities, blacks moving outward tend to be 
middle class, wishing to leave poorer neigh-
bors behind.

In contrast, black migration to compton, 
california, in Los angeles county, was not 
an example of “ghetto sprawl” but rather, at 
least in part, a manifestation of upwardly mo-
bile suburbanization, fulfilling many blacks’ 
dream of owning their own house (Sides 
2006:97, 129). In fact, whether living in a 

examples of these affluent african american 
suburbs that attract middle-class black fami-
lies who prefer socializing in a racially ho-
mogeneous environment are rolling oaks 
near Miami; brook Glen, panola Mill, and 
Wyndham park near atlanta; and black Jack, 
Jennings, Normandy, and University city near 
St. Louis. Similarly, black residents in sub-
urban prince George’s county in Maryland, 
who comprise 65 percent of the county’s total 
population, find comfort from living in afflu-
ent but predominantly black communities or 
subdivisions. often, though, black suburbs 
result from invasion–succession, as minorities 
enter a community and whites begin to leave. 
eventually, their continuing departure results 
in a segregated black suburban community in 
many ways analogous to its center-city coun-
terpart, the black ghetto.

Some black suburbs are “spillover” commu-
nities, such as Glenarden, Maryland, which is 

In the past two decades, many minority Americans, part of a growing middle class, 
have realized the American Dream by owning a house in suburbia. While some 
live in integrated neighborhoods, others prefer mostly segregated communities, 
finding greater comfort for themselves and their children in a homogeneous racial 
setting.
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life in a Minority Suburb

Robbins, Illinois, is a small, 
minority suburb in decline. Its 
steadily declining population, 
now about 5,300 (94 percent 
black), dropped by 4,000 
since 1970. The town has as 
many people under age 18 as 
it does aged 65 or older (12 
percent each).

Located 17 miles south of 
Chicago’s Loop, Robbins is one 

of the oldest incorporated black municipali-
ties in the United States. Largely  farmland 
until 1910, it is characteristic of semi-rural 
black suburbs that developed during the 
Great Migration of the early twentieth cen-
tury. The mostly working-class African 
Americans who settled here bought lots for 
as little as $90 each, many building their 
own houses and living without such ameni-
ties as electricity and indoor plumbing.

Outsiders derided the resulting makeshift 
landscape with its unpaved streets and called 
it a slum. Yet for the newly transplanted 
Southerners, Robbins offered numerous ad-
vantages: homeownership in a country-like 
environment; a safe location without risk 
of violence; a home near available factory 
jobs; and a tightly knit community. There 
were also work opportunities for the women, 
in domestic service or seasonal work in the 
city’s canning and packing industries in 
Chicago. Moreover, many of the new resi-
dents could supplement their low incomes 
with garden produce and small livestock.

Over the next several decades, as the 
population increased, residents established 
a newspaper, the Robbins Herald, plus 
many churches and small stores. Robbins 
also became a popular recreation spot 
for black Chicagoans, who crowded its 

picnic grounds and nightclubs on summer 
weekends.

Because it was a blue-collar  community with 
almost no commercial tax base, town  officials 
could only undertake modest improve ments, 
given the limited funds to  upgrade  services. 
As late as 1950, 22  percent of Robbins homes 
lacked indoor  plumbing, and over 40  percent 
were considered substandard in 1960. In 
the 1960s, black  developer Edward Starks 
opened the Golden Acres subdivision, which 
brought modern,  suburban-style houses to the 
 community. Paved streets and sewers came in 
the 1950s, but these costs— combined with 
plant layoffs in the 1970s—saddled the sub-
urb with municipal debts. Although Robbins 
remained one of the few places in greater 
Chicago where African Americans with very 
limited resources could afford to buy a home 
of their own, declining jobs in the area put the 
local economy into a tailspin.

With a median household income of 
$23,474 in 2009, other socioeconomic sta-
tistics offer little promise of a turn-around 
anytime soon. Two-thirds of the residents 
have a high school or higher level of edu-
cation, but only one in twelve adults has a 
bachelor’s degree or higher. One-fourth are 
married, one in nine are widowed, one in 
ten are divorced, and nearly half the eligible 
population has never married. Nearly one-
fourth of its population is unemployed and 
two-fifths live in poverty, both statistics well 
above the state average. One hopeful sign is 
that after more than 10 years of virtually no 
new construction, more than 70 new build-
ings have been built since 2006.

Source: From Andrew Wiese, “Robbins, IL,” The 
Encyclopedia of Chicago (Chicago: Chicago Historical 
Society, 2005) and accessed online at city-data.com on 
May 17, 2012.
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 predominantly minority suburb or as a minor-
ity in an integrated suburb, suburbanization 
was not something that happened to them. 
rather, african americans created their own 
suburban dream, establishing, through prop-
erty ownership, new possibilities of equity and 
economic opportunity (Wiese 2004).

This relationship between social mobil-
ity and residential mobility has long been an 
area of interest to sociologists, dating back to 
the chicago School and those sociologists’ ob-
servations that as the children of immigrants 
climbed the socioeconomic ladder, they typi-
cally moved to better housing in higher-status, 
suburban residential areas. Native-born blacks 
were no different. compton is a minority com-
munity today, more than half-Hispanic and 
two-fifths black. Now an inner suburb of Los 
angeles, it suffers from a higher-than-average 
unemployment, poverty, and crime rates.

other minority suburbs began that way, 
such as Kinloch, Missouri (95 percent black 
in 2010), a small town just outside St. Louis, 
represent a second type. often, these  isolated 
communities originally arose as  shantytowns 
outside the city proper, and in recent 
 decades, white suburbs grew up around them. 
colonies are poor areas (see the Urban Living 
box on page 287) with deteriorating housing 
and large numbers of people living below the 
poverty level (about 54 percent, in Kinloch’s 
case). only 53 percent of adults age 25 or 
older have a high school education; none has 
a college degree. Most work in low-skill jobs, 
and more than half the population lives in 
poverty. The outlook for them is as bleak as it 
is for center-city ghetto residents.

In 2010, 59 percent of all U.S. Hispanics in 
large metro areas lived in suburbs. Hispanic 
suburbs experiencing the largest numeric gains 
in Hispanic residents include those surround-
ing riverside, New york, Houston, Miami, Los 
angeles, Dallas, chicago, and Washington, 
D.c., all areas with long-standing Hispanic 
populations. areas with fewer Hispanics overall 
and therefore experiencing the fastest subur-
ban Hispanic growth rates are in the Southeast, 
notably Knoxville, Nashville, charleston, and 
charlotte. Such cities now have what are in 
 essence Hispanic suburbs (frey 2011).

Monterey park near Los angeles is an asian 
suburb, its population more than 41 percent 
chinese american and another 20 percent 
a mixture of Japanese, vietnamese, Korean, 
and other asian americans. This is the ex-
ception, however, because asians—a diverse 
racial category of many cultures— typically 
move to predominantly white suburbs. as the 
most affluent U.S. minority group, with a me-
dian household income of $64,308 in 2010, 
more asians (62 percent) live in suburbia 
than any other racial or ethnic category (yen 
and Nuckols 2012).

The continuing influx of asian and 
Hispanic immigrants, together with the ten-
dency of many to settle directly in the sub-
urbs, suggests that suburbs will become more 
diverse in the years to come. clearly, the old 
stereotype about suburbia as a “white cocoon” 
no longer fits.

SUMMary

If stereotypes about urbanites contain some 
truth, they also contain distortions. research 
consistently points out the existence of pro-
nounced urban variety—a range of social class 
lifestyles that defies easy description. This is 
as true of the suburbs as it is of the center 
city. proportionately, more residents in towns 
within the metropolitan region hold higher 
socioeconomic status than urban dwellers. If 
we look more carefully, however, we can find 
many examples of social class heterogeneity 
in both locales.

ever since Marx and Weber offered their 
analyses about social stratification, sociologists 
have studied this aspect of community life, be-
ginning with Warner’s study of yankee city in 
the 1930s and continuing ever since. The mid-
dle class is the largest grouping in the United 
States (about 40–45 percent), followed by the 
working class (about 33 percent), the lower 
class (about 20 percent), and the elite upper 
class (about 5 percent). each class has distinc-
tive characteristics in wealth, power, prestige, 
and lifestyles, but not necessarily in choice of 
urban or suburban residence.
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of the automobile in the twentieth century, 
however, a working- and middle-class exodus 
accelerated, especially after World War II. The 
last three decades have witnessed a marked 
increase in suburban diversity as increased 
numbers of the working class and minorities 
moved to these outlying areas. This migration 
produced a lifestyle complexity that rivals that 
of the central city. This complexity and diver-
sity will undoubtedly continue to increase as 
immigration and decentralization continue.

Suburbs fall into recognizably distinct 
types. There are exclusive upper-income 
suburbs, middle-income suburbs, working-
class suburbs, minority suburbs, and— 
increasingly in the South, Southwest, and 
West—Hispanic suburbs. Social class ap-
pears to be more significant than race and 
ethnicity in suburban settlement patterns as 
more and more african americans, asians, 
and Latinos move into the newer suburbs. 
Some suburbs have even developed into 
true cosmopolitan centers, offering all the 
goods, services, and entertainment that 
once drew people to the city’s center.

conclUSion

Ultimately, what we have learned is that the 
manifestations of social stratification in North 
america are found within both the city and 
the suburb. any simplistic socioeconomic 
comparison of the two ignores the lifestyle 
variations existing in each and, really, does 
a disservice to the many positive attributes 
that cities possess. of course, central cities do 
have their problems, as do some of the older 
suburbs. In addition to the diversity of social 
class, this chapter’s topic, there is the diver-
sity of race, ethnicity, and gender, to which we 
will turn in the next chapter.

The gap between rich and poor is so pro-
nounced that the United States has the most 
unequal distribution of wealth of all indus-
trialized countries. The top quintile of the 
population earns about half of all income, as 
much as the remaining 80 percent  combined, 
and the top 40 percent earns three-fourths of 
all income. canada’s unequal income distri-
bution is not as pronounced, but the top 20 
percent still earns 41.5 percent of all income.

The median household income is signifi-
cantly higher in suburbia than in the city, and 
the poverty rate is significantly higher in the 
city than in suburbia. While this broad-brush 
portrait of city–suburb economic contrasts is 
accurate, sociologists use fine-brush analysis 
to see the details, intricacies, and inconsis-
tencies of that broader portrait. rather than 
upholding the simplistic stereotype of afflu-
ent suburbanites and non-affluent urbanites, 
a much more complex picture exists, as this 
chapter has illustrated.

our large cities are mosaics of enclaves con-
taining different social classes: upper-,  middle-, 
working-, and lower-class  neighborhoods. There 
are also mixed-income  neighborhoods, some 
of them stable and  others changing  upwardly 
or downwardly. cities do, indeed, have a high 
proportion of people  living in  poverty, but most 
city residents maintain a higher socioeconomic 
status. one  poverty-struck population segment, 
the homeless, is a mixture of families and indi-
viduals, some of them mentally ill and/or sub-
stance abusers. They are a tiny percentage of 
the urban population, but they do form an in-
delible part of many people’s image of the city.

Suburbs emerged in the late nineteenth 
century as country estates and small enclaves 
for the well-to-do—people anxious to escape 
the immigrant lifestyles and industrial com-
motion of the inner city. With the invention 
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internet activitieS

 1. at this New York Times website, http://www 
.nytimes.com/packages/html/national/ 
20050515_CLASS_GRAPHIC/index_ 
01.html, you will find an interactive 
graphic on social class and income 
mobility.

 2. an excellent demographic report of 
suburban diversity, drawing from the 
2010  census, can be found at http://www 
.brookings.edu/~/media/Files/rc/papers/ 
2011/0504_census_ethnicity_frey/0504_ 
census_ethnicity_frey.pdf.
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table 11–1 Racial/ethnic Population in Selected cities, 2010 (percentage)

City Asian African American Hispanic Foreign Born

Boston 8.9 24.4 17.5 27.0
Chicago 5.5 32.9 28.9 22.6
dallas 2.9 25.0 42.3 26.5
detroit 1.1 82.7 6.8 6.4
Houston 6.0 23.7 43.8 28.1
los Angeles 11.3 9.6 48.5 41.3
Miami 1.0 19.2 70.0 60.6
new york 12.7 25.5 28.6 36.0
Philadelphia 6.3 43.4 12.3 10.0
San francisco 33.3 6.1 15.1 36.7
Toronto* 32.6 8.4 206 45.7
vancouver* 39.7 1.1 1.4 39.6
Washington, d.C. 3.5 50.7 9.1 14.6

Note: *data are from 2006 Canadian Census.
Source: u.S. Census Bureau 2011c; Immigration in Canada 2006: A Portrait of the Foreign-born Population, 
Statistics Canada.

10 settled in cities. not surprisingly, in most 
cities in the northeastern united States, 
 foreign-born people comprised from two-
thirds to three-fourths of the population.

in recent years, both Canada and the united 
States have been experiencing unprecedented 
numbers of immigrant arrivals, particularly 
from Africa, Asia, and latin America, bringing 
ever-greater diversity to the cities. in 2010, as 
seen in Table 11–1, the cities with the high-
est percentage of foreign-born residents were 
Miami (60.6 percent), Toronto (45.7  percent), 
los Angeles (41.3 percent), new york (36 
percent), vancouver (39.6 percent), and San 
francisco (36.7 percent)—proportions signifi-
cantly higher than those in 1990, but still far 
lower than those at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century.

Certainly, the greater presence of im-
migrants affects cities’ economies, but are 
immi grants a benefit or a problem for cities? 
That question—whether on a national, state, 
or local level—is fiercely debated. Between 
1990 and 2010, the metropolitan areas with 
the strongest economic growth were also the 
ones with the greatest increase in immigrant 
share of the labor force. Significantly, the 
immigrant share of economic output closely 

Everywhere and always, cities have been immi-
grant-luring magnets. This basic fact explains 
why so many cities display striking diversity—
in people, in neighborhoods, and in ways of 
life. indeed, part of the excitement of a city 
lies in precisely this heterogeneity, the range 
of urban choices, the countless activities and 
opportunities. Especially in the major immi-
grant-receiving nations—Britain, Canada, 
and the united States—racial and ethnic di-
versity has long been a common trait of cit-
ies. This chapter focuses on social diversity in 
north America and the ways in which race, 
ethnicity, and gender continue to play a vital 
part in shaping urban life.

citieS and immiGRantS

in Canada and the united States, destina-
tions for millions of immigrants, cities have 
long been mosaics of ethnic communities. 
At times, minorities even became the major-
ity, as in Milwaukee back in 1850, when that 
city contained 6,000 germans and 4,000 na-
tive-born citizens (Parrillo 2011:108). At the 
height of the “great immigration” between 
1880 and 1910, about 1 million immigrants 
came to these shores annually, and 7 out of 
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matches the immigrant proportion of the 
population. for example, immigrants consti-
tute 3 percent of the Pittsburg metro popu-
lation and contribute 4 percent of economic 
output, while the 37 percent of immigrants 
in Miami represent 38 percent of economic 
 output (fiscal Policy institute 2009).

Critics argue that some urban centers re-
ceive the lion’s share of immigrants, and that 
their concentrated presence strains the com-
munity’s social fabric and places an economic 
burden on those areas in education, health, 
and welfare costs (Swain 2007). george 
Borjas (2004) maintains that while immi-
grants in general may enrich the nation, their 
high numbers and the growing proportion of 
poorly educated, low-skill workers have nega-
tive consequences for lower-skilled native 
workers.

ethnic enclaves and ethnic identity

like the European immigrants of previous 
generations, the new immigrants create their 
own ethnic enclaves and distinctive social 
institutions. These large concentrations of 
ethnic peoples make cities mosaics of small 
worlds, abuzz with different sights, sounds, 
and smells reflected in ethnic celebrations, 
parades, restaurants, street fairs, stores, and 
other cultural activities. for some people, 
however, cities—or at least certain neighbor-
hoods in cities—are to be avoided precisely 
because of these differences. in contrast, 
 others find this variety to be one of the lures 
of the city.

The shifting pattern of ethnic and racial 
immigration underlies much of the complex-
ity of today’s cities. Table 11–2 shows that 
from 1861 to 1960, the vast majority of legal 
immigrants to the united States were white 
people from Europe and Canada. during this 
period, differences between immigrants and 
people already in this country were mostly 
ethnic. That is, various whites—say, the irish, 
italians, and East Europeans—differed in cul-
tural traditions but not in race. Since 1960, 
however, the bulk of legal (and illegal) immi-
grants have been people of color from Africa, 
Asia, and latin America. Racial diversity, as 

Park called the city a “mosaic of small worlds,” 
and it still is. In every major city, you can find a 
patchwork of communities in which the lives of 
individuals are embedded. Yet even as these differ-
ent cultures coexist in semi-isolated worlds, they 
also collide with one another in the city itself, as 
does this multiethnic group of visitors to New York 
City’s Little Italy.

well as ethnic differences, compounds the 
problems of acceptance and rejection.

ethnic change

A city’s spatial structure reflects ethnic sub-
cultures as immigrants arrive and, through a 
process known as chain migration, settle near 
friends and relatives. A vibrant ethnic commu-
nity evolves—with leaders, institutions and or-
ganizations, stores, clubs, and same-language 
media—to help newcomers put down roots 
and “make it.” At the same time that this plu-
ralism manifests itself, however, the forces of 
assimilation also take hold as immigrants seek 
to be part of their adopted country. despite 
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 coming to the los Angeles metropolitan region 
(u.S. Office of immigration Statistics 2011). 
Brighton Beach, Brooklyn, is known as “little 
Odessa”—a place where tens of thousands of 
Russians live in the largest Russian immigrant 
community in the world. new york City also has 
the largest concentration of Haitians (about 
200,000 living mostly in the Brooklyn neigh-
borhoods of la Saline, flatbush, Bedford–
Stuyvesant, Bushwick, and East new york), 
dominicans (more than 650,000 living mostly 
in Washington Heights and southwest Queens), 
and Asian indians (more than 192,000, living 
mostly in Queens).

Today, lower Manhattan’s Chinatown is 
five times the size it was in 1965, both in physi-
cal size and numbers, and is home to about 
150,000 people. Chinatown has now all but swal-
lowed up new york’s little italy, with more than 
 two-thirds of the buildings on the little italy 
stretch of Mulberry Street now being Chinese-
owned. More than 1 million Asian Americans 
live in new york City, nearly half of them 
Chinese. Asian indians and Koreans are the 
next two largest groups. not surprisingly, new 
york surpasses all other u.S. cities with the most 
Asian-owned businesses (about 154,000).

Los Angeles. los Angeles grew from 3.5 
million in 1990 to nearly 3.8 million in 2010, 
mostly from foreign immigration. Today, 
nearly half of all residents in los Angeles 
are Hispanic, and two-thirds of these are 
Mexican Americans. The city now has more 
people of Mexican ancestry than any other 
city in the Western Hemisphere except for 
Mexico City and guadalajara. Salvadorans 

the challenges of learning a new language 
and, for some, barriers based on skin color, 
virtually all immigrants gradually identify 
more and more with their new country, where 
they expect to spend the rest of their lives.

Herbert gans (1982) noted that tight 
“ethnic villages” built by first-generation 
European immigrants did not always hold up 
when members of the second and third gen-
erations moved from the “old neighborhood” 
in the central city to the leafy (and less eth-
nic) suburbs. Of course, such out-migration 
makes room for new immigrants, an invasion– 
succession process that refreshes urban plural-
ism even as assimilation draws others into the 
mainstream.

New York City. for most of the nation’s his-
tory, new york has stood as a symbol of racial 
and ethnic diversity. More than a generation 
ago, E. digby Baltzell noted,

Even today [new york’s] citizenry, almost half 
of whom are foreign born or the children of 
foreign born, includes more blacks than most 
cities in Africa, a greater concentration of Jews 
than at any other time or place. . . . More Puerto 
Ricans than any other city outside of San Juan, 
more persons of italian descent than most cities 
in italy, and more [irish] than dublin. (1987:ix; 
orig. 1964)

new york still holds first place as the na-
tion’s leading destination of immigrants and it 
is truly a multicultural city (see the Urban Living 
box on page 295). in 2010, about 186,000 
 immigrants  settled in the new york City met-
ropolitan area, compared with about 87,400 

table 11–2 legal immigrants to the United States, 1861–2010 (percentage)

Region of Birth 1861–1900 1901–1930 1931–1960 1961–1990 1991–2000 2000–2009

Europe 90 79 58 18 15 13
Canada and newfoundland 7 11 16 5 2 2
Asia 2 3 5 31 31 34
latin America 0 5 17 34 38 41
Africa — — 1 2 4 7
Other 1 2 3 10 10 3

Source: u.S. Office of immigration Statistics, 2010.
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the largest and most racially/ethnically  diverse 
city—will be profiled in the last chapter.

Racial and ethnic 
minoRitieS

in past generations, cities were home to fewer 
different groups than they are today. Once, 
a city might be known primarily for its black, 
Mexican, irish, or italian concentrations, for 
example, but now, virtually any major north 

and guatemalans are two other heavily rep-
resented populations. African Americans 
comprise 10 percent of the city’s population, 
followed by Asians and Pacific islanders (par-
ticularly filipinos, Koreans, Chinese, Asian 
indians, Japanese, and vietnamese in descend-
ing numerical order) at 11 percent. Also, so 
many iranians, perhaps 500,000, live in the city 
that many expatriates call it “Tehrangeles.”

Before moving on to the next section, we 
should note that Toronto—considered to be 

URban livinG

the multicultural city and Food

Each ethnic group has its own 
cuisine, and part of the fun of 
recalling your heritage or of 
widening your ethnic experi-
ences is to taste the foods as-
sociated with other groups. As 
any urbanite will tell you, one 
of the great pleasures of the city 
is to partake in the great variety 
of foods available during the 
numerous cultural celebrations 

or at the many ethnic eateries and restau-
rants found everywhere. And there is yet an-
other intriguing aspect of eating these ethnic 
foods, brought on by the invasion-succession 
process of one group replacing another.

With the decline in arrivals of French, Irish, 
Italian, Japanese, and Jewish immigrants, and 
as their children move into professional fields, 
Asian and Hispanic newcomers are replac-
ing the old chefs in cities throughout North 
America. The new arrivals learn how to pre-
pare the other culture’s foods and take over 
established locales, popular for their original 
cuisine. Some of these changes seem an easy 
transition because of the old countries’ prox-
imities and histories. In New York City, for ex-
ample, it is not unusual to find Bangladeshis 
running Indian restaurants or Albanians oper-
ating Italian restaurants.

However, New York also offers more 
radical examples. For instance, at Second 
Avenue and 80th Street, there’s a pizza maker 
who is Tibetan. Down on West 48th Street, 
a sushi chef at a popular Japanese restaurant 
is Mexican. At a French restaurant on West 
55th Street, the pastry chef is Ecuadorian. 
A Chinese immigrant from Hong Kong, who 
learned his culinary art at a famous Jewish 
restaurant, now has his own place and serves 
smoked salmon and sturgeon to appreciative 
Jewish customers. And that wonderful nec-
tar of the old Jewish neighborhoods, the egg 
cream (a wonderful, frothy drink that blends 
seltzer, milk, and chocolate) is served in the 
East Village by an Asian Indian who learned 
the secret recipe from the previous owner, 
an Italian, who learned it from the original 
storeowner, a Jewish immigrant.

So this is the multicultural face of the city: 
many different peoples serving many different 
kinds of food, not necessarily from their own 
homeland. A Central American may well have 
made that Middle Eastern falafel you get, or 
your Greek moussaka may be coming your 
way thanks to the efforts of a Peruvian. The 
city! Even its ethnic varieties have variety!

Source: Drawn from the experiences of Vincent N. 
Parrillo, his family, and friends.
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Americans living in an urban area. A few 
southern cities had sizable black populations 
(ranging from 25 to 50 percent of the total) 
in the late 1800s, a time when the black 
population of northeastern cities had yet to 
reach even 5 percent.

The Lure of the North. The promise of 
schooling and better work lured black migrants 
to the north after 1900. By 1910, 10  percent of 
the African American population lived in the 
north. full implementation of the segrega-
tionist Jim Crow laws in the South, economic 
hard times, and the boll weevil’s destruction 
of cotton crops prompted many more to head 
north during the next decade, raising the 
northern black population from 850,000 in 
1910 to 1.4 million in 1920.

Hostility to labor unions in the north 
and de facto segregation (unequal treat-
ment of people based on social customs and 
traditions) created a dual society there, just 
as de jure segregation (unequal treatment 
 established by law) had done in the South. 
northern blacks were an urban people, how-
ever, with some of them poor and others work-
ing class or even middle class. Black churches 
formed the bedrock of the segregated racial 
community. Economically, African Americans 
could immediately quadruple their income 
by moving north, which led to the greatest 
internal migration in the country’s history 
(gregory 2007).

The Great Migration. World War i and the 
restrictive legislation that followed put an end 
to the great immigration from Europe, initi-
ating that great Migration from the South. As 
cities such as Chicago, new york, and Boston 
grew into industrial metropolises, African 
Americans saw greater opportunity there 
than in the agricultural South. The push–pull 
factors spurring migration included the de-
cline of southern agriculture as well as farm 
mechanization on the one hand and north-
ern industries’ shortage of labor and active 
recruitment of black workers from southern 
states on the other.

during the 1920s, the net black out- 
migration from the South amounted to almost 

American city is a multicultural place, with 
dozens of immigrant groups from all parts of 
the world.

The early history of people of color in 
north American cities is primarily the story 
of people of African descent living in the 
united States. Their influx into Canada 
occurred in small numbers during the 
 nineteenth century but increased signifi-
cantly during the twentieth century as more 
and more blacks from the Caribbean and the 
united States moved north. interestingly, in 
the united States, most blacks call them-
selves African Americans, but in Canada, 
blacks refer to themselves as black Canadians 
(fabbi 2003). native peoples in both 
Canada and the united States have seldom 
lived in the white people’s cities, and an 
Asian presence did not become significant 
in most locales until the second half of the 
nineteenth century. The Muslim presence 
is a more recent social phenomenon.

blacks

Canada’s history with its black population is 
rather different from that of the united States. 
Although slavery existed in Canada during 
the eighteenth century, by the  nineteenth 
century it had ended, and Canada became 
the destination for tens of thousands of fu-
gitive slaves from the united States (Winks 
2000:236–40). Afterward, other u.S. black 
emigrants settled in Canada, but since the 
late twentieth century, black immigrants from 
other countries have surpassed those of u.S. 
origin. Today, recently arrived immigrants 
constitute the majority of the more than 
300,000 blacks living in Canada. Most live in 
the metropolitan areas of Toronto, Halifax, 
Montreal, vancouver, Calgary, Edmonton, 
and Ottawa. They are somewhat less likely to 
have college degrees, and their incomes are 
generally below the rest of the population 
(Statistics Canada 2007a).

from the time of the first census in 1790 
until the beginning of the twentieth cen-
tury, about 90 percent of the u.S. black 
population lived in the South, mostly in 
rural regions, with just one in four African 
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many of whom either chose to move south 
for better jobs and living conditions or else 
moved outward into suburbia.

yet even in the Sunbelt, 8 of the 13 listed 
cities also registered a decline between 2000 
and 2010. undoubtedly, one reason for 
the decline is black suburbanization. new 
Orleans is a special case: The aftermath of 
Hurricane Katrina in 2005 forced the mostly 
black flood victims to relocate elsewhere. 
Similarly, part of the explanation for some 
Sunbelt  cities gaining in black population is 
that they were the relocation destination of 
many new Orleans evacuees.

Black Majority. in detroit (83 percent), 
Baltimore (64), and Atlanta (54), blacks are 
the majority population, as they also are in 

1 million people. Slowing during the great 
depression of the 1930s, the massive reloca-
tion of blacks once again accelerated when 
industrial production rose during World War 
ii. Migration remained high until the 1970s, 
when urban decentralization and minority 
movement to the South reversed the process.

Black Flight. When large numbers of whites 
left the cities in the 1950s and 1960s, many 
social observers termed the movement white 
flight and offered a variety of reasons, most of 
them centered on fear (crime, violence, and 
avoidance of minorities). As Table 11–3 shows, 
a clear trend of blacks moving out of cities is 
underway. Except for Boston, indianapolis, 
Milwaukee, and Philadelphia, most northern 
and midwestern cities lost black population, 

table 11–3 african american Population in Selected U.S. cities

Region City 2000 2010 Percentage Change

Northeast Boston 149,202 150,437 +0.8
new york 2,129,762 2,088,510 -1.9
Philadelphia 655,824 661,839 +0.9
Baltimore 418,951 395,781 -5.5
Washington, d.C. 343,312 305,125 -11.1

Midwest Cleveland 243,939 211,672 -13.2
detroit 775,772 590,226 -23.9
indianapolis 199,412 225,355 +13.0
Chicago 1,065,009 887,608 -16.7
Milwaukee 222,933 237,769 +6.7
St. louis 178,266 157,160 -11.8
Kansas City, MO 137,879 137,540 -0.2

South Atlanta 255,689 226,894 -11.3
Jacksonville, fl 213,514 252,421 +18.2
new Orleans 325,947 206,871 -36.5
Houston 494,496 498,466 +0.8
dallas 307,957 298,993 −2.9
San Antonio 78,120 91,280 +16.8

West denver 61,649 61,435 -0.3
Phoenix 67,416 93,608 +38.9
San diego 96,216 87,949 -8.6
los Angeles 415,195 365,118 -12.1
San Jose 31,349 30,242 -3.5
San francisco 60,515 48,870 -19.2
Seattle 47,541 48,316 +1.6

Source: u.S. Census Bureau, American Factfinder, 2011.
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racial ghettos, particularly in the northeast and 
Midwest (St. Clair and Clymer 2000).

Complicating any portrait of racial seg-
regation, however, is the relatively new pres-
ence of black immigrants from Africa and the 
Caribbean. Although race remains a factor, 
ethnicity also affects residential choice, so 
any examination of residential segregation 
requires our consideration of ethnic diversity 
within race and a group’s length of residence 
in the country. We must also look at the larger 
picture, at the role of suburban municipalities 
replacing urban neighborhoods as the units 
of metropolitan segregation (farrell 2008).

Between 1870 and 1920, segregation in the 
cities of the north was slight. By 1965, Karl 
and Alma Taeuber’s classic study of racial 
segregation revealed a dramatic climb in the 
segregation index. To measure the relative 
separation or integration of groups across all 
neighborhoods, the Taeubers developed what 
they called an index of dissimilarity. Their 
index ranged from a low of zero (complete 

gary, indiana (87); Jackson, Mississippi (79); 
Birmingham, Alabama (73 percent); Macon, 
georgia (68); Memphis, Tennessee (63); 
Savannah, georgia (57); newark, new Jersey 
(52); and Richmond, virginia (51) (u.S. 
Census Bureau 2011b). While it is conceivable 
that blacks may achieve a majority in a few 
other major cities as well, the fact that African 
Americans represent about 14 percent of the 
total u.S. population makes it statistically im-
probable that black majorities will appear in 
most other major cities.

Residential Segregation. Most African Ameri-
can migrants, like earlier European immigrants, 
typically settled in the least desirable central-city 
neighborhoods. for the Europeans, this residen-
tial segregation reflected mostly lower resources 
and group preferences. As these immigrants 
gained education and income, they assimilated 
and moved out of these traditional ethnic en-
claves. Although many blacks have also done the 
same, others remain confined and isolated in 

Although racial residential segregation has slowly decreased since 1970, it still 
 remains fairly high among blacks and whites in both cities and suburbs. Most of 
the 10 most segregated metropolitan areas are in the North, while the 10 least 
 segregated metropolitan areas are in the South. Even so, the 2010 Census showed 
high segregation levels in Atlanta, Miami, and New Orleans.
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high in residential segregation. despite signs 
of progress in the South, several cities in this 
region also display persistent segregation, nota-
bly Birmingham, new Orleans, Memphis, and 
Atlanta (logan and Stults 2011).

The Truly Disadvantaged. for the trapped 
African American poor left behind in the 
inner city, the future is bleak. Among those 
lacking the necessary schooling and commu-
nication skills required for work in the ser-
vice and information sectors of the economy, 
widespread unemployment exists, and these 
jobless black men are concentrated, clus-
tered, and segregated in small areas of the 
metropolis (Wagmiller 2007).

unlike the immigrant poor of the past, 
today’s poor inner-city residents face social 
isolation. The exodus of middle- and working-
class, two-parent black families removes es-
sential role models and reduces community 
resources. furthermore, outsiders avoid these 
neighborhoods, leaving them plagued by mas-
sive unemployment, crime, and schools that 
do not promote achievement. Consequently, 
area residents—women and children on wel-
fare, school dropouts, single mothers, and ag-
gressive street criminals—live virtually cut off 
from the larger society.

Besides being isolated, the ghettoized poor 
have poor-quality schools, limited medical 
care, and high rates of infant mortality, sub-
stance abuse, and violent crime. Current so-
cial indicators offer little cause for optimism, 
because such problems have structural causes 
that society has yet to overcome.

asians and Pacific islanders

like Hispanics, Asians in north America re-
flect a wide range of distinctive cultures. They 
are a highly urban population, with 96 per-
cent living in metropolitan areas in 2010, com-
pared with 81 percent of the total population 
(figure 11–2). They are also more likely than 
Africans and Hispanics to live in suburbia, 
however, and in fact almost half do so. Most 
numerous are the Chinese, filipinos, Asian 
indians, vietnamese, Japanese, and Koreans, 
typically residing in the larger Canadian and 
u.S. cities.

integration) to a high of 100 (complete segre-
gation). Overall, in 1960, the average white–
black dissimilarity index for 207 large cities was 
86.2, which meant that 86.2 percent of whites 
would have to move to another neighborhood 
in order to make whites and blacks more evenly 
distributed across all city neighborhoods.

Since the Taeubers’ findings, other research-
ers have used the index of dissimilarity to track 
trends in residential segregation. in another 
classic and influential study, douglas Massey 
and nancy denton (1993) used the term hy-
persegregation for the intense geographical 
grouping of racial groups, as found in fort 
lauderdale and detroit. They assigned five 
conceptual dimensions to hypersegregation—
evenness, exposure, clustering,  centralization, 
and concentration of the population—and if a 
group scored high in all five areas, it was con-
sidered to be hypersegregated. identifying 29 
metropolitan areas as fitting their criteria, they 
called their study American Apartheid, after the 
infamous racial structuring in old South Africa.

Although racial segregation remains, since 
the 1970s it has slowly but steadily decreased 
in the united States. in 1980, the black–white 
metropolitan segregation index was 73, but by 
2010, it dropped to 59. However, although the 
trend is clearly toward increased diversity in 
black and white neighborhoods, the average 
white person in metropolitan America resides 
in a neighborhood that is 75 percent white, 8 
percent black, 11 percent Hispanic, and 5 per-
cent Asian. in contrast, the typical black indi-
vidual lives in a neighborhood that is only 35 
percent white, 46 percent black, 15 percent 
Hispanic, and 4  percent Asian (logan and 
Stults 2011).

Of the 50 metropolitan areas with the largest 
black populations, those with the highest lev-
els of segregation (in descending order) were 
detroit (figure 11–1), Milwaukee, new york 
City, newark, Chicago, Philadelphia, Miami, 
Cleveland, St. louis, and nassau–Suffolk (ny). 
All but Miami experienced modest declines in 
segregation since 2000, and some are “Rustbelt” 
metro areas, where black–white segregation 
has been particularly resistant to change. 
Although more moderate than their northern 
counterparts, southern metro areas also rank 
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in Canada, and they are increasing fast, 
with 30,000 immigrants arriving annually. 
numbering more than 1.2 million, they are 
the fifth largest of any ethnic origin in Canada 
other than English or french, and 72 percent 
reside in Toronto and vancouver. That same 
percentage—72 percent—constitutes the pro-
portion who are foreign born, with almost 45 
percent from the People’s Republic of China, 
30 percent from Hong Kong, and 10 percent 
from Taiwan (Statistics Canada 2007b).

Chinese Americans (numbering about 3.4 
million and accounting for 1 percent of the 
total u.S. population) and Chinese Canadians 
(accounting for 4 percent of all Canadians) 
currently present a bipolar occupational 

Chinese. After their initial arrival on the 
West Coast around 1850, Chinese immigrants 
gradually moved eastward in both Canada 
and the united States. usually, they banded 
together in low-rent urban enclaves, often 
situated near transportation hubs (shipping 
docks or railroad terminals). These areas 
became the Chinatowns that even today still 
attract immigrants and, of course, tourists. 
San francisco, where one in five residents is 
Chinese, is home to north America’s larg-
est Chinatown, and the second largest is in 
vancouver, where Chinese is spoken in 30 
percent of the city’s households.

Canadians of Chinese origin are the larg-
est ethnic group of non-European origin 

FiGURe 11–1  Percentage of Persons Who Are Black in Detroit, 2010
Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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18 percent of all filipino children live in low-
income families, the same as the national av-
erage (Statistics Canada 2007c).

in the united States, filipinos number 
around 2.6 million, with their largest concen-
tration in Hawaii, followed by the West and 
East coast metropolitan areas. More than half 
arrived since 1980, and the new arrivals tend 
to have better educational and occupational 
skills than most of their native-born ethnic co-
horts (Parrillo 2011:202).

Asian Indians. The Asian indian presence 
in north America has increased dramatically 
during the past several decades. Census tal-
lies reported about 466,000 Asian indians in 
Canada in 2006 and 2.8 million in the united 
States in 2010, three times the number in 
1990. With overpopulation a serious prob-
lem in india (one in six of the world’s people 

distribution. About 30 percent are in profes-
sional and technical positions, twice the rate 
among whites. However, the Chinese are also 
over-represented as low-skilled, low-paid ser-
vice workers, with about one-fourth in this cat-
egory. Median family income among Chinese 
Americans is above the national average, but 
they are likely to have more wage earners in 
the family. That fact, rather than a greater pro-
portion of higher-paying positions, accounts 
for most of the difference.

Filipinos. More than three-fourths of all 
Canadians of filipino descent arrived since 
1980, and most live in either Toronto or 
vancouver. Three in 10 have a college de-
gree, double the ratio for all Canadians, 
and while 7 in 10 are employed, a rate 10 
 percentage points higher than the national 
average, their income is $5,000 lower. About 
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being more likely than other Canadians to be 
in manufacturing jobs or in science and tech-
nological jobs. While some do well economi-
cally, other Asian indians are more likely than 
other Canadians to have earnings below the 
official low-income cutoffs (Statistics Canada 
2007d).

Vietnamese. Barely noted by the u.S. 
Census Bureau in 1970, more than 1.5 million 
vietnamese lived in the united States in 2010, 
and over 160,000 in Canada in 2006. They are 
the largest Asian group in Texas; but by far, 
the largest concentration of vietnamese—
some 150,000 people—is in “little Saigon” 
in Orange County, California, where the lan-
guage, signs, shops, offices, and music all con-
vey a distinctly vietnamese character. San Jose 
is home to 100,000 vietnamese Americans, 
and the Houston–Sugarland–Baytown metro 
area contains another 211,000 (u.S. Census 
Bureau 2011b).

live there!), high migration rates are likely 
to continue. Asian indian immigrants also 
arrive from East Africa and latin America, 
particularly from the Caribbean and guyana, 
where earlier generations had first gone as 
indentured plantation laborers. Almost three-
fourths of the immigrants are in professional 
or managerial  occupations; the remainder 
most often run convenience stores, gas sta-
tions, and family-managed hotels and motels. 
Consequently, most Asian indians settle in 
large metropolitan areas, most significantly 
in Chicago; new york; San Jose; Washington, 
d.C.; and Central new Jersey (u.S. Office of 
immigration Statistics 2011).

Two out of three Canadians of Asian indian 
origin are foreign born, with about half ar-
riving since 1990. Again, most live in either 
Toronto or vancouver, constituting 7 percent 
of each city’s population. About one-fourth 
have a college degree. like the Chinese, they 
have a bipolar occupational distribution, 

Many large North American cities—once principally the locales of European  ethnic 
enclaves—now often teem with thriving Asian and Hispanic neighborhoods and 
commercial areas reflective of changed migration patterns. Here, traffic creeps 
along a busy street lined with businesses displaying signs in Chinese and English in 
the Chinatown district of Toronto, Ontario.
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average annual income is about $10,000 less 
per person (Statistics Canada 2007g).

The “Model Minority” Stereotype. despite 
their cultural diversity, many Asians have a 
record of educational achievement, high in-
come, and overall success in Canadian and 
u.S. metropolitan areas. dubbed a “model mi-
nority” because of their accomplishments, they 
often display success in a variety of occupa-
tional roles. for example, Chinese engineers, 
Japanese financiers, filipino nurses, Korean 
entrepreneurs, and vietnamese restaurateurs 
abound, reinforcing this positive stereotype. 
yet the reality is not entirely favorable. not fit-
ting this positive stereotype are many others, 
often non-citizens, who eke out an existence in 
low-paying jobs, often work at more than one 
job, and depend on multiple wage earners in 
the household (Kwon, et al. 2004).

Hampered by language difficulties, poor 
education, and weak job skills, many Southeast 
Asian refugees remain on welfare. not all 
Asian students perform well in school. The 
criminal activities of Asian drug rings, extor-
tion gangs, and youth gangs are often a brutal 
menace. in short, there is some truth to the 
“model minority” stereotype, but like other 
generalizations, it conceals as much as it re-
veals about a complex category of people.

hispanics

By far, the fastest-growing non-white category 
in the united States is Hispanics—Mexicans, 
Puerto Ricans, Cubans, Central and South 
Americans, and others of Spanish origin—and 
they now constitute the nation’s largest minor-
ity. in most u.S. cities with a population ex-
ceeding 100,000, Hispanics outnumber African 
Americans. These cities include Albuquerque, 
dallas, denver, Houston, las vegas, los 
Angeles, new york, Phoenix, Salt lake City, 
San diego, San francisco, and Tucson. in 12 
other large u.S. cities, Hispanics are a major-
ity of the population, outnumbering all other 
categories combined (Table 11–4).

in Canada, the Hispanic presence is not as 
dramatic, but it is growing significantly and 
now stands at more than a quarter of a mil-
lion. About two-thirds are immigrants, and 

Three-fourths of the more than 150,000 
vietnamese in Canada arrived in the past two 
decades. Almost all live in Ontario, Quebec, 
British Columbia, or Alberta, mostly in the large 
metropolitan areas of those provinces. Their 
average income is $7,000 below the national av-
erage, and more than a third live below the un-
official poverty line (Statistics Canada 2007e).

Japanese. With low annual immigration, 
Japanese Americans represent a steadily de-
clining share of Asian Americans and now 
number about 763,000. Most are u.S. born 
and have high educational and income  levels, 
higher even than whites. Outgroup mar-
riage exceeds 50 percent, making Japanese 
Americans the most structurally assimilated 
non-white group (fu 2001; Zia 2001).

Almost all Japanese Canadians live in the 
provinces of British Columbia, Ontario, and 
Alberta, with more than half living in either 
vancouver or Toronto. More than three-
fourths were born in Canada, one in three has 
a college degree, and their average income per 
person is about $3,000 higher than the national 
average. They constitute only 0.3 percent of the 
total population (Statistics Canada 2007f).

Koreans. More than 1.4 million Koreans 
now live in the united States, making them 
the fifth-largest Asian American group. 
Their rate of self-employment is higher than 
that in any other racial or ethnic category, 
and their retail stores can be found in vir-
tually every major city and in many small 
towns as well. About half buy an existing en-
terprise, and the rest begin their own busi-
ness operations. Their higher success rate 
in both Canada and the united States com-
pared to other ethnic entrepreneurs rests on 
their high educational achievement and a 
marketing strategy of scattering themselves 
throughout the metropolitan areas to work 
the mainstream market  instead of an ethnic 
enclave (ley 2006).

Seven of 10 Canadians of Korean origin are 
foreign born, and like other Asians, most live 
in Ontario or British Columbia, principally in 
Toronto or vancouver. Although Koreans are 
more than twice as likely as the overall popu-
lation to have a university degree, the group’s 
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geographical area. florida is home to more 
than 110,000 nicaraguans and about two-thirds 
of all Cubans. More than half of all Puerto 
Ricans live in the northeast (primarily new 
york and new Jersey); California and Texas, by 
contrast, are home to three-fifths of all Mexican 
Americans (Pew Hispanic Center 2011a).

Cubans. More than 1 million Cubans have 
come to the united States since 1960. Although 
they settled in many regions, their main con-
centrations were in South florida, particularly 
Miami, and in the new york metropolitan 
area. Often settling in blighted urban areas, 
the first wave of Cuban refugees possessed the 
education, motivation, and entrepreneurial 
skills that enabled them to restore stability to 
previously declining neighborhoods. While 
other cities experienced a depressed hous-
ing market in the 1960s, Miami experienced 
an economic boom as Cubans brought a new 
commercial vigor to the downtown area and 
vitality to residential neighborhoods.

Today, two of every three Cuban Americans 
live in florida, and Miami, dubbed “little 
Havana,” changed from a resort town to a 
year-round commercial center, with linkages 
throughout latin America. About 856,000 
Cuban Americans now live in Miami–dade 
County, and their cultural imprint on Miami’s 
skyline, commerce, and texture is obvious 
(Stepick, et al. 2003).

Puerto Ricans. As u.S. citizens, Puerto Ricans 
enjoy open migration privileges between their 
island and the mainland. By 1960, some 900,000 
Puerto Ricans lived within the  continental 
united States, with about 600,000 residing in 
new york City. The center of the new york 
Puerto Rican community became East Harlem, 
also known as Spanish Harlem (97th Street to 
about 125th Street between Third and fifth 
Avenues). until the late 1970s, however, con-
tinuous shuttle migration (migrants returning 
to the island and new arrivals coming to the 
mainland) inhibited an organized community 
life. By the late 1970s, however, greater neigh-
borhood organization was evident, as more 
people put down roots in the city.

most prefer to live in large cities. in 2006, for 
example, 33 percent lived in Toronto, 25 per-
cent in Montreal, and 7 percent in vancouver. 
The rate of those with college degrees is 
slightly higher than the national average (17 
to 15 percent). The average annual income 
for all Canadians of Hispanic origin is lower 
than for non-Hispanic Canadians, and more 
than one-fourth have incomes below the low-
income cutoff, compared with 16 percent of 
all Canadians (Statistics Canada 2007h).

Many first-generation Hispanic Americans 
cluster in urban ethnic neighborhoods, repeat-
ing a centuries-old pattern of earlier immi-
grants. Here, they create a community support 
network through parallel social  institutions 
(clubs, churches, organizations, and stores), 
where they can share the commonality of lan-
guage and culture.

The u.S. Census Bureau term Hispanic 
wrongly suggests a single category of people. 
in truth, Hispanics differ in race, cultural back-
ground, social class, and length of residence in 
north America. Some—most often Mexican 
Americans—live in rural areas, particularly 
in the u.S. Southwest. Others, such as Cuban 
Americans not living in Miami, often live in 
suburbs. in terms of residence, many Central 
and South Americans have been in north 
America only for a few years, while others, no-
tably Puerto Ricans and the Hispanos of the 
u.S. Southwest, have lived all their lives on the 
u.S. mainland. Although Hispanics live in all 
50 states and in all Canadian provinces, certain 
categories of Hispanics tend to cluster in one 

table 11–4  hispanic majorities in Selected cities 
of 100,000 or more—Percentage of 
total city Population, 2010

Brownsville, TX 93.2 Miami, fl 70.0
Corpus Christi, TX 59.7 Oxnard, CA 73.5
El Monte, CA 69.0 Pomona, CA 70.5
El Paso, TX 80.7 Salinas, CA 75.0
Hialeah, fl 94.7 San Antonio, TX 63.2
laredo, TX 95.6 Santa Ana, CA 78.2

Source: u.S. Census Bureau, 2011b.
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More than 4.6 million people living on the 
mainland united States identify themselves 
as Puerto Rican. new york City, where most 
Puerto Ricans once lived, was home to 16 
percent in 2010 (u.S. Census Bureau 2011b). 
new york State’s Puerto Rican population—64 
percent of the mainland total in 1970—fell to 
23 percent in 2010 as a result of out-migration 
into other states. Primary destination states 
were florida (18 percent of the total Puerto 
Rican population), new Jersey (9 percent), 
Pennsylvania (8 percent), Massachusetts (6 
percent), and Connecticut (5 percent), with 
California and illinois at about 4 percent each 
(u.S. Census Bureau 2011a).

Although 41 percent earned family incomes 
exceeding $50,000 in 2009, more Puerto 
Ricans live in poverty than do other Hispanic 
groups, as shown in Table 11–5. One factor 
contributing to Puerto Rican poverty is a high 
level of female-headed families: females head 
28 percent of all Puerto Rican families, com-
pared with 18 percent of Mexican American 
families. yet 77 percent of Puerto Ricans aged 
25 years and older have graduated from high 
school, a share that is higher than the 56 per-
cent for Mexican Americans (u.S. Census 
Bureau 2012:42). Perhaps as educational at-
tainment improves (17 percent of Puerto 
Ricans have graduated from college), future 
earnings for this group will also improve.

Mexican Americans. About 32 million 
Mexican Americans live in the united States, 
with most living in the West (53 percent) and 
South (35 percent). Mexican Americans make 

table 11–5 income levels of hispanic americans, 2009–2010

All  
Hispanics

 
Mexicans

Puerto  
Ricans

 
Cubans

Central 
Americans

South 
Americans

Median family income $42,074 $40,419 $42,300 $52,113 $41,791 $52,338
Percent of families in poverty 23.2 24.8 25.2 16.8 16.7 10.7
Percent of persons in poverty 25.3 27.7 22.4 17.1 25.2 11.6
Percent of female-headed households 20.6 19.5 26.5 15.9 23.0 16.9

Source: u.S. Census Bureau, 2011d.

up 32 percent of the los Angeles and Houston 
populations, 25 percent of San diego, and 
21 percent of Chicago (u.S. Census Bureau 
2011b). Mexican immigration continues into 
both rural and urban areas, but most immi-
grants are settling in urban neighborhoods, 
although not necessarily in inner cities. About 
9 in 10 Mexicans live in metropolitan areas, 
with half of them inside central cities. in a set-
tlement  pattern reminiscent of past german, 
irish, italian, and Jewish immigrants, many 
Mexicans—particularly those in California 
and Texas—are segregated in urban neigh-
borhoods, where these ethnic enclaves have 
the potential to isolate them from the societal 
mainstream.

Aiding their adjustment is the Mexican 
American tradition of family support, which 
continues (although somewhat weakened) 
in large cities. Today’s urbanites tend to fol-
low nuclear family instead of extended-fam-
ily residence patterns and to have less male 
dominance, higher rates of intermarriage, 
and more diverse occupations (Parrillo 
2011:292).

Many of the central-city residents are of 
low socioeconomic status and live in areas 
where the school dropout rate of Mexican 
American youths runs as high as 45 percent, 
with student alienation serving as a major 
cause. drug use and gang violence are unfor-
tunate everyday realities (lichter and Crowley 
2002; Mayer 2004; Wayman 2002).

Central and South Americans. An average of 
143,000 immigrants from Central and South 
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through years spent in the united States—as 
well as through improved income, English lan-
guage proficiency, and citizenship— increases 
geographical and residential mobility into 
mainstream neighborhoods. Recent research 
shows this also holds true for Hispanics 
(South, et al. 2005).

muslims

More than 500,000 Muslims, mostly post-1980 
immigrants and their children, live in Canada. 
This population is about equally divided be-
tween Middle Eastern Muslims from Egypt 
and Turkey and South Asians from Pakistan, 
india, Bangladesh, and indonesia, together 
with significant numbers from Africa and the 
Caribbean (Bryant 2001). More than one-
third live in and around Montreal and more 
than one-fifth reside in the greater Toronto 
area. like some Asian groups, they also con-
stitute a bipolar occupation distribution, with 
30 percent holding a college degree (double 
the national average), yet Muslim children are 
twice as likely to live in low-income  families 
(Statistics Canada 2007i).

for more than 100 years, Muslim immi-
grants have settled in u.S. cities, and today, 
about 5 million Muslims live in the united 
States, nearly 2 million of them black. As in 
Canada, most have arrived since 1980 and 
come from many parts of the world: 33 per-
cent from South-Central Asia, 25 percent from 
Arab countries, 3 percent from Africa, and 
2 percent from Europe, with native-born u.S. 
blacks constituting about 30 percent (Council 
on American-islamic Relations 2011). like 
other Americans, hundreds of thousands of 
Muslims are choosing the suburban life over 
that of the city (Karim 2006; Stewart 2005).

in the early twentieth century, work in the 
auto industry brought Muslims from many 
parts of the Middle East to dearborn, Michigan, 
outside detroit. Together with Middle Eastern 
Christians, these Michigan Muslims today con-
stitute the largest Arab American settlement 
in the country. Significant concentrations of 
Muslims can also be found in such large u.S. 
cities as new york, Chicago, and los Angeles, 
as well as in small cities like Paterson, new 

America enter the united States each year, 
more than half of them from Colombia, El 
Salvador, guatemala, and Peru (u.S. Office of 
immigration Statistics 2011). About 700,000 
Central Americans live in the los Angeles–
long Beach metropolitan area, and more than 
200,000 in the Washington, d.C., and Miami 
areas. new york and Houston each contain 
more than 150,000 Central Americans. With a 
population exceeding 1.6 million, Salvadorans 
constitute the majority of Central Americans 
in most cities, followed by guatemalans, 
who number more than 1 million. from the 
Caribbean, dominicans are another signifi-
cant urban presence, exceeding 1.4 million, 
with at least half of them living in new york 
City (Hernández and Rivera-Batiz 2003; u.S. 
Census Bureau 2011b).

More than 909,000 Colombians reside 
in the united States. Although they are 
dispersed throughout the country, sizable 
Colombian communities exist in new york, 
Miami, and los Angeles. Colombians are a 
mixture of educated professionals and low-
skilled peasants seeking a better life in north 
America’s cities.

Residential Segregation. Hispanic residen-
tial segregation is less than that for blacks but 
higher than that for Asian Americans. The 
degree of segregation varies by ethnic group 
and social class. Cubans and South Americans 
are far less segregated than are dominicans, 
Central Americans, Puerto Ricans, and 
Mexicans. See figure 11–3 on page 307 for a 
depiction of the heavy dominican concentra-
tion in new york’s Washington Heights and of 
other Hispanics, especially Puerto Ricans, in 
the Bronx.

Similar to the situation for blacks, the 
metro areas with the most Hispanics are also 
the most highly segregated. Highest among 
these are los Angeles; new york City; newark, 
new Jersey; Philadelphia; Chicago; Santa Ana–
Anaheim–irvine, CA; Boston; and Houston 
(logan and Stults 2011). Such residential clus-
tering in ethnic enclaves has  historically been 
common among numerous immigrant popu-
lations. The traditional  account of minority 
assimilation holds that acculturation gained 
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near the World Trade Center site illus-
trate the current difficulties in intergroup 
relations.

native Peoples

Throughout most of their history, few native 
peoples lived in cities, instead residing mostly 
in rural areas, on or near reservations. in re-
cent decades, however, a steady migration to 
cities has brought many to urban areas. The 
2010 u.S. Census revealed the presence of 
2.9 million native Americans, up significantly 
from 800,000 in 1970, and that 70 percent 
live in urbanized areas. About 43 percent of 
u.S. natives reside in the West and another 31 
percent in the South, although several hun-
dred thousand live in various metropolitan 
areas across the country. Table 11-6 provides 

Jersey. Everywhere, it seems, mosques and 
islamic organizations, elementary and upper-
level islamic schools, and Muslim stores and 
businesses have sprung up.

These are difficult times for north 
American Muslims, particularly those living 
in cities. Almost all of them follow the non- 
violent teachings of their religion, but the 
attacks by Muslim radicals on September 11, 
2001, as well as others in Madrid, london, 
Mumbai, and elsewhere, have heightened 
prejudices and/or suspicions among non-
Muslim urbanites. Muslims were killed in 
all those attacks as well, but this group finds 
itself the frequent target of racial profil-
ing, both in antiterrorist law enforcement 
actions and in stereotyping. The howls of 
protest in 2010–2011 against the attempt 
to build an islamic center in new york City 

FiGURe 11–3  Percentage of Persons Who Are Latino in Upper Manhattan and the Bronx,  
New York, 2010
Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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suggests that native Americans who migrate 
to cities are more likely to earn a higher in-
come than those who remain behind on the 
reservations, but this is partly a result of their 
higher educational attainment (larriviere 
and Kroncke 2004).

Women and URban liFe

Women’s lives in the city have commonly re-
flected the gender stratification of the larger 
society. Before the women’s liberation move-
ment, the differentiated roles that men and 
women played in the home, school, workplace, 
and community resulted in what daphne 
Spain (1992) called gendered spaces. By this, 
she meant how differences in gender status 
resulted in the organization of space to reflect 
and reinforce those unequal distinctions. for 
example, women were once excluded from 
college altogether, and then secluded in wom-
en’s colleges before finally being permitted to 
attend coed schools, at which point the gender 
stratification system began to change for the 
better (Spain 1992:4–5).

The workplace also revealed the division of 
labor, both in terms of occupation and in terms 
of place. Men and women performed different 
tasks that split along gender lines—for exam-
ple, domestic service and teaching for women, 
compared to medicine and law for men—and 
they usually worked in segregated spaces. in 
fact, when women first entered the labor force, 
their doing factory or clerical work became 
controversial, because both sexes were occupy-
ing the same spaces (Spain 1992:14).

A clear distinction also existed in the use 
of public and private space. Men had the 
freedom to use public space at any time, but 
genteel women did not venture alone onto 
the streets without a male or female compan-
ion (see the Urban Living box on page 310). 
Only prostitutes or poor working women used 
urban public space, and then only in certain 
areas of the city. Public space was essentially a 
male domain; a woman’s “place” was the pri-
vate space of her home.

for the city’s middle and upper classes, life 
in that city home—typically a two- or three-
story brownstone or mansion— followed 

population totals for native peoples living in 
major Canadian and u.S. cities.

At nearly 1.2 million in 2006, aboriginals 
constitute 4 percent of the total Canadian pop-
ulation, compared to 1 percent in the united 
States. They can be one of three officially 
recognized groups: first nations (indians), 
inuit (Eskimos), or Métis (a mixture of first 
nations and french Canadians). The aborigi-
nals are becoming increasingly urban, with 
54 percent living in cities or census metro-
politan areas. One-fourth lives in one of nine 
cities: Calgary, Edmonton, Montreal, Ottawa, 
Regina, Saskatoon, Toronto, vancouver, or 
Winnipeg (Statistics Canada 2008).

As always, migration to cities is prompted 
by the desire for a better life—most reserva-
tions are economically depressed, offering 
few jobs, little schooling, and insufficient ser-
vices from the two federal governments. yet 
for most natives, the city has not delivered 
much, even though the situation is some-
what better in Canada. Although not liv-
ing in ghettos, about three-fourths of urban 
native Americans in the united States do live 
in poorer neighborhoods. Those who lack 
schooling and job skills generally experience 
the same poverty they left behind, but now 
without the tribal support system. Research 

table 11–6  native american Population in 
Selected cities, 2010

Albuquerque 25,087 Omaha 3,391
Boston 2,399 Ottawa 20,590
Calgary 26,575 Philadelphia 6,996
Chicago 13,337 Phoenix 32,366
Cleveland 1,340 Portland, Oregon 5,991
dallas 8,099 Regina 17,105
detroit 2,636 San Antonio 11,800
denver 8,237 San diego 7,696
Edmonton 52,100 San francisco 4,024
Houston 14,997 Saskatoon 21,535
Jacksonville 3,270 Seattle 4,809
los Angeles 28,215 Toronto 26,575
Minneapolis 7,601 Tucson 18,305
Montreal 17,865 Tulsa 20,817
new york 57,512 vancouver 40,310
Oklahoma City 20,533 Winnipeg 68,385

Source: Statistics Canada and u.S. Census Bureau.
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doors shutting off kitchens, dining rooms, 
and living rooms. family rooms, shared by all, 
became common instead of separate men’s 
and women’s relaxation areas. With men and 
women working side by side, adjustments in 
the work environments occurred, from the 
obviousness of restrooms to what could or 
could not be done or displayed in order to 
avoid what legally came to be defined as a hos-
tile environment.

in short, the changing times and val-
ues led to greater life opportunities for 
women in all facets of life, which, in turn, 
prompted new spatial arrangements in both 
cities and suburbs. We now turn to these 
considerations.

Work

As both Canada and the united States indus-
trialized, poor women, mostly from immi-
grant families, went to work at urban factories 
in low-skill jobs for low wages. in fact, women 

 gender-specific guidelines in the use of 
physical space. Men rarely ventured into the 
kitchen, leaving that room to the women and 
servants. The parlor (a room designated for 
the reception of guests) and dining room 
were used by both sexes. After dinner, how-
ever, the men “retired” to the study or bil-
liard room for cigars and brandy, while the 
women “withdrew” to the drawing room 
for tea and, perhaps, biscuits. That social 
segregation of private space in one’s house 
extended to the downtown district, where 
exclusive men’s clubs enabled the city’s 
“wheelers and dealers” to dine, drink, social-
ize, and talk business in a comfortably fur-
nished, male domain.

in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury, as women’s rights and social interac-
tions increased during society’s evolution 
toward greater gender equality, so, too, did 
the use of private and public space by women 
at home, at work, and in the public sphere. 
Homes became more open, with fewer inside 

One dimension in the progression of gender equality is the greater use by women 
of urban public space. This scene is one such example. This walkway, adjoining 
New York’s East River and going under Manhattan Bridge, provides an uncon-
strained and safe environment for jogging, strolling, or picture taking. Its lighting 
and numerous activities and people along its inland edge add to the security.
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Many unmarried women migrated to u.S. cit-
ies, primarily to seek domestic work as maids 
or jobs in textile mills. for irish women, the 
city was a place of continual hard work but 
economic security.

Most other immigrant women also sought 
work in cities. in Chicago, the needs of im-
migrant women and their families prompted 
Jane Addams to found Hull House, begin-
ning the u.S. settlement home movement. 
The case study of Chicago at the end of this 
 chapter looks more closely at her role in im-
proving women’s lives.

A different story centers on middle- and 
upper-class women, usually born to prosperous 

were the main work force in many textile mills 
and garment factories.

in the mid-nineteenth century, millions 
of irish flocked to north American cities 
to seek their fortunes. The number of irish 
households headed by women was high, ap-
proaching 20 percent, often because many 
husbands died from industrial accidents. 
in such cases, women commonly expanded 
their households to include other relatives 
or boarders in order to help meet living ex-
penses. Then, too, of some 2 million irish 
who came to the united States between 1871 
and 1910, most were women, unlike the com-
mon pattern by which males migrated first. 

URban livinG

targets of Street harassment

Starting at a young age, as many 
as 80 percent of women around 
the world face at least occa-
sional unwanted, harassing at-
tention in public places from 
men they do not know; some 
women face it daily. The ha-
rassment ranges from physically 
harmless leers, whistles, honks, 
kissing noises, and nonsexually 
explicit evaluative comments, 

to more insulting and threatening behavior 
like vulgar gestures, sexually charged com-
ments, flashing, and stalking, to illegal  actions 
like public masturbation, sexual touching, as-
sault, and rape. This type of unwanted atten-
tion is termed street harassment. . . .

Street harassment and the underlying fear 
of it escalating into something worse make 
most women feel unwelcome and unsafe in 
public at least sometimes, especially when 
they are alone. It causes women to restrict 
their time in public alone and to be on guard 
while there, limiting their access to resources 
and leadership opportunities. It also reminds 
them that they live in a society in which, 

because they are female, men are allowed to 
interrupt and bother them at any time in an-
noying, disrespectful, creepy, and threatening 
ways, virtually without any consequences.

While public harassment motivated by rac-
ism, homophobia, transphobia, or  classism—
types of deplorable behavior that men can be 
the target of and sometimes women perpe-
trate—is recognized as socially unacceptable 
behavior, men’s harassment of women moti-
vated by gender and sexism is not. Instead it 
is portrayed as complimentary and “only” a 
trivial annoyance. In reality, like other forms 
of harassment, street harassment is bullying 
behavior motivated by power and disrespect, 
and its negative impact on women can be as 
extreme as causing them to move neighbor-
hoods, change jobs because of harassers along 
the commute, and stay home more often than 
they would otherwise. No country to date has 
achieved gender equality, and until street ha-
rassment is recognized as a serious problem 
and people work to end it, no country ever will.

Source: From Holly Kearl, Stop Street Harassment: 
Making Public Places Safe and Welcoming for Women 
(Wesport, CT: Praeger, 2010), pp. 3, 4–5.
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the “Ozzie and Harriet” generation (named 
after the popular sitcom) resumed the pattern 
of women’s lives being confined to the house.

By 1970, however, change was under way, 
resulting in part from the increasing costs of 
a middle-class lifestyle (including the soaring 
costs of sending children to college) and in 
part from a wide range of new employment op-
portunities for women in the city’s information 
and service economy. The dual-career family 
became the norm. By 2010, the female partici-
pation rate in the labor force was 59 percent, 
compared to 46 percent in 1980. Mothers, 
too, joined the labor force: in 1975, 45 per-
cent of married mothers of children under age 
18 worked for pay; by 2009, that share was 70 
 percent (u.S. Census Bureau 2012).

Urban Space

A key focus of recent feminist urban research 
is the extent to which cities use or should use 
space to meet the needs of women (Miranne 

u.S. merchants and industrialists. Men placed 
them on a pedestal, as towers of moral strength 
and refinement, as if to balance their own com-
petitive world of work. Prevailing values in the 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries held 
that the nature of women was to please and the 
nature of men was to achieve. By the 1920s, the 
expanding number of middle-class families only 
reinforced the notion that a woman’s place was 
as housewife and mother, as keeper of home 
and hearth (Kerber, et al. 2010).

for the most part, this attitude prevailed 
among the middle class until World War ii, 
when a labor shortage drew women into the 
work force, filling factory positions that had 
been vacated by men who were now in uni-
form. from 25 percent in 1920, the percent-
age of working women increased to 36 percent 
during the early 1940s. A postwar recession and 
soldiers returning to their former jobs, how-
ever, resulted in the firing of 2 million women 
within 15 months after the war ended. Then, 
as the suburban decade of the 1950s ensued, 

Railroad commuters are a familiar part of a large city’s work force. Once their ranks 
were mostly male, but with almost half the labor force now female, so, too, is the 
proportion of commuters. The greater presence of women has led to changes in the 
texture of urban space and in services and activities catering to their needs.
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in concluding this chapter, we present 
a case study of what was, for a century, the 
 “second city” of the united States—its great-
est inland metropolis, Chicago. The devel-
opment of Chicago illustrates all the issues 
raised in this chapter. As Robert Park and 
the university of Chicago sociologists (see 
Chapter 5) found out, Chicago has been a 
city in which class, race, ethnicity, and gender 
have played a central part in people’s lives.

Case stUDy

chicago, “city of the big Shoulders”

Hog Butcher for the World,
Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,
Player with Railroads and the nation’s 

freight Handler;
Stormy, husky, brawling,
City of the Big Shoulders:
They tell me you are wicked and i believe 

them, for i have seen your painted women 
under the gas lamps luring the farm boys.

And they tell me you are crooked and  
i answer: yes, it is true i have seen the 
 gunman kill and go free to kill again.

And they tell me you are brutal and my  
reply is: On the faces of women and chil-
dren i have seen the marks of wanton 
hunger.

And having answered so i turn once more  
to those who sneer at this my city, and 
i give them back the sneer and say to  
them:

Come and show me another city with lifted 
head singing so proud to be alive and 
coarse and strong and cunning.

flinging magnetic curses amid the toil  
of piling job on job, here is a tall bold  
slugger set vivid against the little soft  
cities;

fierce as a dog with tongue lapping for 
 action, cunning as a savage pitted against 
the wilderness,

Bareheaded,
Shoveling,
Wrecking,
Planning,
Building, breaking, rebuilding,

under the smoke, dust all over his mouth, 
laughing with white teeth,

and young 2010). for example, how does the 
urban environment support the needs of to-
day’s working woman? One answer is that a 
host of specialized services have emerged, pro-
viding child care, household cleaning, lawn 
care, and shopping assistance to the working 
woman. Moreover, fast food and takeout res-
taurants, laundries, and dry cleaners carry out 
tasks for which she often has little time. large 
merchandising stores and supermarkets, as 
well as malls and mini-malls, make shopping 
efficient by minimizing the time spent going 
from store to store.

Another issue concerns the allocation of 
public space. in a male-dominated society, 
planners typically allocate most open space to 
male-oriented activities, such as sports, giving 
little consideration to the needs of women. 
More attention needs to be given to creat-
ing safe environments in order to protect 
children at play, providing less-constrained 
places for women to walk or jog, and creat-
ing housing that promotes more contact with 
neighbors, especially for children. finally, 
researchers suggest that spatial arrangements 
should not segregate the sexes, thereby re-
inforcing traditional ideas about gender; 
rather, they should allocate space to help all 
individuals’ lives.

the Public Sphere

More women than ever before now hold 
elected public office; tens of thousands serve 
as mayors or members of city councils across 
north America. Among major cities where 
women have served as mayor are Atlanta, 
Baltimore, Chicago, Oklahoma City, Phoenix, 
Portland, San Antonio, San francisco, San 
Jose, and Seattle, and in Canada the cities are 
Edmonton, Mississauga, Ottawa, Quebec City, 
and Toronto. As women become more active 
and visible in the public arena, they seek to 
shape and redirect policies affecting women’s 
daily lives in the city. Many women now partici-
pate in decision making, but they have had lim-
ited success in putting on the political agenda 
the key issues that challenge male dominance. 
As the number of women leaders increases, 
however, this situation is likely to change.
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visiting the Chicago of the gay nineties, was 
more direct: “Having seen it,” he wrote, “i ur-
gently desire never to see it again. it is inhab-
ited by savages” (Kipling 2011:vii).

What is it about Chicago that draws such 
powerful and divergent responses from ob-
servers? Perhaps it is that the most power-
ful themes in the united States concern 
wealth, prestige, power, and the drama 
by which they are gained or lost. Chicago, 
which rocketed to prominence in barely 
50 years, clearly exhibits such themes. This 
“city of the big shoulders,” at once brash 
and breathtaking, is a vivid magnifier of u.S. 
wealth and poverty.

early chicago

in 1673, the future site of Chicago, where the 
Chicago River joins lake Michigan, caught 
the attention of early explorers Jacques 
Marquette and louis Joliet as a possible 

under the terrible burden of destiny laugh-
ing as a young man laughs,

laughing even as an ignorant fighter laughs 
who has never lost a battle,

Bragging and laughing that under his wrist is 
the pulse, and under his ribs the heart of 
the people,

laughing!
laughing the stormy, husky, brawling laugh-

ter of youth, half-naked, sweating, proud 
to be Hog Butcher, Tool Maker, Stacker of 
Wheat, Player with Railroads and freight 
Handler to the nation.

Carl Sandberg, “Chicago”
Carl Sandberg captures much of the flavor 
of turn-of-the-century Chicago in this poem 
he wrote in tribute to the city in 1916. not 
everyone, of course, shared his enthusiasm. 
visiting Chicago in the 1850s, Swedish novel-
ist frederika Bremer decried it as “one of the 
most miserable and ugly cities,” a place where 
people come “to trade, to make money, but not 
to live” (Bremer, et al. 2007). Rudyard Kipling, 

Chicago’s skyline offers a striking array of architectural styles that enhance its visual 
appeal. Within the city itself, as in all cities, a population that is also rich in diver-
sity often grapples with problems of housing and crime that affect the quality of life 
and satisfaction with urban living.
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in the following decades, Chicago’s wealth 
and influence continued to grow. Railroad 
lines converged on the city from all direc-
tions, and water traffic expanded as trade in 
lumber, grain, and livestock increased dra-
matically. factories proliferated, forming new 
industrial districts. By 1885, the Swift and 
Armour meatpacking companies employed 
more than 10,000 workers. Prosperity seemed 
to be everywhere. As commercial enterprises 
expanded at the city’s center, they displaced 
the residential facilities, forcing them to move 
outward to the edge of town.

Many industrialists became rich beyond 
imagination: Cyrus McCormick (reaper), 
Henry B. Clarke (hardware), and Archibald 
Clybourne, gustavus Swift, and Philip 
Armour (beef and meat packing) became 
the city’s first elite. As the rich did else-
where, these men displayed their new wealth 
with spectacular homes away from the city’s 
center that contrasted sharply with the 
working people’s squalid settlements near 
Packingtown and other industrial areas. 
further enriching the lifestyle of the privi-
leged residents was the opening of an opera 
house and art gallery in 1850 and, a decade 
later, of Marshall field’s, the nation’s first 
modern department store.

the burning and Rebuilding 
of chicago

According to Chicago lore, on the night of 
October 8, 1871, near the corner of 12th 
and Halsted Streets, Mrs. O’leary went be-
hind her cottage to milk her cow in her small 
barn. The cantankerous old cow kicked over 
her lamp, however, and started the fire that 
burned down the city of Chicago. fanned by a 
stiff southwest wind, the fire swept northward 
along the lake, consuming 1,700 acres within 
24 hours. As with london in 1666 and Atlanta 
in 1864, the destruction was virtually total. 
in a day, 100,000 Chicagoans were rendered 
homeless, and the heart of the city’s business 
district lay in ashes.

Even so, the forces that had created 
Chicago—the quest for commercial and 
 industrial success—were very much alive. 

water link  between lake Michigan and the 
Mississippi River.1 The area remained under 
indian and french control for almost a cen-
tury, until the English took charge in 1763. 
Shortly thereafter, it passed into the hands 
of the new united States of America. Early in 
the next century, native Americans vacated 
the area, and the u.S. Army erected fort 
dearborn amidst a sprinkling of settlers’ cab-
ins. Another generation passed before, in the 
shadow of a fort, the settlement of Chicago 
began in earnest.

By 1830, a century of spectacular growth 
was under way. Starting with just 50 persons, 
the new city (incorporated in 1833) boasted 
4,000 residents by 1837. As the Erie Canal 
stimulated regional trade, Chicago became a 
boomtown. A building lot that sold for $100 
in 1830 brought $15,000 by 1835. The popula-
tion soared— growing by 50 percent or more 
between 1840 and 1900. So great was the de-
mand for housing that the city emerged as a 
center for innovative architectural techniques, 
a tradition it has maintained. “Balloon frame” 
housing—assembled quickly with machined 
lumber rather than heavy timbers—was an 
early Chicago strategy to provide homes for 
waves of new arrivals.

The key to the economic success of the city 
was its position in the growing urban trade 
network. Chicago was linked to the East by the 
great lakes and the Erie Canal, to the South 
by river and canal to the Mississippi River, 
and by midcentury, to the West by railroad. in 
the 1850s, the McCormick Reaper Company 
made Chicago a center for farm machinery. 
The famed stockyards developed during the 
Civil War, and with the making of steel rails, 
Chicago also took its place as a manufactur-
ing center. With nearly 100 trains entering 
and leaving the city daily by 1855, Chicago 
became the center for the entire Midwest, a 
break-of-bulk point for goods shipped in all 
directions.

1Much of the history of Chicago that follows is based on 
Irving Cutler, Chicago: Metropolis of the Mid-Continent, 
4th ed. (Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 
2006).
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one of the chief dangers of democracy—the 
 tyranny of the herd mind. (1930:330)

Through it all, Hull House remained the 
center of her activism.

Hull-House expanded to include many build-
ings. Eventually 70 people experienced collec-
tive living and more than 2,000 others crossed 
its doorway daily. it became a community center 
for all of Chicago; there was an art museum, a 
theater, a boys’ club, a music school, a coffee 
house, meeting rooms for discussion clubs, a 
gymnasium, an employment bureau, a lunch-
room, a library, apartments for working women 
and their children, a kindergarten, and much 
more. Scholars from the universities, leaders 
from Chicago society, and international leaders 
came to observe and learn. (lundblad 1995:662)

Social Activism. Addams’s social activism in-
cluded successfully lobbying the illinois state 
legislature to pass strong child labor laws as 
well as laws protecting women. She conceived 
of and helped create the juvenile court sys-
tem, set up school playgrounds, demanded 
enforcement of housing and sanitation laws, 
worked for woman’s suffrage, advocated for 
the legal protection of immigrants, and much 
more. Among Hull House firsts were

•	 The	first	public	swimming	pool	in	Chicago
•	 The	creation	of	four	labor	unions	(Women	

Skirt Makers, Women Cloak Makers, dorcas 
federal labor union, and Chicago Women’s 
Trade union league)

•	 The	nation’s	first	private	venture	capital	fund	
for neighborhood business development

•	 The	first	domestic	violence	court	in	Chicago,	
in conjunction with the Chicago Metropolitan 
Battered Women’s network (domestic 
violence Court Advocacy Program)

•	 The	 first	 infant	 care	 facility	 in	 a	 Chicago	
high school

•	 The	 first	 community-based	 foster	 care	 pro-
gram of its kind in the country (neighbor to 
neighbor)

Early Feminism. Equally important, Addams 
believed that dramatic changes could be made 
in u.S. society, and to that end, she provided 
a forum where people of all classes, races, and 
genders could speak together. An especially 

The new Chicago became more of a “growth 
machine” than ever before. in 1884, the city 
opened the age of the urban skyscraper with 
the construction of a 10-story, steel building. 
By 1890, Chicago’s population passed the 
1 million mark. Pushing its borders outward, 
the nation’s second-largest city once again 
dominated the Midwest.

Jane addams and hull house

in 1889, Jane Addams—suffragist, activist, and 
the first woman to win a nobel Peace Prize—
founded Hull House in an old mansion at 
the corner of Halsted and Polk Streets amid 
Chicago’s West Side slums. Her house was a 
refuge for displaced people to “aid in the so-
lution of industrial and social problems which 
are engendered by the modern conditions of 
life in a great city” and to help her neighbors 
“build responsible self-sufficient lives for them-
selves and their families” (Addams 2011:50).

Immigrant Aid. Hull House was situated in 
an ethnically diverse section, astride italian, 
Bohemian, greek, Jewish, Polish, and Russian 
neighborhoods. To build pride and respect 
for ethnic heritage, Addams implemented the 
Hull House labor Museum, which portrayed 
the labor of immigrant parents in their native 
countries and connected it to the jobs held 
by young adults in Chicago. unlike most of 
her contemporaries, Addams recognized the 
unique problems of African Americans and 
became a pioneer in the fight against racial 
discrimination (Addams 2010; orig. 1930).

in The Spirit of Youth and the City Streets 
(2010; orig. 1909), Addams voiced concern 
over the breakup of the sense of community 
that had been caused by industrialization, 
which tended to segregate not only social 
classes as well as immigrants but also the gen-
erations within the same social class. A gifted 
speaker and writer, she often addressed the 
issue of respecting diversity in others:

Possibly another result of our contemptuous at-
titude toward immigrants who differ from us is 
our exaggerated acceptance of standardization. 
Everyone wants to be like his neighbors, which 
is doubtless an amiable quality, but leading to 
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and more sons and daughters of immigrants 
moved outward from the old, crowded neigh-
borhoods into newer, middle-class housing. 
This outward flow spilled into newly annexed 
developments on the city’s edge.

Success did not come to all, however. 
African Americans had an especially hard 
time. drawn to Chicago in ever-increasing 
numbers during the early 1900s, blacks set-
tled primarily on the city’s South Side. unlike 
many others, they experienced little pros-
perity, and few migrated outward. The black 
ghetto simply expanded to the north and west 
of the city. Periodically, too, racial violence 
erupted. On July 27, 1919, after a confronta-
tion on a local beach, a black youth drowned, 
leading to five days of rioting in the South 
Side ghetto. damage was extensive, and many 
blacks suffered death and injury at the hands 
of white mobs.

By the 1920s, when the sociologists of the 
university of Chicago began studying their 
city intensively, they found that a complex 
system of social stratification based on race, 
ethnicity, occupation, and income shaped 
the city. Soon, organized crime asserted itself 
in the form of “gangsters,” fed by the pub-
lic’s thirst for alcohol despite Prohibition. 
nowhere did guns speak louder than in the 
smaller city of Cicero, adjacent to Chicago, 
where Johnny Torrio, Al Capone, and “the 
mob” had their headquarters. To consolidate 
his control of the city, Capone launched a 
campaign of terror on Election day in April 
1924. This represented urban political cor-
ruption at its peak of power, and the mob’s 
victory gave gangsters control over much of 
the city. By 1931, however, the federal gov-
ernment succeeded in convicting Capone on 
income tax evasion and he spent the rest of 
his life in prison.

The great depression of the 1930s cut deeply 
into Chicago’s economic life. unemployment 
soared, construction stalled, and even the city’s 
second World’s fair in 1933 couldn’t con-
ceal the widespread social injury. Homeless 
Chicagoans sleeping in public parks or milling 
about street corners became commonplace. 
Only with World War ii did the economy finally 
recover.

important feature of Hull House was its role 
as a nurturing, fertile arena for women to en-
gage in intellectually stimulating debates with 
men. With Hull House as a model, scores of 
settlement houses sprang up in slum neighbor-
hoods of other cities and offered hot meals, 
education, and other services. Everywhere, 
settlement houses served as a breeding ground 
for feminism and activism. At least half the 
women residents went on to lifelong careers in 
some branch of social service (Knight 2010).

Jane Addams was a close associate of george 
Herbert Mead, who gave lectures at Hull 
House. Her contributions to the founding of 
the science of sociology and to the first depart-
ment of sociology at the university of Chicago 
are pivotal intellectual achievements. The 
noted educator John dewey was also an associ-
ate and her good friend; dewey modeled his 
classes at the laboratory School, university of 
Chicago, after the children’s activities at Hull 
House. Clearly, Jane Addams was a major force 
not only on the Chicago urban scene but at the 
national and international levels as well. Her 
achievements, contributions, and humanitar-
ian efforts still shape our lives today.

chicago in the early twentieth 
century

Chicago . . . offered a world of hope and oppor-
tunity to the beginner. it was so new, so raw; 
everything was in the making . . . the youth, the 
illusions, the untrained aspirations of millions 
of souls. . . . Chicago [at the turn of the century] 
meant eagerness, hope, desire. it was a city that 
put vitality into almost every wavering heart. it 
made the beginner dream.

Theodore dreiser, The Genius 1915

Chicago plunged into the last century with 
clear title as the “metropolis of the Midwest.” 
The city shot upward as a towering skyline 
took form. immigrants from Europe swelled 
the city’s population: germans, Swedes, irish, 
Poles, and italians. for many, life in Chicago’s 
poorest neighborhoods was often brutal, un-
sanitary, and exceedingly overcrowded. Over 
time, however, the dreams of many working-
class Chicagoans became a reality. More 
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snow removal, poorer neighborhoods contin-
ued to decay.

Chicago also boasts four of the six tallest 
buildings in the nation—including the Willis 
Tower, the eighth tallest in the world—yet a 
commitment to improve housing for the poor 
was lacking until recently, a topic highlighted 
in the next chapter. Especially for African 
Americans, segregation remains all too evi-
dent, prompting a greater political voice from 
the black community (now 32 percent of the 
population). Hispanics, too, are a growing po-
litical force (29 percent of the city’s people).

Since daley’s death in 1976, the irish-
dominated machine held on in Chicago, al-
though with considerably less power. Soon after 
daley’s death, Jane Byrne became the city’s first 
woman mayor, followed by Harold Washington, 
Chicago’s first black mayor, elected in 1983 fol-
lowing a divisive racial campaign. Richard M. 
daley, son of the late mayor, served as Chicago’s 
leader from 1989 to 2011. Rahm Emanuel, 
President Obama’s former Chief of Staff, be-
came the city’s first Jewish mayor in 2011.

ordered Segmentation

Race and ethnicity are thus fundamental 
parts of the social organization of Chicago, as 
gerald Suttles (1974) discovered through a 
participant–observer study of the Addams area 
on Chicago’s West Side. Most observers consid-
ered this area, once prime turf for the Capone 
mob, to be little more than a disorganized 
slum. Suttles’s most important finding was 
that while some housing was surely dilapidated 
and many people were poor, the area was far 
from “disorganized.” Rather, Suttles found a 
marked social order, which he termed ordered 
segmentation, based on race and ethnicity.

How did it work? Back then, four 
 categories—African, italian, Mexican, and 
Puerto Rican Americans—made up the bulk of 
the area’s population. Each had its own distinc-
tive way of life, claimed its own “territory,” and 
had its own ideas about all the others who lived 
nearby. Suttles found the italians to be closely 
knit and trusting of one another. African 
Americans, in contrast, seemed to be alien-
ated from each other, typically distrustful, and 

the Postwar Period

Post–World War ii growth took place largely 
beyond Chicago’s city limits. A familiar pattern 
changed the social character of Chicago as the 
more affluent population moved out, leaving 
behind the growing ranks of minorities and the 
poor. By 1960, with people demanding more 
services as the economic base continued to con-
tract, some began speaking about the “death of 
the city.” Chicago fought back under the lead-
ership of its mayor, Richard J. daley, whose 
long and controversial record lasted from his 
election in 1955 until his death in 1976.

the chicago machine

An old saying about Chicago held that “the 
Jews own it, the irish run it, and the blacks 
live in it” (Cohen and Taylor 2001:31). This 
was partly incorrect: White Anglo-Saxon 
Protestants controlled the greatest wealth in 
the city, but the irish controlled the politics 
of the city for most of its history. Today, how-
ever, they face a growing political challenge 
from blacks and Hispanics, who constituted 62 
percent of the city’s population in 2010 (u.S. 
Census Bureau 2011b).

The Chicago political machine of the 
democratic Party came to power in the 1930s, 
later than in many other cities, and did not 
reach its greatest strength until Richard 
J. daley became the undisputed city boss. 
Political life in Chicago under daley carried 
the tone of the immigrant political machines 
of the late  nineteenth century. its leaders, 
from block captains to the mayor himself, tried 
to meet the needs of their constituents, and in 
return, they expected people’s votes.

daley focused on maintaining the quality 
of the central business district—the loop. 
Centered along State Street, the loop is the 
economic heart of the city, of vital concern to 
the city’s powerful business interests. in addi-
tion, the city revitalized the lakefront to make 
Chicago attractive and exciting both to visitors 
and to Chicagoans themselves. The record of 
improvements was uneven, however. While 
all residents of the city benefited to some de-
gree from better lighting, street cleaning, and 
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a way of gaining associates, avoiding enemies, 
and establishing each others’ intentions. in 
view of the difficulties encountered, the [or-
dered segmentation] of the Addams Area has 
provided a decent world within which people 
can live. (1974:234)

chicago today

until the 2008 recession halted new, large-
scale building projects, remarkable changes 
occurred to Chicago’s trademark skyline. 
High-rise  residences with great views sprouted 
up throughout the downtown area and nearby 
neighborhoods. in 2005 alone, 4,500 new 
condo units were built and quickly purchased 
by young professionals, aging suburban empty 
nesters, and speculators. downtown are the 
49-story Hyatt Center and the Aqua Building, 
the tallest in the world to have a woman chief 
architect. By the lakefront is the legacy at 

very poor. The Mexican Americans and Puerto 
Ricans fell somewhere in between. They were 
somewhat better off than the blacks economi-
cally and had more of a sense of community.

Contacts across racial and ethnic lines 
were rare. Most people kept their distance 
from others who, according to local stereo-
types, were different and best avoided. The 
positive irony here is that such divisiveness 
allowed most people to establish commu-
nity ties with those whom they did trust. in 
other words, by avoiding African Americans, 
italians, and Mexican Americans, Puerto 
Ricans could form a sense of identity and 
community among themselves, thereby pro-
viding some defense against a hostile outside 
world. Suttles concluded,

for all its shortcomings . . . the moral order they 
have developed includes most, if not all, of their 
neighbors. Within limits, the residents possess 

In the 1990s, Chicago experienced both a renaissance of its older commercial 
streets and a building boom along Michigan Avenue at the edge of Lake Michigan. 
Navy Pier—with its mix of amusements, exhibitions, restaurants, shops, theaters, 
and touring boats—is a year-round attraction for hundreds of thousands of residents 
and visitors annually.
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fresh dimensions of social diversity. As re-
cently as the 1970s, most immigrants were 
Europeans; today, however, the European-
born population of Chicago has fallen to less 
than 8 percent. in their place are Hispanics, 
whose numbers tripled since 1970 to nearly 
779,000 by 2010, and Asians, who total about 
147,000 (u.S. Census Bureau 2011b). As 
mentioned earlier, Chicago has one of the 
nation’s highest levels of black residential 
segregation (figure 11–4), but its Hispanic 
residents are not as intensely segregated 
(figure 11–5, below).

in the Chicago of today, neighborhoods 
that once contained germans, Poles, and 
Czechs bustle with African, filipino, Korean, 
Mexican, Puerto Rican, and vietnamese 
Americans, as well as many other ethnic 
groups. Within each category, of course, 
there is greater diversity still. Some new 

Millennium Park, a 72-story luxury condo 
building.

new theater venues and restaurants in 
the loop brought additional vitality to the 
downtown. Moreover, the city’s half-billion-
dollar, year-round lakefront playground is the 
 number-one Midwest tourist and leisure des-
tination, attracting nearly 9  million visitors 
annually. The highlight of this leisure area is 
the 3,000-foot-long navy Pier—a mix of year-
round entertainment, shops, restaurants, ex-
hibition facilities, and attractions, including 
a 525-seat Shakespeare Theater, a 440-seat 
iMAX theater, a 150-foot ferris wheel, and a 
stained glass window museum (Toronto Star 
2010; Widholm 2005).

Another significant change is in Chicago’s 
population composition. Since 1980, the 
city’s black and white populations have 
been declining as new immigrants introduce 

FiGURe 11–4  Percentage of Persons Who Are Black in Chicago, 2010
Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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that the city would ever elect a black or Jewish 
mayor. As new performers step to the stage 
in the twenty-first century, the leaders of this 
large and complex city will need to have big 
shoulders indeed.

SUmmaRy

Cities are marked by social diversity. 
Throughout history, one characteristic of 
the city has been its ability to generate more 
opportunity for its people than rural living 
can. Seeking this opportunity, billions have 
streamed into cities. Certainly, this was the 
wheel driving the great immigration to north 
American cities that occurred between 1880 
and 1920. By and large, many people were 
able to realize their goals. As time passed, 
many immigrants, and many more of their 

immigrants come to Chicago with wealth, 
extensive schooling, and bilingual fluency. 
Others, by contrast, are poor. like immi-
grants throughout history, they come with 
little, seeking something more. As one might 
expect, those with the greatest social advan-
tages tend to spread most widely throughout 
the city; most of Chicago’s new immigrants 
from india (30,000), for example, are pro-
fessionals and are widely dispersed. On the 
other hand, those with the fewest social ad-
vantages are re-creating the racial and eth-
nic enclaves that have existed in Chicago 
throughout its history, as evident in the clus-
ters of signs marking Mexican, Korean, and 
Chinese neighborhoods.

Most of the newer racial and ethnic com-
munities in Chicago are still too small to have 
a marked impact on the political scene. yet, 
in the heyday of the irish-dominated political 
machine, probably few could have imagined 

FiGURe 11–5  Percentage of Persons Who Are Latino in Chicago, 2010
Source: U.S. Census Bureau.
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Addams area on Chicago’s West Side. it was 
here that Jane Addams founded Hull House 
and centered her highly productive career of 
social activism. in his later study of this district, 
gerald Suttles noted the persistence of racial, 
ethnic, and territorial divisions, an organization 
pattern he termed “ordered segmentation.” As 
European immigrants once organized them-
selves within urban neighborhoods in decades 
past, so do many of today’s immigrants in a city 
that recently experienced a building boom in 
new residential, commercial, and leisure space.

conclUSion

The larger insight from Suttles’s work is that 
prejudice always works to distinguish an in-
group from an outgroup. looking around them, 
people conclude that “they” simply don’t look, 
think, or act the way “we” do. Such prejudice 
and the resulting discrimination are at the 
heart of the disadvantages faced by African 
Americans, a visible minority based on skin 
color. Much the same applies to people with 
a different language, who are also set apart as 
different and who become easy targets for dis-
crimination. Thus, some of the success experi-
enced by white ethnics is a result of their abil-
ity, over time, to “pass”—that is, to assimilate 
into the dominant urban culture. The same 
opportunity is not as easily afforded to others 
with more clearly identifiable differences.

This pattern reminds us that cities do 
not exist in a cultural vacuum, for the val-
ues, norms, and stratification that shape the 
broader society also shape cities. Thus, the 
unequal distribution of wealth and power that 
characterizes north America, as well as struc-
tures of prejudice and discrimination, plays 
out most clearly in our cities.

descendants, moved from poverty into rela-
tive affluence.

This was not true for all, however. north 
American cities also became home to an im-
poverished class. Historically, the worst-off 
have been the city’s newest arrivals: northern 
Europeans until 1830, southern and eastern 
Europeans until 1920, and newer minori-
ties, including African, Asian, Hispanic, and 
native peoples, since then.

Women with few privileges typically 
worked out of necessity. Middle-class women, 
though, moved in and out of the labor force 
over time. Today, most women work for pay, 
a fact that shapes the city by fostering various 
support services to meet the needs of dual-
career families and single parents. Moreover, 
as women become better represented in deci-
sion-making positions, we can expect further 
changes in how cities use space.

finally, our case study of the Windy City, 
Chicago, illustrates all these themes. Since 
its beginnings as the Midwest’s regional cen-
ter, Chicago (like any other north American 
city we might have studied) has had a clear-
cut stratification system based on differing 
amounts of wealth, prestige, and power. At the 
top were such industrialists as the Armours 
and the McCormicks. At the bottom were, 
first, poor European immigrants; somewhat 
later, African Americans; and most recently, 
immigrants from latin America and Asia.

Out of the great depression of the 1930s 
arose the democratic Party machine that 
reached its culmination in the 21-year admin-
istration (1955–1976) of Mayor Richard J. 
daley. like machines elsewhere, this one ben-
efited some people and largely ignored others. 
Among the latter were various racial and eth-
nic minorities, such as those who lived in the 
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inteRnet activitieS

 1. go to http://www.censusscope.org/, click 
one of the “Segregation Measures” links, 
and then one of the three segregation 
 indices. The 1990, 2000, and 2010 data 
are the dissimilarity indices discussed in 
this chapter and the change in their per-
centages over the decades.

 2. go to the u.S. Census Bureau at http://
factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/

index.xhtml. Enter the city or metro area 
of your choice, click “population groups” 
underneath, and then click “go.” On 
the next screen, click “Profile of general 
Population and Housing Characteristics: 
2010.” As you scroll down, you will see de-
mographic data about that city or metro 
area, including Census 2010 information 
about its racial and ethnic composition.

http://www.censusscope.org/
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
http://factfinder2.census.gov/faces/nav/jsf/pages/index.xhtml
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better quality than that which exists in much 
of the developing world (see Chapter 13).

Still, we can all agree that housing char-
acterized by structural defects; inadequate 
plumbing, heating, or sanitation; or lead 
paint that can be easily ingested by children 
poses a threat to the health and safety of 
those who live there. millions of people do 
live in such substandard housing, and most of 
them live in our cities. Because most north 
americans never have any direct experience 
with such housing, we might well be shaken 
if we were to confront the daily reality of the 
worst-housed members of our society.

not surprisingly, the worst housing is 
concentrated in areas occupied by the poor 
and minorities who are subject to discrimi-
nation—in short, the people with the fewest 
social choices. Further limiting such people’s 
options are changes in the housing market 
itself: a steady decline in available, low-rent 
housing units and a corresponding increase 
in higher-rent housing units. reduced gov-
ernment funding for low-income housing, 
urban renewal, and gentrification has lowered 
the number of available units even as demand 
has risen. one unintended consequence was 
a worsening of homelessness in cities.

Housing Problems: a Brief History

Current housing problems have their roots in 
the past. many of the older cities’ tenements 
are nineteenth-century structures in which 
housing conditions were far worse than they 
are today despite their greater age. in an ex-
amination of conditions in new york in 1870, 
James d. mcCabe, Jr., recorded the following 
impressions:

But what shall we say of those who pass their lives 
in the cellars of [these] wretched buildings . . .?

[most] have but one entrance and 
that furnishes the only means of ventila-
tion . . . and . . . the filth of the streets comes 
washing down the walls into the room within. 
the air is always foul. the drains of the houses 
above pass within a few feet of the floor, and 
as they are generally in bad condition the filth 
frequently comes oozing up and poisons the air 
with its foul odors.

With four out of five north americans liv-
ing in cities, we are unquestionably an urban 
people. most of us, however, recognize that 
urban living involves not just opportunities 
and excitement but also various problems. 
indeed, troubles such as poor housing, poor 
education, and crime seem to be more in-
tense in cities than elsewhere and often serve 
to convey negative images of the city.

a close look at such problems reveals that 
they do not exist in isolation. on the contrary, 
many connections exist among the problems 
of poverty, poor housing and education, crime, 
and racial and ethnic tensions. Focusing on 
any one alone not only hinders understand-
ing but also frustrates any efforts at solutions. 
urban problems are part of a “package,” partly 
a product of cities and partly a product of the 
structure and values of society itself.

Because quality-of-life judgments often rest 
on the standards found in housing, educa-
tion, and safety, we will examine them in an 
urban context. How well do our cities provide 
housing for everyone, including the poor? 
How well do they educate our children? How 
well do they offer safety for all citizens?

Housing: a PlacE to livE

Chapter 10 explained that the lifestyles of the 
urban population are strikingly diverse, a fact 
that is clearly evident in people’s choice of 
housing. Some urbanites prefer the life of a 
downtown apartment; others desire the liveli-
ness of row houses in an ethnic neighborhood; 
still others are drawn to a spacious, single-
family suburban home. of course, housing 
and neighborhood are not simply matters of 
personal choice. differences in income set the 
range of choices that are available. also impor-
tant are past and present economic forces that 
created the city and the cultural factors that set 
many of our personal priorities.

adequate Housing: Who Has it?

to define housing as either “adequate” or 
“substandard” is, of course, somewhat arbi-
trary. it is also culturally variable, because even 
the worst housing in the united States is of far 
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shortage, along with the continued need to 
improve the overall quality of housing, led the 
government to devise several new strategies.

one was a broadening of federal mortgage 
guarantees through the FHa and the Veterans 
administration (Va). the latter agency, cre-
ated under the Servicemen’s readjustment 
act of 1944, popularly known as the gi Bill 
of rights, provided federally backed loans to 
military personnel and veterans. these pro-
grams greatly enhanced the home-buying 
ability of moderate-income families. another 
major initiative, the Housing act of 1949, ini-
tiated the suburban boom that followed. its 
encouragement of new housing and home 
ownership outside the city relieved the urban 
population pressure but did little to improve 
the cities’ housing stock.

another component of the Housing act 
of 1949 was urban renewal, which provided 
federal financing for slum clearance and the 
building of huge public housing projects. it 
rested on the principle of eminent domain 
that, in recent years, has become highly contro-
versial in its wider application, as discussed in 
Chapter 7. City governments seized decaying 
areas, and then sold the properties to private 
developers who would demolish old buildings 
and build new ones. of course, developers 
sought profitable redevelopment, so little of 
the new construction was affordable to the 
low-income residents who had previously oc-
cupied the neighborhood. most often, urban 
renewal projects created new housing for the 
middle class. a classic example is Boston’s 
once-thriving italian West end. declaring it in 
need of renewal in 1953— despite the fact that 
the outwardly aging buildings were, on the in-
side, extremely well kept by residents—the city 
bought up the area between 1958 and 1960, 
evicted its residents, and let the developers 
have a go at renewal.

the obliteration of a still-viable, working-
class neighborhood was unlike previous slum 
clearance programs in that the intent was not 
to provide better housing for that income 
stratum. the newly constructed high-rise, lux-
ury apartments in the “new” West end were 
beyond the reach of virtually all of the area’s 
earlier residents (Vale 2007:273–6). With 

. . . the poor wretches who seek shelter here 
are half stupefied by it, and pass the night in this 
condition instead of in a healthful sleep. mccabe, 
Jr., 2010. (2010:405, 406, 409; orig. 1872)

despite such horrors, government lead-
ers for generations made little effort to regu-
late housing. For their part, private builders, 
concerned mainly with profits, did little on 
their own. indeed, only the collapse of the 
u.S. economy in the 1930s forced the govern-
ment to enact a housing program—part of 
President Franklin roosevelt’s “new deal.”

A New Deal. under the roosevelt admin-
istration, the federal government became 
more involved in everyday life than ever be-
fore. officials argued, first, that inadequate 
housing was so widespread it amounted to a 
serious social problem and, second, that only 
governmental intervention was likely to lead 
to a solution.

under the new deal, federal housing pro-
grams had four specific goals. First, govern-
ment directed federal funds to encourage 
the construction of new housing. Second, 
because some 500,000 families had lost their 
homes because of an inability to pay their 
mortgage debts (not unlike the current hous-
ing crisis), agencies offered assistance to 
homeowners faced with foreclosure. third, 
the Federal Housing administration (FHa) 
guaranteed construction loans to increase 
the housing supply. Fourth, the Public Works 
administration, begun in 1938, hired unem-
ployed people to build low-rent public hous-
ing in 30 u.S. cities.

taken together, these programs rapidly 
improved urban housing. the 1940 housing 
census, however, revealed that about 40 per-
cent of urban housing in the united States 
still had at least some serious defect, such as 
a lack of running water or other inadequate 
plumbing.

Postwar Programs. all housing construc-
tion, public and private, slowed for the du-
ration of World War ii. Soon afterward, 
 however, a major housing shortage loomed 
as military personnel returned home, started 
families, and launched the “baby boom.” this 
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stable social order (Bellush 2000). therefore, 
 people tend to judge those living in publicly 
supported rental housing as somehow defi-
cient. Factor in the reality that public hous-
ing is almost exclusively the preserve of poor 
minorities, and we understand the stigma that 
is attached to housing projects. instantly, they 
become ghettos, places to avoid, and out-of-
the-way reservations designed to contain an 
“unwanted” segment of society.

originally conceived as incorporating ex-
citing housing innovations, too many of these 
high-rise projects turned into unmitigated 
human disasters, plagued by crime, low in-
come, overcrowding, and terrible sanitary 
conditions. even poor people soon looked 
on them as residences of last resort. People 
in almost every major city can tell of such a 
high-rise housing project nightmare. one 
of the most infamous is St. louis’s Pruitt–
igoe project, described in the Cityscape box 
below. Some later housing projects—notably 
Philadelphia’s Society Hill—overcame the 
mistakes of these first programs. Still, the fail-
ures far outnumber the successes.

this pattern repeating itself in many cities 
throughout the 1960s, critics often charged 
that urban renewal meant “poor or negro 
removal.” many of the displaced poor had 
no choice but to crowd into other low-grade 
housing that they could afford, and the resul-
tant overcrowding only hastened the decay of 
those buildings. thus, ironically, “slum clear-
ance” actually created more slums.

urban renewal often made the housing cri-
sis worse in another way: many redevelopers 
did not build as many housing units as had 
been destroyed. a classic example is the de-
molition of 18 square blocks of slums (7,000 
low-income apartments) in new york City to 
build lincoln Center for the Performing arts 
along with 4,400 new apartments, 4,000 of 
them luxury apartments (gratz 2010:204–8).

Public Housing

Public housing has never been that successful 
in the united States. our cultural  orientation 
has long viewed private home ownership 
as the foundation of a virtuous life and a 

cityscaPE

Pruitt–igoe: symbol of a Failed national solution

It sounded so promising in 
1951—a public housing project 
designed to improve the lives of 
thousands in a badly run-down 
area of East St. Louis. Taking 
advantage of the Housing Act 
of 1949, local officials sought 
to break through the “collar of 
slums which [was] threaten-
ing to strangle [the] downtown 
business  section” (Architectural 

Forum 1951:129, quoted in Fogelson 
2003:344).

Three years later, residents fully occu-
pied the 2,762 apartments in 33 innova-
tive high-rise buildings. By 1959, however, 

Pruitt–Igoe “had become a community scan-
dal” (Rainwater 2006:8; orig. 1970). Crime, 
dirt, and accidents were rampant; the proj-
ect became “a concrete shell where anarchy 
prevailed” (Green 1977:179). Essentially a 
concentration of poor, welfare-dependent 
African American families (57 percent were 
female-headed households with children), 
Pruitt–Igoe’s population declined as more 
and more residents could not bear to re-
main. The history of Pruitt–Igoe came to a 
dramatic close in 1972, when the St. Louis 
Housing Authority dynamited the buildings 
into oblivion. Soon, high-rise housing proj-
ects would meet the same fate in other U.S. 
cities as well.
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guarantees and direct subsidies. the basic 
plan was laudable: low-income families would 
pay only 20 percent of their income toward 
the home, and the government would pick up 
the rest. often, however, purchasers ended 
up with an overpriced house in need of ex-
tensive repairs that they could not afford. the 
result was foreclosure, leaving the “owners” 
back on the street and the government sad-
dled with 100,000 undesirable houses.

By the early 1970s, the handwriting was on 
the wall, and the program was cut back after gov-
ernment expenditure of more than $4 billion. 
“With hindsight,” robert green concluded, “it 
can safely be said that private concerns [inves-
tors, developers, banks] were given too much 
rope, and with it, they hung the poor” robert 
green, 1977 (1977:181).

an alternative approach, begun in 1974 
and still active, is the Section 8 Program, 
which provides rent subsidies to low-income 
tenants in private housing. this assistance pro-
gram enables tenants to choose where to live 
instead of forcing them into a public housing 

exactly why life in public housing is often 
so bad is a matter of strong disagreement. 
urban critics such as edward Banfield (1990) 
suggested that residents themselves are largely 
to blame, because many do not work, have 
children they cannot afford, and generally 
act in irresponsible ways. architectural critics 
(as we’ll discuss shortly) point to the   design 
of such structures, condemning  high-rise 
buildings as anonymous spaces  vulnerable 
to crime and vandalism (newman 1996). 
others, such as lee rainwater (2006), point 
to the negative influences of  concentrated 
poverty—not to the people themselves—as 
the fundamental cause of public housing’s 
rather dismal record.

Different Approaches. in the climate of 
criticism and social reform that character-
ized the late 1960s, the federal government 
renewed efforts to ensure a “decent home 
for every american.” the Housing act of 
1968 attempted to place home ownership 
within reach of more families through loan 

Since the dynamiting of Pruitt–Igoe in 1972, a similar fate befell other high-rise  
 public housing as city governments attempted to correct past mistakes (not 
 considering social as well as physical factors) with low-rise replacements. This photo 
shows the implosion of one of three remaining 13-story buildings of the Scudder 
Homes complex in Newark, New Jersey, in 1996.
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the city,  municipal leaders exercised their right 
of eminent  domain to take over Poletown, 
razed it (at a cost  exceeding $200 million), 
and sold the land to gm (for $8 million) as the 
location for its new plant. residents—joined 
by consumer advocate ralph nader and gray 
Panthers leader maggie Kuhn—tried to stop 
the forced uprooting and  destruction of their 
homes, churches, and  businesses, but lost and 
had to move.

third, gans and other critics, such as Jane 
Jacobs, argued that redevelopers didn’t even 
try to understand that many areas subject to 
redevelopment were actually healthy, safe 
neighborhoods. in effect, many development 
programs reflected the bias of middle-class 
planners against the lifestyle of low-rent areas. 
Somehow, such areas just weren’t what the 
planners considered to be “normal.”

For example, one common misperception 
was to judge people congregating on front 
stoops, street corners, or in local establish-
ments as a bad thing instead of realizing that, 
in the city, shared public space is actually an 
ideal locale for social interaction.

at present, we find some promise for pub-
lic housing, even with budget cutbacks, and 
will discuss those bright spots in both public 
and private housing shortly. First, though, we 
will look at housing troubles in the private 
sector that also plague the cities.

deterioration and abandonment 
in the inner city

Beginning in the 1950s, because of outward 
migration, the decline of manufacturing, and 
economic globalization, the older central cities 
fell on hard times. inner-city neighborhoods 
lost population and deteriorated sharply, in 
some cases falling victim to extensive vandal-
ism and arson. many of the older, industrial 
inner cities of the midwest and northeast soon 
contained block after block of empty, dilapi-
dated buildings, many burned, as if the area 
had collapsed under a full-scale bomb attack. 
these cities contained as many as 2 million 
abandoned buildings, making them look like 
urban “ghost towns,” with 150,000 additional 
abandonments yearly well into the 1980s.

project. the program offers subsidies to devel-
opers to build or rehabilitate rental housing. 
developers then set aside a certain portion 
of the units for low-income families and—in 
a subsidy contract with the government— 
receive 30 percent of the rent from the tenant 
and the rest from the government. although 
Section 8 and other rental assistance pro-
grams have increased the stock of low-cost 
rental housing, the program is severely under-
funded. Waiting lists can run into the years, 
and many local housing authorities frequently 
close their waiting lists and stop accepting 
 applications because their lists are too long.

Evaluation. even this brief history makes 
clear that federally supervised urban housing 
programs fell well short of their lofty goals. 
Some specific problems are worth highlighting.

First, because of the deep involvement of 
private banking and construction industries 
in renewal programs, for many, profit over-
shadowed any sense of social responsibility 
to help the poor. Furthermore, the design of 
some redevelopment projects was intended 
for more affluent buyers, at prices out of the 
reach of those who originally lived there. the 
original intention of urban housing programs 
of the 1930s—to improve the housing of the 
poor—changed into a large-scale program to 
redevelop the central city in order to restore 
its economic health. the result was a reduc-
tion in the total amount of low-cost housing 
across urban north america.

a second problem is that given the tendency 
of investors and developers to pursue profit 
rather than assist the poor, local residents had 
little voice in the decision-making process. 
Herbert gans studied the redevelopment of 
Boston’s West end, claiming that local residents 
were unorganized and lacked understanding 
of the programs that seemed to “attack” them. 
thus, for many, renewal was a bitter experience.

a similar fate befell the residents of 
Poletown, a mostly ethnic but racially inte-
grated,  465-acre neighborhood in detroit that 
contained more than 1,300 homes and apart-
ments, 143  businesses, 16 churches, 2 schools, 
and a  hospital. in 1981, anxious to keep a new 
general motors (gm) plant and 6,000 jobs in 
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and their property goes into foreclosure. as 
desperate ex-tenants scatter in search of other 
housing, vandals and looters seek whatever of 
value remains (including sinks, bathtubs, and 
plumbing). First the building, then the block, 
and eventually the whole neighborhood suc-
cumbs to the process. in the end, just hollow 
buildings remain: giant headstones marking 
the grave of a now-dead urban neighborhood.

other developments in the private sector are 
more encouraging. during recent years, hous-
ing in major cities has vastly improved. although 
much more needs to be done, notable progress 
is clearly evident, as we shall now explain.

the great recession  
and Foreclosures

Walking away from one’s property, unfor-
tunately, is not just an urban landlord phe-
nomenon. Without question, the past several 
years of recession have had a disastrous effect 
on the housing market. two key factors led 
to the unraveling of the american dream. 

during the 1990s, these numbers dropped 
considerably, thanks to the economic revital-
ization in many cities and the gentrification 
process. Still, a recent study revealed a total 
of 185,000 abandoned residential units in 19 
cities with a population of more than 100,000, 
or an average of 10,000 per city. detroit had 
45,000 abandoned buildings, Philadelphia 
27,000, and St. louis 13,000 (mallach 2010:4).

Why would people simply walk away from 
otherwise usable buildings in cities where 
housing was in short supply? the answer is a 
complex, vicious circle of decline. Faced with 
the mounting expenses of taxes, insurance, 
heating fuel, and repairs because of vandal-
ism, not to mention the loss to the suburbs of 
middle-income renters, and often constrained 
by rent control caps, some building owners 
reduce, or entirely eliminate, routine mainte-
nance and repairs in an effort to retain some 
profit. if the building eventually represents 
more costs or trouble than rental income war-
rants, and they are unable to sell it, some own-
ers simply default on their mortgages or taxes 

The South Bronx in the 1980s looked like a war zone, and its violent 
crime rate made it feel like one. Arson and abandonment led to the loss of 
30,000 buildings in the 1970s, leading to a desolate environment for both 
children and adults. By the mid-1990s, however, urban homesteading and 
gentrification programs had transformed this area into a safe, pleasant place 
to live and raise children.
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groups to rebuild certain inner-city areas have 
achieved significant results in recent decades. 
in particular, two trends deserve attention: 
urban homesteading and gentrification.

Urban Homesteading. in 1973, burdened 
with some 1,200 abandoned homes, the city 
of Wilmington, delaware, revived the mid- 
nineteenth-century Homestead act that gave 
away land and mules to pioneers if they built 
on vacant land in the West and lived on it 
for five years. the city offered buildings it 
acquired through default of tax payments 
for a token fee of a few hundred dollars to 
people who agreed to rehabilitate them and 
stay there for a minimum of three years. 
Wilmington’s success in restoring tax ratable 
properties encouraged many other cities to 
initiate their own homesteading programs, 
often transferring houses to people at the 
top of long waiting lists for Section 8 rental 
housing who were willing to become “urban 
homesteaders”— pioneers in rebuilding an 
urban area.

in new york’s ravaged South Bronx, where 
more than 30,000 buildings were abandoned 
in the 1970s (an average of eight a day) and 
arsonists set many others ablaze, the neigh-
borhood became known as the “worst slum in 
america” and the symbol of all that was wrong 
with cities. However, through a massive city 
government redevelopment program, a dra-
matic change occurred in the 1980s. local 
citizens’ groups and dedicated individuals 
stood up against seemingly impossible odds 
to return deteriorating inner-city buildings to 
life. With little capital to invest, such groups 
could rely only on their own physical efforts. 
their collateral was not future earnings or 
other property but, rather, their own sweat, 
giving rise to the term sweat equity.

urban homesteading, however, had only 
limited success, because too many aban-
doned homes were deteriorated and van-
dalized beyond rehabilitation. others stood 
amid so much ruin and desolation that they 
were not worth salvaging. Furthermore, both 
the cost of repairing the building to meet 
occupancy code standards and the difficulty 
of getting rehabilitation loans eliminated 

First, millions of people lost their jobs and 
were unable to pay their mortgages, becom-
ing delinquent on their loan repayments and 
often facing bank foreclosure. Second, as 
lack of buyers caused property values to fall 
about 10 percent, millions of other homeown-
ers owed more on their mortgages than their 
homes were worth. unable to sell to recoup 
their  investment, many simply walked away. 
that double whammy resulted in more than 
200,000 foreclosures monthly in 2008–2010 
(Quinn 2010:8). although members of all 
 racial and ethnic groups have been hit hard by 
the foreclosure crisis, studies show that blacks 
and latinos were 70 percent more likely to 
lose their homes, primarily due to their higher 
unemployment rates and fewer financial 
 resources to fall back on (merle 2010).

although homeowners throughout the 
country were affected by the housing market 
crisis, the economic fallout was especially bad 
in Sunbelt metro regions. of the 20 metro 
regions with the highest foreclosure rates 
in 2010, 19 were located in just three states: 
nevada, California, and Florida. in las Vegas, 
an astonishing 1 in 10 housing units went 
through foreclosure. in actual number of 
foreclosures (in contrast to rate), the three 
metro regions with the greatest totals were 
miami (171,704), Phoenix (124,720), and 
riverside (101,210). nationwide, foreclosure 
rates were up in 72 percent of 206 u.S. metro 
areas in 2010 (Florida 2011).

the inner city today: a revival?
When a city begins to grow and spread outward 

from the edges, the center which was once 
its glory . . . goes into a period of desolation, 
inhabited at night by the vague ruins of 
men. . . . nearly every city i know has such a 
dying mother of violence and despair where 
at night the brightness of the street lamps is 
sucked away and policemen walk in pairs. and 
then one day perhaps the city returns and rips 
out the sore and builds a monument to its past.

(John Steinbeck,  
Travels with Charley, 1962)

although the success of public programs 
has surely been limited, efforts by private 
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that utilizes volunteer labor and some do-
nated materials from area churches and 
organizations to build new housing for low-
income families. those screened to become 
homeowners pay interest-free, low-mortgage 
loans and must work along with the volun-
teers to build their house. Since its founding 
in 1976, Habitat has built more than 30,000 
houses across the united States and 2,000 in 
Canada, most in areas of massive urban blight, 
ultimately transforming many places into at-
tractive, stable neighborhoods. the organiza-
tion now has more than 1,500 local affiliates 
throughout Canada and the united States, 
plus another 550 active affiliates in more than 
100 countries, where it has built some 400,000 
homes (Habitat for Humanity 2011).

Gentrification. unlike urban homestead-
ing, which is limited to the reclamation of 
just a few buildings or blocks at a time, gen-
trification is a broader process. the word 

most of the urban poor from participating in 
urban homesteading.

Still, some successes occur. a few years 
ago in new york City, for example, the 
urban Homesteading assistance Board 
turned over 167 apartments in the lower 
east Side to squatters who had been living 
there. these squatters had invested time and 
money into making habitable these buildings 
abandoned by their owners. more than 800 
abandoned buildings that the city acquired 
through foreclosure are now owned by ten-
ants through low-income cooperatives. each 
apartment had to be brought up to housing 
code standards, serve as the tenants’ primary 
residence, and not be sold for a profit in an 
 effort to bar speculators or absentee land-
lords (Steinhauer 2002).

another form of urban homesteading 
requiring hundreds of hours of sweat eq-
uity of incoming homeowners is Habitat for 
Humanity. Habitat is a non-profit organization 

Habitat for Humanity is a non-profit organization that builds new, low-income 
family housing. It has built more than 400,000 homes around the world to 
date through church fundraising, volunteer labor, and donated materials, 
 including this effort for Katrina victims. How do urban homesteading projects, 
such as Habitat for Humanity and gentrification, offer a solution to problems 
of urban housing?
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still find bargains, particularly in  districts 
where the average income is low. Fifth, 
and finally, remember that much central-
city housing built from about 1880 to 1910 
 (except tenements) has a level of craftsman-
ship and quality—with details like solid oak 
floors and stained-glass  windows—rarely 
found in today’s suburbs.

Political economy theorists see gentrifica-
tion as a logical inflow of investment capital. 
Beginning in the 1950s, investment capital 
moved out of the cities and into the suburbs, 
where profit rates were higher. later, with 
the emergence of a “rent gap” (profits above 
costs) in the inner city, capital returned in 
order to make greater profits there, as low-
valued property rose in value in gentrifying 
neighborhoods (Huang 2010; Sze 2010). 
this return to the inner city certainly contra-
dicts the predictions about an ever-outward 
migration of the affluent made by ernest W. 
Burgess in the 1920s (Chapter 6).

the new urbanism

Perhaps the best-known critique of  public 
housing came from Jane Jacobs in The Death 
and Life of Great American Cities (1993; orig. 
1961), a still-influential book on urban 
form and function. Critical of conventional 
 planners, Jacobs argued that the creation of 
housing projects as stand-alone entities was 
wrong in the first place, and as long as that 
conceptualization remains, nothing will over-
come their stigma and unsafe  environment. 
instead, planners should seek  physical 
changes that would integrate such places 
into the surrounding neighborhood so that 
both the previously isolated projects and the 
nearby community would benefit.

one of the most encouraging develop-
ments in restoring the vitality of older cities 
has been an approach in urban design called 
the New Urbanism, which includes sociologi-
cal principles in physical planning. initially 
a response to the perceived lack of commu-
nity in sprawling suburbs, the new urbanism 
caused a rethinking of the entire city. Some of 
the principles of the new urbanism are walk-
ability, connectivity, mixed use and diversity, 

gentrification—coined by the wealthy “landed 
gentry” during the nineteenth century to de-
scribe the renovation of run-down london 
homes—today refers to the movement of 
more affluent individuals and families back 
into older, often decaying areas in the city. 
Virtually every major city in Canada and the 
united States is experiencing this spreading 
urban renaissance, following a path taken by 
Paris and london years earlier.

today’s gentry, like those of the past, are 
a rather select group of people. they are 
 usually the cosmopolites or unmarried and 
childless groups, or “yuppies” discussed in 
Chapters 3 and 5. more to the point, they are 
people with enough money to buy a brown-
stone in manhattan; a Society Hill townhouse 
in Philadelphia; a brick cottage in the german 
Village of Columbus, ohio; or a Victorian house 
in San Francisco’s Haight-ashbury district or in 
toronto’s South Parkdale. Sometimes, however, 
working-class neighborhoods undergo gentri-
fication while retaining their socioeconomic 
group identity, as in several of Baltimore’s row-
house districts.

Why, though, would middle-class people 
choose central-city neighborhoods when 
the trend in the last century was to escape to 
the suburbs? the reasons vary, but certainly, 
many find that the central city still has the 
greatest amount of variety and stimulation. 
theaters, music, and chic stores—all flour-
ish in the greatest concentrations downtown. 
Second, as we noted in Chapter 7, economic 
restructuring increased the number of 
 administrative and professional jobs avail-
able in central cities. the well-paid “gentry” 
taking these jobs need a place to live and 
central-city living eases the time and costs of 
getting to work. third, as more women enter 
the work force (59 percent of women were 
in the labor force in 2010) and two-career 
couples become common (54 percent of all 
married couples in 2010), the time needed 
to maintain a single-family suburban house 
often makes it too  burdensome (u.S. Census 
Bureau 2012). Fourth, suburban housing 
is expensive, and while some central-city 
housing is extremely costly (brownstones in 
manhattan often top $3 million), one can 
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some of Boston’s active, thriving neighbor-
hoods. also influencing their design was the 
new urbanism idea that cities are enriched 
by the creation of a “public realm” that high-
lights amenities such as waterfront views. 
architects thus set down a new street pattern, 
with old-fashioned street lamps and benches, 
so that all residents would have a view of both 
the harbor and the Boston skyline, and enjoy 
the open, shared space of a large, grassy mall 
placed in the middle of the complex.

reopened in 1990, what is now called 
Harbor Point is a mixed-income complex that 
appeals to people from all ethnic backgrounds 
and social classes, which ensures the diversity 
and stability of this revitalized community 
(roessner 2000). Housing is now a mixture, 
with two-thirds market-rate apartments and 
one-third low-income housing, but with no 
physical distinctions between the two types 
of apartment buildings. moreover, architects 
designed a variety of building types: blue and 
gray townhouses with wood  clapboard sid-
ing as well as red and brown brick apartment 
houses. they remodeled 10 of old Columbia 
Point’s flat-topped residential buildings with 
new peaked roofs, decoration, and a reddish 
stain to make them indistinguishable from 
the new buildings.

to free Harbor Point completely from the 
stigma of public housing, they added other vi-
sual subtleties, such as rounded and pointed 
rooftop gables. Still other centrally located 
amenities were added, including a health 
club, two outdoor swimming pools, tennis 
courts, ample parking, buses to and from 
the city center, and a waterfront trail for bik-
ing, jogging, or walking to downtown Boston. 
Small front yards, front doors and windows 
directly facing the deliberately narrow streets, 
and sidewalk activity all combine to create 
“eyes on the street” and a safe neighborhood 
(goody and Chandler 2010).

many consider Harbor Point to be a success 
model of urban revitalization. Critics claim 
that Harbor Point may have residents with 
mixed incomes but it has the “contrived variety 
of a planned community” and not the mixed 
uses that make city neighborhoods “hum” 
(Kamin 1995). Still, it stands as a successful 

mixed housing types, and a traditional neigh-
borhood structure with public space at the 
center. today, in both central cities and sub-
urbs, the goal is creating spaces that encour-
age people to socialize and watch out for each 
other.

Seaside, Florida, offers one example. Built 
during the mid-1980s in Florida’s Panhandle, 
this planned community has codes mandat-
ing that houses have front porches close to 
the sidewalk so that residents sitting outside 
can converse easily with pedestrians. the 
town boasts corner stores that serve a func-
tion more important than simply providing 
provisions. they are places where friends fre-
quently come to chat with one another over a 
cup of coffee.

Far more impressive is what architects and 
planners influenced by the new urbanism 
are accomplishing in old, urban, problem- 
infested neighborhoods.

Columbia Point/Harbor Point. in Boston, 
a government-funded housing project known 
as Columbia Point—built in 1953 on a small, 
swampy peninsula near the first suburbs of 
dorchester and roxbury—long stood as evi-
dence for the insensitivity of urban planners. 
there, a full mile from the closest subway 
stop, architects originally laid out 28 bland, in-
stitutional-style buildings three and seven sto-
ries high. Further, the surrounding water and 
lack of roads isolated residents even more. 
With few stores in the area, shopping became 
a major effort, both more expensive and more 
time-consuming than for other city residents 
nearer the mainstream of Boston life.

eventually, the 1,502-unit development fell 
victim to the same problems that plagued pub-
lic housing nationwide. By the 1970s, crime 
was so rampant in Columbia Point that even 
ambulances refused to enter the project with-
out a police escort. By 1984, only 350 families 
wanted to stay when, encouraged by the u.S. 
office of Housing and urban development, 
the Boston Housing authority leased the land 
for 99 years at $1 a year to a partnership of 
the remaining tenants and a private devel-
oper. architects for the project decided to 
redesign Columbia Point, modeling it after 
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restaurants, and night clubs. Here and at 
many other renovated water’s-edge locales, 
cities have successfully merged social and 
commercial activities into a vibrant urban 
atmosphere.

Replacing High-Rises. as Harbor Point 
demonstrates, the new urbanism is trans-
forming public housing, as the “superblocks” 
of giant high-rises come down, replaced by 
modest townhouses and low-rise buildings 
that don’t “look like projects.” City after city 
have leveled entire blocks or more of these 
decaying buildings in crime-ridden slums and 
replaced them not only with low-rise apart-
ments laid out to promote social interaction, 
but also with playgrounds, pleasant landscap-
ing, and paths for bicycles and pedestrians.

many cities have addressed the failure of 
high-rise public housing by blowing up the 
buildings. Scudder Homes—seven high-rises 
built in 1963 in newark, new Jersey, to house 
1,800 low-income families—are now gone, 

alternative to an urban nightmare and offers 
vivid testimony to the extraordinary transfor-
mations that the new urbanism can achieve.

Water as an Amenity. Just as Harbor Point’s 
architects redesigned its grid to enable all res-
idents to enjoy the view of surrounding water, 
so, too, has the new urbanism enabled many 
cities to rediscover the aesthetics and possi-
bilities for social use of public space at water’s 
edge (Whyte 2001; orig. 1980). Baltimore’s 
inner Harbor and new york’s South Street 
Seaport are thriving, rebuilt areas enjoyed by 
tourists and natives alike. Chicago, Cleveland, 
Cincinnati, louisville, and many other cities 
have converted decaying piers and waterfront 
properties into park areas and mixed-use 
sites. San antonio converted what was essen-
tially a narrow and dirty drainage canal into 
the charming, 2.5-mile cobblestone river 
Walk—with lush green lawns, flowering 
shrubs and trees, and a view of paddleboats—
where one delights in many interesting shops, 

The new urbanism design of Harbor Point, which replaced Columbia Point, was 
modeled after thriving Boston neighborhoods, such as Back Bay. Mixed building 
types are set close together along narrow streets canted at a 45-degree angle to the 
water’s edge, which opens views of the harbor and Boston skyline to all residents.
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in every case noted, there are now fewer low-
income housing units than before. as with 
post–World War ii urban renewal, displace-
ment of the poor has also occurred in these 
redevelopment projects. of course, one 
might argue that at least some poor people 
are better off living in safer and more vibrant 
communities, but what of the rest who have 
been displaced?

Second, weaving a housing project into the 
surrounding area is enormously difficult in 
the midst of extensive, nightmarish ghettos. 
if little more than empty lots or bombed-out 
buildings are nearby, for example, reorganiz-
ing a public housing project as an inward- 
facing enclave may be the only strategy, at 
least in the short run.

Finally, even at its best, the new urbanism 
cannot, by itself, address the extensive poverty 
that makes public housing such a problem in 
the first place. For instance, in San Francisco, 
the robert Pitts Plaza development project 
in 1991 replaced a notorious, dangerous 
high-rise called yerba Buena Plaza West. this 
203-apartment, neo-Victorian complex in no 
way looked like a public housing develop-
ment. its architecture blended in with neigh-
boring apartment buildings and included 
projecting cornices and pastel shades of 
blue—a far cry from the high-rise “boxes” so 
common in public housing. it also contained 
other amenities, such as an internal rectangu-
lar courtyard with lush sod, bushes, and neat 
lines of trees and also a colorful play set for 
children in a sand playground.

three years later, though, broken glass lay 
everywhere. gone were the sod and sprinkler 
heads; gone, too, were the bushes and plants, 
ripped out by vandals. Profane graffiti cov-
ered concrete seating ledges. Bars shielded 
ground-floor windows following a rash of 
burglaries suspected to have been committed 
by residents. Wire mesh covered many other 
windows, suggesting an escalating sense of 
fear. the problem was poverty, and all that 
went with it.

A Comparison. the situation at robert Pitts 
Plaza improved for a while once this building 
complex became part of a larger, 19-block 

replaced by 150 single-family townhouses. 
replacing the 1,206 units in that city’s seven 
hulking, 13-story Stella Wright homes are 
townhouses for low- and moderate-income 
residents. in atlanta, a developer demolished 
more than 1,000 housing units in techwood 
Homes—the first u.S. public housing  project, 
completed in 1935—to build a mixed- 
income “village,” with new stores, community 
 facilities, schools, and apartments. today, 
this once predominantly black enclave has 
been transformed into Centennial Place, a 
residential complex of 900 units that is host 
to a variety of races, ethnicities, and income 
levels.

in Chicago, the Housing authority de-
molished the Cabrini–green high-rise proj-
ect buildings that once housed as many as 
13,000 residents and was notorious for its 
crime, gangs, and poverty. its 65 acres now 
contain 2,000 units of new, low-rise housing 
units; a new town Center; a 145,000-square-
foot shopping center; new schools; an east 
Chicago district police headquarters; and a 
library. Half the housing units are sold at mar-
ket prices, with another 20 percent reserved 
as “affordable” units for less-affluent working 
families, thereby creating a mixed-income site 
similar to Harbor Point and totally unlike the 
all-low-income site that Cabrini–green once 
was (lydersen 2011; Saulny 2007).

the designs of all three developments—in 
newark, atlanta, and Chicago—use grid pat-
terns linking them to the surrounding neigh-
borhoods rather than setting them apart, 
minding Jacobs’s recommendation that 
housing projects be rewoven into the urban 
fabric. these rebuilding programs seek to 
achieve two key goals of the new urbanism. 
First, don’t isolate the poor by themselves but 
 instead, create a mixed-income housing com-
plex to integrate all strata of society. Second, 
create an environment that is physically 
 attractive and facilitates walking and social 
interaction, fostering a sense of control and 
community among residents.

Limitations. as promising as the new 
urbanism may be, three major problems pre-
vent it from having a broader impact. First, 
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meeting the “no child left 
Behind” challenge

the controversial no Child left Behind act 
of 2001 dramatically increased the role of 
the federal government in guaranteeing the 
quality of public education for all children. 
its main provisions are increased funding 
for poor school districts, higher achievement 
standards for minority and poor students, and 
new measures to hold schools accountable for 
their students’ progress. Significantly, it re-
quires the annual administration of standard-
ized tests in reading and math to all students 
in grades 3 through 8, with the results pub-
licly reported according to income level, race, 
ethnicity, disability, and limited english profi-
ciency. these results are then compared to an 
independent benchmark called the national 
assessment of educational Progress (naeP).

Learning Outcomes. Before this legisla-
tion, most urban schools had a policy of 
 social  promotions—that is, moving children 
through grades with their age peers regard-
less of their actual learning achievement. 
Whatever merit this practice had, it led to a 
watering-down of course content because of 
the gradual but steady lowering of general 
class ability. as a result, it produced gradu-
ates deluded into thinking they had received 
an education when, in reality, many of them 
lacked even basic skills, requiring colleges to 
institute non-credit, basic skills courses for 
freshmen. no more. Published test results 
will identify schools in which students are not 
doing well on the tests. those schools that fall 
behind may be subject to various “school im-
provement,” “corrective action,” or “restruc-
turing” measures imposed by the state.

of particular concern are the significant 
differences in scores on standardized achieve-
ment tests between urban and suburban stu-
dents. one of the most common arguments 
advanced for these different outcomes is the 
role of social class in providing an advan-
tage (for middle-class suburban students) or 
a disadvantage (for low-income urban stu-
dents). researchers such as anthropologist 
John ogbu (2003), however, argue that even 

redevelopment area of yerba Buena and a suc-
cessful mixture of a wide variety of housing, 
cultural facilities, and open space. However, 
in 2011, the u.S. department of Housing and 
urban development (Hud) gave this devel-
opment one of its lowest ratings for failing to 
meet minimum standards for health, safety, 
and sanitary conditions (Bush 2011).

the lesson to be learned here is that new 
architecture and even new planning strate-
gies, such as the new urbanism, don’t work 
if they have limited application. robert Pitts 
Plaza reveals that simply replacing high-rise 
buildings with low-rise buildings, even if those 
buildings are wonderfully designed, is not 
enough. a more comprehensive approach is 
necessary. Harbor Point is a good example 
for at least the beginnings of connecting 
low- income housing to its surroundings—
through a return to traditional urban forms 
that promote interaction and a mix of income 
groups to eliminate public housing’s isola-
tion. in short, any successful approach to im-
proving urban life must take account of not 
only local planning considerations but also 
broader, structural concerns that include so-
cial stratification and the region’s economy.

Education: tHE urBan 
cHallEngE

Schools in urban settings face a variety of 
challenges, which are often more daunting 
than school districts elsewhere face. these 
difficulties include overcrowded schools, 
discipline and violence, high dropout rates, 
and issues of quality education and student 
learning outcomes. moreover, many of these 
schools since the 1990s have become re-
segregated, heavily filled with african and 
Hispanic american students, reversing an 
earlier trend of desegregation (lane and 
White 2010). Cities also attract large num-
bers of immigrant families and children with 
limited english proficiency and a greater 
concentration of low-income families that, 
together with a weaker tax revenue base than 
most suburbs enjoy, place a heavy burden 
on urban schools to educate, fully and effec-
tively, the students they serve.
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about the importance of education; (2) the 
lack of positive, academically successful role 
models; and (3) the presence of gangs, street 
crime, drugs, and violence. in 2007, a total 
of 34 percent of city students, 19 percent of 
urban fringe students, and 17 percent of town 
students in public schools reported a street 
gang presence at school, a fairly constant 
finding for the past several years (robers, 
et al. 2010).

Funding. Further undermining academic 
achievement in many city schools is the lack 
of funding. unlike affluent communities, cit-
ies lack the tax base to provide adequate per- 
student expenditures, even with additional 
state aid. as a result, students in urban schools 
are more likely to enter older, dilapidated 
buildings, where they face overcrowded class-
rooms with limited supplies, poor discipline, in-
sufficient libraries and labs, and often, a short-
age of qualified teachers. So far, the additional 
funding through the no Child left Behind act 
has not been sufficient to overcome the urban–
suburban disparity in school funding.

to illustrate, in 2010 the detroit education 
system—faced with a huge financial deficit—
closed one-fourth of its 172 schools. School 
officials in Kansas City, missouri, shut down 
even more to avoid bankruptcy by closing 
26 of 61 schools. other cities also struggle 
with dwindling enrollments as parents move 
their children from urban to suburban pub-
lic schools, or into private schools (Wickham 
2010). in ontario a sweeping research report 
of urban–rural disparities said that public 
schools in cities of more than 200,000 lack the 
funding and aid they need to face the chal-
lenges of educating children, nearly half of 
them immigrants (Brown 2008).

Political Clout. Cities actually have limited 
control over their affairs, whether in educa-
tion or in other areas, such as mass transit 
and poverty. under the one-person, one-vote 
apportionment to balance legislative district 
representation, with the majority of the pop-
ulation now living in the suburbs, cities have 
fewer representatives in state legislatures. 
added to the rural–suburban bias against 
cities is the frequent political split between 

black students in affluent suburbs suffer from 
“academic disengagement,” engendered by 
inappropriate sports and entertainment role 
models, a lack of parental involvement in 
their schooling, and a defeatist attitude re-
sulting from a profound distrust of the estab-
lishment. only an approach that reinforces 
 positive study habits, recognizes achievement, 
and strengthens neighborhood schools as 
well as the students’ resolve against attempts 
by peers to drag them down will overcome 
this problem (ravitch 2010; Whittle 2005).

Language Proficiency. immigration remains 
a challenging urban phenomenon, although 
it affects suburban and rural schools and 
communities as well. large concentrations 
of immigrant children in metropolitan areas 
strain school resources because the students’ 
language proficiency plays an important role 
in academic achievement and thus meeting 
naeP standards. about 62 percent of all im-
migrants now choose to live in just 15 metro-
politan areas: new york; los angeles; miami; 
Washington, d.C.; Chicago; San Francisco; 
Houston; dallas; Boston; atlanta; San 
diego; San Jose; Philadelphia; Seattle; and 
riverside–San Jose, California (u.S. office 
of immigration Statistics 2011:17). urban 
schools in these and other cities, therefore, 
must accommodate a large influx of immi-
grant pupils, and it is not unusual for a third 
or more of a school’s population to lack pro-
ficiency in english (Zhou 2003). this cre-
ates the need for hiring a greater number 
of bilingual or english-as-a-second-language 
(eSl) teachers, in addition to teachers of 
regular subjects. the schools must also deal 
with other cultural adjustment issues, such as 
clothing, food, religious observances, role be-
havior, and parents whose own language and 
educational deficiencies may limit support for 
 at-home study.

Environment. Whether immigrant or na-
tive born, many students come from home 
environments where poverty, family instabil-
ity, or poor health may limit educational suc-
cess. other dangers or obstacles that can work 
against educators’ goals are (1) conflicting 
values in the student’s home or on the street 
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then, yet even now, fewer than half of its high 
school students graduate (Vevea and yednak 
2011). Perhaps with continued improvement 
at the elementary level, as mandated by the 
no Child left Behind act, Chicago and other 
cities will also see progress at the secondary 
level. it will take more than wishful thinking, 
however, to make this a reality.

a deepening dissatisfaction with tradi-
tional public schools has engendered several 
innovations to give parents other options 
for  educating their children, thus providing 

democratic-controlled city governments and 
republican-controlled state legislatures, fur-
ther hindering efforts to solve urban problems.

Cities across the country are struggling to 
meet the federal government’s demand to im-
prove their schools. Some modest gains have 
occurred, but enormous challenges remain. 
For example, Chicago has been making a con-
certed effort to improve its educational system 
since passage of the Chicago School reform 
act in 1988 (see the Urban Trends box below). 
notable improvements have occurred since 

urBan trEnds

the new urban schools

Chicago’s experience from 1988 
through 2005 demonstrates that 
large urban school district re-
form is not only possible—it’s 
powerful. In Chicago, reform 
has been based on a model that 
combines strong neighborhood 
and teacher involvement with 
school-based, decentralized au-
thority at the local level.

Success in reform efforts has 
come primarily from activity at 

the local level and through the implementa-
tion of practices developed in the past 50 
years by high-performing organizations. The 
district’s central office, while it has provided 
positive support with union and financial 
 issues, academic standards, training, coach-
ing, and accountability, thus far has been un-
able to find a way to truly support all schools.

Improvements have been dramatic, but 
have taken hold only in about half of the 
low-scoring elementary schools. Close ex-
amination of the schools that have made 
steady and impressive progress on the one 
hand, and those that have not on the other, 
reveals clear lessons about what has worked 
and what has not worked in reform.

About half of the low-scoring public ele-
mentary schools in Chicago—181 schools—
have made extraordinary gains and have 
sustained the process of continuous improve-
ment. Three hundred and sixty of Chicago’s 
elementary schools, 82 percent of the total 
number of elementary schools, had very low 
results on the 1990 Iowa Test of Basic Skills 
(ITBS) in reading. Nearly all the schools were 
in low-income neighborhoods. . . . [H]alf of 
these starting  scoring at 20 percent and they 
now have 49 percent of their students at or 
above the national average on the norm- 
referenced ITBS—scoring as well as a rep-
resentative sample of urban, suburban, and 
rural schools. (Norm-referenced tests are de-
signed so that 50 percent of the students must 
fall below the national average.) The gains in 
math in the high gain schools were even bet-
ter than in reading.

These impressive results may be better 
than those of any other large urban district 
between 1990 and 2005.

Source: John Simmons, Breaking Through: Transforming 
Urban School Districts (New York: Teachers College 
Press, 2006), p. 11.
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child (usually about 90 percent of the aver-
age private school’s tuition). Parents can 
then use this voucher to place their child in 
a public or private school of their choice. the 
program is limited at present, because there 
are not enough private-school spaces to meet 
demand. in such cases, a lottery usually deter-
mines who goes to choice schools. a federal 
voucher program operates in Washington, 
d.C., and among the cities utilizing their 
own school voucher plan are Cleveland, 
indianapolis, milwaukee, and minneapolis. 
Critics (including teachers’ unions) charge 
that this approach siphons off much-needed 
public education funding, thus undermining 
the nation’s commitment to public education, 
and that it does little to improve central-city 
schools, where the need is greatest (gorman 
2003; Schemo 2006).

Because many of the private schools are  
church-affiliated, opponents of vouchers  
charge that this system violates the First 
amendment provision concerning the separa-
tion of church and state. at the state level, re-
cent court decisions have given mixed signals 
on this issue. the supreme courts of arizona, 
ohio, and Wisconsin ruled that voucher 
programs did not violate the state or federal 
constitution by including religious schools. 
in contrast, the supreme courts of Florida, 
Vermont, and maine ruled against such 
schools on constitutional grounds. after years 
of conflicting lower-court opinions about par-
ents in Cleveland using vouchers at private 
schools, the u.S. Supreme Court ruled in 2002 
that they could do so. experts believe this rul-
ing may be as significant as the 1954 Brown v. 
Board of Education decision on school deseg-
regation, because it gives the green light na-
tionwide to this program (Brokaw 2002). as a 
possible portent in 2011, indiana enacted the 
largest voucher program in the nation, mak-
ing 60 percent of the state’s students eligible 
within three years (Wolfgang 2011).

charter schools

Charter schools—now numbering more than 
5,000—are a recent alternative to traditional 
public schools and, in cities where a voucher 

competition in order to force all schools to do 
a better job. three of the most popular pro-
grams to improve urban education are magnet 
schools, school vouchers, and charter schools.

magnet schools

Magnet schools—schools offering special pro-  
grams, originally to attract students from 
many districts to achieve integration—began 
as an alternative to mandatory busing, but 
their success in raising students’ scholastic 
achievement gained them even more popular-
ity. they offer special facilities and programs 
to promote educational excellence in a par-
ticular area, such as computer science, for-
eign languages, science and mathematics, or 
the arts. Parents can choose the school that is 
best suited to a particular student’s talents and 
interests,  enabling these advanced programs 
to attract talented students from beyond tra-
ditional neighborhood boundaries. this per-
mits magnet schools to overcome residential 
segregation patterns to create a more diver-
sified student population. For example, los 
angeles magnet schools are less segregated 
than non-magnet schools (Straus 2010).

about 20 percent of u.S. students living 
in or around cities attend one of the nation’s 
more than 3,000 magnet schools (national 
Center for education Statistics 2011). of 
these schools, however, about 21 percent are 
partial-site magnet schools (a mixture of tra-
ditional and special programs), resulting in 
desegregated buildings that have racially seg-
regated classrooms. Critics charge that magnet 
schools are “elitist” in luring the best students 
and teachers, thereby relegating the major-
ity of students to the “mediocrity” of ordinary 
city schools, and that they might even worsen 
stratification among schools by family income. 
recent research, however, reveals no signifi-
cant difference in school districts with or with-
out magnet-school choice (archbald 2004).

school vouchers

another option for choice in some school dis-
tricts is to give parents a school voucher equal 
to the state’s share of the cost to educate a 
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with curriculum and the time to provide 
more individualized instruction. Whether for 
the arts- or science-oriented or for the at-risk, 
these schools provide assistance to students 
who are otherwise underserved by the public 
school system (Walberg 2007).

Supporters of charter schools hope that 
local educators, ministers, parents, commu-
nity members, school boards, and other spon-
sors will provide new models of schooling and 
exert competitive pressures on public schools 
that will improve the current system of public 
education. others, however, fear that char-
ter schools, at best, may be little more than 
escape valves that relieve pressure for genu-
ine reform of the whole system and, at worst, 
may add to centrifugal forces that threaten 
to pull public education apart (Buckley and 
Schneider 2009).

in fact, some charter schools are no better 
than their public school counterparts. Critics 
say that many have weak curricula and teach-
ing, substandard buildings, and a surprising 

plan exists, they are a major beneficiary of 
such payments. Charters are private schools 
that operate with less state regulation so that 
teachers and administrators can try out new 
teaching strategies. unlike public schools, 
however, they are held accountable for 
achieving educational results. if a school fails 
to meet the terms of its charter with the local 
school board or the state, the charter can be 
revoked and the school closed. in essence, 
then, a charter school receives greater auton-
omy to operate in return for greater account-
ability for student performance. nationwide, 
charter schools enrolled 1.9 million students 
in 2011–2012 (Center for education reform 
2011).

authorized in 39 states and the district of 
Columbia, spaces in charter schools are in 
high demand, and small class size appears to 
be a principal reason for this. the average en-
rollment of charter schools is about half that 
of traditional public schools. Smaller classes 
afford teachers the space to be more creative 

Magnet schools—such as this one in Schenectady, New York—enable cities to 
overcome residential segregation patterns by offering special programs and  facilities 
to raise students’ scholastic achievement. Despite their success, critics complain 
that they are expensive, that they have limited appeal, and that their elitism 
 relegates most urban students to “mediocre” schooling.
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five percent from 2009, the first increase since 
2005. non-violent crime rates—for theft, 
break-ins, motor vehicle theft, and dui—
were all lower than in 2009, but drug offenses 
increased, continuing an upward trend that 
began in the early 1990s. among metropoli-
tan areas with populations exceeding 500,000, 
toronto and Quebec had the lowest crime 
rates, while St. John’s, Winnipeg, edmonton, 
and Vancouver had the highest. a 2009 survey 
revealed that 93 percent of respondents said 
they felt safe from becoming a crime victim. 
also, 90 percent said that they felt safe walk-
ing alone in their neighborhoods at night, in 
contrast to 63 percent of americans (gallup 
2010a; Statistics Canada 2011a).

Public Perception of crime

in a 2010 gallup poll, 66 percent of respon-
dents thought there was more crime in the 
united States than in the previous year; 60 per-
cent thought the crime problem was  “extremely 
serious” or “very serious,” up from 55 percent 
in 2009. yet 49 percent of these same respon-
dents thought that the problem of crime where 
they lived was declining (gallup 2010b).

in light of the facts, why do so many think 
that crime is such a serious problem? Part of the 
answer lies in more extensive news reporting of 
violent crime. an aBC news poll revealed that 
82 percent of americans said their perception 
of crime is based on what they read or see in 
the news; only 17 percent said that they base 
their views on personal experience (aBC news 
2000). in addition, the frequent “promos” of 
upcoming violent crime stories, the popularity 
of “reality-based” crime dramas on broadcast 
and cable television, and tabloid sensational-
ism spread the image of crime well beyond 
the news programs themselves. Various studies 
have found positive correlations between tV 
viewing of crime news, crime fiction (e.g., Law 
and Order), and crime non-fiction (e.g., Cops) 
and concerns about crime (dixon 2008; grabe 
2007; Kort-Butler and Hartshorn 2011).

another concern is becoming the ho-
micide victim of a stranger, which accounts 
for 29 percent of all murders. also, drug- or 
gang-related shootings sometimes result in 

prevalence of financial abuses. Basic class-
room supplies are often lacking, labs and 
libraries are rare, and staff turnover is high 
among the low-paid, inexperienced teachers. 
also, the segregation of many charter schools 
along ethnic, racial, and religious lines has 
created church–state conflicts in conjunction 
with the voucher controversy (Carnoy, et al. 
2005).

originally designed to provide better school-
ing for minority students, the single biggest 
group in charter schools is now non-Hispanic 
whites (54 percent), compared to 18 percent 
non-Hispanic blacks and 22 percent Hispanics 
(Center for education reform 2011).

crimE: PErcEPtion  
and rEality

the problems of poor housing and poor 
 education affect only part of the urban popu-
lation. Surveys suggest, however, that almost 
everyone expresses concern about the extent 
of crime. often, people living in outlying areas 
point to fears about personal safety as the pri-
mary reason they chose not to live in the city. 
and many city people conclude that a higher 
risk of crime is just part of the price one pays 
for the advantages of urban living. are such 
perceptions correct, however? is crime worse 
in the city than elsewhere? is there more crime 
in bigger cities than in smaller ones? are visi-
tors to the city more likely than residents of 
the city to fall victim to crime?

urban crime gets extensive media atten-
tion and influences public perception. yet the 
public’s fear about crime overlooks the im-
portant fact that the u.S. crime rate is much 
lower than in previous years. the property 
crime rate (for burglary, motor vehicle theft, 
and property theft) has dropped 9 percent 
since 2006, and the violent crime rate (for 
murder, rape/sexual assault, robbery, and 
assault) fell 13 percent. in fact, these crime 
rates are far lower than they were in the 1970s, 
1980s, and early 1990s (FBi 2011).

Crime in Canada has dropped steadily for 
20 years and in 2010 was at its lowest level 
since 1973. its homicide rate was the lowest 
since 1966, although sexual assaults increased 
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are to blame. if this were true, however, we 
would expect the largest metropolitan areas 
to have the highest crime rates, which is not 
the case. as table 12–2 shows, the highest 
crime rates occur in second-tier cities (those 
with populations from 500,000 to 999,999) 
and in smaller, third-tier cities (those with 
populations under 500,000).

these data point to the conclusion that 
although cities have higher crime rates than 
other types of communities, city size, by it-
self, does not explain crime rate. How else 
can we explain the fact that new york, the 
nation’s largest city, has less crime per capita 
than all other u.S. cities with a population 
of 1 million or more? on a per-capita basis, 
new york City has at least three times less 
crime than albuquerque, miami, memphis, 
new orleans, oklahoma City, Phoenix, and 
tucson. Put differently, in 2010, new york 
City ranked 132 out of 400 u.S. cities, and it 
had a slightly higher crime rate than lincoln, 
nebraska (CQ Press 2011).

Before going further, however, a warning 
is in order. Crime statistics are notoriously 
imperfect. For example, many crimes are not 
discovered, or reported to police, or recorded 
carefully. all the statistics in tables 12–1 and 
12–2 reflect official police records. many 
criminologists argue that a more accurate 
portrait of crime comes from the national 
Crime Victimization Survey that utilizes a 
representative sample of about 38,000 house-
holds. By questioning people (rather than 
police), the victimization survey uncovers 
many unreported crimes that are missed in 

stray bullets killing innocent people, even in 
their homes or blocks away from the source. 
most vulnerable are urban black males aged 
18–24, who are twice as likely to be victims as 
are older black males. although their victim-
ization rates are much lower now than in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, they are higher 
than those in earlier decades (u.S. Bureau of 
Justice Statistics 2010b).

attitudes about crime, then, are a mix of 
facts and fears. to gain a more accurate sense 
of crime in the city, we need to look at addi-
tional statistics.

Crime and City Size. most violent crimes 
take place in cities, often growing out of street, 
school, or social club altercations. indeed, 
the negative attitudes of non-city dwellers and 
their reluctance to enter cities stem in large 
measure from their fear of becoming an urban 
crime statistic, but are cities really more dan-
gerous? table 12–1 compares crime rates in 
various types of communities.

note the steady decline of crime rates in 
mostly all locales. also note that violent crime 
rates are higher in large metropolitan areas 
than in smaller cities outside metropolitan 
areas and, especially, in rural (non-metropol-
itan) areas. Such data would seem to support 
the conclusion that large cities are danger-
ous places. Property crime rates, however, are 
higher in those smaller cities than in the met-
ropolitan regions.

louis Wirth, whose theory of urbanism was 
central to Chapter 5, might claim that the 
size, density, and social heterogeneity of cities 

taBlE 12–1  crime rates per 1,000 residents by type of community, 1980, 2000, and 2010

Property Crime Violent Crime

 1980 2000 2010 1980 2000 2010

u.S. total 53 36 25.2 5.8 5.1 4.1
metropolitan areas 61 39 30.5 7.0 5.6 4.3
Cities outside metro areas 50 41 36.0 3.5 4.0 4.0
non-metropolitan Counties 21 17 16.1 1.8 2.1 2.0

Source: Federal Bureau of investigation, Crime in the United States (2010), accessed online at http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/
cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2010/crime-in-the-u.s.-2010 on april 16, 2012.

http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2010/crime-in-the-u.s.-2010
http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/crime-in-the-u.s/2010/crime-in-the-u.s.-2010
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percent of such crimes committed by whites 
involved white victims (u.S. Bureau of Justice 
Statistics 2010b).

moreover, the crime problem is worst in 
overwhelmingly black urban ghettos, where 
homicide is at a crisis level. Blacks are six 
times more likely to be murdered than whites, 
and 90 percent of all black victims are killed 
by blacks. in 2010, blacks killed 2,458 blacks—
only 318 fewer than the number of killings 
of whites by whites, who outnumber blacks 
by more than six to one (Federal Bureau of 
investigation 2011). nationwide, the lead-
ing cause of death for black males between 
the ages of 15 and 34 is, by far, homicide 
(national Center for Health Statistics 2011). 
in new york City, blacks comprise 25 percent 
of the population but were 67 percent of all 
homicide victims, with four in five of them 
killed by other blacks (new york City 2011).

Explaining High-crime areas

Why are some communities terrorized by 
crime? We know that the highest crime 
rates occur in the poorest sections of cit-
ies. Why? Social scientists offer a variety of 
theories to explain concentrations of urban 
crime. Four of the main causative explana-
tions, some of them highly controversial, 
involve (1) cultural patterns, (2) lower in-
telligence, (3) persistent racial inequality 
and prolonged poverty, and (4) residential 
segregation. as we shall see, each position 
has both advocates and critics.

Cultural Patterns. edward Banfield (1990) 
claimed that crime flourishes in urban areas 
that are steeped in a lower-class culture, where 
people share a “present-time orientation,” 
have low aspirations, and generally are morally 
irresponsible. under such conditions, he con-
tended, people victimize anyone who seems to 
be an easy mark, including one another.

moreover, parents pass on these cultural 
patterns to their children, which explains the 
persistence of crime in some neighborhoods 
for decades. rather than learning values and 
skills that ease their way toward success, chil-
dren too often learn apathy, resignation, and 
fatalism; indifference toward schooling; a 

the crime index and crime rate calculations. 
While such studies confirm the decline in 
crime over time, they also suggest that the ac-
tual number of crimes may well be twice that 
of the official statistics.

Furthermore, criminologists agree that as 
with other problems, the amount of crime var-
ies throughout the urban area. the greatest 
concentration of offenses occurs in inner-city 
districts with poverty-stricken, minority popu-
lations. in 2008, for example, members of the 
poorest u.S. households (those with incomes 
under $7,500) were far more likely to be as-
saulted or robbed than were those in higher-
income households (u.S. Bureau of Justice 
Statistics 2010b). urbanists at the university 
of Chicago first identified this pattern back in 
the 1940s, and it still holds true for both the 
inner city and the suburbs.

The Race Issue. in the united States, dis-
cussions of crime almost always raise the 
issue of race, because many people link 
crime to non-white minorities. in truth, how-
ever, 69  percent of the arrests that police 
make for serious crimes involve white people 
(FBi 2011). even so, relative to population 
size, african americans are more likely to be 
arrested than whites.

Keep in mind, too, that crime is largely 
intraracial. to illustrate, 65 percent of single-
offender violent crimes committed in 2008 
by blacks were against black victims, and 67 

taBlE 12–2 city size and crime rates, 2010

Population Size Violent Crime Property Crime

1,000,000 or higher 7.2 31.4
500,000–999,999 8.1 45.9
250,000–499,999 7.6 42.2
100,000–249,999 5.2 38.5
50,000–99,999 3.9 32.3
25,000–49,999 3.3 30.2
10,000–24,999 2.9 28.8
under 10,000 3.1 32.0
Suburban areas 2.7 24.2
non-metropolitan  
 Counties

2.0 16.5

Source: Federal Bureau of investigation, 2010.
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(Fajnzylber, et al. 2002; mechtenberg-Berrigan 
and Kramer 2008; Skrentny 2006).

insofar as a city concentrates people of 
highly unequal incomes, those with less than 
others may see themselves as being unjustly 
deprived. therefore, even in the absence of 
absolute poverty, a city with significant rela-
tive poverty could still breed resentment and 
crime. in other words, the minority poor may 
engage in more crime as offenders—and 
 suffer more as victims—because they are heav-
ily represented among the economically de-
prived (Blau and Blau 1982; like 2011; loury 
2010; Shihadeh and Steffensmeier 1994).

many researchers favor general strain the-
ory (gSt) as a way of understanding the con-
nection between economic/racial inequality 
and crime. gSt focuses on an individual’s so-
cial environment, one in which a discrepancy 
exists between aspirations and achievements, 
between fair and actual outcomes, and with 
negative stimuli replacing positively valued 
stimuli (agnew 1992). the resultant negative 
relationships and rejections feed alienation, 
frustration, and anger, all of which could 
 possibly then motivate nonconforming or 
criminal behavior. Since african americans 
disproportionately live in unique social condi-
tions, experiencing qualitatively unique types 
of strain compared to whites, they may cope 
with strain and negative emotions through 
crime (Kaufman, et al. 2008). no universal 
pattern exists, however, because changing 
structural conditions (neighborhood demo-
graphics, competition, and racial inequality) 
can lead to differing rates of violence (mcCall 
and Parker 2005).

other social scientists favor the application 
of social disorganization theory to understand 
the connection between poverty and crime. 
the structure of socially integrated neigh-
borhoods fosters an attachment among resi-
dents, which in turn prompts their exercise 
of informal social controls, resulting in safer 
neighborhoods with less street crime and van-
dalism (Burchfield 2009). Conversely, a weak 
social network among neighbors lessens the 
sense of community, leading to a breakdown 
in civic engagement and social controls, and 
in an inability to influence public behavior. 

desire for immediate gratification; and a dis-
trust of authority. in such an environment, 
crime simply thrives. add to this the fact that 
high-crime neighborhoods tend to have high 
levels of single parenting, which means that 
children have less supervision, especially from 
fathers.

Critics of such a culture-of-poverty posi-
tion responded that such cultural patterns 
should be viewed as the consequences, not 
the causes, of poverty. among people who 
have few opportunities to work; are forced to 
live in crowded, run-down housing; and must 
contend with the worst schools a city has to 
offer, we should not be surprised that crime 
rates are high. only structural changes that 
alleviate societal inequality are likely to bring 
about changes in the vicious circle of poverty 
and crime (Stricker 2007).

Lower Intelligence. in perhaps the most 
con troversial effort to explain concentra-
tions of crime and other social problems, 
richard Herrnstein and Charles murray 
 asserted that criminality is concentrated 
in areas where average intelligence is low. in 
their book The Bell Curve, they suggested that 
crime—like  poverty, welfare  dependency, 
and illegitimacy—is strongly related to low 
iQ (1996:338–39). Because the more  talented 
people have long since left the inner cities, 
these researchers continued, the plight of 
those who are left is worse than ever. and 
given the cause, even a compassionate public 
can do little about this problem.

Critics attacked this book on many fronts, 
suggesting that intelligence tests are unfair to 
begin with and that it is far from clear what in-
telligence really is (Fischer, et al. 1996; Willie 
and taylor 1995). more specifically, numer-
ous studies have shown that low-income 
people who test lower on iQ tests and scores 
typically find their scores improving as they 
achieve a higher socioeconomic status (Fraser 
1995; Sowell 1977:57).

Persistent Racial Inequality and Poverty. Far 
broader support exists for the idea that the 
primary problem with crime lies in social 
structure, that the explanation for high crime 
rates lies in racial and economic inequalities 
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suggests that only a holistic public policy ap-
proach that recognizes the complex web of 
structural and cultural factors that create and 
reinforce racial exclusion and inequality will 
overcome the problems in inner-city black 
neighborhoods.

For some, such crime is “an inevitable out-
growth of social conditions created by the 
coincidence of racial segregation and high 
rates of black poverty” (anderson and massey 
2001:334).

two recent studies examined this relation-
ship between black segregation and violent 
crime, one examining 201 metropolitan sta-
tistical areas (eitle 2009) and the other 7,622 
neighborhoods in 79 cities (Krivo, et al. 2009). 
the researchers found that black–white seg-
regation far exceeded other variables, such as 
income inequality and poverty, in explaining 
intercity variations in the black murder rate.

Effects of crime on Everyday life

the toll of crime extends far beyond its im-
mediate victims. For one thing, nothing pulls 
down property values like a high crime rate 
(tita, et al. 2006). owners lose equity in their 
investment, face high homeowners’ insurance 
premiums, and lose neighbors or renters who 
otherwise would provide stability and commu-
nity role models. if large numbers of people 
move out and cannot be replaced, owners 
may well abandon buildings they cannot sell, 
eroding the city’s tax base. the vicious circle 
grinds on and on.

the fear of crime also reduces our use of 
public space. as William H. Whyte (2001:59) 
observed, “Streets are the rivers of life of a 
city. We come to partake of them, not to es-
cape them.” Certainly, in areas where people 
feel safe, extensive use of streets, parks, pla-
zas, and other public places provides enjoy-
ment for people at all hours of the day and 
night. Such urban areas contain the social 
dynamics and all the variety and excitement 
the city can offer. However, crime (or merely 
the fear of crime) restricts the use of public 
spaces. another vicious circle is thus set in 
motion, because empty streets, plazas, and 
subway stations are unprotected and become 

once that absence of an interrelated social 
structure occurs, the probability of increased 
crime in that area is very real (Hipp 2010).

Residential Segregation. a fourth fac-
tor noted by social scientists to explain the 
high rate of african american crime is that 
residential segregation—from the time of 
slavery to the present—makes the black situ-
ation unique, even though a slow decline in 
residential segregation of african americans 
has occurred since 1980 (see table 12–3). in 
some smaller and newer metropolitan areas, 
their segregation from whites has declined 
markedly, but in the larger places where most 
african americans live, segregation has re-
mained high.

recall in Chapter 11 our discussion of 
hypersegregation—the extensive segrega-
tion existing on many dimensions simulta-
neously. although nine less hypersegregated 
metropolitan areas exist than in 1990, blacks 
remain especially disadvantaged and hyper-
segregated in 29 other metropolitan areas. 
the six most segregated of these are Chicago, 
Cleveland, detroit, milwaukee, newark, and 
Philadelphia (Wilkes and iceland 2004).

many social scientists reject the notion that 
black urban crime is simply a product of in-
dividual failings, but rather a combination 
of several factors. William J. Wilson (2010) 

taBlE 12–3  most segregated metropolitan 
areas, Black and White, 2010

Metropolitan  
Area

Index of 
Dissimilarity

 1. detroit–livonia–dearborn, mi 79.6
 2. milwaukee–Waukesha–West allis, Wi 79.6
 3. new york–White Plains, Wayne, ny-nJ 79.1
 4. newark–union, nJ 78.0
 5. Chicago–Joliet–naperville, il 75.9
 6. Philadelphia, Pa 73.7
 7. miami–miami Beach–Kendall, Fl 73.0
 8. Cleveland–elyria-mentor, oH 72.6
 9. St. louis, mo-il 70.6
10. nassau–Suffolk, new york 69.2

Source: John r. logan and Brian J. Stults, “the Persistence of 
Segregation in the metropolis: new Findings from the 2010 
Census,” uS2010.
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newman explained, serve to encourage 
crime, because they isolate inhabitants from 
each other, creating many unwatched places 
where crime can easily occur. instead, ar-
chitects could design windows and entries 
in such a way that the paths of movement 
and the areas of activity provide inhabitants 
with continuous, natural surveillance of the 
street. Such designs create what newman 
calls defensible space, allowing people to 
protect their own communities naturally, as 
they go about their daily lives, rather than 
relying on security guards and police for pro-
tection (see Figure 12–1 below).

to support his argument, newman com-
piled crime data from various low-income 
public housing projects, first in new york 
and subsequently in other cities. He found 
that the average crime rate is higher in taller 
buildings (over six stories) than in lower 

ever more dangerous. in some communities, 
“take back the streets” campaigns have had 
some success, but the sad reality remains that 
urbanites’ enjoyment of public space is more 
limited than it once was, especially after sun-
set, in too many areas.

What is the solution?

Can high crime rates in urban places be re-
duced? is there a way to make our cities safe 
so that people can walk through a park in the 
daytime (let alone at night!) without fear? 
Here, again, a number of proposals are note-
worthy, and new york City offers a positive 
model.

Physical Design. urban planner oscar 
newman (1996) maintained that building 
design plays an important part in control-
ling crime. High-rise apartment blocks, 

FigurE 12–1  One example of defensible space is this courtyard with only 
one vehicular entrance route and footpaths and with many windows placed 
in buildings to overlook it. Such a design creates a sense of shared  territorial 
 ownership, creating an environment where the owners feel safe and the 
 potential offender is aware of a substantial risk of scrutiny and apprehension.
Source: From http://tessellarsociety.blogspot.com/2007/05protection-from-crime.html. Reprinted with 
permission of the author.

http://tessellarsociety.blogspot.com/2007/05protection-from-crime.html
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exists are where greater crime prevention and 
deterrence occur (lee and earnest 2003).

another crime-fighting strategy is the use 
of neighborhood Crime Watch organiza-
tions. through this association, neighbors 
look out for each other, for community mem-
bers’ families and properties, and they alert 
the police about any suspicious behavior or 
crime in progress. Studies have found that 
this is an effective means to reduce neighbor-
hood crime (gaspers 2006; Pattavina, Byrne, 
and garcia 2006; Sanders 2000).

Get Tough. the term zero tolerance became 
a popular catchphrase in the 1990s in its re-
peated use by politicians, police leaders, 
policy makers, and the media (newburn and 
Jones 2007). the model for north america 
was the crackdown by new york City police 
on all minor offenses; they arrested tens of 
thousands of people for subway fare evasion 
and all forms of disorderly behavior, such as 
drunkenness, urination, graffiti, vandalism, 
begging, and vagrancy. under the belief that 

ones. tall buildings with hundreds of living 
units are worst of all and appear to encour-
age isolation, stigmatization, apathy, neglect, 
and withdrawal, first by the residents, then 
by housing management, and finally, by the 
municipal agencies that service the project: 
police, education, parks and recreation, re-
fuse collection, and social services (newman 
1996:28). Furthermore, in larger, taller build-
ings, crime occurs mostly in public areas—for 
example, elevators, halls, and lobbies—places 
that residents cannot easily monitor. Crime 
in such spaces is far less frequent in low-rise 
buildings, where residents can more easily su-
pervise their surroundings.

Community Involvement. improving the 
physical design of buildings appears to be 
a partial solution to the problem of urban 
crime. regardless of architectural design, 
however, residents of a building must be mo-
tivated to notice and respond to potentially 
criminal situations. For example, neighbor-
hoods in which a greater sense of community 

A recent form of community policing in order to reduce crime in many North 
American cities has been the utilization of police officers on bike patrols, such as 
this multiethnic trio in Los Angeles. Using bicycles provides greater mobility and 
coverage of territory than covering a beat on foot, yet allows closer observation and 
interaction than in a car.
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incentives through government to encour-
age businesses to locate in economically de-
pressed areas. in addition, of course, com-
munity efforts at policing the streets, greater 
involvement by churches and local community 
groups, and efforts at upgrading neighbor-
hoods, such as that by Habitat for Humanity, 
all will help. Fortunately, many city leaders 
recognize these needs and are taking steps to 
improve living and employment conditions.

summary

Poor housing, substandard education, and 
crime are three significant problems that 
plague our cities. Certainly, there are oth-
ers, including environmental pollution, in-
adequate public transportation, and govern-
mental corruption. this chapter highlighted 
housing, education, and crime, because the 
progress made so far in these areas offers the 
promise of more within our lifetimes.

all urban problems closely link to the state 
of a city’s economy and, especially, to the ex-
tent of urban poverty. thus, we can see that 
urban problems are complex, interrelated is-
sues, such as poverty, crime, and drug abuse, 
with roots that extend beyond a particular city 
to society as a whole.

in the 1930s, as part of Franklin roosevelt’s 
new deal, the federal government first en-
acted public housing policies. Financial assis-
tance to homeowners and builders, together 
with public works programs, quickly improved 
urban housing. even so, by 1940, some 40 
percent of u.S. urban housing still lacked 
amenities such as adequate indoor plumb-
ing. the Housing act of 1949 launched urban 
renewal programs and initiated the construc-
tion of more public housing. Private develop-
ers, however, never provided anywhere near 
as many low-income housing units as were 
torn down, resulting in the displacement of 
the poor. moreover, high-rise public housing 
stigmatized and isolated the poor and created 
unsafe neighborhoods. rent subsidies were a 
better idea, giving families choices other than 
public housing.

reduction of minor offenses would reduce all 
crime and create safer neighborhoods, the 
mayor and police commissioner pointed to 
the drop in the violent and property crime 
rates each year thereafter. new york’s success 
was not lost on leaders in other cities and they 
adopted similar policies. in the mid-1990s, 
Canadian federal and provincial govern-
ments also adopted zero-tolerance policies 
(deKeseredy 2009). Critics argue that crime 
rates were already dropping prior to this ac-
tion and that statistics show zero tolerance 
was not an effective way to reduce crime, and 
that improvement in police–community rela-
tions is more successful (Silverman 2004).

New York City. officials also enacted 
stronger community and strategic policing 
measures as well as a “get tough” approach. 
Community policing is an approach that in-
creases interaction and cooperation between 
law enforcement agencies and the people 
and neighborhoods they serve. the focus 
is not just on responding to crime, but forg-
ing a partnership with citizens to identify 
and resolve problems, assign officers to a 
specific geographical area on a permanent 
basis, empower them to speak to neighbor-
hood groups, participate in business and civic 
events, and otherwise participate positively in 
community life.

Strategic policing is an aggressive tactic of 
deploying increased patrols, decoys, and sting 
operations in locales identified through fre-
quent computer analyses as high-crime areas. 
new york’s success (violent crime dropped al-
most in half) made it a model for other cities. 
Homicides, for example, were 536 in 2010, 
compared to 2,245 in 1990, which is a truly 
remarkable achievement. as some critics see 
it, however, “get tough” approaches do little 
to solve the root causes of crime; rather, they 
deal only with the consequences.

ultimately, achieving long-term reductions 
in crime probably depends on increasing 
economic opportunity in poor communities. 
doing so may involve providing greater mo-
bility for inner-city residents so that they are 
able to reach jobs on the metropolitan periph-
ery, or providing job training and economic 
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Crime victimizes everyone by eroding prop-
erty values, increasing insurance premiums, 
and generating a climate of fear. Crime also 
reduces the use of parks, streets, and mass 
transit, denying urbanites free use of their city.

trying to build “defensible spaces” is a par-
tial solution to the crime problem, as are “get 
tough” policies that target vulnerable areas 
for extra police protection. yet neither ap-
proach can ultimately solve the problem of 
crime. Strengthening families in order to pro-
vide good adult role models for young peo-
ple, generating jobs for adults, and building 
a sense of community through churches and 
other local organizations are also needed.

conclusion

While there is some reason for pessimism and 
concern, recent decades have witnessed posi-
tive signs of improvement in urban life. For 
example, new york City dramatically curtailed 
violent crime. many other cities have also re-
duced crime, but whether this trend will per-
sist remains to be seen. Similarly, time will tell 
whether the recent innovations in housing and 
education improve the quality of life and the 
life chances for all segments of the cities’ pop-
ulation. as cities convert the failed high-rise 
projects to more livable, mixed-income hous-
ing complexes that no longer isolate and stig-
matize the poor, they are guided by important 
lessons learned from the past. What is happen-
ing to cities in developing countries, however? 
are they learning from Western mistakes, or is 
their situation even worse? in the next chapter, 
we will discuss latin american, african, middle 
eastern, and asian cities to learn the answers.

rising taxes and increased maintenance 
costs, coupled with rent levels limited by local 
policy and the inability of tenants to pay, 
eventually resulted in hundreds of thousands 
of landlords abandoning buildings. more re-
cently, urban homesteading, gentrification, 
and the new urbanism improved the urban 
scene. each approach has limitations, how-
ever, and none can solve all the cities’ housing 
problems.

Beset by problems of old buildings in 
need of repair, limited funding, a growing 
minority student population with limited 
english proficiency, a shortage of quali-
fied teachers, and inadequate teaching re-
sources, the nation’s urban schools face seri-
ous challenges in their efforts to provide a 
quality education. a deepening dissatisfac-
tion with the failure of urban schools to do 
their job has led to alternative approaches. 
magnet schools, vouchers, and charter 
schools become more popular each year, 
but they also have their critics. Charges of 
elitism, violation of church–state separa-
tion, and the siphoning off of much-needed 
funds for urban public schools are contro-
versies that surround these innovations.

rates of serious crime are going down (al-
though remaining high among juveniles). 
media coverage and the fear of stranger-
on-stranger violence, however, have raised 
public worries about crime. the greatest 
concentration of crime is in poor inner-city 
neighborhoods. Various explanations for the 
existence of high-crime areas highlight cul-
tural patterns, alleged intellectual deficien-
cies, persistent racial inequality and poverty, 
and residential segregation.

KEy tErms

absolute poverty (344)
charter schools (339)
community policing (348)
defensible space (346)
eminent domain (325)
general strain theory (344)
gentrification (332)
hypersegregation (345)

magnet schools (339)
new urbanism (332)
relative poverty (344)
school voucher (339)
social disorganization theory (344)
social promotions (336)
strategic policing (348)
urban renewal (325)



350    Chapter 12  Housing, Education, Crime 

intErnEt activitiEs

 1. The Condition of Education is an annual 
assessment of educational quality with 
different special features each year. at 
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/analysis/ 
2010- section1b.asp, you will find an analy-
sis of  student academic performance in 
 central-city schools.

 2. at http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/ucr, 
you can access the latest statistics from 
the Federal Bureau of investigation in its 
Uniform Crime Reports. Click on a year (not 
preliminary findings), and explore the 
data tables for cities, suburbs, and non-
metropolitan regions.

http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/cjis/ucr/ucr
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/analysis/2010-section1b.asp
http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/analysis/2010-section1b.asp
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This chapter explores the development of 
cities throughout the developing world, with an 
eye to what they have in common, how they vary, 
and how they compare with Canadian and u.S. 
cities. This is a formidable task. Africa and Asia 
are vast continents of striking geographical and 
cultural contrasts. Africa has more than 1,000 
spoken languages, and Asia has four major 
cultural traditions (in China, india, Japan, 
and Southeast Asia). Latin America, although 
it mostly shares a Spanish heritage, nonethe-
less varies significantly from one country to an-
other in its population composition, resources, 
and economic development. The middle east 
(Western Asia) is a region where countries (and 
their cities) vary considerably in economic de-
velopment, political structure, and quality of 
life. Still, many common elements exist in the 
global urbanization that we are witnessing.

from the standpoint of world-systems 
analysis, no developing country is a core 
nation in the global economy. in Latin 
America, mexico, venezuela, Argentina, 
brazil, and Chile are in the semi-periphery; 
the rest are in the periphery. most African 
countries are in the periphery, with nigeria 
and South Africa in the semi-periphery. 
Saudi Arabia and the Asian countries that we 
feature in this chapter are also in the semi-
periphery, except China, which is  rapidly 
emerging as a core nation. each country’s 
place in the global hierarchy affects the 
 economic well-being of its cities.

before we look at various parts of the 
world, we must first remind ourselves of a 
point made in Chapter 1. because coun-
tries vary widely in how they define “city” or 
“urban,” cross-national comparisons are diffi-
cult in any urban study. for our purposes, the 
populations given in this book are calculated 
according to each country’s definition and so 
cannot be exactly compared to the popula-
tions of cities in other countries.

latin ameriCan Cities

Today’s Latin American cities—rio de Janeiro, 
brazil; buenos Aires, Argentina; bogotá, 
Colombia; Santiago, Chile; Lima, Peru; 
mexico City, mexico—did not exist before the 

When most of us think of large cities, we 
usually imagine towering new york City or 
sprawling Los Angeles. The largest city in the 
Western hemisphere, however, is São Paolo, 
brazil, with a population of about 11 million, 
and mexico City follows, with a population 
of 8.8 million. The 23 million inhabitants 
of Shanghai easily surpass new york City’s 
8.4 million, while the 12.3 million people in 
mumbai (bombay) are more than three times 
the population of Los Angeles (4 million).

These major cities, and many others through-
out Africa, Asia, Latin America, and the middle 
east, have an urban history unlike that of Canada 
and the united States. That past explains, in 
part, their present situation. All of these regions 
had indigenous cities that fell under the control 
of colonizers but that eventually gained their 
political independence. Today, these areas are 
in the midst of rapid and far-reaching urban 
transformation and are growing at a startling 
rate, as vast numbers of people pour into their 
cities. furthermore, as explained in Chapter 7, 
the economic well-being of these cities (as well 
as of those in Canada and the united States) 
is linked to a world-systems economic arrange-
ment in which the more-developed countries 
affect the fortunes of cities in the less-developed 
countries.

mexico City symbolizes in many ways the 
current state of poor cities around the globe. 
Pouring in are tens of thousands of people 
who must compete for extremely limited 
resources. not surprisingly, those meager 
resources are not shared equally. nowhere 
in sub-Saharan Africa is there a metropoli-
tan area approaching the size of Cairo (at 
10.9 million, it is the continent’s megacity), 
but large cities are numerous throughout 
Africa. Lagos, nigeria, boasts 10.2 million in-
habitants, while Kinshasa, Congo (formerly 
Zaire), has 8.4 million inhabitants. bangkok, 
Thailand, has 6.9 million.

moreover, primate cities (principal cities 
that are extremely large compared to other 
cities in the country) dominate a great many 
countries in the developing world. in many 
cases, a single city is home to more than half 
a country’s urban population (see the Urban 
Trends box on page 353).
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Urban trenDs

the evolution of primate Cities

A primate city is one that grows 
in population and influence far 
beyond other cities in a nation 
or region. In many poor coun-
tries, the largest city may have 
 several times the combined 
population of the two or three 
next-largest cities. Primate 
cities thus resemble, to use 
Alejandro Portés’s metaphor, 
“gigantic heads on dwarfish 

bodies” (1977:68),  absorbing an enormous 
portion of the available labor, trade, and 
population.

The extent of the dominance by a primate 
city in its own country can be shown using 
a primacy ratio, which is computed through 
 dividing the primate city’s population by the 
population of the second-largest city in the 

country. The following table shows some 
examples.

Note that with the exception of four 
 cities, the primacy ratios for most of the 
largest cities of the developed world are 
relatively low. This suggests that  primacy 
is linked to more than a good location 
and established trade patterns. Recent 
 research suggests that primate cities 
 develop more frequently in (1) small coun-
tries (Copenhagen and Vienna are clear 
examples); (2) countries that, for historical 
reasons, have only one or a few  cities with 
anything approaching modern facilities 
(certainly true of poor countries around the 
world); and (3) countries that once were 
or still are under  foreign control either 
 politically or economically (colonial or 
postcommunist  cities, for example).

selected Developing World Cities in 2010* selected Developed World Cities in 2010*

Monrovia, Liberia

Bangkok, Thailand

Luanda, Angola

Conakry, Guinea

Ulan Bator, Mongolia

Asmara, Eritrea

Kigali, Rwanda

Lima, Peru

Addis Ababa, Ethiopia

Beirut, Lebanon

Lomé, Togo

Nouakchott, Mauritania

Bamako, Mali

Antananarivo, Madagascar

N’Djamena, Chad

24.7

18.2

15.9

14.0

13.9

11.4

11.0

10.8

11.8

8.7

8.7

8.3

8.0

7.8

7.5

Budapest, Hungary

London, England

Vienna, Austria

Bucharest, Romania

Copenhagen, Denmark

Prague, Czech Republic

Paris, France

Tokyo, Japan

Moscow, Russia

Warsaw, Poland

Zurich, Switzerland

New York, USA

Rome, Italy

Athens, Greece

Berlin, Germany

8.3

7.5

6.6

6.2

4.9

3.3

2.6

2.4

2.3

2.3

2.3

2.2

2.1

2.0

1.9

Note: *All ratios computed from populations reported in “Nations of the World,” Britannica Book of the 
Year (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, 2011).
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early Cities

of the many pre-Columbian cities—including  
Teotihuacan, the mayan capital located 
in central mexico, and Cuzco, the inca 
empire’s capital city in southeastern Peru— 
perhaps Tenochtitlán offers the most poi-
gnant  example of an awe-inspiring but lost 
city (see the Cityscape box below). originally 

sixteenth century. They, and many others, are 
the products of colonization by Spanish and 
Portuguese conquerors. before the founding 
of such cities, however, other complex urban 
centers existed. The most outstanding exam-
ples were the capitals of the mayan and Aztec 
civilizations in Central America and mexico 
and of the inca empire on the western coast of 
South America.

CitysCape

the magnificent City of tenochtitlán

The Aztecs built Tenochtitlán 
into an island metropolis of in-
credible magnificence. Situated 
amid the calm, clear, turquoise 
waters of Lake Texcoco and 
linked to mainland suburbs by 
three great paved causeways, 
Tenochtitlán had a population 
of about 350,000 by the end of 
the fifteenth century. With its 
pyramid temples and elegant  

 palaces—together with its spotless streets, broad 
plazas, and exotic gardens—Tenochtitlán was 
probably, after Rome, the world’s greatest city.

In 1519, the Spaniard Hernan Cortés and his 
men gazed with disbelief on this city. Cortés 
later described it as “the most beautiful city 
in the world,” and one of his soldiers, Bernal 
Diaz, described the Spanish reaction this way:

We were amazed. . . . [I]t was like the enchant-
ments they tell of in the legend of Amadis, on 
account of the great towers and [temples] and 
buildings rising from the water, and all built 
of masonry. And some of our soldiers even 
asked whether the things that we saw were not 
a dream. . . . I do not know how to describe it, 
seeing things as we did that had never been 
heard of or seen before, not even dreamed 
about. (Stannard 1993:4)

Matching the city’s splendor was the cleanli-
ness of its streets, people, and water supply:

Criss-crossed with a complex network of ca-
nals, Tenochtitlán in this respect reminded 

the Spanish of an enormous Venice; but it 
also had remarkable floating gardens that re-
minded them of nowhere else on earth. And 
while European cities then, and for centuries 
afterward, took their drinking water from the 
fetid and polluted rivers nearby, Tenochtitlán’s 
drinking water came from springs deep within 
the mainland and was piped into the city by a 
huge aqueduct system that amazed Cortés and 
his men—just as they were astonished by the 
personal cleanliness and hygiene of the color-
fully dressed populace, and by their extrava-
gant (to the Spanish) use of soaps, deodorants, 
and breath sweeteners. (Stannard 1993:5)

Commerce was the lifeblood of the city, and 
especially impressive to the Spanish visitors 
was the enormous so-called Great Market 
that sprawled across the city’s northern end:

This area, “with arcades all around,” accord-
ing to Cortés, was the central gathering place 
where “more than sixty thousand people come 
each day to buy and sell, and where every 
kind of merchandise produced in these lands 
is found . . .” (Stannard 1993:6)

So great was the variety of food, animals and 
birds, metals, herbs, clothing, pottery, house-
wares, sweets, wines, timber, tiles, firewood, 
and charcoal for sale, that Diaz wrote,

Some . . . among us who had been in many 
parts of the world, in Constantinople, all over 
Italy, and in Rome, said that so large a mar-
ketplace and so full of people and so well 
regulated and arranged, they had never beheld 
 before. (Stannard 1993:7)
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received hospitably, Cortés and his forces en-
circled Tenochtitlán in April 1521, cut off its 
food and water for three months, and then 
entered the city as its conquerors in August. 
To ensure that the remnants of the proud 
Aztec empire never rose again, Cortés utterly 
demolished Tenochtitlán and, on its rubble, 
erected a city focused around a completely 
european culture. he called it Ciudad Imperial 
de Mexico—mexico City.

During the conquest of the inca empire in 
Peru about a decade later, francisco Pizarro 
followed the same pattern. he conquered and 
destroyed the inca cities and replaced them 
with Spanish cities. All over Latin America, 
newly constructed colonial cities served as 
administrative centers for local domination 
and export-oriented trade. inland settlements 
such as mexico City were linked with port 
cities such as vera Cruz (figure 13–1, page 
356). Where no important port existed, the 
europeans built one: Lima (Peru), valparaiso 
(Chile), buenos Aires (Argentina), and rio de 
Janeiro (brazil) are examples (figure 13–2,  
page 357). The “trade” of these cities, how-
ever, was a one-way operation, with precious 
gold, silver, tobacco, and coffee shipped to 
Spain and Portugal to help these nations be-
come rich and powerful.

european Dominance

The strategic location of most of these cit-
ies in relation to the hinterland also allowed 
colonists to dominate the native population. 
ensconced in fortifications on the coast, the 
europeans could defend themselves from in-
ternal attack and receive supplies from the 
sea. Such battlements also protected them 
from an external enemy—pirates—who 
lusted after the wealth these cities harbored.

one of the most tragic aftermaths of the 
conquest was the literal decimation of the in-
digenous population. in scarcely a single cen-
tury, the native population plummeted from 
more than 25 million to, perhaps, 1 million. 
Among the many reasons for this frightening 
loss of life, foremost were the brutal wars with 
the colonists and the toll taken by european 
diseases, such as measles and smallpox, 

against which the indigenous people had no 
biological defense.

imposing european culture on Latin 
America had other long-lasting effects. 
Decreeing a set of principles called the “Laws 
of the indies,” the Spanish constructed all 
their new cities along similar patterns, result-
ing in the breakdown of local cultural pat-
terns. Although local geography and earlier 
customs brought some variations, most co-
lonial cities were constructed around a grid 
plan with a central plaza—the plaza mayor. 
At one end of the plaza was an imposing 
Catholic church. on the other three sides 
were government offices, residences of the 
wealthy, and some businesses. Such a de-
sign established the dominant institutions of 
european culture—church, state, elite power, 
and  commerce—in the heart of the city.

Around the city center, in a second district, 
were the residences of the city’s middle class: 
artisans, government clerks, and small mer-
chants. farther out still, in a third zone, were 
the much more dilapidated residences of 
the city’s poor. finally, on the outskirts were 
large parcels of land originally called enco-
miendas, given in trust to the local elite by the 
Spanish government. After independence in 
the  nineteenth century, many of these large 
parcels of land became part of the equally ex-
clusive hacienda system: large farms or ranches 
run by elites and worked by serfs.

Although physically similar to european 
cities, these preindustrial colonial cities 
were even more exclusive, favoring a small 
and extremely powerful elite of european 
descent. under normal circumstances, na-
tive Latin Americans could never become 
 members of the elite. Although remnants of 
pre- Columbian culture remained—particu-
larly in rural  communities—the dominance 
of colonial cities in Latin America ensured the 
dominance of european culture in most areas 
of life (Skidmore, et al. 2010).

by the early 1800s, local insurgents, such 
as Simón bolivar, mounted frequent chal-
lenges to colonial governance. Soon after a 
series of wars for independence (1816–1825), 
most Latin American nations gained their 
freedom. With colonial restrictions removed, 



Mexico City

Guatemala City

Havana

North
Pacific
Ocean

Gulf of 
Mexico

Golfo de
Tehuantepec

Bahia de
Campeche

UNITED STATES

MEXICO

CUBA

BELIZE

HONDURAS

NICARAGUA

COSTA RICA

GUATEMALA

EL SALVADOR

PANAMA

San Salvador

Panama
 City

San Jose

Managua

Tegucigalpa

FigUre 13–1  Map of Major Central American Cities

356



South
Atlantic
Ocean

South
Pacific
Ocean

ARGENTINA

BOLIVIA

COLOMBIA

VENEZUELA

PERU

BRAZIL

FRENCH GUIANA (FRANCE)
SURINAME

GUYANA

CHILE

ECUADOR

PARAGUAY

Caracas

Cayenne

Rio de Janeiro

Mitu

Sao Paulo

Brasilia

Medellin
Paramaribo

La Paz

Bogota
Cali

Quito

Boa
 Vista

Lima

Arica

Buenos Aires

Ciudad Guayana

FALKLAND
ISLANDS (U.K.)

HAITI

DOMINICAN
REPUBLIC

PUERTO
RICO

Santiago
URUGUAY

Montevideo

Asuncion

FigUre 13–2  Map of Major South American Cities
357



358    Chapter 13  Cities in the Developing World 

of the medium-scale commerce of many Latin 
American cities, dominating such areas as 
construction, small industry, and artisan and 
craft activities. As a result, immigrants occu-
pied many middle-class jobs at the expense of 
the impoverished indigenous population also 
streaming into the cities of Argentina, brazil, 
Paraguay, and uruguay (eakin 2007:230–35).

most Latin American cities have not fol-
lowed the pattern of rapid industrialization 
typical of europe, Canada, and the united 
States. Despite a century and a half of inde-
pendence, Latin American cities, in terms of 
wealth and productive capacity, lag far behind 
the cities of these other regions.

Why? first, most Latin American cities 
were, from the outset, export-oriented. Their 
valued products or raw materials—gold, sil-
ver, cattle, coal, oil, grains, coffee, fruits, and 
wool—were sent to other countries; they were 
not consumed by their own populations. The 
demand by other nations for these goods did 
not change after independence, and Latin 
American cities continued such one-way trad-
ing. The problem is that selling raw materials 

many Latin American cities began to prosper 
through trade with cities in england, france, 
and the united States. by 1900, although the 
population remained decidedly rural, mexico 
City, São Paolo, and Santiago each grew to 
over a half-million inhabitants, while buenos 
Aires and rio de Janeiro increased to more 
than a million (eakin 2007:230). Similar 
patterns appeared in montevideo, Caracas, 
Lima, and havana. indeed, by the early twen-
tieth century, these few cities had grown so 
much that they dominated all the other cities 
in their respective countries.

modern Cities

not all of the growth in Latin American cities 
resulted from rural migrants seeking greater 
economic opportunity. Some was attribut-
able to immigration between 1860 and 1930, 
as Latin America absorbed millions of Jews, 
russians, Poles, italians, Swiss, and germans. 
because of their generally higher level of edu-
cation and greater familiarity with business, 
these immigrants soon came to control much 

Throughout Latin America, the Spanish influence manifests itself in both architec-
ture and urban design. One common feature is a large church or cathedral, as well 
as a government palace, adjacent to or dominating a central plaza in the heart of 
the old city area. Illustrating this pattern is Murillo Plaza in La Paz, Bolivia.
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aFriCan Cities

African urbanization is uneven, with most con-
temporary African cities located either on or 
near the continent’s coastlines (figure 13–3,  
page 360). The greater urbanization on 
Africa’s northern coast is a historical legacy of 
trade, both with europe and with the islamic 
countries of the middle east. To reach europe, 
Africans transported their goods from the in-
terior, crossing the forbidding Sahara Desert 
and then loading them onto ships that plied 
the mediterranean or sailed europe’s western 
coast. established during seventeenth- and 
eighteenth-century european colonization to 
facilitate exports (including slaves), cities on 
Africa’s western and eastern coasts soon be-
came the most technologically and economi-
cally developed settlements on the continent.

early Cities

Complex civilizations, complete with highly 
developed urban centers, existed in Africa as 
early as 3000 b.c.e. one such civilization, Kush, 
with its core cities of meroë, musawarat, and 
naga, was centered about 100 miles north of 
the modern city of Khartoum. Archaeological 
evidence reveals these Kushite cities, though 
originally imitators of the ancient cities of 
egypt, were also highly sophisticated. by 590 
b.c.e., meroë traded extensively with Saharan 
and mediterranean peoples in slaves, gold, 
ivory, iron, and copper (Wenke 2007). in fact, 
meroë’s trade in copper was so extensive that 
great slag heaps from the manufacturing pro-
cess are still evident in the city’s ruins.

other early African cities, particularly 
those in the sub-Saharan region, served as 
capitals of indigenous African empires, as 
craft or manufacturing centers, or as break-
of-bulk points on major trade routes. gao, in 
present-day mali, was built in the seventh cen-
tury c.e. as the capital of the Songhai empire. 
more impressive was Kumbi, capital of the 
empire of ghana around 1000 c.e. backed 
by a large army equipped with iron weap-
ons, Kumbi had an estimated population of 
30,000, supported by a rural population num-
bering in the hundreds of thousands. Trade 

generates far less money than processing 
and marketing finished products. As a result, 
Latin American cities generated much less 
wealth than cities engaged in processing and 
distributing goods to consumers.

Second, with exports of raw materials as 
their primary source of wealth, most Latin 
American cities never developed much of an 
industrial base. modern cities without major 
industries not only develop fewer jobs for 
their populations, but also cannot compete on 
numerous levels (skilled labor, investment op-
portunities) with those cities that have them. 
Consequently, export-oriented cities simply 
fall further behind their industrialized coun-
terparts, leading to a worsening gap between 
“the rich nations” and “the poor nations.”

many urbanists argue that rich nations and 
their corporations contributed significantly 
to this problem (Armstrong and mcgee 
2007; geisse and Sabatini 1988; greenfield 
1994; morse and hardoy 1993). Still seek-
ing raw materials and cheap labor in Latin 
America, these countries and corporations 
have thrown their aid and political support 
to Latin American governments that favored 
export over local development. many Latin 
American business and government elites 
have become rich “playing ball” in this way, 
but this pattern has done little for the over-
all development of their countries. Thus, the 
old colonial pattern of external domination is 
preserved in another guise.

Some Latin American countries— particularly 
Argentina, brazil, and mexico—have benefited 
somewhat by gaining the industrial operations 
that closed down in postindustrial nations 
such as the united States. notably, brazil has 
emerged as the world’s fifth-largest economic 
power (behind the united States, China, india, 
and russia). Consequently, its largest cities (in-
cluding São Paolo, rio de Janeiro, Salvador, 
brasilia, fortaleza, and belo horizonte)— 
although beset by many  problems—also stand 
to benefit by the nation’s rapidly growing eco-
nomic prosperity (brainard and martinez-Diaz 
2009; roett 2011). brazil’s hosting the 2016 
olympic games will further add to its recogni-
tion as a country becoming a major player on 
the world stage.
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in gold and ivory—as well as in salt, kola nuts, 
slaves, and iron weapons—provided the em-
pire’s economic base (Wenke 2007).

in the eighth century c.e., shortly after the 
establishment of islam as a major religion, cit-
ies based on trade with Arab countries and 

the east began to appear throughout Africa, 
such as mogadishu in Somalia and mombasa 
in Kenya. As exchange became more lucra-
tive, the muslim traders transformed the 
north African cities into major shipping cen-
ters to europe. Their trade networks linked 



Chapter 13  Cities in the Developing World    361

was fairly modest, amounting to about a 
few thousand each year until the fifteenth 
century. Thereafter, the european open-
ing of Africa stimulated the slave trade for 
the next 400 years, with more than 11.3 
 million slaves transported across the Atlantic 
(Lovejoy 2000:15–18). Traders enlisted the 
aid of a cadre of professional slave traders—
europeans, muslims, and Africans—to bring 
the “black gold” to market at Daka in Senegal, 
elmina on the coast of ghana, Zanzibar in 
Tanzania, and other slave-trade towns estab-
lished up and down the continent’s coasts.

The first european invasion also upset 
many of the delicate economic, political, and 
interpersonal linkages of precolonial Africa. 
The Portuguese demolished the east coast 
cities and destroyed the trade alliances that 
had linked them to the Persian gulf, india, 
and the far east. in other parts of Africa, 
europeans destroyed many of the political 
allegiances that had kept African tribes and 
empires in balance with one another. in the 
wake of such practices and the slave-trade 

these cities to dozens of inland, sub-Saharan 
cities to the south. one such city was Kano, 
founded in 999 c.e. Another was the legend-
ary Timbuktu, founded in 1100 c.e. and, with 
its stone palaces, many-windowed homes, uni-
versity, and bustling marketplace, became the 
intellectual capital of western Sudan.

All these early African cities were typical, 
preindustrial cities with a walled enclosure, 
narrow and winding streets, and daily life or-
ganized around religion and crafts. residence 
was often determined by craft—for example, 
metalsmiths might cluster together—or by 
tribal or religious affiliation. rich and poor, 
commerce and residences, all intermingled 
within shared city areas.

european Dominance

Slavery has a long history. Ancient egyptians, 
greeks, and romans, for example, regularly 
subjugated those they conquered. Among 
Africans, this practice also stretched far 
back into the past. An export trade in slaves 

Taroudannt, Morocco, is a city of 30,000 that traces its origins to the eleventh 
century. Its sixteenth-century, 23-foot, fortified walls are in excellent condition 
and still define three-fourths of the city’s borders. Walled cities once existed on all 
 continents except Antarctica as a defensive measure, and those that remain offer 
vivid testimony to how cities once defined their boundaries.
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example, subscribed to a policy of indirect 
rule, content to let local African leaders main-
tain their positions as long as they bowed to 
the colonial government. The french, on the 
other hand, insisted on the eventual assimila-
tion of Africans into the french way of life. 
To promote this, they dismantled indigenous 
governments, taught only french in public 
schools, and encouraged the local population 
in identifying totally with french culture.

modern Cities

During the colonial era, most African cit-
ies grew slowly, hampered, like their Latin 
American counterparts, by one-sided trade 
policies (exporting raw materials at low prices). 
only a few cities—coastal ports or mining 
 cities, for  example—grew more swiftly, either 
because of their location or because of their 
special wealth.

nationalist movements in the 1950s led to 
fights for independence, and Africa became 
a site of confrontation for competing world 
ideologies. Siding with the Africans in most 
cases were leftist or Communist countries, 
prominent among them the former Soviet 
union, China, and later, Cuba. Such coun-
tries often equipped local insurgents with 
arms to fight the colonizers. furthermore, 
colonies became too costly to maintain, 
both economically and politically, giving 
europeans second thoughts about the whole 
business. in the 1960s, a total of 32 former 
colonies in Africa gained their freedom. in 
1960 alone—dubbed the “African year”—
more than 3 million square miles and 53 
million of Africa’s people saw an end to colo-
nialism (herskovits 2007). This success only 
further fueled independence movements, 
with the result that the retreating colonizers 
became more and more eager to let go.

in some cases, the rapid withdrawal and 
newfound freedom often unleashed tribal 
warfare and a succession of military coups. 
for example, after the hurried belgian retreat 
from the Congo in 1960, that country en-
dured five years of bloody civil war as factions 
warred for control. The civil war and horren-
dous slaughter in the mid-1990s between the 

abductions, much of African society was 
brought close to collapse.

The character of urban Africa changed 
radically in the nineteenth century, when 
europeans arrived in force. no longer look-
ing for a passage east, and with the slave trade 
waning, the rapidly industrializing colonizers 
now eyed Africa with much the same plun-
dering eye that Cortés and Pizarro had cast 
upon Latin America more than three centu-
ries earlier. With Africa so abundant in raw 
materials, they swarmed like locusts over the 
continent, claiming as much land and other 
wealth as they could. between 1862 and 
1915, europeans established city after city. 
Where no previous cities existed, they built 
them; where indigenous urban centers were 
in place, they either “europeanized” them 
or created “dual cities.” in cities like Kano, 
ibadan, and Kampala, the europeans paired 
the African city with their own new city next 
to it. The contrast was striking: An African 
city constructed of mud bricks and organized 
around its religious life and craft associations 
would coexist with a european city built of 
stone and organized around a growing cen-
tral business district.

in all cities, however, a policy of racial 
segregation prevailed—a form of apartheid 
(as the practice came to be known in South 
Africa) by which europeans dominated the 
local people. obviously, such a system im-
posed tremendous economic, political, and 
social hardships on Africans while enrich-
ing the europeans. racism was at its worst in 
southern Africa. in more northerly parts of 
the continent, different colonizers and differ-
ent urban traditions allowed the races some 
contact and, thus, mitigated the racism some-
what. Thus, although racial tensions remain 
in West, east, and north Africa, conflict was 
greatest in the south, in the republic of South 
Africa, namibia, and Zimbabwe, where rigid 
racial segregation and stratification ended 
only in the late twentieth century.

unlike Latin America, where the “Laws of 
the indies” produced a continent of similar 
cities, the presence of many european na-
tions in Africa resulted in a variety of differ-
ent policies for urban areas. The british, for 
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miDDle eastern Cities

Chapter 2 highlighted early middle eastern 
cities, including the world’s first-known city, 
Jericho, and Catal hüyük. beginning in 
the fourth millennium b.c.e., the Persian 
and egyptian empires dominated but then 
faded—a process hastened by the invasions of 
Philip of macedon, Alexander the great, and 
the romans during the last four centuries 
before the birth of Christ. All left behind es-
tablished cities on which more modern ones 
later flourished. After 300 c.e., the declining 
fortunes of rome, plus soil erosion and over-
grazing, led to the eclipse of most of them.

islamic Cities

The prophet muhammad died in 632 c.e., un-
leashing a religious movement that swept over 
all of western Asia, into europe via Spain and 
the balkan states, across some of sub-Saharan 
Africa, and eventually, as far east as Pakistan, 
india, indonesia, and the southern Philippine 
islands. As it spread, islam generated an im-
pressive array of cities. even as european cit-
ies shrunk during the middle Ages, islamic 
cities along the coast of north Africa entered 
their greatest period. The muslims, among his-
tory’s greatest “middlemen,” helped assure the 
success of these cities, as traders utilized their 
geographical location to become the link be-
tween europe and the far east and, in the case 
of north Africa, between europe and the sub-
Saharan region. The inland cities, however, 
were probably islam’s greatest triumph. for 
centuries, as nomads and overland traders, the 
people of the middle east had learned how to 
live and prosper across vast distances of inhos-
pitable terrain. As trading centers, they estab-
lished mecca, riyadh, baghdad, and Tehran, 
among others (figure 13–4).

All the islamic cities had a similar form, as 
described in the Cityscape box on page 365.  
by and large, the muslim city reflected the 
power of the city’s royal and religious elites, 
and many found these to be the most beauti-
ful of all the world’s cities. in robert byron’s 
writings on his travels in the middle east 
during the 1930s, he described isfahan in 

hutu and Tutsi tribes in the former english 
colony now known as rwanda is attributable, 
in part, to the same legacy.

in global perspective, Africa is still the least 
urbanized continent, but it has the highest 
rate of increase in urbanization. in 1950, just 
15 percent of the African population lived in 
cities, but by 2010, that proportion had more 
than doubled to 40 percent. Demographers 
estimate that by 2050, the number of African 
urbanites will reach 62 percent (united 
nations Population Division 2012).

This increase is the result of both in-migra-
tion from the hinterland and natural popu-
lation increase. Some nations— including 
Zambia, Zimbabwe, gambia, botswana, 
Kenya, madagascar, mauritania, namibia, 
and Tanzania—have had success in bringing 
down fertility rates. ethiopia, nigeria, and the 
Congo, by contrast, have not. nigeria is pres-
ently 1 of 10 countries with more than 100 
million people, a level that ethiopia and the 
Congo will reach within the next 40 years. 
Tragically, the AiDS epidemic is worst in sub-
Saharan Africa; in 2009, this area accounted 
for 68 percent of the world’s adult hiv infec-
tions, and 14.8 million children are orphans 
due to the death of their parents from AiDS. 
in botswana, Lesotho, and Swaziland, be-
tween 24 and 26 percent of the population 
is infected with hiv (unAiDS and World 
health organization 2010). Despite this tragic 
epidemic, projections are for a sub-Saharan 
population growth from 883 million in 2011 
to 1.25 billion in 2025 (Population reference 
bureau 2011).

Taken together, these factors help ex-
plain why Africa is a continent in severe cri-
sis. Aside from Africa’s health crisis, much 
of its population is starving. food shortages 
and chronic malnutrition are unfortunately 
common in many countries in sub-Saharan 
Africa. in 2011, east Africa faced its worst 
drought in 60 years, affecting more than 11 
million people. Thousands of desperate peo-
ple flooded into such cities as mogadishu, 
Somalia, looking for food and water. officials 
warned that 800,000 children could die of 
malnutrition throughout Somalia, ethiopia, 
eritrea, and Kenya.
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positive impression, a treasured memory 
(byron 2007:166).

yet byron’s romanticized image is mislead-
ing, for poverty and internal conflict often 
characterized islamic cities. given the division 
of the city into multiple residential  quarters—
sixteenth-century Damascus contained no 

iran as a beautiful array of colors: white tree 
trunks and canopies; turquoise and yellow 
domes gleaming in a deep-blue sky, along a 
river whose muddied silver waters reflected 
that blue; with pale toffee-colored brick 
bridges; and nearby pastel lilac mountains. 
for him, the city made an indelible and 
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CitysCape

the islamic City

In the typical Islamic city, the 
dominant environmental and 
cultural elements in the Middle 
East combined to produce a 
unique urban place. The sur-
rounding wall, for example, 
served a dual function, first as a 
defense against marauders and, 
equally important, as a barrier 
to dust-laden winds coming 
from a variety of directions, de-

pending on the time of day or season of the 
year. When bush shrubs were planted along 
the wall, the effect on wind and dust was that 
of an almost-total barrier, and with strategic 
planting of vegetation within the settlement, 
wind and dust could be kept aloft and away 
from inhabited areas across the whole extent 
of the settlement.

The main thoroughfares of the city con-
trasted dramatically with the emptiness 
and quiet of the desert outside the wall. 
Here was the hustle and bustle of the 
Islamic city—its commercial  lifeblood of 
bazaars filled with many vendors shouting 
their wares to the passing throng. In these 
wide but noisy and greatly  congested 
streets, all kinds of goods and services were 
available—animals, fruits,  vegetables, arts 
and crafts, food and drink,  fabrics, leather 
and metal goods, and  jewelry and other 
luxury items. Beyond these heavily used 
routes on both sides were the residen-
tial sections. Their passageways were so 
 narrow that often one could extend arms 
and simultaneously touch the walls on 
either side. As people walked onward to 
the private houses, the clamor of street 
sounds quickly faded. Cooled by the 
shade provided by the closely built walls 

and dwellings, a pedestrian could easily 
sense the change not just in temperature 
and quiet, but also in the more intimate 
ambiance of the corridor.

Still another contrast beyond the plain, 
mud-colored walls and exteriors of houses 
facing the street was the warmly deco-
rated interiors of these houses, even in the 
more modest ones. Somewhat similar to 
Roman houses, these houses typically had 
numerous rooms opening onto a central 
courtyard and fountain. This private open 
space—the primary shared living space of 
the family—was the final line of shelter 
from the environment. It lay nestled within 
the structure of the house, located within 
its own walls, which in turn were situated 
within the city walls. The close proximity 
of the other houses to one further protected 
each of them from the dust and wind out-
side the city.

Some rooms in the houses were for the use 
of the women only, and—to preserve further 
the modesty of Islamic tradition—the  layout 
of the house enabled the entertaining of 
guests without their unavoidably encounter-
ing all household members.

The more recent urban settlements in the 
Middle East often lack the high  degree of unity 
and atmosphere found in the  still-existing, 
specific features of the older Islamic towns. 
The flavor of these old urban  communities, 
in complete contrast to the desolation all 
around them, was at once  intimate, intricate, 
and intense. Thus, cities such as Baghdad, 
Cairo, Fez, or Tehran— situated in one of the 
harshest environments in the world—could 
provide comfortable   living conditions for 
populations running into the hundreds of 
thousands.
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of precious water supplies and increasing dust 
and erosion. This, in turn, triggered a loss of 
timber, a crucial raw material any preindustrial 
society consumes for heat, artifacts, houses, 
ships, and tools. City populations plummeted.  
for instance, in the sixteenth century, 
baghdad’s population dropped to less than 
100,000—one-tenth of its former size. in Syria, 
egypt, iran, and Saudi Arabia, cities were re-
duced to shadows of what they had been. even 
in the largest cities, such as Alexandria and 
Aleppo (in Syria), trade slowed to a trickle.

european Dominance

not until the nineteenth century, under 
european influence, did urban growth begin 
once more. in the middle east, europeans saw 
untapped markets for their goods, a potential 
source of raw materials, and in some areas, such 
as Suez, strategic locations for military affairs.

fewer than 70 quarters in the city itself—in-
group neighborhood solidarity often led to 
surging outgroup hostility, particularly when 
central religious values were at stake:

[T]he religious minorities (Christians and Jews) 
inhabited their own separate quarters both be-
cause the state wanted to contain (and keep an 
eye on them) and because minorities naturally 
sought protection through clustering. . . . The 
poorest quarters were frequently on the city pe-
riphery . . . where land prices and housing rents 
were cheapest, and where much of the city’s nox-
ious industries (furnaces, tanneries, slaughter-
houses) were located. (Khoury 2004:460)

islamic cities reached their zenith during 
the middle Ages. Thereafter, like their Persian, 
egyptian, greek, and roman predecessors, 
they began to slide into decline. Again, the 
land near the cities became overgrazed and 
the topsoil depleted, leading to evaporation 

Located in Abu Dhabi, the capital city of the United Arab Emirates, the majestic Sheikh 
Zayed mosque is the third-biggest mosque in the world. It is clearly a distinctive archi-
tectural landmark, built at a cost of $545 million. Large enough to accommodate 41,000 
 worshipers, it also houses a library collection that includes rare publications dating back 
more than 200 years.
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28 percent in 1950. The urban population 
in Syria also grew dramatically during the 
same time period, going from 1 million to 
more than 12.5 million, an increase in urban 
population from 31 to 56 percent (united 
nations Population Division 2012). in addi-
tion, the free-market economy created in the 
middle east, as elsewhere, a relatively large 
middle class of affluent entrepreneurs, who 
mostly live in new and exclusive suburbs out-
side the old cities.

rapid urban growth also established a 
primate-city pattern for the entire region. 
Tehran, for instance, has outdistanced all 
other iranian cities in size, market strength, 
and problems. in similar fashion, baghdad, 
Kuwait City, Damascus, beirut, Amman, and 
Cairo dominate their countries. As elsewhere 
in poor regions, some urbanists see the ex-
istence of such primate cities as curbing the 
growth of other cities and creating virtually 
multiple problems both in those regions and 
in the primate cities themselves.

in short, contemporary middle eastern cit-
ies are in a period of intense social change. 
most are no longer the pure islamic-styled cit-
ies of the past millennium, yet they are not 
likely to become fully Westernized either. 
Like the cities of Latin America and Africa, 
these cities are forging a new and complex 
urban tradition. The emphasis here is on the 
word complex. generalizations about cities 
within the context of the Arab-islamic cul-
ture would be unrealistic. The countries in 
which middle eastern cities exist include the 
extremely poor (Sudan, yemen), charity cases 
supported by other countries (egypt, Jordan, 
Lebanon), the oil rich (Kuwait, Saudi Arabia), 
the socialist (Syria), and those still showing a 
colonial imprint (morocco, Tunisia). middle 
eastern countries and cities thus find their 
urban development greatly influenced by 
their economic and political context.

new Cities

Two spectacular new cities have arisen in the 
united Arab emirates, located south of the 
Persian gulf on the Arabian Peninsula (see 
figure 13–4). The capital city, Abu Dhabi—with 

The europeans, however, never viewed the 
middle east as the valuable prize that Latin 
America and Africa were, so they made lim-
ited efforts at colonization. yet trade with 
outsiders was sufficient to weaken the centu-
ries-long islamic pattern. Despite efforts by 
many muslims to bar non-believers and their 
way of life (including books, telephones, and 
automobiles), their world was changing. As 
european influence spread across the region, 
new urban patterns emerged. from Cairo to 
beirut to Tehran, suburban districts swelled 
beyond the quarters of the old cities, and 
new, wider roads were routinely clogged with 
motor vehicles (Cleveland and bunton 2009).

The real change, however, went deeper 
than the physical level. foreign traders ven-
tured into rural areas to make better deals for 
agricultural products, thereby passing up the 
ancient bazaars. foreign investors opened busi-
nesses and factories in middle eastern cities 
and began undercutting the prices of the tradi-
tional guilds. This new competition altered the 
face of the entire region’s economy. Where 
local sheikhs had administered land commu-
nally and restricted the open-market sale of 
goods, now people began to sell land, goods, 
and skills to the highest bidder. The ultimate 
cost was a weakening of traditional authority 
and an erosion of long-established communi-
ties. before long, the earlier, self-sufficient, 
subsistence economies of middle eastern  cities 
evolved into export-oriented ones that were 
dependent on the economies and needs of 
europe and north America. of course, this 
process only accelerated with the discovery of 
the new “black gold” of the  region: oil.

modern Cities

economic development increased the prom-
inence of coastal cities and undermined the 
significance of inland urban areas, thereby 
sparking a major migration to those cities. 
As in Latin America and Africa, this urban 
migration taxed the city’s capacity to provide 
for its people. iran’s urban population, for 
example, increased 11-fold—from nearly 4.7 
million in 1950 to 53.1 million in 2010, with 
71 percent now living in cities, compared to 
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urban population of any country in the world. 
Southeast Asia stands out as having no real 
tradition of indigenous cities at all, yet despite 
this history, major cities now are growing at a 
startling rate. After struggling for many years, 
india is also an economic power now, but it 
still faces urban problems as serious as those 
found anywhere in the world. We begin there.

india

Chapter 2 revealed that the indus valley region 
had thriving cities, such as moenjo-Daro, as 
early as 2500 b.c.e. And in antiquity, the fabled 

a population of 666,000 in 2009—has emerged 
rapidly from a planned urban  center in the 
1970s into a global city today. A commercial 
and political center, it is the  location of im-
portant financial institutions and corporate 
headquarters of many large companies and 
multinational corporations. most impressive is 
the beautiful grand mosque, an architectural 
landmark with a capacity to hold 41,000 per-
sons. Wide, grid-pattern boulevards form the 
paths for the more than 60 towering skyscrap-
ers, with still others in the planning stage. The 
high-rise office and apartment buildings are in 
the city’s central downtown, with two-story vil-
las or low-rise residential buildings in the sur-
rounding suburban area.

Dubai is an even more striking global city. 
At a cost of $20 billion, this massive, mixed-use 
urban development, still under construction, 
includes a downtown district with the world’s 
largest shopping mall (1,200 shops) with such 
attractions as an aquarium and olympic-sized 
ice rink. its downtown contains more skyscrap-
ers exceeding 800 feet, 1,000 feet, and 2,100 
feet than any other city in the world. Khalifa 
Tower (2,717 feet) is the world’s tallest build-
ing and, outside it, there is the unmatched 
Dubai fountain, more than 900 feet long and 
shooting water more than 500 feet into the air 
(the equivalent of a 50-story building). A light 
rail system (the world’s longest fully automated 
metro network) eases movement of the city’s 
1.3 million residents into and out of the area 
(emaar 2011). The only major problem for 
Dubai at present is the ability of its sewage treat-
ment infrastructure to keep up with rapid pop-
ulation growth, but authorities are determined 
to overcome this problem (Wheeler 2008).

asian Cities

The richness and complexity of Asian culture 
force us to be highly selective (figure 13–5). 
of all global regions, Asia provides the great-
est challenge, because it encompasses almost 
30 percent of the earth’s land area and is a 
region of many sharp contrasts: Japan is an 
aging, highly industrialized, rich nation, with 
one of the world’s lowest birth rates. China 
has a rapidly growing economy and the largest 

Punctuating the skyline of Dubai, a city with more 
tall skyscrapers than anywhere else, is Khalifa 
Tower, the world’s tallest building at 2, 717 feet. 
Its 160 floors contain corporate suites, hotel suites, 
apartments, and a restaurant. Primary locale of a 
2011 Mission Impossible film, the building cost 
$1.5 billion to build and is a showplace for the 
 oil-rich United Arab Emirates.
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india’s urban areas will gain 159 million more 
people between 2011 and 2025, and an addi-
tional 352 million by 2050, and thus be one 
of the world’s largest urban populations at 0.9 
billion (Population reference bureau 2011; 
un Population Division 2010).

Kolkata (Calcutta). Although Kolkata is favor-
ably located for trade in northeastern india, 
its land slopes away eastward and westward 
from the hooghly river, with its metropolitan 
area primarily a north–south strip about 3–5 
miles wide on either bank. With the exception 
of the grid pattern in the central area where 
europeans formerly lived, the narrow roads 

opulence and beauty of ancient india and China 
held nearly mythical fascination for Westerners. 
These myths enticed that most famous of world 
travelers, marco Polo, to set out from venice in 
1271 to find an easy route to the east.

European Domination. in the seventeenth 
century, the british began their colonization 
of india. As in Latin America and Africa, the 
cities they founded had a dual purpose: as 
centers of political control and as bases for 
economic exploitation. Where cities already 
existed, like Delhi, the british simply con-
structed a second settlement next to it—in this 
case, new Delhi. This pattern of separation 
was nearly identical to the dual-city African 
settlements described earlier, resulting in a 
striking contrast between the indigenous part 
and the Anglicized part. one typical distinc-
tion would be a congested urban center in 
the old section and carefully planned, often-
spacious, sections nearby.

The older area (the original city) typically 
has a form much like that of the islamic cit-
ies described in the last section. Crowded into 
a central market or bazaar, numerous small 
retail shops offer a vast range of goods, in-
cluding foods, cloths, hardware, and jewelry. 
Surrounding the marketplace is a residential 
area strictly divided into quarters, dividing 
muslims from hindus and separating hindus 
according to their caste position. brahmins 
and other high castes are usually in the best-
built residential areas, either in or near the 
center of the old cities. The laboring castes 
and the menial outcastes of lowest socioeco-
nomic status occupy the poorest houses, which 
tend to be located in the outskirts rather than 
in the center. The british part of the city, on 
the other hand, is very Western in form, with 
broad streets, often arranged in a grid pattern. 
At the center is a trading and manufacturing 
area, with a railroad leading outward.

Modern Cities. india’s rate of population 
increase (about 1.6 percent annually) leads 
demographers to project that its 2011 popu-
lation of 1.24 billion may grow to more than 
1.69 billion in 2050, by that time easily sur-
passing China to become the world’s most 
populous nation. Demographers project that 

Like many Asian and Middle Eastern cities, Delhi, 
a city of about 12.3 million people, suffers from 
growing pains. India’s rapidly rising popula-
tion increasingly worsens traffic congestion, and 
many roads cannot cope with the increasing 
volume. Streets typically are jammed with cars, 
bicycles, and pedestrians moving at a snail’s pace, 
 especially at the intersections.
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The majority of mumbai’s 12 million resi-
dents are concentrated on an island, giving 
this city one of the highest population densi-
ties in the world. mumbai has another distinc-
tion, as india’s most culturally and religiously 
diverse city. more than half its residents are 
hindu, with the remainder divided among 
muslims, Christians, Parsis, buddhists, Jains, 
and Sikhs. To make matters even more com-
plex, mumbai’s people speak three major lan-
guages: marathi, gujarati, and hindi.

now one of the world’s top 10 centers of com-
merce, mumbai is home to numerous indian 
and multinational corporate headquarters, 
as well as important financial institutions. in 
manufacturing, the surrounding black Cotton 
Soils, india’s greatest cotton-growing area, 
made mumbai one of the largest cotton textile 
centers in the country. This industry employs 
almost half of mumbai’s factory workers. most 
others are employed in the production of silk, 
artificial fibers, chemicals, and glassware or in 
the dyeing, bleaching, and printing industries.

Outlook. The long-run picture for india’s 
 cities may be somewhat brighter. recent prog-
ress has occurred against hunger, and trans-
portation, electricity, and schooling are more 
widely available than ever before. Some rural 
areas—notably the Punjab in the north—are 
self-sufficient, and smaller cities (those under 
100,000 people) seem to be faring better for 
more of their citizens than the major cities 
like mumbai, Delhi, Kolkata, and Chennai.

A growing economy has improved living 
standards since the 1990s, particularly for the 
160  million middle-class consumers expected 
to increase to 267 million by 2016 (Economic 
Times 2011). Capitalizing on its large, grow-
ing numbers of educated people skilled in the 
english language, india has become a major 
exporter of software services and software 
workers. negative factors include the desperate 
poverty of about 38 percent of the population 
(380 million) and the impact of the huge and 
expanding population on an already overbur-
dened environment (Azad india foundation 
2010). Whether the positive trends and hopes 
can finally eradicate the urban horrors in this 
country remains to be seen.

have a haphazard character. With Kazi nazrul 
islam Avenue as the only express  highway, and 
few river crossings, Kolkata’s transportation sys-
tem—like its utilities and municipal  facilities—
is seriously overburdened. most of the city’s 
heavily used roads are heavily congested. The 
17-mile subway system carries an estimated 25 
percent of Calcutta’s 7  million commuters as an 
alternative to the limited tram service and buses.

Kolkata operates as a port, shipping coal, 
iron, jute, manganese, mica, petroleum, and 
tea from its  hinterland. its river channel, 
however, enables Kolkata to handle only a 
small share of india’s imports and exports. 
Although set in one of the poorest and most 
overpopulated regions of india, Kolkata’s ar-
tistic, cultural, and intellectual life thrives. 
home to three major universities and known 
as the “cultural capital” of india, Kolkata is 
unmatched among indian cities in the vol-
ume of people who flock to its art exhibitions, 
book fairs, and concerts. never very far away, 
however, are hundreds of shantytowns (bust-
ees), which contain about one-third of the 
metropolitan area’s 15.3  million residents. 
Worse off still are the hundreds of thousands 
of Kolkata’s homeless who sleep either on the 
streets or wherever they can find temporary 
shelter. People dump all manner of human 
and other refuse into open sewers and, need-
less to say, disease is widespread.

Mumbai (Bombay). A port city on india’s 
western coast, mumbai is the most populous 
city in india and sixth largest in the world. As 
the commercial and entertainment (includ-
ing bollywood) capital of india—as evidenced 
by its new skyscrapers and opulent hotels—
mumbai provides good incomes for many; it 
ranked sixth on the 2011 list of “Top Ten Cities 
for billionaires” (brennan 2011). in stark con-
trast, the outskirts of mumbai are home to mas-
sive slum areas, as depicted in the film Slumdog 
Millionaire (2008). Legions of unskilled new-
comers still stream in from the countryside, 
where life is even worse. Such migration—the 
primate-city pattern—depletes the rural areas 
of people and creates continuing problems of 
extreme poverty, prostitution, and organized 
crime in the city.
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economy, but one that remained under cen-
tralized, one-party political control. As a re-
sult, China is now the world’s largest exporter 
and stands as the second-largest economy in 
the world after the united States (CIA World 
Factbook 2011). This dramatic change has led to 
significant changes in the nation’s cities.

Special Economic Zones. one radical innova-
tion was the establishment of numerous Special 
economic Zones, such as the city of Xiamen in 
southern China. With a population of about 3.5 
million, Xiamen is so liberalized from the old 
policies that it seems to be almost capitalist. The 
city is a free-trade zone where China’s manufac-
turers can wheel and deal with their Western 
counterparts without the restrictiveness that 
characterized the mao regime. Chongqing, a 
city of more than 6 million people, serves as an-
other example. The beijing government gave 
the city free rein to make deals with foreign 
companies, and it encouraged Chongqing’s 
citizens to use their ingenuity to find ways to 
make the city more productive. Another city, 
guangzhou, also with more than 6 million 
 people, is alive with free enterprise. glittering 
window displays and neon signs dazzle the 
eyes on such major shopping streets as beijing 
road. on the side streets, private stalls selling 
clothes, stir-fried food, and household com-
modities line block after block.

Hong Kong. Located on the southeastern 
coast of mainland China just 80 miles south-
east of Canton, hong Kong has 7.1 million 
residents, giving it a population density of 
about 18,176 people per square mile, dou-
ble that of Los Angeles (united nations 
Population Division 2012).

not surprisingly, overcrowding is omni-
present, despite a low birth rate. Shantytowns, 
which have virtually disappeared from the 
People’s republic, number nearly 400,000 
in hong Kong, despite determined efforts 
to provide public housing (Lei 2010). other, 
particularly older, housing is bursting at the 
seams. even the port itself has become a kind 
of slum, housing hundreds of thousands of 
the city’s poor on Chinese-style boats called 
junks. in some areas, one can literally walk 

China

Like india, China is a land of ancient cities. 
beijing (Peking), as profiled in Chapter 9, has 
long stood as a magnificent center of Chinese 
culture. Today, some of traditional China re-
mains, but this rapidly modernizing trade na-
tion is now a major economic power.

Foreign Domination. from the mid- 
nineteenth century until the end of World War 
ii, China was subjected to foreign control, first 
by europeans and then by the Japanese. from 
Shanghai to Canton, europeans remade parts 
of Chinese cities. hotels, parks, tennis courts, 
and residential areas emerged, all catering to 
non-Chinese. To oversee european control of 
the area’s economy, each city had a european-
style central business district, complete with 
banks, corporate headquarters, and docks 
equipped to handle Western ships. As always, 
the europeans imagined themselves as on a 
“civilizing” mission.

not surprisingly, the Chinese people re-
sented such treatment. Thus, after establish-
ment of the People’s republic in 1949, mao 
Zedong and his followers tried to eradicate all 
aspects of european influence and privilege 
from China’s cities. moreover, believing that 
cities, by their very nature, undermined revolu-
tionary ideals, mao encouraged China’s citizens 
to remain in their rural villages and transform 
the country from there. more extreme action 
followed in the 1970s, when the highly regi-
mented and often brutal maoist system forced 
perhaps 25 million urbanites from large cit-
ies into small towns and rural villages. Despite 
these efforts, however, China’s urban popula-
tion continued to grow. Although reliable data 
are hard to come by, only about 10 percent of 
the Chinese population was urban in 1950, 
while the urban share increased to 50 percent 
by 2011 (Population reference bureau 2011).

Modern Cities. in the 1970s, China intro-
duced major reforms aimed at curbing popula-
tion growth and stimulating economic growth 
in order to help Chinese cities “catch up quick.” 
it allowed cities to introduce  private enterprise 
in an attempt to create a flexible, market-driven 
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because it was never colonized, Japan was 
spared the social indignities and exploitation-
oriented urban economy so characteristic of 
many other regions. Thus, the cities and urban 
life of Japan stand in marked distinction to 
those in most of Asia.

Early Cities. The urban roots of Japan ex-
tend back to at least the eighth century c.e., 
when ruling elites established a series of pro-
vincial capitals. The samurai (a warrior caste) 
protected these capitals, which were weakly 
linked to an emperor living in the capital city 
of Kyoto. Within this feudal structure, local 
elites kept the citizenry in subjugation over 
the next few centuries while they warred with 
each other for control of various regions. At 
the end of the sixteenth century, a samurai 
named ieyasu emerged victorious over the 
warring elements, and as shogun (leader and 
protector of Japan), he established his capi-
tal at the city of edo (now Tokyo). ieyasu and 

across much of the harbor by simply stepping 
from one moored junk to another. on one 
level, hong Kong has been and continues to 
be very successful. it has become the most im-
portant trade port on the China coast other 
than Shanghai, and it has generated an in-
dustrial machine that is the envy of much of 
the world, replacing a number of other major 
manufacturing points. That industrialization, 
however, together with high population den-
sity, has resulted in such serious air pollution 
problems that a 2011 directive mandated 
changes in air quality rules and enactment. 
Shanghai and beijing are actually even worse 
in air pollution (regus media Centre 2011).

Japan

Japan is a notable exception to the over- 
urbanization–underdevelopment pattern so 
common elsewhere in the non-Western world. 

This view across the Huangpu River at the central business district of Shanghai provides 
a study in contrasts. The foreground offers a glimpse of the “old” city in the architectural 
style and height of its buildings, while modern skyscrapers on the opposite bank, notably 
the Shanghai World Financial Center, suggests its importance as a global city with a major 
 influence in commerce.
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led the country into foreign expansion and, 
finally, into the disaster of World War ii. its 
postwar history is impressive.

Modern Cities. The economic success of 
contemporary Japanese cities is remarkable. 
government–industry cooperation, a strong 
work ethic, mastery of high technology, and 
a comparatively small defense allocation 
(roughly 1 percent of gross domestic prod-
uct) helped Japan advance with extraordinary 
rapidity to become one of the most powerful 
economies in the world. Another reason for 
Japan’s success lies in its unique combination 
of the spirit of free enterprise and a collective 
orientation, in which employees hold great 
loyalty to their companies.

Japan’s economic growth, however, has a 
downside. exorbitant land costs and expensive 
housing force urbanites either to live in small-
sized dwellings in wall-to-wall lots without any 

his successors set about reorganizing the ad-
ministrative system of Japan, putting greater 
emphasis on cities. by the eighteenth century, 
edo had a population of nearly 1.5 million, 
making it the largest city in the world (at the 
time, London had a population of 900,000). 
osaka and Kyoto had populations of more 
than half a million.

over the centuries, the growth of Japanese 
cities produced, as it had in europe and north 
America, a wealthy and powerful middle class. 
by the mid-1800s, these merchants controlled 
the purse strings of the country, and the 
power of the shogun declined considerably. in 
less than half a century, Japan  became a world 
power economically, technologically, and mil-
itarily. As people flocked to the cities, industri-
alization proceeded throughout the twentieth 
century. Japan’s lack of the natural resources 
needed to run its industrial machine, how-
ever, as well as its own imperialistic ambitions, 

Definitively dominating the skyline of Hong Kong (China), the International Finance Centre 
offers vivid testimony that it has a major capitalist service economy. Also, it has one of 
the highest per capita incomes in the world. Not as apparent in this photo is the fact that 
Hong Kong is one of the most densely populated places in the world, approximately 18,176 
persons per square mile.
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southeast asia

unlike india and China, Southeast Asia has 
little tradition of large, indigenous cities. 
most of its urban areas are the product of 
Chinese or european influence within the 
past few centuries. however, the principal cit-
ies of the region—yangon, formerly rangoon 
(in myanmar, formerly burma), bangkok 
(Thailand), ho Chi minh City (formerly 
Saigon, in vietnam), manila (Philippines), 
Jakarta (indonesia), and Singapore (republic 
of Singapore)—essentially reflect the themes 
we have encountered throughout Asia. A few 
portraits will illustrate.

Singapore. Situated at the southern end of 
the malay Peninsula, Singapore is a city-state, 
the largest port in the region and one of the 
largest in the world. Despite a dearth of nat-
ural resources, it prospers as a center of east–
West trade. in 2010, Singapore, which is 100 
percent urban, had a population of 5.1 mil-
lion, with about 74 percent Chinese, 13 per-
cent malayan, and 9 percent Asian indian. 
Population density (about 18,600 people per 
square mile) is thus a problem (CIA World 
Factbook 2011). To reduce congestion and pol-
lution, the government bans cars from the city 
center during working hours; only those few 
with an expensive entry permit may drive into 
the central business district during the day.

As the city’s population increased through-
out the twentieth century, shantytowns (kam-
pongs) and squatter settlements appeared on 
Singapore’s periphery. To alleviate the situa-
tion, the government took a novel, if heavy-
handed, approach: it ripped up old neigh-
borhoods, constructed thousands of high-rise 
apartment buildings, and literally forced the 
city’s population into them. importantly, 
most residents own their apartments through 
a government-incentive purchasing program. 
The process transformed an old Asian city 
into an ultramodern one. from a distance, 
today’s Singapore appears Western, with a 
clearly recognizable downtown and apart-
ment high-rises almost as far as the eye can 
see. The high-rises have absorbed more than 
four-fifths of the city’s population, and each 

traditional Japanese gardens or to commute 
long distances by subway or commuter rail 
lines. The typical commuter, forced to live in 
a satellite town because of high city housing 
costs, travels 1 hour and 30 minutes each way to 
and from work. During rush hour, commuter 
lines operate at 250 percent of capacity, neces-
sitating the employment of “pushers” to force 
additional passengers into overcrowded cars. 
heavy automobile traffic clogs the city streets, 
including the express roads built above the 
streets because of space limitations.

on the positive side, Japan has established 
an exemplary health care system, and its life 
 expectancy (83 years) is among the world’s 
highest. The Japanese have significantly 
 reduced crime, unemployment (only 5.1 per-
cent in 2010), and slums. They have the strict-
est air pollution standards in the world, and 
their high-quality urban lifestyle impresses 
visitors, who express amazement at the tidi-
ness of urban facilities, the reliability of public 
transportation, and the quality of restaurants. 
The thriving central business districts bedazzle 
the  first-time visitor to Japan, even a visitor 
from the united States or Western europe; 
for example, Tokyo’s ginza district, alight at 
night, makes new york’s great White Way and 
London’s Piccadilly Circus seem tawdry in com-
parison. Tokyo is a major primate city, twice the 
size of yokohama and more than three times 
that of osaka and nagoya. All have industri-
alized effectively, spreading wealth and op-
portunity throughout the country. This keeps 
 “overload” on a single city to a minimum.

in contrast to other non-Western countries, 
Japan’s population is shrinking. its multiyear 
low birth rate and current total fertility rate 
(the average number of children a woman 
has during her lifetime) of 1.4 indicate that its 
2010 population of 127.3 million may be only 
95.2 million by 2050 (Population reference 
bureau 2011). As a result, Japan can provide 
jobs for its citizens and keep the lid on the 
massive shortage and pollution problems 
that bedevil many other cities throughout the 
world. because it has the world’s most rapidly 
aging population, however, Japan faces severe 
economic issues in terms of health care and 
pension costs, as do all Western nations.
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To reduce the strain on severely crowded 
areas of the archipelago, indonesia initiated 
a voluntary but controversial transmigra-
tion program through which poor, land-
less families in overpopulated areas move to 
 underdeveloped regions and begin new lives 
with a house, land, and technical assistance. 
Since the program started in 1950, more than 
12 million indonesians have relocated, half 
of them without government sponsorship. 
violent conflicts with the indigenous popu-
lations, resulting in hundreds of deaths, and 
accelerated deforestation of sensitive rainfor-
est areas, however, have been the unintended 
consequences.

The indonesian capital, Jakarta, is a pri-
mate city par excellence, with a growing num-
ber of high-rise buildings and monumental 
traffic jams. People migrate to Jakarta for the 
same reasons they trek to all cities: They want 
a better life, and the city’s booming economy 
is an attractive lure. one indicator of the 
potential for improving the quality of life 
in Jakarta and its hinterland is that between 
1985 and 2011, the total fertility rate dropped 
from 4.1 to 2.3, thereby bringing indonesia’s 
population more under control.

in 1965, more than 60 percent of 
indonesians lived in poverty, but by 2008, that 
figure was about 13 percent. indonesia also 
has made significant improvements in educa-
tion, health care, nutrition, and housing over 
the past several decades. Although indonesia 
remains a poor country in most respects, its 
rising levels of education and literacy, com-
bined with falling fertility, may help acceler-
ate socioeconomic development and bring 
greater prosperity to Jakarta and its people 
(CIA World Factbook 2011).

Bangkok. Like Jakarta, bangkok is relatively 
typical of Southeast Asia’s cities and serves 
as the capital of Thailand, a country that was 
never colonized. Currently with a population 
of 6.9 million, the city has more people than 
all the 118 other Thai municipal areas com-
bined. it is also more than 18 times as large 
as Samut Prakan, the country’s second-largest 
city, making bangkok one of the premier 
 primate cities of the world.

group of well-maintained buildings boasts its 
own school, parking lot, community center, 
social facilities center, and lush landscaping.

Singapore thrives with its open-market 
economy, strong service and manufacturing 
sectors, and excellent international trading 
links derived from its history as a break-of-
bulk port. The economy depends heavily on 
exports, particularly in consumer electron-
ics, information technology products, and 
pharmaceuticals. Singapore is emerging as 
Southeast Asia’s financial and high-tech hub 
(CIA World Factbook 2011).

Significantly, Singapore’s population 
growth is under control. its growth rate of 
about 0.5 percent a year is much lower than 
that in almost all other cities of the develop-
ing world. its success in population control is 
the product of an all-out attack: Singapore’s 
government made contraceptives and abor-
tion readily available, decreased taxes for 
families with fewer children, increased educa-
tional and housing benefits for small families, 
and raised hospital costs to families for each 
additional child.

All of this progress comes at a price: 
Singapore has a highly autocratic government. 
rigid social regulations control people’s lives. 
violators receive harsh punishments, even for 
minor offenses—littering is punishable by a 
heavy fine, and drawing graffiti is punishable 
by caning. Singapore thus is a tightly con-
trolled society, but its citizens accept the reg-
imentation and prosper.

Jakarta. indonesia, lying along the equator 
between the Asian mainland and Australia, 
consists of 17,000 islands, of which only 6,000 
are inhabited. As the fourth most populous 
country in the world, indonesia is the larg-
est muslim nation. nearly 80 percent of the 
country’s total population (growing from 
79.5 million in 1950 to 233 million in 2010) 
resides on the three islands of Java, madura, 
and Sumatra. As a primate city, Jakarta, on 
the island of Java, with its 9.1 million residents 
has a high population density, but in Java as 
a whole, the population density is less than 
one-fourth that in Jakarta (united nations 
Population Division 2012).
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spans of their countries. for example,  people 
from all over Thailand (almost 200,000 
square miles) flock to bangkok. As a result, 
over-urbanization is rampant, causing a scar-
city of jobs and services.

Common legaCies

With the exception of Japan and some parts 
of Western and Southeast Asia, all of the re-
gions covered in this chapter were colonized. 
Although the specifics of such colonial con-
trol varied—it lasted for a longer period in 
Latin America than in Africa, and it destroyed 
indigenous culture more thoroughly in Latin 
America than in Asia—its legacy has been 
much the same.

economic legacies

Colonization left behind an urban system 
with an underdeveloped economy. in most 
instances, it was a process established for the 
benefit of a ruling elite and the citizenry of 
the mother country. most colonial cities spe-
cialized in exports, and so they did not gen-
erate wealth or opportunities for the bulk of 
the local population or develop industrial ca-
pabilities. Thus, these cities prospered only 
to a point and remained relatively small. for 
example, in 1780, a full two centuries after 
its founding, buenos Aires was a city of only 
25,000, with few roads and virtually no con-
tact with other cities.

Compare this with the postcolonial cities 
of the united States. freed of their ties with 
england, they exploded in population and 
wealth as they forged links with each other 
and the westward frontier. When indepen-
dence came for developing countries in the 
twentieth century, however, their cities were 
well behind Western cities in competitive ad-
vantage and without the capability to catch 
up. Despite ongoing efforts, most are still 
unable to provide enough jobs or wealth for 
their populations.

even in areas of the developing world never 
colonized directly, economic development has 
been slow. in non-colonial Southeast Asia—
Thailand, for example—urban industrial 

A few figures illustrate the predominance 
that such primacy causes in Thai affairs. 
bangkok contains more than three-fourths of 
the nation’s telephones and half its cars, con-
sumes over four-fifths of its electricity, holds 
three-fourths of all commercial bank depos-
its, and generates two-thirds of the country’s 
construction. All automobile roads, railroads, 
and airplane routes converge on the city (so 
much so that to go from one place to another, 
you have to go through bangkok, even if it is 
out of your way). most Thai universities are 
in bangkok, as are all the country’s television 
stations. The city has about 20 daily newspa-
pers (a few other cities have one), and it is the 
seat of the federal government.

With such advantages, people are drawn to 
the city by the millions, further strapping its 
meager resources. A massive “riverboat cul-
ture,” much like that in hong Kong, houses 
many of the city’s poor. About 20 percent of 
the city’s population—1.4 million people—
live in slum communities. Population den-
sity in the inner city is about 11,000 persons 
per square kilometer, which is less than the 
15,270 reported in 1978. farther out, but still 
within the city, are about 1,300 persons per 
square kilometer, and that number is increas-
ing (un environment Programme 2009). 
bangkok thus is a city of contrasts. its popula-
tion growth further intensifies its overcrowd-
ing, traffic jams, and pollution, yet the city’s 
cultural, economic, and educational opportu-
nities attract many tourists, business leaders, 
and students.

Southeast Asia remains one of the least 
 urbanized areas of the world (see Chapter 1,  
Table 1–2), yet its urban growth rate is 
 incredible. in the past 20 years, Jakarta, Kuala 
Lumpur (malaysia), and hanoi (vietnam) 
have tripled their populations. During the 
same period, Surabaja (indonesia), yangon, 
manila, and ho Chi minh City have doubled 
theirs. This pattern of over-urbanization is 
not likely to stop, because natural population 
 increase and in-migration will continue for the 
foreseeable future. The primate cities  cannot 
keep up with staggering growth, however, nor 
meet obvious needs. unlike Singapore, they 
draw population from the whole geographical 
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colonial days—advantageous to the few and 
difficult for the many. Competing  factions 
(in much of Africa) often generated  ongoing 
violence and unrest in urban areas. All 
these conditions further retarded  economic 
growth. What corporation wants to invest 
heavily in a city where a coup may cause 
the loss or nationalization of its entire 
 investment? ironically, when corporations 
do  invest,  another negative reaction often 
 follows. many regard this type of investment 
as a contemporary form of colonialism—an 
alliance between multinational  corporations 
and  government elites—and see it as a 
 continuing strategy to exploit the people.

Another political consequence concerns the 
irrelevance of the arbitrary national boundar-
ies established by the european colonizers in 
relation to the territorial boundaries of indige-
nous populations. The Spanish and Portuguese 
carved up Latin America in terms of what 
they were able to conquer, without concern 
for any native group’s natural homeland. As a 
 result, many peoples previously  separated by 
 political, linguistic, and other cultural  factors 
for centuries became citizens of a single, newly 
constructed country. Similarly, these  arbitrary 
boundaries separated some groups who, 
tradi tionally having shared a given territory, 
now found their lands split by the european 
 conquerors. european powers enforced a simi-
lar but much more severe carving-up process 
in Africa. When political independence came, 
many nations had yet one more barrier to their 
rapid entry into the modern world: a local citi-
zenry divided against itself by an artificial histor-
ical boundary. (many analysts see this situation 
as still contributing to the political instability in 
many African nations today.)

Common problems

The diversity of history, cultural traditions, 
religion, and politics accounts for the differ-
ences of cities in developing countries from 
those in developed countries. islamic cities of 
the middle east are in many respects radically 
unlike cities of north America. equally im-
portant, the cities of the developing world—
Latin America, Africa, the middle east, and 

capacities, especially automotive and textiles, 
have only recently expanded, overcoming the 
lack of a tradition of vital indigenous cities and 
previous, disadvantageous export-oriented 
trade agreements with Western countries. in 
the non-colonial middle east, the situation 
is much the same. Although indigenous cit-
ies have long existed, the insular policies of 
islam and foreign domination of trade in the 
last century produced cities unable to provide 
for the growing needs of their populations. 
(This situation is dramatically changing in the 
 oil-rich countries.)

exceptions to this pattern are Singapore, 
hong Kong, and Japan. by means of its rigid 
politics, Singapore controls its population 
growth and maintains a steadily rising stan-
dard of living, as does the more democratic 
Japan. yet Japan’s history is markedly differ-
ent: it has a tradition of vital indigenous cit-
ies, no colonization, a strong commitment to 
industrialization that began a century ago, a 
basically stable political system, and a social 
structure flexible enough to allow most of its 
people the chance to improve their standard 
of living.

A crucial factor in the rapid urbanization 
of less-developed countries is improved agri-
cultural production. During the 1960s, the 
so-called “green revolution” introduced new, 
high-yield varieties of rice, oats, corn, and 
wheat into developing countries, thereby ex-
panding their food supplies to the point of 
surplus. Just as agricultural advances created 
a food surplus to enable the creation of early 
cities, so, too, have modern advances been a 
catalyst enabling more of the world’s rural 
population to migrate to cities.

political legacies

in many areas of the developing world, 
 colonization also left political instability in 
its wake. The leadership vacuum created by 
 departing colonial powers left each  country’s 
rule either to a foreign-trained, native elite 
or simply “up for grabs” between compet-
ing factions. foreign-trained elites (as in 
much of Latin America) typically re-created 
the  limited-opportunity social structure of 
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Asia—vary tremendously among themselves. 
no brief formula can ever grasp the diversi-
ties existing among La Paz, Kano, Kolkata, 
and Tokyo; however, these diverse cities do 
share some common concerns.

spiraling populations

Latin America—much more urbanized than 
Asia or Africa—had a population equal to 
that of north America as recently as 1950. by 
2011, though, the total population in Latin 
America and the Caribbean had skyrocketed 
to 596 million, far more than the 346 million 
people in north America, even though the 
growth rate in Latin America dropped from 
2.0 percent in 1994 to 1.2 percent in 2011. 
Still, this level of population growth (pro-
jected to increase the population to 676 mil-
lion by 2025) is considerably higher than the 
annual percentage increases of Canada (0.4) 
and the united States (0.5). Throughout 
Latin America and the Caribbean, the 
total fertility rate was 2.2 in 2011, versus 
1.7 in Canada and 2.0 in the united States 
(Population reference bureau 2011).

Should the AiDS epidemic still rampaging 
across Africa be stopped, population growth 
(now about 2.4 percent annually) will only 
increase that much faster, given that conti-
nent’s 2011 total fertility rate of 4.7, by far the 
highest in the world (Population reference 
bureau 2011). in 2011, Africa’s total popula-
tion exceeded 1 billion, with projections of an 
increase to 1.4 billion in 2025. by 2030, more 
than half of all Africans will be living in cities, 
and then increase to 60 percent by 2050. As 
the world’s fastest urbanizing continent, Africa 
will see its cities’ population more than triple 
over the next 40 years (un habitat 2010).

table 13–1 Current and projected population Demographics

Region 2011 Population Total Fertility Rate Rate of Increase 2025 Population

Africa 1,051,000,000 4.7 2.4 1,444,000,000
Asia 4,216,000,000 2.2 1.1 4,780,000,000
Latin America/Caribbean 596,000,000 2.2 1.2 676,000,000
middle east 238,000,000 3.0 1.9 300,000,000

Source: Population reference bureau, 2011 World Population Data Sheet. Copyright © 2011. used with permission.

As for Asia—where three-fifths of the 
world’s population live—demographers proj-
ect that its 2011 population of 4.2 billion, at its 
present total fertility rate of 2.2, will increase 
by 1.1 percent annually and reach about 4.8 
billion by 2025 (see Table 13–1). The growth 
rate is higher in the middle east (1.9 percent), 
where the present total fertility rate of 3.0 will 
result in its 2011 population of 238 million in-
creasing to 300 million by 2025 (Population 
reference bureau 2011). by 2030, the urban 
population will reach 73 percent in the middle 
east (Western Asia), 53 percent in Asia, 85 
percent in Latin America and the Caribbean, 
and, as previously stated, 50 percent in Africa 
(united nations Population Division 2012).

Population totals in less-developed coun-
tries will soar further. in most of these na-
tions, one-third or more of the population is 
under the age of 15, so they have not yet en-
tered their childbearing years. Another factor 
promoting a strong population increase in 
the less-developed countries is that scientific 
advances and technological improvements 
(vaccinations, better sewage systems, and the 
like) have brought death rates down sharply. 
Although this is obviously good news, it also 
contributes to a bigger overpopulation prob-
lem as time goes on.

Quality of life

As the cities in poor countries swell in size, 
they often become less able to provide suffi-
cient employment and even basic services in 
water, sanitation, waste removal, gas, electric-
ity, and police and fire protection. in Latin 
America alone, where only one city exceeded 
a million people in 1930, 50 cities reached 
that level by 2000. Almost all of these Latin 
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of infrastructure to handle such growth, 
 environmental problems like an inadequate 
supply of safe water and sanitation, lack of 
rubbish disposal, air pollution from vehicle 
exhausts, and industrial pollution have seri-
ous health implications. for example, Africa’s 
urban population without access to safe 
drinking water jumped from close to 30 mil-
lion in 1990 to well over 55 million in 2008 
(un environment Programme 2011b).

Toxic pollution is a particular threat 
to the health of the developing world’s 
 urbanites, affecting more than 1 billion of its 
citizens. The World bank says that as much 
as 20 percent of all the health problems in 
the developing world can be attributed to 
 environmental factors, particularly pollution 
(Cnn 2008). in the 2008 list of the world’s 
dirtiest cities—based on a scientific com-
parison of air pollution, waste management, 
water potability, and presence of infectious 
diseases, among other factors—24 of the 
25 dirtiest were in developing countries. 
moscow, ranked 14th, was the exception. 
The cities nearest north America were Port 
au Prince, haiti, at number four and mexico 
City at number five (Luck 2008).

shantytowns

one of the major problems accompany-
ing rapid urbanization has been the growth 
of city slums or squatter settlements and 
shantytowns on the periphery of the cities, 
as mentioned throughout this section (see 
the  accompanying the Urban Living box on 
pages  381–382). They have many names: 
 bidonvilles (“tin-can cities”) in former french 
African colonies, bustees in india, los villas 
miserias (“cities of the miserable”) through-
out Latin America, and other names else-
where. They also take many forms: mud 
and cardboard shacks outside Seoul, Korea; 
junks moored in hong Kong harbor; and 
shacks in Africa and Latin America made 
from castoff lumber and tin. Their varying 
names and forms, however, are incidental to 
one  underlying truth: They are the locales of 
abject poverty, malnutrition, poor sanitation, 

American cities are surrounded by cinturones 
de miseria, large belts of extreme poverty that 
often lack even the most basic comforts, in-
frastructure, and social services. Similarly, in 
Africa, Asia, and the middle east, cities strug-
gle with street congestion, overcrowding, in-
adequate infrastructure, and pollution.

many of the less-developed countries are 
extremely poor—so much so that they sim-
ply cannot generate the capital they need 
to solve their cities’ problems. Chronic un-
deremployment and unemployment char-
acterize many cities—a legacy of historical 
dependency on one or two trade goods and 
the lack of a diversified industrial base. one 
way that many nations attempt to improve 
this situation is by encouraging tourism. A 
mixed blessing, tourism brings the world’s 
richest citizens into contact with its poorest, 
a contrast only the most myopic tourists fail 
to see.

finally, political corruption, crime, and 
urban violence are everywhere on the rise. 
eight of the 10 most dangerous cities in 
the world in 2012 were in developing coun-
tries: Cape Town, South Africa; San Pedro 
Sula, honduras; guatemala City, guatemala; 
baghdad, iraq; bogota, Colombia; Ciudad 
Juárez, mexico; mogadishu, Somalia; and 
Caracas, venezuela. rounding out the list were 
grozny, Chechnya, russia, and rio de Janeiro, 
brazil (urban Titan 2012).

environment

An urban population impacts on the envi-
ronment more than a rural population, par-
ticularly in terms of energy consumption for 
electricity, transportation, cooking, and heat-
ing. because cities radiate less heat upward 
than rural areas do, they create “heat islands” 
that trap pollutants and affect local weather 
patterns, generating more rain and thunder-
storms. Since they also reduce the infiltration 
of water and lower the water tables, runoff 
 occurs more rapidly, increasing the likelihood 
of floods and water pollution downstream 
(Torrey 2004). in cities experiencing rapid 
growth without the accompanying expansion 
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Urban living

shantytowns throughout the World

Africa

The hut, only 10-by-10 feet, was 
made of corrugated metal set 
on a concrete pad. Armstrong 
O’Brian, Jr., shared it with three 
other men. They had no water, 
so they bought it from a nearby 
tap owner, and no toilet. The 
families in his compound, all 
without sewers or sanitation, 
shared a single pit latrine. Their 

electricity, tapped illegally from someone 
else’s wires, powered only one feeble light 
bulb.

This was Southland, a small shanty com-
munity on the western side of Nairobi, 
Kenya. However, it could have been any-
where in the city, because more than half 
the city of Nairobi lives like this—1.5 million 
people stuffed into mud or metal huts, with 
no services, no toilets, no rights.

Outside, a mound of garbage formed the 
border between Southland and the adja-
cent legal neighborhood of Langata. It was 
perhaps 8 feet tall, 40 feet long, and 10 feet 
wide, surrounded by a wider watery ooze. 
Two boys, not more than five or six years 
old, climbed this Mt. Kenya of trash. They 
were barefoot, and with each step their toes 
sank into the muck, sending hundreds of flies 
scattering from the rancid pile. Perhaps they 
were playing King of the Hill. No. Once atop 
the pile, one of the boys lowered his shorts, 
squatted, and defecated. The flies buzzed 
hungrily around his legs.

When 20 families—one hundred people 
or so—share a single latrine, a boy pooping 
on a garbage pile is perhaps no big thing. 
But it stood in jarring contrast to something 
Armstrong had said as we were eating—
that he treasured the quality of life in his 

neighborhood. For Armstrong, Southland 
wasn’t constrained by its material conditions. 
Instead, the human spirit radiated out from the 
metal walls and garbage heaps to offer some-
thing no legal neighborhood could: freedom.

Asia

In the Bangladesh capital Dhaka, about 3 
million people live in slums. The working 
poor, who are most of the slums’ inhabitants, 
earn their living as construction or factory 
workers, lorry drivers, rickshaw pullers, or 
work in informal sectors as domestic helpers 
or trash pickers.

One shantytown, named No. 2 Pura Basti, 
is a cluster of tin and bamboo shacks that 
line narrow cobbled lanes flanked by open 
gutters. The shacks have electricity, but no 
running water or gas supply. The women 
cook food over wood-fired earthen stoves 
outside their shacks.

Just a few years ago, wells and an intermit-
tent supply from an illegally connected tap 
to the city’s water utility provided the only 
sources of water for the slum’s 500 families. 
For drinking water, the women and children 
waited in line for up to two hours to collect a 
pitcher or bucket of water from a local mar-
ket or nearby houses where they often had to 
pay exorbitant prices. Today they use water 
from wells dug behind their shacks for bath-
ing and washing, but for drinking and cook-
ing, they get “safe” water from the slum’s 
“water point”—two hand pumps that draw 
water from an underground reservoir that is 
filled with piped water supplied by Dhaka’s 
water utility.

A few years ago, the Dhaka city corpora-
tion, which owns the land, paved the slum’s 
dirt lanes and installed some community 
toilets. But these basic latrines, which are 

(continued)
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concrete rings set in the ground without 
any water or flushing facilities, drain into 
an open gutter, which in turn is linked to 
a nearby pond. The area reeks of garbage 
and human waste. Nearly 200–300 people, 
carrying pots of water, wait in long queues 
to use the toilets each morning, and chil-
dren and the elderly, who cannot make it 
on time, defecate in the gutters outside their 
homes.

Latin America

In severely overcrowded Mexico City, one-
third of its residents lack such essential 
services as electricity and sewage facili-
ties. As a result, every day huge amounts 
of human waste are left in gutters, open 
ditches, and vacant lots, creating a stench 
and attracting flies.

With about 400,000 poorly educated, 
unskilled newcomers to the city every year, 
unemployment approaches 50 percent, and 
the shantytowns grow. Most residents are 
squatters who live anywhere they can: in 
abandoned boxcars or shacks teetering on 
hillsides, in public parks, in roadside hovels. 
About a quarter-million people live illegally 
in 360 shantytowns built on property they 
don’t own. Or at least, they don’t own it yet, 

since Mexican law gives squatters property 
ownership rights after five years’ occupancy.

Squatters often live without drainage, with 
frayed electric cables hooked illegally into 
the city’s electricity grid, and drinking water 
from buckets or leaky rubber hoses. A fire 
apparently sparked by illegal electric hook-
ups swept through about 100 shacks in “The 
Last Hope” squatters’ camp in an industrial 
area of downtown Mexico City in 1998. No 
serious injuries were reported. Most area res-
idents didn’t even know the tarpaper shacks 
had been built between two factories until 
the squatters’ burned possessions were shov-
eled into the street.

The problem isn’t confined to the capital. 
A fire, also resulting from an illegal elec-
tric hookup, swept through a shantytown in 
Juarez in 2003, killing four women. Another 
similarly caused fire swept through a public 
market in Durango in 2004.

Sources: From numerous sources, including Robert 
Neuwirth, Shadow Cities: A Billion Squatters, A New 
Urban World. London: Routledge, 2004, pp. 3, 5; 
Mallika Wahab, “Bangladesh Slums Demand Access 
to Clean Water,” International Journal of Humanities 
and Peace 19 (2003):46–47; Chris Hawley, “Trying to 
Exorcise Mexico’s ‘Little Devils’,” Arizona Republic 
(December 20, 2004); Scott Spoolman and G. Tyler 
Miller, Living in the Environment, 17th ed. (Pacific 
Grove, CA: Thompson-Brooks/Cole, 2011).

and disease. A quiet determination, strong 
family ties, and steadfast hope are often their 
positive counterparts as the inhabitants cling 
to the edge of survival, but these shantytowns 
nonetheless constitute the worst side of 
urban life in the developing world.

sUmmary

in decades past, social scientists debated 
whether economic growth was preferable to 
the preservation of local urban traditions. 
People taking the preservationist position 
 usually argued, quite convincingly, that “creep-
ing Westernization” by way of industrialization 

and foreign-oriented trade was rapidly oblit-
erating ancient urban traditions, which were 
valuable not only to their peoples but also to 
the world as examples of the alternative forms 
that the urban process could take.

Although the preservation argument has 
lost none of its appeal today, the simple fact 
is that most cities in the developing world 
are  inundated with so many people that they 
 cannot provide adequately for their popula-
tions without major advances in economic 
 vitality and technological efficiency. Already—
as we have seen perhaps most dramatically 
in Kolkata—millions upon millions of the 
world’s urban dwellers are suffering tremen-
dous deprivation. moreover, some of the large 
cities in developing nations have become so 
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magnitude of the change makes the demo-
graphic transition of 1700 to 1950 look mea-
ger by comparison. This is the third urban 
revolution. no one ever expected the kind of 
growth we are seeing now.

Consider this: A generation or two ago, 
one correctly thought of more-developed 
countries as the locales of the world’s larg-
est metropolitan areas, or urban agglomera-
tions as they are sometimes called. no more: 
rapid growth and urban migration already 
have moved numerous developing world 
cities into this category, as the left-hand col-
umn of Table 13–2 shows. The shift to devel-
oping world dominance becomes even more 
pronounced when we consider the longer 
term (Table 13–2, right-hand column). The 
only Western city in the top 10 is new york 
(third only a few years ago), and by 2025, 
the projections are that it will drop even fur-
ther, probably not even in the top 10 within 
20 years. next, look at the magnitude of 
the urban areas in the 2025 column. These 

crowded and polluted that they are straining 
the carrying capacity of their environment.

once again, the city is literally trans-
forming the world, as it has twice before. in 
Chapter 2, we spoke of the first and second 
urban  revolutions—the first occurring when 
people moved into cities in large numbers 
for the first time, from approximately 8000 
to 2000 b.c.e., and the second occurring dur-
ing the capitalist and industrial revolutions, 
which began around 1700 c.e. and contin-
ued through the first half of the twentieth 
century. This second urban revolution was 
responsible for a demographic transition—
an unprecedented growth in population, 
made possible by the city’s ability to provide 
a higher level of income, technological effi-
ciency, and health care than those in rural 
areas. now, once again, the city is fostering a 
demographic transition, only this time with 
two differences: (1) The greatest population 
growth is not in the developed world but, 
rather, in developing countries; and (2) the 

Latin American shantytowns, like their African and Asian counterparts, typically 
exist on the outskirts of cities, such as this inappropriately named “Villa 31,” 
with downtown Buenos Aires in the background. These squatter settlements pose 
the same health, economic, and psychological problems found in other slum 
 settlements throughout the developing world.
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needs. Perhaps the most remarkable contrast 
in the evolution of developing world cities has 
been the speed of their growth and modern 
development—over decades compared with 
just over a century in Canada and the united 
States.  So-called over-urbanization in the devel-
oping world may well get much worse before 
it gets better.

These evolving cities each have their own 
complex cultural traditions and unique 
 histories. Previously, we discussed how 
herbert gans stressed the primacy of culture 
over space in detailing the variety of lifestyles 
within a city (Chapter 10), and how cultural 
values shape a city’s physical and social form 
(Chapter 9). in this chapter, we saw how 
 cities throughout the developing world may 
share some common legacies and problems 
but are also different in many ways from 
one place to another. The expanding global 
economy and telecommunications networks 
link these cities more closely to one another 
than ever before, but they also are evolving 
through varied patterns of development, 
with each nation’s cities having their own 
distinct characteristics.

will truly be megacities, unprecedented in 
human history.

ConClUsion

This overview of global urbanization  offers 
no single solution for the problems we have 
examined. Scholars themselves are divided 
about the causes and the most efficient 
solutions.

one conclusion, however, seems certain. 
Whatever is done, most cities of the develop-
ing world will continue growing at enormous 
rates for the foreseeable future. With this 
growth will come, inevitably, greater prob-
lems, including congestion, pollution, and 
major shortages of basic necessities. As each 
country copes with its crises, perhaps one 
 solution or a combination of two or more will 
emerge, thereby providing a means of light-
ening the load on these overburdened cities.

it is no small task. millions of poor  people in 
less-developed countries are unable to  advance 
much, because the ever-increasing popula-
tion does not generate enough  additional 
jobs, housing, or health services to meet the 

table 13–2 the World’s 10 largest Urban agglomerations, 2010 and 2025

2010  2025  

Urban Area Population Urban Area Population

Tokyo, Japan 36,930,000 Tokyo, Japan 38,660,000
Delhi, india 21,940,000 Delhi, india 32,940,000
mexico City, mexico 20,140,000 Shanghai, China 28,400,000
new york–newark, uSA 20,100,000 mumbai (bombay), india 26,560,000
São Paulo, brazil 19,650,000 mexico City, mexico 24,580,000
Shanghai, China 19,550,000 new york–newark, uSA 23,570,000
mumbai (bombay), india 19,420,000 São Paulo, brazil 23,170,000
beijing, China 15,000,000 Dhaka, bangladesh 22,910,000
Dhaka, bangladesh 14,930,000 beijing, China 22,630,000
Kolkata (Calcutta), india 14,280,000 Karachi, Pakistan 20,190,000

Source: from World Urbanization Prospects, 2011 revision. Copyright © 2012 by the united nations, 
Population Division. Adapted with permission.
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internet aCtivities

 1. At the international Data base of the u.S. 
Census bureau, you can quickly construct 
population pyramids for any developed 
or developing nation to get a quick sense 
of world population trends. go to http://
www.census.gov/population/international/
data/idb/informationGateway.php.

 2. The united nations Population Division, 
at http://www.un.org/esa/population/unpop. 
htm, offers the latest facts on world urban-
ization prospects (left menu) as well as 
much other relevant information on the 
subject.
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will spring a new hope, a new life, a new 
 civilization. (2007:48; orig. 1898)

celebrating the “marriage of town and 
country,” howard worked out the details of 
his garden cities plan, and he hoped to con-
vince others that his plan was not only desir-
able but also entirely possible. (The specific 
outline of his vision is described in the Urban 
Trends box on page 388. )

in 1903, in conjunction with a group of 
businessmen, he established his first gar-
den city, letchworth, about 35 miles from 
london. a second city, Welwyn (pronounced 
“well-en”), sprang up nearer london in 1919. 
on balance, both were quite successful, and 
they continue today as pleasant places to live. 
still, until the 1940s, they remained britain’s 
only attempts at “planned” towns.

The entire history of urban planning is, in 
many ways, evident in the story of howard’s 
new towns. To alter established cities would 
be a massive, expensive, and disruptive under-
taking. cities are not only bricks and mortar. 
They are people’s lives, and they rest on histori-
cal traditions, entrenched power relationships, 
and vested economic interests. Thus, suspicion 
typically greets plans for urban redesign. and 
given the consequences of so much bad city 
planning (like urban renewal in the 1970s), 
suspicion is not altogether a bad thing.

CiTy Planning in World HisTory

ebenezer howard was hardly the first to 
 undertake urban planning on a large scale. 
Moenjo-daro, a city of the indus river Valley 
civilization of 2500 b.c.e., which we discussed 
in chapter 2, had streets laid out in a grid 
pattern, broad thoroughfares, and individual 
houses designed for comfort and efficiency. 
even more impressive were the Mexican 
 cities of Teotihuacan, around 700 c.e., and 
Tenochtitlán, around 1500 c.e. both capitals 
were large and richly symbolic. expansive pla-
zas, massive temples, and elaborate gardens 
were central features of these cities. Finally, 
recall the case study in chapter 9, in which we 
discussed the tightly controlled plan of Ming 
dynasty Peking. here, we saw planned city 

sometimes, cities work well (Portland, oregon, 
and Toronto are frequent examples), and 
sometimes, they don’t (camden, new Jersey, 
and detroit are often cited). every city, how-
ever, struggles with various problems, some 
cities more so than others. in this chapter, 
we will introduce the work of individuals who 
responded to the shortcomings of cities with 
bold and provocative plans for improvement. 
some tackled urban problems at the neighbor-
hood level; others imagined radically trans-
forming the entire city.

not surprisingly, such plans have been con-
troversial, because they frequently challenged 
cherished cultural beliefs, clashed with vested 
economic interests, or just seemed to be too 
radical. only by giving all ideas some consid-
eration, however, can we explore the possibil-
ities for a better urban future.

visions

in the late 1800s, what a vision ebenezer howard 
had! deeply influenced by edward bellamy’s 
novel Looking Backward (a utopian vision of the 
year 2000, when all the problems of the city 
would be solved), howard dedicated his life to 
realizing bellamy’s goal in england. as howard 
saw it, the industrial city was a virtual nightmare: 
People streamed to these overcrowded cities, 
only to experience misery and despair.

howard agreed that the city had 
 advantages—opportunity, entertainment, and 
diversity—but he asked why cities should deny 
people the best of the country—a healthful 
environment, low population densities, and a 
sense of freedom. so, he set out to solve this di-
lemma by creating what he called the “garden 
cities of To-Morrow.” in 1898, he wrote,

The two magnets must be made one. as man 
and woman by their varied gifts and facul-
ties supplement each other, so should town 
and country. . . . The country is the symbol of 
god’s love and care. . . . all that we are and all 
that we have comes from it. our bodies are 
formed of it; to it they return. We are fed by 
it, clothed by it, and by it we are warmed and 
sheltered. . . . it is the source of all health, all 
wealth, all knowledge. . . . Town and country 
must be married, and out of this joyous union 
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Urban TrEnds

sir Ebenezer Howard’s garden Cities  
of To-morrow

Howard’s Garden City was to 
cover about 1,000 acres at the 
center of a 6,000-acre tract.

Six magnificent boulevards—
each 120 feet wide—traverse 
the city from centre to circum-
ference, dividing it into six equal 
parts or wards. In the centre is a 
circular space containing about 

five and a half acres, laid out as a beautiful 
and well-watered garden; and, surrounding 
this garden, each . . . in its own ample grounds, 
are the larger public buildings—town hall, 
principal concert and lecture hall, theatre, 
 library, museum, picture-gallery, and hospital.

The rest of the large space encircled by 
the “Crystal Palace” is a public park, con-
taining 145 acres, which includes ample 
recreation grounds within very easy  access 
of all the people. Running all round the 
Central Park (except where it is intersected 
by the boulevards) is a wide glass arcade 
called the “Crystal Palace,” opening on 
to the park. Here manufactured goods are 
 exposed for sale, and here most of that 
class of shopping which requires the joy 
of  deliberation and selection is done. The 
space enclosed by the Crystal Palace is, 
however, a good deal larger than is required 
for those purposes, and a considerable 
part of it is used as a Winter Garden—the 
whole forming a permanent exhibition of a 
most attractive character, whilst its circu-
lar form brings it near to every dweller in 
the town—the furthest removed inhabitant 
being within 600 yards.

Passing out of the Crystal Palace on our 
way to the outer ring of the town, we cross 
Fifth Avenue—lined, as are all the roads of 

the town, with trees—fronting which, and 
looking on to the Crystal Palace, we find a 
ring of very excellently built houses, each 
standing in its own ample grounds; and, as 
we continue our walk, we observe that the 
houses are for the most part built either in 
concentric rings, facing the various avenues 
(as the circular roads are termed), or fronting 
the boulevards and roads which all converge 
to the centre of the town. . . . [T]he population 
of this little city may be . . . about 30,000 in 
the city itself, and about 2,000 in the agricul-
tural estate. . . .

On the outer ring of the town are 
 factories, warehouses, dairies, markets, 
coal yards, timber yards, etc., all fronting 
on the circle railway, which encompasses 
the whole town, and which has sidings 
connecting it with a main line of rail-
way which passes through the estate. This 
 arrangement enables goods to be loaded 
 direct into trucks from the warehouses and 
workshops, and so sent by railway to dis-
tant markets, or to be taken direct from the 
trucks into the warehouses or factories; thus 
not only effecting a very great saving in 
 regard to packing and cartage, and reduc-
ing to a minimum loss from breakage, but 
also, by reducing the traffic on the roads of 
the town, lessening to a very marked extent 
the cost of their maintenance. The smoke 
fiend is kept well within bounds in Garden 
City; for all machinery is driven by elec-
tric  energy, with the result that the cost of 
electricity for lighting and other purposes is 
greatly reduced.

Source: From Ebenezer Howard, Garden Cities of 
To-Morrow, excerpt from pages 50–56, © 1965 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, by permission of 
The MIT Press.
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in the first few decades of the christian era, 
were “immortalized” by buildings, parks, pla-
zas, and innumerable statues. city planners 
had a good reason to glorify the ruling elite: 
These people, after all, employed them. city 
planning, in short, often proceeds “from the 
top down.” To ask “Why plan?” then, we also 
need to keep in mind another question: “For 
whom are cities planned?”

a third focus of urban planning is often the 
glorification of important cultural values. Ming 
dynasty Peking was not only a monument to 
the all-powerful emperor but also a reminder 
to everyone of beliefs that were central to the 
chinese way of life. centuries later, during the 
renaissance, the residency of the pope was re-
established in rome. To showcase the catholic 
church as the wealthiest and most important 
institution in the Western world, Pope Julius 
decided to replace the old st. Peter’s basilica 
with the greatest cathedral and piazza in 
christendom. The result was the grand Piazza 
of st. Peter. a long processional way leads the 
visitor to a massive circular area before the ca-
thedral, which leads to the cathedral itself. The 
faithful find a powerful religious experience in 
this setting; everyone is awed by the size and 
magnificent design of st. Peter’s. both reac-
tions were important to the piazza’s designers.

something different is symbolized in 
Figure  14–1, which shows sir christopher 

within planned city, all connected to convey 
key themes of china’s culture.

Western cities also show a long history of plan-
ning. The greeks planned hellenic athens, just 
as the romans planned much of the pomp and 
majesty of imperial rome. even towns of the 
Middle ages showed some planning, especially 
in the walls built for protection and in the vari-
ous “zones” set aside for specific activities. There 
were planned markets, squares, residential 
quarters, and always, the medieval church at the 
city’s center. still later, during the renaissance, 
a veritable boom in urban planning arose, with 
careful efforts to achieve efficient traffic circu-
lation and to provide fortification against inva-
sion. it was at this time that planners designed 
the radial boulevards of Paris—roadways as 
beautiful as they are practical.

Why Plan?

early city planners sought, first, to solve specific 
urban problems. They planned underground 
sewage lines for health reasons, walls for 
protection, parks for leisure hours, and thor-
oughfares to facilitate movement.

second, we know that the motives of city 
planners in rome, Teotihuacan, Tenochtitlán, 
and beijing were also to glorify those in power. 
Thus, the emperor augustus and his succes-
sors, declared to be gods by the roman senate 

Stock Exchange
St. Paul’s Cathedral
Tower of London
London Bridge
Old Walls

A.
B.
C.
D.
E.

A

B
C

D

E

THAMES RIVER

FigUrE 14–1  Sir Christopher Wren’s Plan for the Rebuilding of London, 1666
Source: Arthur B. Gallion and Simon Eisner, The Urban Pattern, 4th ed. (New York: Van Nostrand, 1980), p. 43. Reprinted by 
 permission of Van Nostrand Reinhold.
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they applied to the entire island regardless 
of  topography. Profit and efficiency carried 
the day with the transformation of space into 
a standardized commodity. “right-angled 
houses,” reported the city commission, when 
adopting the gridiron plan, “are the most 
cheap to build and the most convenient to 
live in” (scobey 2003:120).

in the new, trade-dominated city, tradition 
counted for little. buildings went up only to 
be torn down as commercial interests dic-
tated. builders adopted architectural styles, 
such as Parisian facades, “for show” and not 
for their deeper symbolism of a revered his-
toric tradition (scobey 2003:171–3). With 
the major (and wonderful) exception of 
central Park, the profit motive fundamentally 
shaped all of new york. boston commons, a 
park in midtown boston, is another notable 
exception.

The “City beautiful” movement

in the united states, some architects, plan-
ners, and civic leaders had other ideas. The 
first significant innovation in u.s. city plan-
ning grew out of the 1893 chicago World’s 
Fair, which showcased architect daniel 
burnham’s “White city” (a vision opposing 
grimy, sooty, industrial cities). burnham pro-
posed a city constructed around monumental 
civic centers built in a neoclassical style, with 
great public spaces and a network of parks all 
linked by spacious boulevards. inspiring a City 
Beautiful movement, burnham’s ideas had 
considerable influence among urban plan-
ners across the country. scarcely a major city 
exists without a city hall, courthouse, library, 
or train station built in imitation of ancient 
roman and greek architecture. chicago, 
cleveland, detroit, los angeles, Minneapolis, 
st. louis, san Francisco, and Washington, 
d.c., all initiated such city beautiful projects 
after the fair.

The costs of this movement, however, soon 
led even advocates to scale back their plans. 
Moreover, some private interests, especially 
businesses, resisted compromising their nar-
row objectives. before long, the city beautiful 

Wren’s plan for the rebuilding of london 
after the great Fire of 1666 (see the case study 
in chapter 2). here, although the magnifi-
cent st. Paul’s cathedral (b in Figure 14–1) 
is a dominant focus, major roads lead not to 
the cathedral but to the city’s stock exchange 
(a in Figure 14–1). The dominant feature of 
the plan, which ultimately was not adopted, 
was the financial and trade element of the 
city’s life. london at the time was fast becom-
ing the most powerful economic center in 
the world. city planning thus reflected this 
change.

Three concerns, then, appear again and 
again in the history of urban design. People 
plan their cities, or parts of them, in order to 
(1) solve specific problems, (2) serve the in-
terests of those with wealth and power, and 
(3) reflect and intensify cultural ideals.

Planning in the industrial Era: 
1800–1900

ebenezer howard shared many concerns 
about the overcrowded industrial cities with 
the classical sociological theorists—Tönnies, 
durkheim, Weber, Marx, simmel, Park, and 
Wirth—whom we discussed in chapter 5. 
howard saw little hope for the industrial city, 
viewing it as a monument to greed and to 
the interests of the few rather than the many. 
effective city planning, he believed, could 
never exist in cities of such size.

in many ways, howard was right. Planning 
on a citywide scale did not exist in early cit-
ies. While quite a few industrial towns were 
built during the 1800s—Manchester and 
birmingham in england, as well as Paterson, 
new Jersey, and Falls river, Massachusetts, in 
the united states (see chapter 3) are good 
examples—by and large the underlying con-
cern was limited to profit and efficiency.

in the early 1600s when the dutch settled 
new amsterdam at the tip of Manhattan 
island, street development evolved more or 
less haphazardly, as in medieval european 
cities. Two centuries later, though, as the 
city expanded northward, city leaders in 
1811  adopted a rigid, gridiron plan that 
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britain passed the new Towns act, providing 
for government sponsorship of new urban 
communities to draw population away from 
london and other cities. one central goal of 
the new Towns act was to limit london’s in-
creasing sprawl by surrounding the city with 
a green belt—an idea taken directly from 
howard.

new communities—complete with indus-
trial, housing, and commercial areas—were 
built at some distance from larger cities. in all, 
great britain built 34 new towns, with their suc-
cess in large measure assured because of deep 
government involvement. The first new com-
munities—called the Mark i  towns—adhered 
closely to howard’s ideas and were modeled 
after letchworth and Welwyn. Mostly single-
family houses organized in neighborhoods, 
these communities of about 30,000 residents 
were completely self-sufficient centers of 
 industry, housing, education, and transporta-
tion facilities.

a second wave of new towns—the Mark ii 
group, built in the 1950s and 1960s—deviated 
rather significantly from howard’s original 
plan. Typified by cumbernault, located out-
side glasgow, scotland, these towns reflected 
the government’s concern that small cities of 
just 30,000 were insufficient to alleviate popu-
lation problems in the larger cities. a  second 
concern was that too many small towns would 
consume too much land. Thus, the Mark 
ii towns (those built since the 1960s), with 
 population projections of 80,000, began to sac-
rifice greenery for density and to  emphasize 
central (rather than neighborhood) shopping 
and recreational facilities. The most  recent 
new towns are larger still. one  example, 
Milton Keynes, lies 50 miles north of london, 
with a population of about 185,000 living in its 
120 square miles.

britain’s new towns—howard’s “marriage 
of the city and country”—proved to be emi-
nently successful at providing decent housing 
and sufficient jobs. on other levels, however, 
the new towns fell short. With their small 
number (34) and limited size, they have not 
had much impact on the large populations 
of britain’s major cities. Moreover, most of 

movement simply went away. any new com-
munities built, whether nineteenth-century 
frontier towns or twentieth-century suburbs, 
usually lacked a large-scale plan, instead 
typically beginning with a nondescript Main 
street center and then rippling outward in 
a gridiron design unless forced to adjust be-
cause of elevated terrain.

THE nEW ToWns movEmEnT

i will not cease from mental strife,
nor shall my sword sleep in my hand,
Till we have built Jerusalem
in england’s green and pleasant land

William blake

This stanza by the great english poet and 
artist William blake opens sir ebenezer 
howard’s book Garden Cities of To-Morrow. 
howard’s belief that his new Towns move-
ment would solve all of urban society’s ills 
 influenced many others both in and beyond 
his native england.

before we get further into this section, 
let’s clarify what we mean by new towns. in this 
sense, we are not referring to a new settle-
ment, such as what occurred in the develop-
ment of the american and canadian West, 
when railways decided where to build their 
station stops and a town would grow around 
it, or when the discovery of valuable metal 
ores resulted in a new boomtown. instead, the 
sociological concept of a new town deals with 
the large-scale, holistic planning of a mixed-
use, self-sufficient community—its physical 
design of streets and infrastructure; its provi-
sion of residential, commercial, educational, 
recreational, shopping, and service facilities; 
its center, squares, parks, lakes, and pathways; 
its blend of employment and leisure activities; 
and much more.

british new Towns

The devastation of london from repeated 
nazi bombings during World War ii created 
a desperate housing shortage and renewed in-
terest in ebenezer howard’s vision. in 1946, 
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the swedish government planned a series of 
satellite cities linked to the central city and 
to each other by efficient transportation. The 
five cities, known as the Vallingby complex, 
are distinct entities but look to the larger city 
for goods, many services, and jobs. each of 
these small cities has about 10,000 people liv-
ing in low-density housing within 300 yards of 
a subway-station/plaza complex.

as in britain, the swedes also built higher-
density new towns. instead of low-rise brick 
buildings that promote a sense of community 
and allow open space, the newer towns con-
tain physically parallel rows of unattractive, 
look-alike, concrete-slab buildings with six 
to eight stories. These drab structures look 
much like sterile, low-income housing proj-
ects in the united states. not surprisingly, 
these developments repel the middle class; 
only impoverished immigrants or low-income 
natives concentrate in them. such places can 
also be found in France, germany, and italy, 
and there, as in sweden, crime, drugs, and 
welfare dependency are common.

Australia. australia presents us with a differ-
ent new-town concept, one designed to be the 
core of a new urban region and home to the 
national government. located in the outback 
(isolated rural area), canberra is some 180 
miles from the seacoast metropolis of sydney. 
settled as early as 1912, canberra was to be 
a new, inland city that would not only house 
the australian government but also develop 
the australian hinterland. This was no simple 
task. canberra was far from australia’s normal 
trade routes, and it had no major resources 
(mineral deposits or cheap water power) to 
attract investors. Thus, government and plan-
ners were in complete control, which might 
well have pleased ebenezer howard.

The result is a physically beautiful city 
with a population now exceeding 350,000. 
economically, the city has both a lower un-
employment rate and higher average weekly 
earnings than in the rest of australia. now 
home to 25,000 businesses, the city has a di-
verse economy, although it is undeniably ori-
ented toward the service industries and public 
administration (australian capital Territory 

these towns are socially rather cliquish, with 
the same ethnic and class prejudices that one 
encounters in most large cities. some critics 
claim that homogeneity is a product of the 
planning process itself, with its emphasis on 
neighborhoods. as sociologists often note, 
ingroup solidarity, which neighborhood liv-
ing facilitates, often creates a corresponding 
sense of outgroup hostility.

another problem has been the inflexibil-
ity of many new-town plans. rather than rec-
ognizing that cities are dynamic entities that 
must adjust to changing human needs, many 
new towns stuck rigidly to their original plans. 
often, the result has been a sense of ineffi-
ciency and even oppression that, as we will 
see, crops up again and again in city planning 
efforts.

new Towns Worldwide

To some degree, early british new towns were 
anticity. They were small towns, their limited 
size suggesting a distinct dislike of large urban 
areas. They were also antigrowth, strictly 
limiting their population in the belief that 
more was always less. bigness meant disorder 
and destruction of a delicate ecological bal-
ance between people and the environment. 
several recent new towns, however, take an 
opposite view. in France, the netherlands, 
and spain, new-town development has at-
tempted to stimulate the growth of an entire 
urban region. creating jobs around a cluster 
of industries, the new communities draw pop-
ulation from the countryside while also luring 
away people from nearby established cities. 
in the  mid-1960s, for example, to accommo-
date population growth and “demagnetize” 
its cities, France developed five new towns 
near Paris and others near grenoble, lille, 
Marseille, and rouen, in an effort to collect 
the population in the immediate area and 
lessen migration into those older cities.

Sweden. The scandinavian countries, par-
ticularly sweden, look on new towns as a form 
of “suburb control.” like many european 
and north american cities, stockholm had 
a problem with suburban sprawl during the 
1950s. in an effort to curb decentralization, 
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anticipated as people streamed into the city 
looking for construction jobs, brasilia aban-
doned or modified many parts of the original 
plan. as elsewhere in poor nations, migrants 
unable to find adequate housing constructed 
their own shelters out of anything they could 
find. Thus, brasilia evolved favelas, or squatter 
shantytowns, filled with tens of thousands of 
working-class and poverty-stricken people and 
lacking waste removal, water, and electricity. 
in the early 1970s, however, the government 
took steps to remove the shanty dwellers from 
the city by building houses 15 miles away in 
the newly created satellite town of ceilândia 
(a Portuguese acronym for center for eradica-
tion of squatters).

new Towns in north america

all the new towns and cities that we’ve con-
sidered so far were government sponsored, 
with limited involvement of private inves-
tors. during the early history of the united 

2011). canberra is essentially an upper- and 
middle-class city though. because of the high 
cost of living, most low-income families simply 
cannot afford to live there.

Brazil. brasilia is another planned inland 
capital city. conceived in the 1950s as a show-
case for a modernizing brazil, the city is about 
600 miles from the coastal megalopolis of rio 
de Janeiro. as with canberra, brasilia’s lo-
cation helped develop the nation’s interior, 
with the intent of siphoning off population 
from the country’s older cities.

an artificial lake surrounds much of the 
city and separates it from the suburban towns 
to the north. The cross-shaped plan of the 
central city utilizes the north–south axis, 
brasilia’s main transportation artery, and the 
east–West, or Monumental, axis, lined by fed-
eral and civic buildings.

With just 12,000 people in 1957, brasilia 
grew to more than 500,000 by 1970 and now 
exceeds 2.3 million. expanding faster than 

When first conceived and built in the 1950s, Brasilia was a stark example of 
 modern architecture lacking in people-friendly usage—and, for that matter, even 
people, as few chose to live there. Now its population exceeds 2.3 million, much 
of its original plan has been scrapped, and squatter settlements ring this “model” 
city, which today exhibits many of the urban ills found elsewhere.
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Winnipeg and parts of calgary in canada, on 
parts of canberra and Melbourne in australia, 
as well as in brazil, Finland, india, Japan, 
sweden, and russia. its concepts have also 
been implemented elsewhere in the united 
states, as the next several sections discuss.

Greenbelt Towns. during the great de-
pression, when millions of americans were 
out of work, rexford Tugwell, assistant 
secretary of agriculture, persuaded President 
Franklin roosevelt to create the resettlement 
administration, with funding through the 
emergency relief appropriation act of 1935. 
one of his main objectives was to provide hous-
ing for poor urban dwellers outside the city.

My idea is to go just outside centers of popu-
lation, pick up cheap land, build a whole com-
munity and entice people into it. Then go back 
into cities and tear down slums and make parks 
of them. (quoted in Knepper 2001:14)

The three towns constructed as part of this 
project were greenbelt, Maryland (13 miles 
northeast of Washington, d.c.); greendale, 
Wisconsin (7 miles from Milwaukee); 
and green hills, ohio (5 miles north of 
cincinnati). Planners had high hopes that 
these towns would help solve big-city prob-
lems and create the jobs needed to help end 
the great depression.

These hopes soon faded. unlike new towns 
in great britain, these settlements never at-
tracted their own industry. built before the 
age of superhighways, they simply did not pro-
vide enough economic incentive for major 
industry to relocate there. Then, too, soon 
after the towns were started, World War ii in-
tervened, diverting funding to military objec-
tives. and by the time the war was over, the 
cold War followed, leading many to charge 
that government-sponsored towns smacked of 
“communism.” by 1949, government began 
selling off the new towns to private interests. 
The greenbelt Towns became, and remain, 
more like suburbs of the large nearby cities 
than like the independent small cities origi-
nally envisioned.

after World War ii, architects and pri-
vate developers created more than 100 new 

states, government-planned communities 
were not unusual and included Williamsburg; 
Washington, d.c.; indianapolis; raleigh, 
north carolina; Tallahassee, Florida; and 
austin, Texas. except for one program in 
the 1930s, however, u.s. new towns for more 
than 100 years have been almost completely 
dependent on the ideals, plans, and invest-
ments of private businesses. We begin with 
the privately developed new town that served 
as the model for both public and private ef-
forts thereafter.

Radburn. developed by architect and plan-
ner clarence stein, radburn—about 20 miles 
west of new york city—was a direct attempt 
to adapt ebenezer howard’s garden city 
to the united states. radburn was laid out 
using what stein called “superblocks,” each 
surrounded by a green space. radburn also 
attempted to separate pedestrian and auto-
mobile traffic completely. The backs of the 
houses faced the street, and the fronts faced 
a common green space with unimpeded path-
ways (underpasses eliminated street cross-
ings) for bikes and pedestrians to go to the 
town center, school, library, stores, or shared 
public facilities. roads only were for access to 
and from houses, not for walking or playing. 
in 1929, geddes smith described radburn as 
follows:

[it is a] town built to live in—today and 
 tomorrow. a town “for the motor age.” a town 
turned outside-in—without any backdoors. 
a town where roads and parks fit together like 
the fingers of your right and left hands. a town 
in which children need never dodge motor-
trucks on their way to school. (quoted in stein 
1972:44)

like so many new towns, however, 
radburn ran into financial difficulties as the 
years passed, and it was never completed as 
originally planned. about 670 families live 
in radburn today, creating a population of 
about 3,100 within the new Jersey borough 
of Fair lawn.

The radburn plan has been an inspira-
tion to planners and architects for three gen-
erations. it had an impact on the designs of 
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The Radburn design provided charming, moderate-sized homes 
grouped on a series of cul-de-sacs, with streets designed for cars only 
and footways for pedestrians only. No child had to cross a street to get 
to school or to play. The houses backed on the street, and their fronts 
faced parks. Shared public spaces—23 acres of parks, two swimming 
pools, four tennis courts, other recreational facilities, and a community 
center—were for the use of all 3,000 residents.
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doubles as a concert and events shelter dur-
ing the rest of the year (city-data.com 2011).

Columbia. For columbia, Maryland, James 
rouse, the town’s developer, intended to 
create a people-friendly social and physical 
 environment that would simultaneously allow 
private venture capital to make a profit in 
land development and sale (olsen 2004). To 
apply the best thinking available in the execu-
tion of his city, rouse employed a host of spe-
cialists during the planning phase, including 
government employees, family counselors, 
recreationalists, sociologists, economists, edu-
cators, health specialists, psychologists, and 
transportation and communications experts.

larger than reston, columbia—with a cur-
rent population approximately 97,000—does 
have low- to moderate-income housing. a ra-
cially integrated community (25 percent of its 
residents are african american), columbia 
successfully scattered its several hundred sub-
sidized units throughout the city. covering 
more than 27 square miles, the new town is 
composed of communities of 800–900 homes, 
each with its own elementary school, neigh-
borhood center and convenience store, swim-
ming pool, and recreational facilities. The 
plan then groups four neighborhoods into 
villages (of which there are ten), each with 
a middle school, meeting hall, supermar-
ket, and some other shops clustered around 
a small plaza. in the town center are office 
buildings, large department stores, and a 
larger shopping center.

enhancing the town’s variety of programs 
is howard community college and lincoln 
Technical institute. columbia has 5,300 
acres of permanent open space, including 
144 “tot lots” (children’s playgrounds), 225 
pedestrian bridges, the 40-acre symphony 
Woods, three lakes, 19 ponds, and natural 
open space areas interlaced with more than 
83 miles of pathways for walking, biking, 
and jogging. a vast network of plazas, picnic 
areas, public areas, tennis courts, and two 
par-course fitness trails also exist. in 2010, 
Money magazine ranked columbia (with 
nearby ellicott city) #2 out of the 100 “best 
Places to live in the united states.”

urban environments in an attempt to  follow 
howard’s approach. among them were 
baldwin hills (now part of los angeles); Park 
Forest and Park Forest south near chicago; 
Jonathan, Minnesota; and st. charles, 
Maryland. however, most of the so-called 
u.s. garden cities—despite containing ele-
ments of howard’s vision, such as shared 
public space—lack their own industry and so 
are essentially middle-class suburban develop-
ments, not “new towns” as howard proposed. 
nevertheless, all these efforts, from radburn 
onwards, foreshadowed the new urbanism 
movement discussed in chapter 12 in de-
signing pleasant, unified neighborhoods and 
mixed-use urban spaces for families from a 
range of economic backgrounds.

Reston. Twenty-five miles from downtown 
Washington, in suburban Virginia, reston 
was the brainchild of developer robert e. 
simon, with the town’s name made from his 
initials. simon planned his “quality urban 
environment” around two town centers link-
ing seven villages of approximately 10,000 
residents each in a beautiful, contemporary 
design filled with trees, lakes, and pathways. 
he intended reston to be economically self- 
sufficient and diverse, with mixed-income 
housing (high-rise luxury apartments side by 
side with single-family homes). only about 
one-fourth of its residents live and work in 
reston, however, and the rest commute. 
home to about 2,000 businesses, the town has 
58,000 residents—9 percent black, 11 percent 
asian, 10 percent hispanic, and 68 percent 
non-hispanic white.

reston is mostly an affluent community, 
with a median family income exceeding 
$96,000 in 2009. its housing includes single-
family homes, townhouses, condominiums, 
waterfront homes, homes on the golf courses, 
and homes that back up to woods and nature 
paths. The median house or condo values 
in 2009 were substantially higher than for 
Virginia. one of reston’s main focal points 
is Town center, which includes high-rise of-
fices, a hyatt regency hotel, boutiques, na-
tional retailers, and restaurants. Town center 
has a covered outdoor ice-skating rink that 
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dispersed single-family homes. admired by 
many, celebration also receives criticism 
from others, who call it a retreat to a dream 
world of the past that only appeals to a small 
segment of the population. This mostly white 
(85 percent), upper-middle-class community, 
had a $94,000 median household income in 
2009, more than twice that of Florida.

Erin Mills, Ontario. The largest planned 
new town in canada is located on 8,000 acres 
within the incorporated city of Mississauga, 
about 20 miles west of Toronto. now complet-
ing its final building phase, this fast-growing 
community of about 105,000 residents is a 
successful blend of residences, industry, and 
commerce. a planned community, it contains 
high-rise condominiums, large low-density 
housing, or medium-density, single-detached 
town or row houses; a town center; hospi-
tal; and an interconnected, tree-lined recre-
ational trail system.

What makes new Towns  
succeed or Fail?

Many new towns have been built worldwide 
since ebenezer howard sounded the clarion 
call in 1898. Most of those that come into 
 existence, however, do not succeed as the new 
towns they were intended to be. Why?

one major goal of most new towns was to 
distribute population more broadly. howard 
and his followers thought that the congestion 
of big cities was destructive of human well-
being and that their economic dominance 
sapped vitality from the rest of the region. 
critics point out that new towns don’t do 
much to meet this goal. even in britain, after 
decades of new-town development, barely 
1  percent of the population lives in them. 
Most governments really can’t raise the tax 
money needed to build new towns on a much 
larger scale. a more realistic idea may be to 
improve already-existing center cities. new 
orleans could have been one such place after 
the devastation of hurricane Katrina in 2005, 
but no master plan evolved.

new towns were also to be centers of em-
ployment and economic activity. here again, 
however, few of them attracted much industry 

Irvine. also begun in the 1960s, southern 
california’s irvine is the largest planned 
community in north america, covering 46 
square miles, and headquarters for more 
than 100 major corporations. it is also home 
to a 15,000-acre campus of the university of 
california. an upper-middle-class city, with a 
population of 210,000, its median household 
income in 2009 was approximately $85,000. 
its racial-ethnic breakdown is 47 percent non-
hispanic white, 3 percent african american, 
37 percent asian american, and 11 percent 
hispanic (city-data.com 2011).

Celebration. celebration, in central Florida, 
is a good example of the new urbanism. 
construction began with the downtown—a 
lively mix of retail shops, restaurants, offices 
and apartments, town hall, post office, gro-
cery store, and cinema—situated along a wide 
promenade circling the lake in the center 
of town. Most notable is the art deco–style 
movie complex and a cylindrical post office. 
More than 4,000 people call celebration 
their home, with an eventual total popula-
tion planned to reach approximately 12,000. 
oversized porches and verandas encourage 
old-time neighborhood socializing, and the 
community is surrounded by a 4,700-acre, pro-
tected green belt with miles of walking paths.

a 900-student elementary school and a 
1,000-student high school, together with a pri-
vate Montessori school and stetson university 
campus, are part of the community. a 60-acre 
“health campus”—a cross between a full- 
service gym and a hospital—enables people to 
keep in shape downstairs to avoid the medical 
wards upstairs. unlike the average “designer 
suburb,” where all the houses carry a similar 
price tag, celebration’s nearly three dozen 
$1-million estates coexist with other homes 
that have a median value of about $706,000, 
as well as with about 350 rental apartments, 
to form a social mix not often seen such com-
munities (city-data.com 2011).

celebration is clearly an attempt to return 
to the pedestrian-friendly, compactly built 
town of the past, as compared with what the 
new urbanists describe as the car-dominated, 
suburban sprawl of freeways, malls, and widely 
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howard’s. rejecting widespread decentraliza-
tion, le corbusier saw benefits to concentrat-
ing people in tall, architecturally magnificent 
buildings surrounded by huge open spaces. 
such mammoth structures, le corbusier rea-
soned, allowed keeping 95 percent of avail-
able land free from any building at all.

a second innovation was eliminating the 
central business district and population con-
centration by creating equal densities through-
out the city. as he stated, “Flows of people 
would become much more even across the 
whole city, instead of strong radical flows into 
and out of the center which characterize cities 
today” (hall and Tewdwr-Jones 2011:51).

although no such urban utopia was 
ever built, le corbusier’s influence on city 
 planning was great. one classic example is 
the alton West estate in roehampton, in 
southwest london, built after World War 
ii. a   second example of a le corbusier– 
influenced project is Manhattan’s stuyvesant 
Town. red brick buildings stand between 
wide walkways and lawns in this park-like set-
ting constructed in 1947.

le corbusier expressed his vision to its full-
est extent in his 1953 design of chandigarh, 
the first planned city of india and which 
calls itself “the city beautiful.” structurally, 
chandigarh is a modern city, with a popula-
tion of 900,000. each of the city’s 49 sectors 
is a block about 1 square kilometer in size, 
with markets, shopping centers, and schools 
to limit people’s need to travel. citywide 
transportation (buses, auto-rickshaws, and 
taxicabs) links the sectors. one factor le 
corbusier was unable to control, however, 
was population density; with 7,900 people per 
square kilometer, its density is four times what 
le corbusier wished.

broadacre City

Frank lloyd Wright, the most famous of all 
u.s. architects, viewed le corbusier’s urban 
vision as a nightmare. such high-density living 
should be avoided at all costs, Wright main-
tained, and he championed instead “organic 
architecture”—the living union of architec-
tural design with the natural environment. 

or other business. The problem is largely eco-
nomic: at a distance from major cities, new 
towns present businesses with added costs for 
materials and transportation. Thus, especially 
in north america, new towns ended up with 
a strong suburban flavor—bedroom com-
munities for people who, by and large, work 
elsewhere.

new towns are the dream of a few—some 
city planners, a few public officials, archi-
tects, builders, and mayors. Many others think 
these efforts could be more effectively placed 
elsewhere—in inner-city development, for ex-
ample, or in the elimination of slum housing.

This is not to ignore the many contribu-
tions of the new-town idea. columbia’s devel-
oper, James rouse, and reston’s developer, 
robert e. simon, both demonstrated broad 
social concern and purpose in undertaking 
projects of such economic magnitude and so-
cial audacity. We might also direct such trib-
ute to ebenezer howard, who aspired to so 
much in his new-town vision. nevertheless, no 
one has built “the new Jerusalem.” Moreover, 
the new town is not the magic potion to cure 
all urban problems.

arCHiTECTUral visions

an irony marks ebenezer howard’s ambi-
tion—to change all of society by building cit-
ies that were small. some visionaries argue 
that solving the city’s problems will demand 
not outlying new towns but also completely 
new central cities—more efficient, more hu-
mane, and for everybody. here, we examine 
four large-scale “visions of the street.” each is 
the work of an architect; each is refreshingly 
different.

The radiant City

among the most important figures of modern 
architecture, le corbusier was also an influ-
ential urban planner. in his books The City of 
Tomorrow and Its Planning (1987; orig. 1927) 
and The Radiant City (1967; orig. 1933), le 
corbusier, like howard, condemned modern 
cities and outlined a vision of a new urban so-
ciety. his solution, though, was the opposite of 
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industrial and commercial areas; the city cen-
ter at ground level; a public area and a prom-
enade on the first level; a neighborhood and 
a park (both outdoors) on the second level; 
gardens, a community area (for recreation), 
and a living–working area on the third level 
(about 1,500 feet high!); and housing at the 
very top. all service facilities—elevators, heat-
ing, and exhaust systems—would be con-
tained in the central core of the city.

structures like these (soleri designed doz-
ens) are so audacious, even in the history of 
utopian urban planning, that few take them 
seriously. critics dismiss arcologies as gigan-
tic beehives. soleri counters by claiming they 
are “miniatures” compared with today’s cities. 
They occupy a fraction of the land, free up 
the surrounding countryside for enjoyment, 
and allow that countryside a chance to return 
to nature. imagine, he suggests, the popula-
tion of los angeles, which now sprawls over 
470 square miles, contained in 10–12 well-
dispersed babels, and everywhere else no 
freeways, no smog, just beautiful southern 
california. no doubt, however, such struc-
tures would be astronomically expensive, and 
no one came forward to finance construct-
ing one. soleri’s vision is partially visualized 
at arcosanti, a small experimental town in 
arizona.

Try-2004

a bold proposal for an arcology came from 
Japan’s leading architectural and construc-
tion firm, the shimizu corporation: a mas-
sive, megacity pyramid. Twelve times higher 
than the great Pyramid of giza, it would be 
the largest structure on earth. situated over 
Tokyo bay, it would stand over 1.2 miles high, 
with an area of 3 square miles at the base. The 
structure would consist of eight layers stacked 
on top of each other, comprising a total area 
of 34 square miles. each layer would consist 
of smaller pyramids, each roughly the size of 
the luxor hotel in las Vegas, with layers 1 
through 4 devoted to mixed residential and 
commercial usage and layers 5 through 8 
 devoted to research centers, leisure facilities, 
and hotels (shimz 2011).

he  reasoned that if homes could be con-
structed in an “organic” way, why couldn’t the 
same be done for entire cities?

like both howard and le corbusier, Wright 
accepted the integral role of modern tech-
nology. unlike them, he was antiurban and 
sought to increase vastly the amount of space 
occupied by his utopian city in order to lower 
greatly its density. he thought that a city, with-
out high-rises or large buildings, might easily 
spread over 100 square miles, or even more. 
With automobiles (or even individual, small 
helicopters), he contended, people could live 
on their own acres of farmland and still eas-
ily reach neighbors and shopping facilities. 
broadacre city was a fusion of what Wright saw 
as the ideals of Jeffersonian democracy (fun-
damentally, extensive personal freedoms), the 
north american dream of plenty of land for 
personal use, and modern technology.

broadacre city never was more than a 
dream, of course. The plan met with massive 
criticism during Wright’s lifetime (1867–1959). 
critics dismissed broadacre city as too ex-
pensive, too unrestrained, and far too radi-
cal. although stung by the negative reaction, 
Wright never gave up on his ideas. he rewrote 
his broadacre treatise, The Living City, for the 
fourth time at age 90.

The arcology

one of Wright’s students was a young italian 
named Paolo soleri, who both respected and 
rebelled against his mentor’s teaching. he 
accepted Wright’s central notion of  organic 
architecture, but he rejected entirely his 
teacher’s vision of broadacre city. siding 
with le corbusier, soleri advocated a dense 
concentration of people in an urban area. 
his vision, however, was even more extreme: 
a completely self-contained unit housing 
up to half a million people in a megastruc-
ture 300 stories high and occupying just the 
space of a few city blocks! soleri called such 
cities  arcologies, or architectural ecologies— 
environmentally safe, architecturally beauti-
ful, and totally efficient.

soleri’s babel iib, designed for a popu-
lation of 520,000, contained underground 
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problems, and prod us to consider vision-
ary solutions that we “on the street” barely 
understand.

morE FoCUsEd Urban 
Planning

The problem with utopian planners is that 
their schemes are simply too grandiose and 
impractical. a city is simply too complex a phe-
nomenon to be controlled as though it were 
a programmable computer. other planners 
argue that urban planning only works when it 
is focused on a limited segment of city life—
say, a neighborhood or park. We may never 
be able to manage the city as a whole, but we 
can handle the urban scene one segment at 
a time.

sidewalks and neighborhoods

since the 1960s, a more popular trend has 
been away from large-scale, comprehensive vi-
sions. leading this reaction was Jane Jacobs, 
author of The Death and Life of Great American 
Cities (1993; orig. 1961). To Jacobs, the great-
est value of the city is its diversity: The city’s 
“life” lies in its countless interactions and the 
multiple uses of its streets, parks, sidewalks, 
and neighborhoods. anything that dimin-
ishes this quality (as does comprehensive 
planning, by definition) leads cities to their 
“death.” urban living is never planned in any 
broad sense. People of the city invent their 
lives as they meet their own needs and solve 
their own problems.

consider sidewalks. in any vital city, a side-
walk has uses far beyond easing the passage 
of pedestrians. Front steps facing the sidewalk 
are places for neighbors to sit and visit, just 
as corners are places to “hang out.” second, 
sidewalk street life serves as a means of pub-
lic surveillance, through which people come 
to know each other and to identify strangers. 
Jacobs pointed out that in areas where street 
life abounds, crime rates are low. Third, side-
walks are environments where children ex-
plore their neighborhood, test themselves, 
and grasp the rules of urban social life. 
Finally, street life brings a sense of community 

Plans include 240,000 housing units to 
accommodate as many as 750,000 residents, 
with offices and commercial facilities capable 
of employing 800,000 people. The housing 
and offices would be in 80-story skyscrapers, 
suspended above and below and attached to 
the pyramid’s supporting structure by a mega-
truss construction method. Transportation 
within the city would consist of automated, 
individual pods that travel rapidly through 
tubes, as well as escalators and elevators. With 
Japan’s population dropping significantly 
and the cost to build this hyperstructure with 
its staggering proportions, it seems unlikely 
any of us will witness this construction.

Then again, perhaps we should not so 
casually dismiss this proposal. Moscow plan-
ners have approved plans for construction of 
crystal island on nagatino Peninsula, just 4.5 
miles from the Kremlin. a self-contained city, 
it will soar about 1,500 feet in height, with 
four times the floor area of the Pentagon. 
This megastructure, resembling a huge trans-
parent wigwam, will have up to 3,000 hotel 
rooms and 900 serviced apartments, but it 
will also contain a cinema, a theater, a mu-
seum, shopping malls, a sports complex, and 
an international school for 500 pupils (Parfitt 
2008).

Utopia’s limitations

each of these planned urban utopias share 
many of the limitations found in the new 
Town movement. First, they are financially 
impractical. second, many are rigid propos-
als developed by visionaries who assume 
that  everyone would see the basic logic of 
their vision and support it. Third, such plans 
seem to be sociologically naive. as hall and 
 Tewder-Jone (2011) note, these utopians are 
all architects who believe that altering the physi-
cal world will automatically alter the social 
world as well but, of course, beautiful designs 
do not necessarily do away with social prob-
lems, such as racial prejudice or poverty.

yet, in the final analysis, society needs 
utopian thinkers. They are, by their work, 
natural consciousness raisers. They challenge 
our thinking about cities, point to obvious 
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Trends box below outlines Jacobs’s sugges-
tions to a city planning board.

squares and Parks

of course, not everyone who believes in more 
focused city planning goes as far as Jacobs. 
While agreeing that holistic city planning is 
undesirable, some argue that good planning 
can be more comprehensive than Jacobs 
allows.

to a neighborhood. south Philadelphia, new 
york’s lower east side, new orleans’s French 
Quarter, and san Francisco’s haight–ashbury 
district all maintain a positive identity based 
on their street life.

in general, Jacobs supported local plan-
ning initiatives but loathed grandiose de-
signs. What city planners should do, she said, 
is facilitate diversity and vitality and let local 
people do the rest. The best planning, then, 
is sometimes the least planning. The Urban 

Urban TrEnds

Jane Jacobs: Planning for vitality

Consider, for a moment, the 
kind of goals at which city 
planning must begin to aim, 
if the object is to plan for city 
vitality.

Planning for vitality must 
stimulate and catalyze the great-
est possible range and quantity 
of diversity among uses and 
among people throughout each 
district of a big city; this is the un-

derlying foundation of city economic strength, 
social vitality and magnetism. To do this, plan-
ners must diagnose, in specific places, what is 
lacking to generate diversity, and then aim at 
helping to supply the lacks as best they can be 
supplied.

Planning for vitality must promote contin-
uous networks of local street neighborhoods, 
whose users and informal proprietors can 
count to the utmost in keeping the public 
spaces of the city safe, in handling strangers 
so they are an asset rather than a menace, 
in keeping casual public tabs on children in 
places that are public.

Planning for vitality must combat the de-
structive presence of border vacuums [va-
cant land at the edges], and it must help 
promote people’s identification with city 

districts that are large enough, and are varied 
and rich enough in inner and outer contacts 
to deal with the tough, inescapable, practical 
problems of big-city life.

Planning for vitality must aim at unslum-
ming the slums, by creating conditions 
aimed at persuading a high proportion of 
the indigenous residents, whoever they may 
be, to stay put by choice over time, so there 
will be a steadily growing diversity among 
people and a continuity of community both 
for old residents and for newcomers who as-
similate into it.

Planning for vitality must convert the 
 self-destruction of diversity and other cata-
clysmic uses of money into constructive 
forces, by hampering the opportunities for 
destructiveness on the one hand, and on the 
other hand by stimulating more city territory 
into possessing a good economic environ-
ment for other people’s plans.

Planning for vitality must aim at clarify-
ing the visual order of cities, and it must 
do so by both promoting and illuminating 
functional order, rather than by obstructing 
or denying it.

Source: Jane Jacobs, The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities (New York: Random House, 1993), 
pp. 531–32.
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largest u.s. city park, south Mountain Park 
(16,283 acres), while Philadelphia has the 
largest pre-automobile city park, Fairmount 
Park (4,079 acres).

in a study of urban spaces, William h. Whyte 
found that many people simply thrive on the 
streets. observing the seagram Plaza in mid-
town Manhattan, he wrote that “on a good day, 
there would be a hundred and fifty people sit-
ting, sunbathing, picnicking and schmoozing—
idly gossiping, talking ‘nothing talk’ ” (2001:14; 
orig., 1980). Moreover, claims Whyte,

[People] go to the lively places where there are 
many people. and they go there by choice, not 
to escape the city but to partake of it. . . . The 
multiplier effect is tremendous. it is not just 
the number of people using these small urban 
places, but the larger number who pass by and 
enjoy them vicariously, or the even larger num-
ber who feel better about the city center for 
knowledge of them. For a city such places are 
priceless, whatever the costs. (2001:100–101)

Placemaking

building on the ideas of Jane Jacobs (“eyes 
on the street”) and William h. Whyte (es-
sential elements for creating social life in 
public spaces), in 1975 the Project for Public 
spaces (PPs) launched a multifaceted ap-
proach to the design, planning, and manage-
ment of public spaces, called placemaking. 
essentially, this involves learning the needs 
and aspirations of the people who live, work, 
and play in a particular space, and then using 
that information to create a common vision 
for that place.

The advantage of grassroots involvement is 
that it helps prevent developers and planners 
from creating “traffic-dominated streets, little-
used parks and plazas, and isolated, underper-
forming development projects” (PPs 2011). 
The collective vision of people and planners 
provides a perspective that views a place in 
its entirety (social and physical) rather than 
 focusing on isolated fragments of the whole. 
PPs seeks to spark a re-examination of ev-
eryday settings and experiences to find the 
 potential for something better in parks, down-
towns, waterfronts, plazas, neighborhoods, 

august heckscher spent two years study-
ing cities such as omaha, dallas, cincinnati, 
buffalo, rochester, and Milwaukee. To him, 
the vitality of a city was fundamentally a mat-
ter of how well that city organized its space:

each city is a place of its own, its uniqueness 
determined in large measure by patterns cre-
ated by the alternation of structure and void, of 
buildings and spaces between. The large green 
spaces, parks and parkways, river banks and 
waterfronts, give to a city a coherence that al-
lows the urban dweller to have a feeling of the 
whole. . . . What is expressed in open spaces is 
the essential quality of urban life—its casualness 
and variety, its ability to crystallize community 
feeling. (1978:4)

in cities dominated by economic concerns, 
such as those in north america, heckscher 
highlights the value of squares, parks, ar-
chitecture, and artwork to urban life. These 
prompt people to remember that there are 
“other things” to city life. squares provide 
small, natural meeting places as well as set-
tings for more formal occasions, such as polit-
ical rallies and concerts. They provide a vital 
physical and psychological break in the city’s 
structure. new orleans’s Jackson square, lo-
cated in the French Quarter, is one such vital 
square. others include Fountain square in 
cincinnati, union square in san Francisco, 
city hall square in Toronto, rittenhouse 
square in Philadelphia, and Washington 
square in new york.

Parks are equally important. sara Miller 
(2003) speaks for many in celebrating the first 
u.s. urban park, new york’s central Park, 
843 acres on the upper half of Manhattan 
island, which preserves a bit of country in the 
city. although perhaps not as well known as 
central Park, a similar public space is found 
in virtually every major north american city, 
and there, residents delight in recreation 
and informal activities of all kinds. atlanta 
has Piedmont Park (185 acres), chicago has 
grant Park (305 acres), and san diego has 
balboa Park (1,158 acres). There is schenley 
Park in Pittsburgh (456 acres), stanley Park in 
Vancouver (1,000 acres), and griffith Park in 
los angeles (4,063 acres). Phoenix boasts the 
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dominating (PPs 2007). (The photo essay on 
pages 403–406 offers some PPs visualizations 
of improved street designs.)

one notable PPs project was the transfor-
mation of new york’s Times square. hired by 
the Times square alliance (one of the bids 
discussed in chapter 3), the PPs examined 
the district through systematic observation 
techniques such as time-lapse film analysis, 
activity mapping, tracking, and user surveys. 
some of the issues revealed were the lack of 

streets, markets, campuses, and public build-
ings (PPs 2011).

The PPs premise about streets is quite sim-
ple: if you plan for cars and traffic, you get 
more cars and traffic, but if you design your 
community around people, you get more 
people. The quality of great streets includes 
their identity and image, amenities, clustered 
activity points of interest, walkable space, at-
tractive edge uses, diverse choices, and di-
verse user groups with no one group or use 

The Project for Public Spaces (PPS), a non-profit organization, suggested the conversion of 
New York’s Astor Place from a void between two neighborhoods to one that instead supports 
and showcases the best that the city can offer. Note the change in street design that increases 
the pedestrian area and adds sidewalk amenities.
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West Broadway in New York City offers a dreary streetscape with little foot traffic, but the 
bottom photo reveals how, with narrower streets and wider sidewalks, it could become 
a more dynamic locale. Its spaces, safer and better defined, could generate more activity 
within a more visually pleasing environment.

amenities in the square, severe pedestrian 
overcrowding, and a cluttered ground sur-
face or “streetscape schlock” (Times square 
alliance 2011). PPs recommendations in-
cluded a reconfiguration of streets to accom-
modate foot traffic better and reduce the 
 negative effects of traffic, numerous ameni-
ties to improve the pedestrian experience, 
and new public space programming such as 
performances and markets.

The temporary improvements in the Times 
square “bowtie” (where seventh avenue 
crosses broadway between 42nd and 47th 

streets) were so successful in safety and traffic 
flow that the city administration made them 
permanent. Vehicles can no longer travel on 
broadway between those streets; those lanes 
now are blue-painted pedestrian plazas, with 
chairs and sidewalk cafes, and the reduced 
vehicular traffic has resulted in a 40 percent 
decrease in pollutants. bleachers contain-
ing 27 ruby-red structural-glass steps at 47th 
street provide seating for about 1,000 people 
and a picture-perfect panoramic view that has 
enthralled visitors for more than a century 
(huff Post 2011b; dunlap 2008).
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New York’s Kenmare Square serves as a crossroad of several dynamic neighborhoods: Little 
Italy, Bowery, Chinatown, and Soho. Its stark appearance could be transformed by a few 
simple placemaking steps: wider sidewalks and extended “bubble corners,” clearly marked 
pedestrian paths, a transitional area for the joining streets, and sidewalk amenities.

Festival marketplaces

later in his life, James rouse, the creator of 
columbia, Maryland, shifted his attention 
to midsized projects of urban regeneration. 

Most of these efforts at placemaking were 
spectacularly successful. They are neither 
comprehensive, all-encompassing visions 
like columbia nor small-scale, local efforts 
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Grand Street in New York City could also be more than just a nondescript street that serves 
primarily as a place for car storage and little else. With a street and sidewalk design that 
encourages social interaction, it can become much more valuable neighborhood space both 
for the stores and residents.

like those championed by Jane Jacobs. 
While such planning takes account of the 
needs of the whole city, it targets a small 
portion of the city’s space. The most well-
known of rouse’s midsized “festival market-
place” efforts are the Faneuil hall complex 

in boston, new york’s south street seaport, 
Philadelphia’s Market east, baltimore’s 
harborplace, union station in st. louis, 
Pioneer Place in Portland, the riverview 
Marketplace of new orleans, and the grand 
avenue Mall in Milwaukee.
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THE rEaliTiEs oF Urban 
Planning

Whatever philosophical stance one ultimately 
takes about urban planning, shaping the city 
always forces us to contend with traditions, 
vested interests, and environmental condi-
tions. such realities operate both as barriers 
and as opportunities.

Economics and Politics

radical alterations in the urban landscape 
rarely get far off the ground. ebenezer 
howard could establish only two garden 
 cities, and even with government support, the 
british new-town effort remains limited. in the 
united states, stein’s radburn, new Jersey, fell 
victim to financial troubles, while columbia 
and reston went through dire straits for the 
same reason. Partially because of expense 
(and partially because of its  audacity), Frank 
lloyd Wright’s broadacre city never even 
began. The stark reality is that in a free-market 
economy, urban planning rarely strays very far 
from the interests of business.

local politics, too, swirls around city 
planning, as interest groups contend with 
each other to achieve their various goals. 
sometimes, the complexities of even small-
scale projects lead to challenges that intimi-
date elected officials who fear alienating 
voters.

The importance of values

in the final analysis, urban planning is always a 
question of values: Which ones and whose are 
the key issues? We noted previously that city 
planning reflects cultural values. in catholic 
rome, planning glorified the church; in 
 monarchic France, planning celebrated the 
king; in new york city, planning augmented 
the pursuit of the almighty dollar.

Values also saturate, explicitly or implicitly, 
the work of urban planners. in a review of 
Jane Jacobs’s Death and Life of Great American 
Cities, herbert gans (1962) pointed out that 
Jacobs is a typical product of her society. she 
complained that, too often, city planning was 
not left up to the people. What could be more 

all of these projects reclaimed portions of 
deteriorating central cities in the 1970s and 
1980s. rouse was concerned that americans 
had lived so long with grim, congested, and 
worn-out inner cities and with sprawling and 
cluttered outer cities that they subconsciously 
accepted such conditions as both inevitable 
and unavoidable. he worried that people no 
longer realized cities could be beautiful, hu-
mane, and truly responsive to the needs and 
yearnings of their people (olsen 2004).

so, rouse set to work. before he began, 
the Faneuil hall area of boston had become 
as tawdry as one could imagine. The site of 
the city center in revolutionary War days, 
the area abounded with old, dilapidated 
warehouses that abutted on the harbor. no 
one lived there, and only a few businesses 
remained. With a generous spirit, one would 
have called the locale “down and out.”

Today, it is transformed. The old ware-
houses were outwardly maintained, but the 
inner cores were thoroughly modernized. 
Faneuil hall was revamped in the same man-
ner. inside, food shops run its football-field 
length. on either side of the hall are pe-
destrian areas with benches, outdoor eating 
areas, and places where street musicians play. 
The refurbished old warehouses on either 
side are now the home of high-quality shops. 
on any summer day, the place is teeming with 
people—locals, tourists, and visitors from the 
suburbs. looking at the project from the van-
tage point of one of the high-rises in the area 
or from the harbor, one sees how rouse’s vi-
sion works: The new buildings mimic or har-
moniously blend with the old buildings of the 
area. Perhaps most important, the businesses 
in the project are profitable, and the suc-
cess of the Faneuil hall project subsequently 
stimulated development throughout boston’s 
downtown. Much the same happy story ap-
plies to his other urban projects.

critics charge that rouse’s successes pan-
der to the wealthier elements of urban areas 
and do little for the poor. some truth lies in 
this accusation, but rouse’s changes helped 
turn around one stunning problem by replac-
ing collapsing inner-city districts with thriv-
ing, vibrant urban places.
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model of good urban planning in our final 
case study.

Case study

Toronto, ontario

Toronto is a great lakes port and, through 
the st. lawrence seaway, an ocean port as 
well. With more than 5.5 million people living 
in the region, Toronto is the most populous 
metropolitan area in canada. about one in 
six canadians live there, and the city attracts 
one-fourth of all newcomers to canada, with 
an average of 55,000 new immigrants each 
year (Toronto 2011). The Toronto region has 
the nation’s major concentration of industrial 
jobs and serves as the commercial and finan-
cial center of canada. The central area, down-
town Toronto, is the predominant regional 
center, encompassing major government, fi-
nancial, medical, and education services.

Toronto attracts a large number of immi-
grants from the developing world and has 
an increasing number of people requiring 
welfare assistance, but its school system and 
financial stability are stronger than those 
of many u.s. cities in a similar situation. 
although Toronto faces suburban and edge 
city development as do other cities, its cen-
tral city remains strong, the region’s growth 
patterns are not wasteful of environmental 
resources, and the transportation systems are 
more efficient, with greater reliance on mass 
transit. What makes Toronto more successful 
in these areas than its sister cities elsewhere? 
The answer lies in a metropolitan approach 
to governance and policy making that enables 
Toronto to address spatial development and 
quality-of-life issues in a more comprehensive 
manner and with greater resources at its dis-
posal, as we will discuss shortly.

The Physical setting

situated on the northern shore of lake 
ontario, Toronto is almost entirely flat, except 
at approximately 3–4 miles inland, where the 
land sharply rises about 40 feet at the shoreline 

Western, more north american, gans asks, 
than a complaint that we need more  emphasis 
on the individual, and that we should make 
way for local initiative?

similarly, because most of us are deeply 
committed to the values of individuality 
and personal initiative, we are put off by all- 
inclusive planning that seems to demand sub-
mission to the group. indeed, perhaps the 
characteristic element of north american 
urban planning has been the lack of compre-
hensive planning. From the 1600s onward, 
most u.s. and canadian cities developed with 
very limited intervention by any governmen-
tal agency. There are notable exceptions, 
such as Portland, oregon, and Toronto. 
Mainly, though, the national governments 
have no overall plans or policies for their cit-
ies, because the residents don’t want them. if 
private investors like Jim rouse can’t make 
our cities better, then most people seem con-
tent to live with the consequences.

current interest among many scholars and 
practitioners lies in private, market-based pro-
grams to address urban economic and social 
ills, in the belief that many areas of civic and 
 commercial life do not require government 
involvement (beito, et al. 2009). examples 
abound of the non-government sector effec-
tively providing for roads and bridges, educa-
tion, housing, social welfare, land-use  planning, 
commercial law, and even policing and criminal 
prosecutions. The private, self-governing en-
claves and large-scale industrial communities 
with complex physical infrastructure and ser-
vices, such as chicago’s Manufacturing district, 
challenge the orthodoxy that government 
alone can improve community life and indicate 
that the private sector can play a greater role in 
urban planning and policy.

some canadian and u.s. cities, however, 
illustrate the vitality wrought by good govern-
ment planning. among them are Portland, 
san Francisco, seattle, and Vancouver— 
locales frequently cited in public opinion 
polls as among the “best” cities. another 
city fulfilling all of these qualifications is 
Toronto, where planning successfully ad-
dresses the challenges of urban  diversity 
and urban sprawl. We examine Toronto as a 
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The coming of the grand Trunk and great 
Western railways in the 1850s sparked rapid de-
velopment. as a break-of-bulk port city, Toronto 
flourished, shipping agricultural products, min-
erals, and timber from the surrounding region. 
industrialization further spurred growth, as the 
city and its environs soon produced more than 
half of canada’s manufactured goods. Through 
annexation of adjacent villages and towns, 
the city doubled in area by 1900, and then 
 doubled again by 1920. in 1930, the metropoli-
tan area included the central city, four towns 
(leaside, Mimico, new Toronto, and Weston), 
three  villages (Forest hill, long branch, and 
swansea), and five townships (etobicoke, east 
york, north york, scarborough, and york).

Creation of a metropolitan 
government

The great depression of the 1930s caused severe 
financial problems for the city that remained 
until the end of World War ii in 1945. already 
lacking the financial means to provide water 
and sewage systems to outlying areas, Toronto 
saw its municipal burden increase further with 
a rapid rise in population. after investigating 
various options, the ottawa Municipal board 
in 1953 recommended that the 13 municipali-
ties (named in the previous paragraph) create a 
federated form of government unique in north 
america. Passage that year of the Municipality 
of Metropolitan Toronto act united the met-
ropolitan area, and the 25- member council of 
Metropolitan Toronto began its task of finding 
ways to deal with such common concerns as 
revenues, education, transportation, and urban 
growth. This combined form of government 
offered greater credit than each individual mu-
nicipality had, thereby enhancing financing for 
various public projects. a significant feature 
of this metropolitan system was that council 
 members were the elected mayors, aldermen, 
or controllers of each municipality, which en-
sured good communication and a high level of 
coordination between the central body and the 
local municipalities.

The Metropolitan council worked well. 
it authorized construction of new schools 
and renovation of older ones, and it also 

elevation of the former glacial lake iroquois. 
streets are in a grid design, except for the di-
agonal roads along the shoreline. railroad 
tracks and an expressway separate the lake-
front from the downtown area. The central 
business areas are around bloor, Queen, and 
yonge streets, while the central financial dis-
trict is south of the old city hall, in the vicinity 
of King and bay streets. The cn Tower (1,815 
feet) dominates the city skyline—along with 
the Toronto-dominion centre, commerce 
court, and First canadian Place—all of which 
are more than 50 stories high.

situated north of the central business district 
is a fashionable shopping area. The ontario 
Parliament buildings and the university of 
Toronto rise south of bloor street, in a  section 
with tall shade trees and grassy areas known 
for its park-like atmosphere. one of the 
most attractive residential areas in Toronto 
is rosedale, an older neighborhood of dis-
tinguished homes set on winding, tree-lined 
streets close to the downtown center, which it-
self contains many attractive streets of modest, 
well-designed houses.

History

inhabited first by the seneca and later by 
the Mississauga indians, the area was origi-
nally a trading post in the seventeenth cen-
tury because of its strategic location at the 
crossing of ancient indian trails going west 
to the Mississippi and north to lake simcoe 
and the vast wilderness beyond. The French 
built three small forts there in the  eighteenth 
century, all of them subsequently destroyed 
after the english defeated the French in 
1759. during and after the u.s. War for 
independence, about 40,000 loyalists fled the 
united states and settled in this region.

in 1787, lord dorchester, the canadian 
governor-in-chief, peacefully negotiated the 
purchase of 250,000 acres from three indian 
chiefs for the future capital of ontario. its 
name was changed from Toronto to york in 
1795, and u.s. forces temporarily occupied the 
small settlement of about 700 residents during 
the War of 1812. by 1834, the population grew 
to 9,000 and restored its original name.
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Two Phases of Urban Planning

beginning in the 1950s and into the early 
1970s, Toronto’s urban planning reflected 
an all-out, pro-development attitude and 
 adherence to the principles of modernist 
planning. This approach emphasized intense 
specialization of land use, massive infrastruc-
ture  (particularly urban expressways), and re-
development of older areas (Filion 1995).

city officials identified a number of districts 
as blighted and then obliterated them to make 
room for expressways, public housing projects, 
private high-rise apartment developments, or 
an expansion of downtown’s commercial func-
tions. With little regard for existing neighbor-
hoods in these designated areas, the wrecking 
ball and bulldozer razed some of the city’s ar-
chitectural gems and destroyed communities in 
such places as alexandra Park, rusholme road 
on the east side, st. Jamestown, and regent 
Park. These old neighborhoods were seen as an 
inconvenience between two modernist sectors: 
the suburbs and a rapidly redeveloping central 
business district (caulfield 1994:7).

alexandra Park exemplifies the outcome 
of the modernist planning approach also 
found in many other north american cities. 
once it was an area of mixed use, consisting 
of old residential houses and commercial ac-
tivities linked with the rest of the city. With 
the demolition of the neighborhood in the 
1960s to build a public housing project, the 
area became an isolated, virtually impenetra-
ble ghetto (caulfield 1994:11–13).

Toronto officials and local developers con-
tinued to raze prominent architectural land-
marks and stable working-class neighborhoods, 
replacing them with modern, “efficient” struc-
tures, until local activist groups began to fight 
city hall’s urban renewal plans. The reformers 
pointed to the decay of u.s. inner cities and ar-
gued that Toronto could avoid their mistakes if 
it remained “people-oriented” and emphasized 
neighborhood preservation. Their arguments 
were persuasive; they succeeded in preserving 
such areas as rusholme road on the west side, 
old city hall, Toronto island, church of the 
holy Trinity, union station, and Trefann court. 
This “cultural resistance,” suggests caulfield,  

introduced a regional system of parks in an 
attempt to control future development. it 
greatly improved transportation by upgrad-
ing or building new roads and expressways 
and by constructing an excellent subway 
and a new airport terminal building. as a re-
sult, Toronto’s transit system now consists of 
a grid network of streetcars, buses, three un-
derground rapid-transit lines, and a light-rail 
transit system that together account for two-
thirds of all trips to the central city. This trans-
portation network is integrated with large 
concentrations of office employment and new 
 housing located along the rapid transit lines 
and brings workers from the surrounding re-
gions to the downtown area.

in 1967, the corporation of Metropolitan 
Toronto reorganized, reducing its 13 mu-
nicipalities to 6 and increasing the number 
of seats on the council from 25 to 33. The 
council also considerably extended its re-
sponsibilities in education and social services 
and added others, such as ambulance and li-
brary services, urban renewal, and waste dis-
posal. also, the reorganized council resolved 
many of its difficult problems by creating 
more effective water and sewage systems.

in 1998, the six municipalities comprising 
Metropolitan Toronto—east york, etobicoke, 
north york, scarborough, york, and the for-
mer city of Toronto—and its regional gov-
ernment were amalgamated into a single city 
of Toronto. at the same time, the city’s re-
sponsibilities, revenues, and property tax base 
were reformed, all without disruption of city 
services to residents and businesses. although 
the new Toronto government centralized its 
administration, the city still maintained com-
munity councils to deal with purely neighbor-
hood matters, and its various local civic and 
social services remain in local communities.

This reorganization enabled Toronto to 
consolidate resources and develop a coordi-
nated plan for the growth of both its urban 
and suburban schools. The Toronto region 
thus avoided many of the problems that 
plagued nearby detroit in the areas of crime, 
education, and social services, because it 
evenly controlled use of space and distribu-
tion of resources.
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environment in north america. it is, as Jane 
Jacobs once remarked, “a city that works.” it is 
canada’s top tourist destination, the financial 
center of canada, and the third-largest finan-
cial center in north america. The city has the 
most fiber-optic telecommunications cable of 
any city in north america. it also contains the 
continent’s largest continuous underground 
pedestrian system, connecting 1,200 stores 
and restaurants, 50 office towers, 6 major 
hotels, and several entertainment centers 
(Toronto 2011).

Toronto is also one of the world’s most 
multicultural cities, attracting one-fourth of 
all canada’s immigrants. not surprisingly, 
then, half the city’s residents are immigrants, a 
much higher proportion than for most major 
cities in north america. With the exception 
of oceania (the countries of the Pacific and 
south Pacific), every part of the world has sent 
at least 10,000 emigrants to Toronto in recent 
years. The 2006 census identified more than 
200 distinct ethnic origin residents. nearly half 
the city’s residents (47 percent) were visible 
minorities, up from 43 percent in 2001. south 
asians (12 percent) now exceed the chinese 
population (11.4 percent) as the largest vis-
ible minority group, with blacks at 8.4 percent. 
between 2001 and 2006, the fastest growing vis-
ible minority group was latin americans. The 
postwar suburbs of north york, scarborough, 
and york have become the main immigrant 
settlement areas as the central city, as men-
tioned earlier, attracts mostly middle- and 
 upper-income residents.

Toronto is also an important cultural cen-
ter, with a rich fare of ballet, concerts, films, 
opera, and theater offerings. in fact, it is the 
third-largest english-language theater center 
after london and new york. it is home to the 
Toronto symphony orchestra, three major the-
aters, and many small experimental theaters, 
as well as the art gallery of ontario, the royal 
ontario Museum, the ontario science centre, 
and a zoo. often called “hollywood north,” it 
ranks third in TV and film production. its insti-
tutions of higher learning include the ontario 
college of art, ryerson Polytechnical institute, 
the university of Toronto, and york university. 
The Toronto blue Jays (baseball), Maple leafs 

played an important role in the introduction 
of the second phase of planning: postmodern 
inner-city development. Postmodern urbanism 
is a celebration of traditional urban form and 
of social and cultural heterogeneity (caulfield 
1994:97).

From the late 1960s onward, the postmod-
ernist movement—overlapping the modern-
ist movement for a few years before emerging 
as the dominant force—found sufficient sup-
port in Toronto’s Metropolitan council to halt 
modernist redevelopment of most inner-city 
neighborhoods. echoing the antimodernist 
perspectives of Jane Jacobs and lewis Mumford, 
planners began emphasizing the benefits of a 
diversified, small-grained urban texture and 
the importance of preserving older buildings. 
ironically, the preservation and upgrading of 
the built environment led to the loss of its so-
cial diversity, as middle- and upper-income 
 people—seeking easy downtown access and a 
more stimulating environment than was avail-
able in the suburbs—displaced the working-
class and ethnic populations previously there 
(bell 2011).

now, at last, eyes have turned back to 
alexandra Park. after staff and consultants 
met with local residents, Toronto community 
housing officials in 2010 announced an ambi-
tious revitalization plan. beginning in 2012, 
more than 300 drab co-op townhouse and apart-
ment units are being demolished and replaced 
with mixed-income housing. another 473 exist-
ing units will be renovated and to come are a 
new underground parking garage, commercial 
and retail space, and improved green space. 
adjacent to the site will be about 1,500 new 
condo units and a dozen townhouses. Zero dis-
placement will occur, as the first housing units 
will be built on parking lots and open space, 
enabling people to move directly from their old 
units to the new. Then, the old units will be torn 
down, and the process would thus continue 
over a 15-year period (donovan 2011).

Toronto Today

as a result of its planning reforms and met-
ropolitan governance, Toronto has emerged 
into a dynamic city with the safest urban 
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of affordable housing, and a need by half 
its residents for grocery stores within a 
 half-mile radius are three of its main con-
cerns (connor 2010). To address these 
and other issues, the city seeks to imple-
ment its official Plan—a vision of how 
Toronto will change and grow—by setting 
priorities for social, environmental, and 
 economic  development (see the Cityscape 
box on pages  412–413). The plan’s aim is 

(ice hockey), raptors (basketball), argonauts 
(football), and Toronto Fc (soccer) are pro-
fessional sports teams that add to the city’s 
excitement and vitality. like any vibrant city, 
Toronto also offers an appealing array of res-
taurants, boutiques, movie theaters, festivals, 
exhibits, and recreational and social activities 
(Toronto 2011).

Toronto is not entirely free of problems. 
increased traffic congestion, a shortage 

CiTysCaPE

Toronto Plans its Future

Following are introductory ex-
cerpts from an official master 
plan—developed, publicly dis-
cussed, and adopted in 2002 
and revised in 2007—in which 
the city of Toronto designed its 
evolution over the next 30 years.

Building a successful Toronto 
means that we have to make sus-
tainable choices about how we 
grow. We have to see connec-

tions and understand the consequences of our 
choices. We have to integrate environmental, 
social and economic perspectives in our deci-
sion making. We have to meet the needs of 
today without compromising the ability of fu-
ture generations to meet their needs.

There is no such thing as an isolated or 
purely local decision. Each of us makes 
choices every day about where to live, work, 
play, shop and how to travel. They seem like 
small choices, but together and over time the 
consequences of these choices can affect ev-
eryone’s quality of life. That’s why planning 
matters. . . .

This Plan is about the basics of successful 
city-building. Holistic and integrated think-
ing is a fundamental requirement for plan-
ning a modern city like Toronto. Integrated 
thinking means seeing, understanding and 

accounting for all the connections as we go 
about our decision making. Sometimes it 
means thinking differently about solutions. 
Always it means searching for outcomes that 
demonstrate integration, balance and inter-
dependence and that earn social, environ-
mental and economic rewards. . . .

Toronto cannot plan in isolation or expect 
to stand alone in dealing with the effects of 
urban growth. Our view of the quality of 
urban life tends to be based on the local con-
ditions in our own neighbourhoods. These 
conditions are in turn affected by events hap-
pening in the larger region. The quality of the 
air, water, services and region-wide transport 
systems all affect the quality of life in our 
neighbourhood, where we work and where 
we play. The way in which growth and 
change are managed in Toronto must mesh 
with that of our neighbours because we are 
integrally linked in many ways. . . .

Building a successful city means making 
choices that improve our quality of life. As 
our City grows and matures, we can create a 
more beautiful environment, healthy and vi-
brant communities and greater prosperity. . . .

In order to remain economically competi-
tive in today’s global economy, a city must 
be more than functional. It has to work well, 
but it also must be beautiful, vibrant, safe, 
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and inclusive. Great cities do not happen by 
 accident—they are designed and orchestrated 
so that individual private and public develop-
ments work together to create cohesive blocks, 
neighbourhoods and districts. Good urban de-
sign is not just an aesthetic overlay, but an es-
sential ingredient of city-building. Good urban 
design is good business and good social policy.

Civic pride is infectious. The City and the 
private sector should work together as part-
ners in creating a great city and achieving 
Toronto’s architectural and urban design po-
tential. The City can play its part by organiz-
ing, designing, maintaining and improving 
the streets, parks and public buildings. The 
private sector can do its part by building the 
structures and landscapes that define and sup-
port these public places. This Plan demands 
that both the public and private sectors com-
mit to high quality architecture, landscape ar-
chitecture and urban design, consistent with 
energy efficient standards.

Beautiful, comfortable, safe and acces-
sible streets, parks, open spaces and public 
buildings are a key shared asset. These pub-
lic spaces draw people together, creating 
strong social bonds at the neighbourhood, 
city and regional level. They convey our 
public image to the world and unite us as a 
city. They set the stage for our festivals, pa-
rades and civic life as well as for daily casual 
contact. Public space creates communities.

This Plan recognizes how important good 
design is in creating a great city. Great cities 
are judged by the look and quality of their 
squares, parks, streets and public spaces and 
the buildings which frame and define them. 
People flock to the world’s great cities not 
just to enjoy the culture, but to wander the 
streets, to explore their parks and plazas, to 
enjoy the street life, to shop and to people 
watch. The same characteristics and qualities 
that make these cities great places to visit also 
make them great places to live. What do these 
places share in common? All are very urban, 
high density, mixed use, mixed income, tran-
sit and pedestrian oriented vibrant places.

Great cities not only have great 
 buildings—but the buildings work together 
to create great streets, plazas, parks and 
public places. Great cities inspire and aston-
ish. Whether it’s a bustling shopping street 
lined by vibrant shop windows and sidewalk 
cafes, an intimate, residential, tree-lined 
street, or a public plaza in the central busi-
ness district—everywhere you look there is 
evidence that the place has been designed. 
The buildings, both public and private, work 
together to create the “walls” for the city’s 
great outdoor “rooms.”

Source: City of Toronto, Toronto Official Plan (October 
2009). Accessed online at http://www.toronto.ca/
planning/official_plan/pdf_chapter1-5/chapters1_5_
dec2010.pdf on April 16, 2012.

to (1) protect the best of what it has, (2) in-
vest in areas that are aging and need revi-
talizing, (3) ensure that new development 
is consistent with the existing character of 
the area, and (4) convert former indus-
trial lands into uses that fit the surround-
ing neighborhoods and add to community 
vitality (Toronto 2011). Facing its future, 
Toronto’s leaders recognize that good, 
 people-oriented planning is essential to its 
continued vitality as “a city that works.”

sUmmary

ancient, medieval, and modern cities usually 
evolved through the planning of their  physical 
layout and structure, if not in their entirety 
then certainly at least in part. such plan-
ning addressed urban problems (protection, 
water supply, sanitation, traffic, and leisure 
activities), glorified the ruling elite (statues, 

http://www.toronto.ca/planning/official_plan/pdf_chapter1-5/chapters1_5_dec2010.pdf
http://www.toronto.ca/planning/official_plan/pdf_chapter1-5/chapters1_5_dec2010.pdf
http://www.toronto.ca/planning/official_plan/pdf_chapter1-5/chapters1_5_dec2010.pdf
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ConClUsion

can we honestly say that one type of city plan-
ning has been spectacularly more effective 
than any other? our review suggests a num-
ber of conclusions.

First, all the evidence suggests that chang-
ing a city’s physical form does not auto-
matically reshape social life. in new towns 
the world over—from ebenezer howard’s 
letchworth to James rouse’s columbia to 
lucio costa’s brasilia—new structures have 
become home to many old problems, includ-
ing harmful prejudices, class antagonism, 
and environmental pollution. changing the 
city physically, while sometimes necessary, 
appears not to be sufficient in itself to real-
ize the idealistic environment envisioned by 
planners. The best planning blends good so-
ciology with dramatic architecture.

second, all the planning experiments of 
the last century have fallen short of their goals. 
new towns have not solved the problems of 
large cities, nor have they solved many of 
their own troubles. utopian designs intrigue 
us but offer few real solutions. Finally, small-
scale efforts, such as those proposed by Jane 
Jacobs, august heckscher, William h. Whyte, 
and James rouse, are helpful but often leave 
the larger problems of the city, such as unem-
ployment and poverty, untouched.

Third, we always must realize that urban 
planning occurs within a framework of cer-
tain unbending realities. economic and po-
litical considerations limit the scope of any 
plan. if it costs too much, it won’t be done. 
if sponsored by the rich, it probably won’t be 
much help to the poor. What some people 
want, others are sure to resist. urban plan-
ners, if they are to have any chance to work 
their craft, must become skillful politicians.

surely, planning is vital to the future of 
our  cities, but we must merge two often- 
contradictory forces—the planners’ desire 
to shape the urban environment and a free 
 people’s need to choose. We must also over-
come the tendency to think in purely local 
terms and, instead, recognize the need for 
a regional, integrated view of metropolitan 

buildings, plazas, and parks), and reflected 
cultural ideals (the scale of religious or com-
mercial structures or the direction of proces-
sional routes).

in the late nineteenth century, two urban 
visionaries influenced many architects and 
planners. david burnam’s work at the 1893 
World’s Fair in chicago inspired the city 
beautiful movement throughout the united 
states. in england, ebenezer howard gave 
action to his concept of “garden cities” by 
building letchworth and Welwyn in the 
early twentieth century. an early example 
in the united states of a planned new town 
is radburn, new Jersey; though never com-
pleted, it served as a model for other new 
towns worldwide. as centers of residence, 
employment, and leisure activities, new 
towns have been more successful in coun-
tries with a strong tradition of central gov-
ernment planning than they have been in 
the united states, with their greater empha-
sis on individualism and home rule.

architectural visions of a new central city—
such as le corbusier’s “radiant city,” Wright’s 
“broadacre city,” and shimizu’s “Try-2004”—
are impractical utopias, but they do chal-
lenge our thinking about cities and prod us 
to consider bolder solutions to the cities’ ills. 
The rebuilding of new orleans provided a 
unique opportunity for a complete makeover 
of the city’s design to improve the quality of 
life there, but no bold initiatives took place. 
instead, the emphasis was more in line with 
Jacobs’ thought to let the people in neighbor-
hoods decide for themselves.

elsewhere, urban planners typically focus 
on smaller sections of the city—its neighbor-
hoods, open spaces, water edges, and historic 
sections—to revitalize tourist, leisure, and 
economy activities while making the city a 
more attractive locale. economics, politics, 
and values are extremely significant factors 
in influencing what does or does not happen 
in urban planning. although most cities at-
tempt to control their destinies through good 
 government planning, Toronto serves as a 
particularly impressive model with a compre-
hensive plan for its future.
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themselves and of their leaders. Why should 
we plan in the first place? What are the is-
sues that planners can address better than the 
people themselves? Whom does any plan re-
ally benefit? guiding the discussion that such 
questions provoke, we also suggest, must be a 
fundamental commitment to the health and 
welfare of all people who live in the city. With 
such a dedication—as is evident today in the 
urban life of Toronto’s people—it is possible 
that, in time, we will generate a vision of the 
street that perhaps all citizens can share.

regions. cities and suburbs do not exist inde-
pendently of one another. Their fates are inex-
tricably linked, for many of the issues and prob-
lems that affect the quality of life transcend 
municipal boundaries. Furthermore, to ensure 
the vitality of cities in the twenty-first century, 
planners and the public need to gain an under-
standing of both the problems and the possi-
bilities of urban life—and, yes, even try to learn 
from some of the utopian thinkers of the past.

as cities struggle to define their futures, 
people must ask some hard questions of 
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arcologies (399)
city beautiful movement (390)
garden cities (387)
green belt (391)

new town (391)
placemaking (402)
urban utopia (398)

inTErnET aCTiviTiEs

 1. The Project for Public spaces offers a 
set of interesting slides on how to plan 
and improve public spaces (with nu-
merous before and after examples) at 
http://www.slideshare.net/metroplanning/
project-for-public-spaces-streets-as-places.

 2. if you would like to see an example of archi-
tectural design that ignores the social envi-
ronment (much like 1970s urban renewal 

did), go to http://digitalurban.com/2008/01/
virtual-purdue-future-city-animation.html, and 
play the short animated video of a futuris-
tic Turkish city. as you watch, observe how 
the attractions of a city—walkability, prox-
imity of diverse activities, people watching, 
public transit, and  action—are noticeably 
missing. hopefully, this will never be a city 
of the future.

http://www.slideshare.net/metroplanning/project-for-public-spaces-streets-as-places
http://www.slideshare.net/metroplanning/project-for-public-spaces-streets-as-places
http://digitalurban.com/2008/01/virtual-purdue-future-city-animation.html
http://digitalurban.com/2008/01/virtual-purdue-future-city-animation.html


central place theory Christaller’s thesis that the 
more important a city’s economic function 
is to a region, the more its population will 
 increase.

chain migration The pattern of migrants settling 
near family or friends.

charter schools Schools that operate with less state 
regulation so that teachers and administrators 
can try out new teaching strategies.

City Beautiful movement Popular nineteenth- 
century idea of building cities around neoclas-
sical civic centers, with great public spaces and 
parks linked by spacious boulevards.

city-states A sociopolitical organization that con-
trols surrounding regions, including a number 
of other towns, villages, and rural lands.

civic culture Ability of city dwellers to coexist and 
cooperate in the everyday routines of public 
habits and customs.

colonization When a dominant group or country 
establishes control over another country or area, 
often for purposes of exploitation.

common-interest developments (CIDs) A form of 
gated community requiring membership in a 
self-governing homeowners’ association that has 
 extensive regulatory power over residents.

community policing An approach that increases 
 interaction and cooperation between law 
 enforcement agencies and the people and 
neighborhoods they serve.

combined statistical area (CSA) The U.S. Census 
 Bureau term for a megalopolis, or overlapping 
of metropolitan regions.

cosmic calendar An imaginative concept to exam-
ine the entire history of our planet compressed 
into a single calendar year.

cosmopolites Highly educated urban sophisticates 
who choose to live in the city because of its 
wide range of activities, experiences, and social 
 contacts.

critical mass An amount or level of population 
needed to support other activities, such as 
churches, hospitals, or shopping centers.

culture The basic beliefs, values, and technology that 
characterize a city in a particular historical era.

de facto segregation Unequal treatment of people 
based on social customs and traditions.

absolute poverty The lack of sufficient resources to 
secure the basic necessities of life.

abstract space What developers, investors, and gov-
ernment consider in terms of the dimensions of 
size, location, and profit, rather than the ideas 
of local people.

administrative or political city A city established 
 primarily for governmental purposes, such as a 
national capital.

agglomeration industries Interdependent economic 
enterprises located close to one another that 
provide some element in the creation and dis-
tribution of a product.

amenity city A city primarily known for its special-
ized recreational opportunities, such as beaches, 
gambling, mineral springs, or skiing.

apartheid A formal policy of racial segrega-
tion that once existed in South Africa, which 
Massey and Denton applied to the United 
States because of intense residential segrega-
tion patterns.

arcologies Self-contained urban megastructures 
designed to be environmentally safe, architec-
turally beautiful, and totally efficient.

bobos Slang term for those living a lifestyle mix-
ture of the bourgeoisie and the bohemians.

boomers Edge cities located at the intersection of 
two major highways and almost always centered 
on a mall.

bourgeoisie A term referring to the middle class, 
such as shopkeepers, traders, bureaucrats, gov-
ernment officials, and people engaged in com-
mercial ventures.

break-of-bulk A strategic geographic location that 
facilitates the transfer of goods from one form 
of transportation to another, such as truck to 
ship.

buppies Slang term for black, young (late twenties 
to early forties) professionals.

census tract A U.S. Census Bureau population unit 
of about 4,000 residents who are relatively ho-
mogeneous in socioeconomic status and living 
conditions.

central business district (CBD) A concentration of 
commercial activity within a city that includes 
banking, entertainment, offices, restaurants, re-
tail stores, and public transit.

Glossary
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gendered spaces How differences in gender status 
result in the organization of space to reflect and 
reinforce those unequal distinctions.

general strain theory (GST) A way of understanding 
the connection between discrepancies between 
aspirations and achievement, between fair and 
actual outcomes, and of negative stimuli replac-
ing positively valued stimuli.

gentrification The renovation of a run-down neigh-
borhood and the influx of people from a higher 
socioeconomic level.

gesellschaft Tönnies’ depiction of another form of 
social life as an association, much like that of a 
large city, where people do not necessarily share 
a common view of life.

ghettos Segregated neighborhoods with high un-
employment and poverty rates.

GIS mapping A computer-based methodology 
to gather, transform, manipulate, and ana-
lyze   information related to the surface of the 
Earth.

global city Also called a world city, it is one that 
 occupies an influential position in the global 
economic system, attracting global investments 
and exercising considerable economic power 
worldwide.

globalization The development of an increasingly 
integrated global economy marked by connec-
tivity and interdependence of the world’s busi-
nesses and markets.

green belt An area surrounding a city or town 
where no development is permitted.

greenfields A master-planned city, usually by one 
developer on wooded or farmland acres.

gridiron cities Cities in which the physical layout 
contains straight streets crossing at right angles 
to create regular city blocks.

groupthink Conformity to opinions that suppos-
edly reflect group consensus.

hierarchical power structure The levels of power 
within a society.

horizontal integration When companies gain con-
trol over the manufacture of all parts that went 
into their final product, sometimes even the raw 
materials.

hostile environment A setting in which members of 
a particular group are made uncomfortable be-
cause of comments made, images displayed, or 
other inappropriate behavior.

human ecology A term coined by Robert Park, re-
flecting his concept about the orderly evolution 
of urban growth and development.

hyperghettos Segregated neighborhoods with ex-
treme levels of poverty and unemployment.

de jure segregation Unequal treatment established 
by law.

decentralization The outward migration of people 
and business from the central city to outlying 
suburban regions.

defensible space Physical design that promotes 
safety through ongoing natural surveillance.

dinks Slang term for couples with dual income, 
no kids.

districts Medium to large sections of the city, re-
inforced by physical clues to convey a sense of 
“being in” them.

division of labor The way that different tasks are ap-
portioned to different people in a given society.

ecological sociology A subfield of sociology that fo-
cuses on urban design, land-use planning, and 
policy reform to create environmentally sound 
development.

economic restructuring When companies or cities 
move away from manufacturing as their primary 
economic activity and evolve into more service-
oriented activities.

edge city A new, sprawling, middle-class, automobile-
dependent center, typically located at the fringe of 
an older urban area.

edges Boundaries, either barriers or seams, that 
exist between two areas.

eminent domain The legal right of government to 
seize private property for public use, provided 
that the owner receives compensation at fair 
market value.

environmental sociology The study of the reciprocal 
interactions between the physical environment, 
social organization, and social behavior.

ethnic villagers Migrants who sustain rural life pat-
terns in the city, cluster in a local area, empha-
size traditional religious beliefs and family ties, 
and display suspicion of outsiders. That area is 
considered an “ethnic village.”

exurbs New residential areas that develop on the 
metropolitan fringe.

false consciousness A misinterpretation of reality by 
accepting the dominant group’s views and not re-
alizing one’s situation is the result of exploitation.

garden cities Based on Howard’s vision, eco-friendly 
pedestrian villages that attempt to blend the best 
of the city and the country by utilizing shared 
public space.

gated communities Residential neighborhoods that 
restrict entry to residents and their guests.

gemeinschaft Tönnies’ depiction of one form of 
social life as a community, much like that of a 
small country village, where all share a common 
view of life.
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metropolitan area A large population center and its 
adjacent communities, with which it has a high 
degree of economic and social integration.

metropolitan statistical area (MSA) At least one city 
with 50,000 or more inhabitants, its county, and 
any surrounding urban counties from which a 
large proportion of inhabitants are attracted as 
commuters.

mode of development Castells’s notion of the pro-
cessing and transmission of information as the 
fundamental resource of productivity and power.

mode of production The things needed to produce 
goods and services, such as land, tools, knowl-
edge, wealth, or factories.

natural areas Places that evolve as unplanned clus-
ters with specialized activities.

natural crossroads A strategic geographical loca-
tion that facilitates the concentration of people 
and services, especially trade.

new cities Sprawling, middle-class, auto-dependent 
center, often located on the fringe of an older 
urban area; also called “edge cities.”

new towns Large-scale, holistic planning of a mixed-
use, self-sufficient communities.

New Urbanism Incorporates sociological prin-
ciples in physical design, such as walkability, 
mixed building types and activities, and social 
interaction.

nodes Anchor points of strategic activity, such as a 
major transit station or square.

oligopoly Market domination by a few producers.
ordered segmentation Suttles’s term for the social 

organization found within a slum community.
organic solidarity A complex division of labor, in 

which many different people specialize in many 
different occupations and depend on one an-
other to meet various needs.

parallel social institutions A minority-group, com-
munity support network of clubs, churches, 
 organizations, stores, and media to share the 
commonality of language and culture.

paths Streets, walkways, transit lines, canals, and 
railroads along which the observer moves.

placemaking A multifaceted approach to the de-
sign, planning, and management of public 
space that involve those who live, work, and play 
in that particular space.

political fragmentation The splintered governance 
structure of numerous local municipalities in a 
metropolitan region.

postmodernism A reaction against the assumed 
certainty that rational, objective efforts can 
explain reality and, instead, an insistence that 
there are multiple interpretations based on con-
crete experiences, not abstract principles.

hypersegregation An intense grouping of a racial 
group within a specific geographical area.

ideal type A model constructed from real-world 
observation that highlights the crucial elements 
of some social phenomenon.

index of dissimilarity A measurement tool for 
determining the level of segregation in a 
 neighborhood.

industrial location theory Explanation that industry 
would locate where the transportation costs of 
both raw materials and the final product would 
be the lowest.

industrial parks Areas zoned for a cluster of manu-
facturing entities on campus-like settings.

industrialism The process of manufacturing goods 
in large quantities for mass consumption.

inner-city neighborhoods High-density, low-income 
areas with substandard housing located near 
the central business district.

invasion–succession The ecological process in which 
one group or activity replaces another in a par-
ticular area.

landmarks Physical reference points, including 
buildings, signs, stores, domes, gas stations, or 
hills.

lifestyle communities Gated communities for those  
who want separate, private services and 
 amenities within a homogeneous, predictable 
 environment.

magnet schools Schools offering special programs 
to attract students from many districts to achieve 
integration.

McMansions Any supersized, large house exceed-
ing 4,000 square feet on too small a lot, leaving 
little room for yard space.

mechanical solidarity Social bonds that are con-
structed on likeness, on common belief and 
custom, and on common ritual and symbol.

megacity A metropolitan area that constitutes its 
own megalopolis, because the population with-
in its municipal boundary number at least 10 
million people.

megalopolis When two or more metropolitan ar-
eas expand so that they intermingle with one 
another to form a continuous or almost con-
tinuous urban complex.

megamerger The acquisition of a company with as-
sets valued at $1 billion or more by a multibillion-
dollar company.

megaregion The overlapping of two or more met-
ropolitan areas, previously called a megalopolis.

mental maps Individualized constructs of an area 
based on personal experience, interests, and 
knowledge of the socially recognized “impor-
tant areas” of the city.
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social disorganization theory Explains how weak so-
cial network lessens a sense of community and 
ability to influence public behavior, thereby in-
creasing the likelihood of crime.

social impact analysis The study to determine the 
likely consequences of a project before it is 
 executed.

social power The ability to achieve one’s goals and 
to shape events.

social promotions Moving children through grades 
with their age peers regardless of their actual 
learning achievement.

social space What individuals who live, work, and 
play in an area think about their environment.

social stratification The hierarchical ranking within 
a society of various social class groups according 
to wealth, power, and prestige.

socioeconomic status (SES) A composite ranking 
based of various dimensions of social inequality, 
such as income, education, and occupation.

sprawl Spread-out or low-density residential 
 development beyond the edge of services and 
employment.

strategic policing An aggressive tactic of deploying 
increased patrols, decoys, and sting operations 
in locales identified as high-crime areas.

sunbelt expansion The growth of population, com-
merce, and industry in the South and West.

texture The impression that cities convey to the 
beholder; also called “soul” or “personality.”

total fertility rate The average number of children 
a woman has during her lifetime.

uptowns Edge cities built on top of preautomobile 
settlements.

urban agglomerations A city with continuous spread 
around it encompassing a few other towns and 
outgrowths, based on the core town; a metro-
politan area.

urban cluster A combination of contiguous urban 
areas that extend across city, county, or state 
boundary lines.

urban dominance A central pattern of the histori-
cal and modern world in which the city radiates 
its influence far beyond its borders.

urban ecology Analysis of how people and activities 
spread out within an urban area.

urban explosion Ever-greater numbers of people 
moving into the city.

urban geography A focus on the significance of a 
city’s location and natural resources.

urban implosion Ever-greater numbers of peo-
ple moving out from the city to surrounding 
 regions.

urban political economy Critical urban sociology per-
spective; adherents are generally neo-Marxists, 

prestige communities Gated communities that are 
status-oriented enclaves emphasizing exclusion 
and image, with the gates symbolizing the emi-
nent status of their residents.

primacy ratio The extent of the dominance of a 
country’s primate city, computed by dividing 
its population by the population of the second-
largest city.

primary circuit of capital Lefebvre’s identification 
of investment to hire workers to manufacture a 
product to sell at a profit to be used for more 
investment.

primate cities Principal cities that are extremely 
large in comparison with other cities in the 
country.

productive surplus The production of a food sur-
plus to enable some people to engage in pur-
suits other than farming, such as arts, crafts, and 
science.

push–pull factors Combination of factors that drive 
one from the homeland and lure that migrant 
to another locale.

racial profiling Targeting individuals of a specific 
group on the assumption they are more likely to 
commit illegal acts than are individuals of other 
groups.

radiocentric cities Cities in which the physical lay-
out expands outward in all directions from a 
common center.

regal/ritual city A city with political and/or reli-
gious concerns at its core.

relative poverty The lack of resources of some 
 people in comparison to others who have more.

reputational method Subjective input in which 
people compare others to themselves in terms 
of status.

scenes Places where people gather to socialize 
with friends or meet new ones, and to enjoy 
themselves.

school voucher Giving parents an option by apply-
ing the state’s share of the cost for educating a 
child to the school of their choice.

second circuit of capital Lefebvre’s identification of 
real-estate investment as almost always leading 
to profit as an important means of acquiring 
wealth.

security-zone communities Gated communities with 
a fortress mentality of protection and the ex-
clusion of people deemed to be a threat to the 
 residents’ safety and quality of life.

slums Low-income neighborhoods with substan-
dard housing.

smart growth Comprehensive land-use planning to 
revitalize and build compact and environmen-
tally sensitive communities.
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urbanization The changes resulting from people 
moving into cities and other densely populated 
areas.

vertical disintegration When large companies un-
load their production support companies.

world-systems analysis An approach suggesting that 
the economic well-being of most cities is heavily 
dependent on their placement within this world 
hierarchy.

yuppies Slang term for young (late twenties to 
early forties) urban professionals.

but regardless of their ideological orientation, 
they focus on investment decisions and economic 
trends that determine a city’s fortunes.

urban renewal A federally funded program to de-
molish old buildings in decaying areas of a city 
and build new ones in their place.

urban utopia An idealized city in which the inhab-
itants are content because everything works 
 perfectly.

urbanism The culture or way of life of city 
 dwellers.
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