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COMMeNTS ON THE CITY READER

“This is the definitively complete reader on urban problems and policies, spanning urban development from the 
ancient Greeks to the Internet, ranging across the contributory disciplines and comparing experiences in different 
continents and countries.”

Peter Hall, Bartlett Professor of Urban Planning and Regeneration, University College London

“Now, for the first time, the most significant works on urbanism are collected in one place. This is a ‘must-read’ 
book—it’s comprehensive, authoritative and just plain fun.”

Eugenie Birch, Professor of Urban Planning and Design, University of Pennsylvania

“The City Reader offers an inclusive introduction that captures the major topics and readings in urban studies.”
Susan S. Fainstein, Senior Research Fellow, Harvard University Graduate School of Design

“The City Reader by LeGates and Stout in its sixth edition continues to be the single most authoritative collection 
of foundational readings in urban studies and planning today. It combines iconic readings on the social and cultural 
history of cities with the critical writings on the contemporary political and economic problems and the concomitant 
challenges for urban designers and planners. What makes the Reader particularly unique and valuable is the 
editors’ introductory notes preceding every selection, embedding the reading in the larger intellectual discourse 
on the topic.”

Tridib Bannerjee, Department of Urban and Regional Planning, University of Southern California

“The City Reader, first published in 1996 and now in its sixth edition, is an indispensable widely read book in the 
world which provides a collection of classical and contemporary seminal literatures for understanding the 
multidisciplinary complexities of our cities.”

Anthony G.O. Yeh, Chair Professor, Department of Urban Planning and Design, University of Hong Kong, 
Secretary-General, Asian Planning Schools Association 

“The City Reader has a well-deserved reputation as an indispensable resource across all the fields concerned 
with the study of city.”

Michael Hibbard, Professor Emeritus, Department of Planning,  
Public Policy & Management, University of Oregon

“Through five prior editions, LeGates and Stout’s The City Reader has become the best single ‘go-to’ volume for 
young scholars interested in how cities work, and how they can be made to work better. The sixth edition expands 
on this record of success to include important new material on global cities, urban design, and planning for 
resilience. As a one-stop source for historical and contemporary theory and practice, The City Reader is still 
unbeatable.”

John Landis, Professor of Urban Planning and Design, University of Pennsylvania 

“At a time when changes in technology are threatening the retention of historically significant scholarship, the 
need for such excellent anthologies is urgent. A book for all generations of urbanists.”

Margaret Wilder, Executive Director, Urban Affairs Association



“The City Reader has established itself as an excellent, international resource for all urbanists. This new edition, 
as well as highlighting the significance of many classic essays on the city, offers a really useful global overview 
of contemporary developments in urban studies.”

Robin Hambleton Professor of City Leadership, Department of Architecture and the Built Environment, 
University of the West of England

“LeGates and Stout have done a magnificent job in pulling together the best key writings on cities that provide 
you with the key insights for understanding their contemporary form and function. Essential reading as our world 
turns into one dominated by cities.”

Michael Batty, Bartlett Professor, University College London

“The City Reader is a continuing invaluable and reliable global resource for urban and regional planners tackling 
complex issues in an increasingly urbanizing world”

Barbara Norman, Foundation Chair, Urban and Regional Planning Department, University of Canberra

“Comprehensive and deep, this collection embodies the grand tradition, both classical and contemporary, of the 
urban field. It is a course itself; or a great lode for reference.”

Robert J.S. Ross, Professor of Sociology and Director of International Studies Stream, Clark University

“This is the most useful reader on the market for students of cities. LeGates and Stout have refined the selections 
with each edition. My students tell me that the introductory notes and references make the readings more 
meaningful.”

Ben Kohl, Assistant Professor of Geography and Urban Studies, Temple University

“The City Reader brings together key works on the urban experience, problems, and policy alternatives in an 
engaging, accessibly structured and informative way. It draws together classic works and recent scholarship, 
capturing the dynamism of cities, urban processes and our interpretations of urban life. This is an impressive, 
comprehensive resource.”

Dr Niall Majury, School of Geography, Queens University Belfast

“The City Reader weaves urban studies classics and modern writings in a masterful anthology. Editors’ 
introductions to each section and piece make it an effective and accessible classroom tool.”

Verrdie A. Craig, Department of Geography, Rutgers University

“An excellent, wide-ranging, stimulating reader; attractively presented and easy to read.”
Brian Whalley, Department of Built Environment, De Montfort University

“An excellent overview, real breadth of coverage. Particularly valuable as a collection of key contributions which 
give a real flavour for the temporal development of Urban Studies.”

David Valler, Department of Town and Regional Planning, University of Sheffield

“This is an essential reader for teaching about the cities and Urban Planning in developing countries.”
Horng-Chang Hsieh, Urban Planning Department, Taiwan University

“Provides an international overview of urban design issues and a historical perspective on visionary planners who 
have shaped thinking about development.”

Andrew McCafferty, Department of Built Environment, Northumbria University
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iNTROdUCTiON

The sixth edition of The City Reader comes as the twentieth anniversary of our proposal to Routledge to 
prepare the first edition of what was to become The City Reader and the Routledge Urban Reader Series. 
Although each of us has officially retired from a combined total of eighty years teaching students about 
cities, we have both remained actively involved in teaching and research about cities and city planning: Fred 
as a lecturer at Stanford University and Richard as a visiting professor at the University of California, 
Berkeley, Tongji and Renmin Universities in China, the American University of Sharjah (AUS) in the United 
Arab Emirates, and the Technical Institute of Bandung (ITB), Indonesia.

During the first half of our teaching careers our students in urban studies and city and regional planning 
courses at San Francisco State University, Stanford University, and the University of California, Berkeley, 
often asked us what is the best writing on a given topic or what one single new writing captures current 
thinking about an important topic in urban studies or urban planning right now. Since there was no one 
source to which we could refer them, each of us accumulated photocopies of what we considered to be 
essential writings and bibliographic references to many more. As time passed, our colleagues began to 
come to us for suggested course readings, and we in turn added other selections they have found most 
useful to our list. We realized that a systematic organization of the best writings we use to meet both 
requests would make a good anthology to introduce students of urban studies, city and regional planning, 
urban design, architecture, geography, sociology, and other academic disciplines and professional fields 
to the literature and to supplement course texts used in these and other courses concerned with cities. 
Accordingly we set to work in 1991 to produce The City Reader. The contents of the first five editions of 
The City Reader were further enriched by our expanding network of colleagues, professors, and students 
using The City Reader and suggestions from members of distinguished review panels who added their  
own recommendations to our own list of selections to include. The first edition of The City Reader, published 
by Routledge in 1995, contained fifty selections of both kinds of essential readings—enduring writings and 
the exciting new writings that we, our students, colleagues, and expert reviewers considered to best 
introduce students to cities. 

The first edition was well received and we learned a great deal more about what readings students and 
faculty find most useful from using the first edition in our own courses and receiving feedback from faculty 
colleagues about what selections their students found most useful. Our only regret was that space limitations 
made it impossible to include as many of the writings we had accumulated and that reviewers suggested 
as we would have liked.

In 2000 Routledge published an expanded and improved second edition of The City Reader that quickly 
established itself as required reading in courses in urban studies, urban and regional planning, urban 
geography, urban sociology, and related disciplines and professional fields worldwide. Based on the 
success of the second edition, Routledge suggested that we act as general editors for a series of urban 
readers modeled on The City Reader. We saw this as a way to draw on the expertise of scholars that went 
far beyond our own and to make many of the excellent selections we could not fit in The City Reader 
accessible to students worldwide. We enthusiastically agreed to oversee a series of urban readers organized 
around disciplinary perspectives (such as The Urban Sociology Reader and The Urban Geography Reader), 
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applied fields (such as The Urban and Regional Planning Reader and The Urban Design Reader) and 
important substantive themes (such as The Sustainable Urban Development Reader and The Global Cities 
Reader). Beginning in 2004, ten volumes were published in the Routledge Urban Reader Series. The 
Sustainable Urban Development Reader is now in its third edition. The Urban Design Reader, The Urban 
Sociology Reader and The City Cultures Reader are now in their second editions. A second edition of The 
Global Cities Reader will be published in 2015. The newest volume in the series is The Global South 
Reader edited by Neema Kudva and Faranak Miraftab, which was published in 2014.

The sixth edition of The City Reader continues and expands the tradition established in the earlier editions. 
Since the first edition, the structure of the book and choice of selections has evolved, the number of selections 
has grown to sixty-five, and we have added plate sections. But the underlying philosophy of the series and the 
type of material included in the book, section, and selection introductions has remained constant. 

Faculty and students familiar with earlier editions will find the classic and contemporary selections that 
have proven most useful in the past as well as exciting new material on urban history, compact cities, 
placemaking, sustainable urban development, globalization, cities and climate change, the world city 
network, the impact of technology on cities, resilient cities, cities in Africa and the Middle East, and urban 
theory. The sixth edition places greater emphasis on cities in the developing world, globalization, and the 
global city system of the future. The plate sections have been revised and updated. 

The sixth edition contains sixty-five selections: fifty-one from the fifth edition, and fourteen new selections, 
including three newly written exclusively for The City Reader by Yasser Elshestawy, Peter J. Taylor, and 
Lawrence Vale. New selections in the sixth edition also include writings by Aristotle, Peter Calthorpe, Albert 
M. Camarillo, Filip De Boeck, Edward Glaeser, David Owen, Henri Pirenne, the Project for Public Spaces, 
Jonas Rabinovitch and Josef Leitman, Doug Saunders, and Bishwapriya Sanyal. 

It is a great satisfaction that the reader series provides space to include many more selections, covering 
topics introduced in The City Reader in much greater depth, and selections covering many additional topics 
beyond our subject matter expertise. Our talented team of nineteen editors has vastly leveraged our original 
concept and created a comprehensive compendium for understanding cities. The Urban Reader Series 
now includes almost 500 selections in ten volumes.

Completion of the other readers in the series made it possible both to draw upon the accumulated 
expertise of our colleagues and to use The City Reader to anchor the entire series. We called upon the 
expertise of the editors of other volumes in the series in deciding which selections to include in this edition. 
As we revised the book, section, and selection introductions we referred constantly to material in the other 
ten volumes. Readers will see many references to material in the entire series in this edition of The City 
Reader.

While most of the audience for The City Reader is in North America and Europe, The City Reader and 
the Routledge Urban Reader series are now widely used in Asia, Latin America, the Middle East, Africa, 
Australia, and New Zealand. The sixth edition expands coverage of cities in other parts of the world and 
places greater emphasis on globalization and the world city network.

The City Reader and the other readings in the series focus on essential writings. We and the other editors 
picked enduring issues in urban studies and planning across different cultures and times. In our courses, 
we have found that H.D.F. Kitto’s “The Polis” raises fundamental questions about individuals’ relations to 
their communities which are as relevant today as they were 2,400 years ago; that Louis Wirth’s seventy-
seven-year-old essay on “Urbanism as a Way of Life” speaks to our students trying to understand 
contemporary urban migration, segregation, ethnic communities, and anomie. The City Reader and other 
volumes in the series also include the best contemporary writing on cities. We find that our students are 
excited by Robert Putnam’s ideas about declining social capital from “Bowling Alone,” David Harvey’s 
writings about “The Right to the City” and Manuel Castells’s reflections on the “space of flows.” Most 
writings in this edition of The City Reader were written in the late twentieth century and twenty-first century 
and more than half were written very recently.

This is an international anthology. In an increasingly global world, students must learn from writers beyond 
the borders of their country of origin. In addition to writers from the United States, the sixth edition now 



I N T R O D U CT I O N 3

contains writings by scholars from Austria, Australia, Brazil, Canada, China, Denmark, England, Egypt, 
France, Germany, Greece, India, Iran, the Netherlands, Norway, Spain, Switzerland, and the United Arab 
Emirates. Many of the writers included teach or work in a country different from their country of origin and 
some are truly world citizens. 

The City Reader is an interdisciplinary anthology. The disciplines and professional fields represented in 
The City Reader include anthropology, architecture, archaeology, city planning, classics, creative writing, 
culture studies, demography, development studies, economics, environmental studies, ethnic studies, 
geography, history, journalism, landscape architecture, law, Middle Eastern studies, photography,  
political science, public policy, sociology, and urban design. Many of the writings blend insights from  
more than one discipline. Some of the best writing in The City Reader doesn’t fit in conventional dis- 
ciplinary boxes at all. 

Cities can be studied to good advantage from both interdisciplinary and disciplinary perspectives. The 
disciplinary Routledge urban readers contain writings by scholars from academic disciplines—geography, 
sociology, and political science—that bring to bear their disciplinary expertise and provide depth in the 
literature of the specific discipline beyond what is possible in The City Reader. Pairing The City Reader and 
one of the Routledge urban disciplinary readers will provide students in courses in urban geography, urban 
sociology, or urban politics both the broad interdisciplinary perspective of The City Reader and the 
disciplinary perspective of the disciplinary reader. Thus, for example, using both The City Reader and The 
Urban Sociology Reader, second edition will give students in urban sociology courses both an 
interdisciplinary understanding of cities and in depth coverage of urban sociology topics written primarily 
by urban sociologists. 

The City Reader emphasizes the connection between the built environment of cities and the natural 
environment. As the world’s population soars and urbanization continues, the imperative to design sustainable, 
carbon-neutral cities becomes ever more important. Readings by the World Commission on Environment and 
Development, Timothy Beatley, Peter Calthorpe, and the Congress for the New Urbanism introduce students 
to sustainable urban development, green urbanism, ecological design, low-carbon cities, and the New 
Urbanism. Courses in environmental studies, environmental planning, sustainable urban development, and 
other disciplines and professional fields may benefit from pairing The City Reader with The Sustainable Urban 
Development Reader, third edition. Similarly, pairing The City Reader with other of the readers organized 
around applied fields and special topics will provide a balance between broad interdisciplinary understanding 
and more focused knowledge. 

An anthology of essential writings on cities should have a flexible organization. There is no one best way 
to organize material on cities. The content of urban studies and city planning courses vary widely and 
courses are organized in as many different ways as there are courses. This dictates a flexible structure for 
The City Reader. Readings are grouped into eight parts: The Evolution of Cities; Urban Culture and Society; 
Urban Space; Urban Politics, Governance, and Economics; Urban Planning History and Visions; Urban 
Planning Theory and Practice; Urban Design and Placemaking; and Cities in a Global Society. 

Two other goals in picking the selections were to expose students to models of great thinking and 
excellent writing. H.D.F. Kitto, Jane Jacobs, Robert Putnam, Mike Davis, Ebenezer Howard, Lewis Mumford, 
and William H. Whyte are fine stylists as well as seminal thinkers. Reading their work is a lesson in how to 
communicate in a clear and engaging style. They are excellent models for how to write. Similarly, intellectual 
sparks fly from virtually everything that Manuel Castells, Lewis Mumford, David Harvey, Kevin Lynch, Peter 
Hall, and other great thinkers represented in The City Reader write. Beyond the rich substantive content of 
the selections, we picked selections that will stimulate readers to think and write.

In the sixth edition of The City Reader, we have said a good deal about the role of visions in urban studies 
and planning. We close with our own vision of how this anthology will be used. The City Reader is aimed 
primarily at students who will encounter many of the writers and writings for the first time. It will lay the 
groundwork for additional coursework for students taking additional urban-related courses. It will also work 
well for students in general education courses who do not pursue urban studies or planning further. This 
sixth edition of The City Reader provides many references to material in other of the Routledge Urban 
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Reader Series volumes so that readers can pursue material they find interesting in greater depth. As a 
reference work, The City Reader and some or all of the other readers will provide a lifelong resource.

We hope the writings touch responsive chords and will inspire all the students who use The City Reader 
to think more deeply and read more widely about cities. To that end, for each selection we point the way to 
other related writings by the same authors and other writers on the same subject matter. 

We hope The City Reader will continue to be a book that students, professors, and practitioners will 
keep and periodically reread. One test to which we put each of the essential writing included is that it should 
still be relevant to reread and enjoy for many years to come. 

Richard LeGates
Frederic Stout

San Francisco, January, 2015



Prologue
“how to Study Cities”

Richard T. LeGates

Studying cities is a vast and never-ending enterprise. There is too much material for any one individual to 
master and always more to learn. Fortunately many fine scholars, past and present, have focused their 
attention on cities. We now know a great deal about how cities evolved, their social structures, urban 
culture, their internal spatial organization and relationships to other cities in systems or networks of cities, 
what economic functions they perform, how they are governed, how they are planned, how to design 
them, urban placemaking, the impact of globalization and information technology on cities and the 
probable future of cities and city regions. In addition to descriptive analyses about what cities are like 
there is a great deal of good normative writing expressing authors’ opinions of what they should be like. 
We pay special attention to both the role of utopian thought about cities and predictions and normative 
theory about what city planners and policy makers might do to make cities better. One premise of  
The City Reader is that much of the classic writing about cities over the past hundred years remains 
remarkably relevant today. Another is that we are living now in a period of enormous change in the world 
city network that demands attention to entirely new patterns in urban society, culture, economics, 
governance, and policy.

diSCiPLiNaRy aNd iNTeRdiSCiPLiNaRy TeaChiNG aBOUT CiTieS

While academic teaching about cities occurs in courses as different as English literature and civil engineering, 
most urban scholarship can be grouped under the heading of “urban studies,” as an urban specialization 
within one of the social science disciplines such as “urban geography,” “urban sociology,” “urban politics,” 
“urban economics,” or “urban anthropology,” or in applied professional courses in urban planning, 
architecture, and landscape architecture. A description of these fields and disciplines and how they fit into 
universities is helpful to students encountering this material for the first time. Almost all modern universities 
organize teaching and research into academic units called schools or colleges such as a college of social 
science or a school of architecture and urban planning. Schools and colleges in turn are generally organized 
into academic departments around a single discipline such as a department of geography. Many universities 
also offer interdisciplinary programs related to cities, such as an urban studies program that requires 
students to take courses in a variety of different academic disciplines and fields. Professors educated in 
different academic disciplines are located within the departments and programs: historians in the history 
department, economists in the economic department, and sociologists in the sociology department. City 
and regional planning and urban studies departments are generally interdisciplinary and have faculty trained 
in a variety of academic disciplines and professional fields. The ten-person faculty of a mid-sized US city 
and regional planning department, for example, might have a core faculty of ten professors: three who 
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received PhDs in city and regional planning, two with degrees in architecture or urban design, one with a 
law degree, and one each with a PhD in economics, geography, statistics, and political science.

Regardless of whether or not they have interdisciplinary major or minors, most universities encourage 
research and teaching that crosses disciplinary boundaries. For example, a university may encourage a 
historian to teach a course that serves students in an urban studies department or the urban studies 
department may include the economics department’s urban economics course as a required or elective 
course for the urban studies major.

While professors from many different academic disciplines as well as interdisciplinary scholars study 
cities, most of the academic literature about cities—and most of the readings in The City Reader and the 
Routledge Urban Reader Series—has been written by social scientists: faculty trained to systematically 
study different aspects of human society from the perspective of an established social science discipline. 
Some writing in The City Reader, and many of the selections in The Urban and Regional Planning Reader 
and the Urban Design Reader in the Routledge Urban Reader Series were written by scholars in applied 
fields related to urban planning and design—city and regional planning, architecture, urban design, and 
landscape architecture.

Most universities have a school or college of social science. Schools of social science contain social 
science departments where professors trained in the social science disciplines of geography, sociology, 
economics, political science, and anthropology teach. History departments are sometimes located within 
schools of social science, sometimes within schools of humanities. Within these social science departments, 
professors interested in cities teach urban courses from the point of view of their disciplines: courses on 
urban geography, urban sociology, urban politics, etc. Professors in these discipline-based courses may 
include material written by scholars from other academic disciplines in their courses. For example a 
geography professor may use content and methods developed by economists and sociologists in her urban 
geography course.

Departments of city and regional planning (often called town and country planning in the UK) are often 
located within professional colleges that group architecture, planning, landscape architecture, and 
sometimes other departments related to the built environment. 

Distinctions may be drawn between substantive content, methods, and theory in the different academic 
disciplines and professional fields related to the study of cities. While social science has an established body 
of methods that academics from all social science disciplines use, each discipline has its own preference 
and variations. Urban economists tend to use quantitative methods such as statistical analysis of data to 
show the relationship between poverty and crime, and urban sociologists tend to use qualitative methods 
such as direct field observation of majority-minority communities. But some urban economists use qualitative 
methods and some urban sociologists are very quantitative. Social scientists usually draw more heavily on 
work by members of their own discipline than other disciplines. But most also use material from other 
disciplines and professional fields. Most of the academic literature about urban politics is by political scientists 
based on theory and methods political scientists use. But law professor Myron Orfield (p. 338) mapped 
metropolitan areas using Geographical Information Systems (GIS) software to develop his theory of 
metropolitics, which has become influential among political scientists. Sociologist Saskia Sassen’s writings 
on the global system of cities (p. 650) are widely read by planners, economists, and political scientists.

Disciplines have the advantage that they are based on more or less agreed-upon methods for acquiring 
knowledge and a more or less agreed-upon body of knowledge shared by the discipline. All history 
professors, for example, in order to get their history PhD must study the methods of historical research that 
historians use. All history professors will have taken enough different history courses that they have a good 
overall knowledge of history in addition to their specialties in one or more specific time periods, issue areas, 
or methods of historical inquiry.

A disadvantage of disciplines is that they encourage rigid thinking within the four corners of the discipline 
itself. There is a danger that professors who are rigorously trained in economics, for example, will see only 
economic factors as important when they study or teach about an issue such as urban sprawl. Because 
they have been trained in the importance of economics they may neglect political, social, and spatial aspects 



P R O LO G U E 7

of sprawl. Of course understanding urban sprawl as an economic problem related to differential land costs, 
changing job locations, infrastructure finance, the cost of gas, and other important economic factors is 
important. But understanding the sociology of suburbanites, the relationship of single-family suburban home 
design to sprawl, spatial aspects of ethnic clustering in suburbs, and a host of other issues that bear only 
indirectly on economics will further enrich understanding of suburbs. In sum, the strength of interdisciplinary 
approaches is that, done properly, an interdisciplinary approach provides for a richer, more holistic, more 
varied understanding of multiple dimensions of the phenomena being studied than a study from a single 
disciplinary perspective.

The weakness of interdisciplinary approaches is that they may become so loose and standardless that 
they lack intellectual rigor. Well-trained and specialized disciplinary scholars are often justifiably critical of 
colleagues who do wide but shallow interdisciplinary teaching, research, and writing.

TheORy aNd PRaCTiCe

Academic writing about cities is guided by theory—logically coherent bodies of principles advanced to 
explain phenomena. Theory in the social sciences is intended to provide a framework for understanding. 
Manuel Castells’s theory about the “space of flows” (p. 229), for example, provides rich insights that help 
explain how digital information flows affect the global system of cities.

Some professors value only basic research and theory-building and look down on applied research and 
writing intended to produce solutions to actual urban problems. They see applied research as derivative 
and inferior—a kind of vocational education that is not worthy of true scholars. This is silly. Cities lend 
themselves well to applied research.

Good scholarship directed at problem-solving can be just as theoretically subtle and methodologically 
sophisticated as pure academic research. William H. Whyte’s thoughtful prescriptions for park and plaza 
design based on his observations of New York City parks and plazas (p. 587), James Q. Wilson and George 
L. Kelling’s “broken windows” theory of community policing based on their observations of police work in 
Newark, New Jersey (p. 259), and John Forester’s theories about mediating urban planning conflicts  
(p. 467) based on dozens of interviews with practicing planners are as intellectually rigorous as any of the 
more academic selections in The City Reader.

Peter Hall (p. 431) and others deplore the lack of connection between urban theory and urban practice. 
We agree. Theory and practice should be linked in studying cities. Theory can inform practice and practice 
can inform theory. John Forester’s approach is a good example of how to do this. Forester (p. 467) developed 
his theories about how urban planners manage conflict by talking to practitioners. The theory he developed 
is in turn helpful to practitioners. 

MeThOdS FOR STUdyiNG CiTieS

Scholars who study cities use both quantitative and qualitative research methods. Both approaches can 
contribute to understanding cities. The best urban research designs often combine both quantitative and 
qualitative research and triangulate on problems using multiple methods.

Quantitative methods involve analyzing data using statistical methods. Today virtually all quantitative 
analysis is done with computer software. A professor of urban politics doing statistical analysis of city voting 
data to see if recent immigrants feel differently about immigration than longer-term non-immigrant residents 
would be doing quantitative urban research. At the undergraduate level, applied statistics is a regular part 
of most urban studies and urban planning curricula and sometimes required in other social science 
disciplines. Students learn to use computerized statistical packages such as the Statistical Package for the 
Social Sciences (SPSS) to do quantitative analysis. At the graduate level, virtually all students take required 
courses in quantitative methods.
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Time is an important dimension in much urban research. Researchers may choose to look at an issue at 
one specific point in time. Imagine scientists studying a hundred-foot-long cylindrical sample of polar ice 
that had built up over a thousand years to determine the amount of carbon from the atmosphere that settled 
on the ice at different times in the past in order to understand global climate change. Cutting a small slice 
of the cylinder where carbon froze into the cylinder in the year 1682 and analyzing it for carbon content 
would be an example of what is called cross-sectional research. Friedrich Engels’s study of the deplorable 
living and working conditions of factory workers in Manchester, England, in 1844 (p. 53) is another good 
example of cross-sectional urban research. The conditions Engels described in 1844 were different from 
what they were in earlier years and they would change in the future. But his snapshot of what conditions 
were like in Manchester during that one year provides a devastating cross-sectional picture of what 
Manchester was like in 1844.

A research design that chooses to look at how conditions change over time is called a longitudinal research 
design. Kingsley Davis’s study of the urbanization of the human population from the early Middle Ages  
through the latter part of the twentieth century (p. 19) is an example of longitudinal research. By looking at 
population data for European cities over a thousand-year period, Davis was able to describe changes that 
would not have been possible from a cross-sectional study. The line chart and table in Tingwei Zhang’s 
description the trajectory of China’s urbanization (p. 687) is another good example of cross-sectional analysis.

Geographical space is an important aspect in much urban research. Most statistical analysis of urban 
phenomena is aspatial (does not include geographical space as a variable). But because many urban 
phenomena have a spatial dimension, Geographical Information Systems (GIS) software that permits users 
to map and analyze data is very important in studying cities and preparing city and regional plans. GIS is 
taught in geography, urban planning, and other departments. Myron Orfield’s use of GIS to map attributes 
of cities in metropolitan regions to identify common needs and political interests (p. 338) is an excellent 
example of urban spatial analysis.

Qualitative research usually does not involve numbers or statistical analysis. William H. Whyte’s use of 
observation (including time lapse photography) to find out how people use urban parks and plazas (p. 587) 
is a good example of effective use of one qualitative urban research method. Urban sociologist Elijah 
Anderson conducted exhaustive qualitative field research in black ghetto areas of Chicago and New York 
(p. 131). Anderson’s descriptions of what residents told him paints a complex and subtle portrait that would 
be impossible to capture with quantitative methods. Urban designer Kevin Lynch and his students’ interviews 
with Boston residents to understand how they perceived the city image (p. 576) is another excellent example 
of effective qualitative research that Lynch combined with spatial analysis of residents’ mental maps, survey 
research, and other methods to derive his theory of how people perceive the image of the city.

There is never only one “right” way to do urban research. Multiple methods help researchers triangulate 
on a problem. Thus, a researcher might choose to do both cross-sectional and longitudinal, qualitative and 
quantitative research on urban sprawl. The quantitative research might involve both aspatial analysis using 
a computerized statistical package and mapping and spatial statistical analysis using GIS. Within this broad 
research design the researcher could choose a variety of methods depending on his or her skills, the time 
available, and costs. Literature searches, observation, interviewing, depth interviews, web-based research, 
phone or mail surveys, focus groups, analysis of big data from a secondary source, case studies, and many 
other methods are widely used in urban research.

While this is not a book about urban research methods, some of the selection introductions comment 
on the research methods used in the selection. For all the other selections it is always important to pay 
attention to the research methods used as well as the substance.

ORGaNiZaTiONS aNd JOURNaLS deVOTed TO The STUdy OF CiTieS

A number of academic associations organize conferences, set standards, publish academic journals, and 
work to advance scholarship related to understanding cities. 
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In North America the academic association most directly concerned with urban studies is the Urban 
Affairs Association (UAA). The European counterpart organization is the European Urban Research 
Association (EURA). Both UAA and EURA include faculty and students from a variety of social sciences, 
urban planning, and other backgrounds among their members. In addition to organizing annual conference 
both UAA and EURA publish leading scholarly journals. The UAA publishes The Journal of Urban Affairs 
and EURA publishes Urban Research & Practice.

In North America, the organization of urban planning schools is the Association of Collegiate Schools of 
Planning (ACSP); in Europe, the Association of European Schools of Planning (AESOP). Members of 
ACSP who are interested in international planning education have formed the Global Planning Educators 
Interest Group (GPEIG), which maintains a lively and informative website with a worldwide urban planning 
focus.

In addition to their annual meetings in North America and Europe, every five years ACSP and  
AESOP hold a joint congress alternating between a site in North America and a site in Europe. There are 
organizations of planning schools for Asia, Latin America, Australia and New Zealand, Canada, Brazil and 
other Portuguese-speaking countries, and France and other francophone countries.

The Global Planning Educators Association Network (GPEAN) maintains a website with links to all of 
the above associations of planning schools. Each of the member associations’ sites has links to their 
members’ sites. Every five years GPEAN holds an international conference for planning educators 
somewhere in the world.

World congresses of planning schools are held every five years. The first world congress of planning 
schools occurred in Shanghai in 2001; the second in Mexico City in 2006; the third in Perth, Australia in 
2011. A fourth GPEAN world congress will take place in 2016.

Disciplinary academic organizations—such as the American Sociological Association (ASA), American 
Political Science Association (APSA), American Economic Association (AEA), and the Association of 
American Geographers (AAG)—have specialized member groups dealing with urban concerns. Urban 
“tracks” at these conferences bring urbanists with similar interests together to present and discuss scholarly 
papers and otherwise share information.

The main professional association of practicing city planners in the United States is the American 
Planning Association (APA). In the United Kingdom an equivalent organization is the Royal Town Planning 
Institute (RTPI). Practicing planners in these organizations meet to discuss their professional interests at 
national and subnational meetings.

Journals such as Urban Studies (published by Sage Publications), The Journal of Urban Affairs 
(published by UAA), Urban Studies, and The International Journal of Urban and Regional Research 
specialize in publishing scholarly articles related to cities. The Journal of Planning Education and Research 
(published by ACSP) is North America’s leading academic urban planning journal. The American Planning 
Association Journal (published by APA) is an excellent scholarly journal with a somewhat more applied 
focus. The Town Planning Review (published by RTPI) is the leading UK scholarly urban planning journal. 
Urban Planning Forum (published in Chinese by Tongji University) and City Planning Review (published 
in English) are China’s leading urban planning journals.
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The evolution  
of cities

PART ONE
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iNTROdUCTiON TO PaRT  ONe 

Cities are civilization. Humankind’s rise to civilization took tens of thousands of years, but ever since the 
first true cities arose in Mesopotamia and in the Indus and Nile valleys sometime around 3500 bce, the 
influence of city-based cultures and the steady spread and increase of urban populations around the world 
have been the central facts of human  history. 

As demographer Kingsley Davis (p. 19) points out, “urbanization” and “the growth of cities” are not the 
same thing. “Urbanization,” as Davis defines it, is the increase in the proportion of a population that is urban 
as opposed to rural. That such an increase could take place without the growth of cities per se (for 
example, by the death of vast numbers of the rural population) or that city populations could grow without 
an increase in urbanization (as when the rural population increases as fast or faster than the urban 
population) are important concepts that underlie the history of urban life. Most importantly, this definition of 
urbanization helps to explain how immigration from the countryside to the city has repeatedly been the key 
factor in the history of urban development, as it continues to be  today. 

The history of cities is characterized by both continuities – the slowly evolving pattern of urban functions 
common to all cities – and discontinuities or periods of dramatic change in urban structure and purpose. 
The first great discontinuity of urban history is what the Australian archaeologist V. Gordon Childe (p. 30) 
called the “Urban Revolution,” the momentous shift from simple, pre-urban tribal communities and village-
based agricultural production to the complex social, economic, and political systems that characterized the 
earliest cities of Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Indus Valley. True, the earliest cities, in the ancient Near East 
and elsewhere, grew out of accumulated Neolithic knowledge, and certain extensive Neolithic communities 
such as Çatal Höyük in Anatolia pre-date the Mesopotamian cities by several millennia and may be regarded 
as at least proto-urban. For Childe, however, the development of writing was one of the crucial cultural 
elements of true urbanism, and the emergence of the cities of the ancient Near East, where writing and 
record keeping began, constituted only the second of a series of massive transformations (the first being 
the Neolithic revolution that established settled agriculture) that gave shape to the whole of human 
evolutionary development. Although the successive stages overlapped, each of Childe’s three “revolutions” 
(the agricultural, the urban, and the industrial) totally changed the world as it had been before. Arguably, 
the information revolution and globalism are changing the world in equally fundamental ways  today. 

In certain important respects, many of the ancient cities are remarkably similar. They are frequently 
walled – except in Egypt, where the surrounding deserts may have been regarded as sufficient defenses, 
and in places like Peru, where secure empires surrounded individual cities, making urban defense 
unnecessary. In addition, almost all contain a distinct citadel precinct, often separately walled, encompassing 
a temple, a palace, and the central granary. Many of the earliest cities also boasted some sort of pyramid 
or ziggurat. And, as Karl Wittfogel pointed out in Oriental Despotism (1957), almost all were located along 
major rivers and based their power (and that of their rulers) on the control of massive irrigation systems 
serving the surrounding countryside. In addition, most of these earliest cities were dominated by what 
Lewis Mumford (p. 110) calls the “monologue of power” by all-powerful religious and military  rulers. 

Thus, both the physical structure and socio-economic complexity of the earliest cities are unlike anything 
that had come before. Whereas the Neolithic village had been ruled by a council of elders, the cities were 
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mostly ruled by totalitarian god-kings and their attendant priests who formed a class totally apart from the 
rest of the citizenry. And whereas Neolithic communities may have built earthen enclosures as ceremonial 
centers for ritual pageantry and hill forts for refuge and defense, the ancient cities – from Uruk and Babylon 
on the Euphrates to Teotihuacan and Tenochtitlan in the Valley of Mexico – transformed these institutions 
into elaborate structures so massive that their remains are still visible  today. 

Many of the ancient cities elsewhere – in China, sub-Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, Mexico, 
Mesoamerica, and the Andes – arose quite independently of the cities of the ancient Near East. Still, what 
is remarkable is how similar ancient cities everywhere were in terms of social structure, economic function, 
political order, and architectural monumentality. Even today – and although all cities are in some ways 
unique – the basic urban functions of citadel (mainly associated with government and the ruling order), 
marketplace (where the economic functions of production and exchange take place), and community (the 
place of homes, families, and the local culture of neighborhoods) continue to define cities and urban  life. 

Still, the cities of ancient Greece made a sharp break with the past and developed on a very different 
model from the citadel-dominated cities of the ancient Near East. Perhaps because they arose in narrow 
mountain valleys rather than on broad alluvial plains, the Greek cities that emerged around 1200 bce and 
developed into an astonishing cultural efflorescence by 500 bce were small (sometimes with a population 
of only a few thousand), economically self-contained, and almost village-like in their social and political 
institutions. It was the concept of urban citizenship and democratic self-government that was the distinctive 
contribution of the Greeks to the evolution of urban civilization. Greek democracy was by no means perfect 
and hardly inclusive – women, slaves, and foreigners were all excluded from the rights and responsibilities 
of citizenship. But the cultural, artistic, and intellectual consequences of the democratic principle were 
extraordinary. “Within a couple of centuries,” writes Lewis Mumford in The City in History (1961), “the 
Greeks discovered more about the nature and potentialities of man than the Egyptians or the Sumerians 
seem to have discovered in as many millennia.” 

If cities are civilization, they are also the cultural instrumentality by which humanity has attempted, since 
Neolithic times, to achieve a higher, more inclusive concept of community. At the core of the Greek 
contribution to the history of urban civilization was the concept of the “polis.” Sometimes translated as “city-
state,” at other times identified as the collective citizenry of a Greek city, the polis, as described so brilliantly 
by H.D.F. Kitto (p. 39) in The Greeks, was both a community and a sense of community that helped to 
define the Greek city-dweller’s relationship to his city and his fellow citizens, to the world at large, and to 
himself. In The Politics (p. 249), Aristotle called man the “zoon politikon” (the “political animal” or, more 
properly, “the animal that belongs to a polis”) and described the ideal city-state as one small enough so that 
a single citizen’s voice could be heard by all his assembled fellow citizens. The Greek cities had citadels 
such as the Acropolis of Athens, to be sure, but for the Greek citizen, all aspects of public life were lived in 
the agora or public marketplace, and contact with rural nature was within a short walk. In that sense, the 
polis was a reincarnation, in an urban context, of the face-to-face human relationships that characterized 
the pre-urban community of the Neolithic  village. 

Marking another discontinuity or sharp break in the history of urban life, the city of Rome began as a 
cluster of villages along the Tiber in central Italy, emerged as a powerful republic similar to the earlier Greek 
cities, but then exploded into a giant metropolis and a city of world empire – indeed, a citadel city for a far-
flung urban community that presages, in a sense, the worldwide system of cities that dominates global 
society today. Rome’s contributions to civilization were considerable. Its roads, aqueducts, and sewers set 
new standards of engineering excellence. Its systems of military and colonial administration spread a 
common law, and established a common peace, throughout a large and populous area that extended from 
Persia to the borders of Scotland. Roman imperial expansion also spread Roman literature, philosophy, and 
art, establishing the basis for a widespread cultural hegemony. And Rome planted colonial towns wherever 
its legions marched; often leaving traces of an original castrum (or military camp) laid out along the cardinal 
points of the compass at the center of later medieval  cities. 

But if the administrative and infrastructural accomplishments of the Romans were impressive, their 
record in the field of social development is more problematic. In the place of the Greek conception of 
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community and participation in the life of the polis, the Romans erected a citizenship of imperial privilege 
rooted in a rigid social hierarchy of patricians, clients, and plebeians. Beginning with Augustus, the Roman 
emperors proclaimed themselves gods, staged extravagant spectacles to awe the cowed populace, and 
– it has been said – ruled by the provision of “bread and circuses” to the vast Roman populace. In the end, 
Rome, with a population of one million, became to be seen as a kind of imperial parasite on the entire 
Mediterranean world, and both city and empire eventually fell of their own  weight. 

For much of the medieval period that followed the fall of the Roman Empire in the West, Europe was a 
cultural backwater. In the early Middle Ages, self-contained monastery communities kept the larger world 
at bay, some provincial towns retreated inside the walls of the Roman amphitheaters, and the population of 
Rome itself dwindled to a few thousand. Raided by Vikings from the north and invaded by North African 
Arabs on its southern flank, much of Europe reverted to rural conditions, and serfdom became widespread 
under a system of warlord feudalism. During this same period, impressive urban civilizations in China and 
India grew in influence and became the centers of imperial systems of their  own. 

Meanwhile, the cities of Islam – Cairo and Baghdad and Moorish Córdoba in present-day Spain – 
emerged as the real centers of power in what had been parts of the Roman Empire. And other urban 
centers – the Khmer civilization at Angkor, Great Zimbabwe in Africa, and Chinese imperial capitals in 
Chang’an, Kaifeng, Hangzhou, Nanjing, and Beijing – often rivaled and sometimes surpassed Europe’s 
cities in wealth and power. After about the year 1000 ce, however, Europe began to revive, and the late 
medieval cities became true centers of commerce, culture, and community. As Henri Pirenne (p. 45) argued 
in Medieval Cities (1925), it was the wealth created by economic activity of the great trading towns that 
led inevitably to their growing power and political independence. Having used their wealth to win from the 
barons and the ecclesiastical authorities the right to self-government, the medieval towns became islands 
of freedom in a sea of feudal  obligation. 

The defensive walls of the medieval city in Europe provided a clear demarcation line between the urban 
and the rural, and the small size of most towns allowed for an easy reciprocity between urban industry and 
commerce on the one hand and agricultural pursuits on the other. Within the town walls, a new corporate 
institution – the guilds – provided for the organization of economic and social life, while the Church saw to 
the citizens’ spiritual needs and established a framework for social ritual and communal unity. Cathedrals, 
guildhouses, charitable institutions, universities, and colorful marketplaces were all characteristic medieval 
institutions. Together, they established the perfect stage for what Lewis Mumford called “the urban drama” 
(p. 110) but as soon as “the unity of this social order was broken [with the advent of the nation-state and 
capitalist industrialization] everything about it was set in confusion . . . and the city became a battleground 
for conflicting cultures, dissonant ways of life.” 

The cities of the period between the ancient world and the modern world were extraordinarily diverse, 
and the urban civilizations of Asia and the Americas often rendered European visitors awestruck. In Europe 
itself, the slow decay of medieval urban unity was hastened by the forces of the Renaissance and the rise 
of absolutist monarchies. The powerful new national rulers often built their royal palaces, such as Louis 
XIV’s Versailles, outside of the traditional urban centers. Their interventions into the existing urban fabric 
included building broad boulevards and open squares fit for the display of baroque pomp and power. The 
Enlightenment and the Age of Revolutions brought down the divine right of kings and reestablished the 
political power of the urban commercial interests, but in a new socio-political context. In the end, it was 
market capitalism and a new industrial economic order based on powerful new productive technologies 
that destroyed the last vestiges of the medieval city by separating the Church from its social role and 
reducing the marketplace to its purely economic functions while at the same time extending the economy 
worldwide. Thus, the capitalist city, especially the city of the Industrial Revolution, made yet another sharp 
discontinuity in the history of cities. Capitalism created an entirely new urban paradigm and established the 
physical, social, economic, and political preconditions of all that was to follow. With the Industrial Revolution, 
we see the emergence of urban  modernism. 

While the political and economic consequences of the Renaissance had helped to spread European 
domination worldwide through extensive projects of exploration, discovery, and imperialist expansion, the 
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forces of industrialization helped to complete that process of world domination by dividing the world 
between the advanced industrialized nations (originally Europe and North America) and the underdeveloped, 
non-industrialized nations. Industrial modernism also created a new social order – some would say disorder 
– based on powerful property-owning capitalists, property-less proletarians, and an often uneasy middle 
class. And the cities, especially the new industrial centers, became dismal conurbations of factories and 
slums such as the world had never before  seen. 

One of the earliest and most acute observers of the new urban-industrial order was Friedrich Engels  
(p. 53), himself the son of a major German industrialist. In The Condition of the Working Class in England 
in 1844 (1845), Engels detailed the unrelenting squalor and misery that characterized the working-class 
districts of Manchester and the strategies employed by the capitalist bourgeoisie to protect themselves 
from the physical and social horror that was the source of their wealth. There were many responses to 
these horrifying conditions – the introduction of urban parks, systems of water supply and public hygiene, 
agitation for poor relief and model housing, and a diverse variety of utopian visions of perfect societies – 
and all of these contributed to the development of modern urban planning (see Part Five: Urban Planning 
History and Visions, pp. 357–421). 

The “shock cities” of the Industrial Revolution – for example, the Manchester of Engels or the Chicago 
of Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle (1906) – are often considered as though they were unique and discrete 
phenomena, but the first phase of industrial urbanism proved to be merely the beginning of a long process 
of urban adaptation and transformation. The noted historian Sam Bass Warner (p. 63–72) reviews the 
century of change that followed the Industrial Revolution in “Evolution and Transformation: The American 
Industrial Metropolis, 1840–1940,” an essay written specially for The City Reader. “A parade of surprises 
characterized the century,” he writes, and among those surprises were wholly new and unexpected 
developments in technology, in the economy, in urban social life, and in the very shape of the city. In the 
1840s, industrial workers lived in squalid and environmentally polluted conditions close to the industrial 
enterprises where they worked. These were what Mumford called the “factory camps” of the early industrial 
period, and life expectancies, even in the most technologically advanced nations, rarely exceeded forty 
years. But gradually water and steam power gave way to electricity, and municipalized transit systems 
allowed workers to live at some distance from the smoke and soot of their workplaces. Railways allowed 
the factories themselves to locate outside the city centers, and a new kind of central-business-district 
downtown began to take shape as the city became a metropolitan system and took on the structure 
described by Ernest W. Burgess in “The Growth of the City” (p. 178). In the United States, slavery was 
abolished and the long march of the struggle to secure full civil rights for African-Americans began. Labor 
unions emancipated industrial workers, and women emancipated themselves. And, especially after 1920, 
new forms of finance capital and commercial mass marketing increased the standard of living for the urban 
middle class and even the industrial working class. The story of a century of urban-industrial development 
was not entirely sunny. Along with material progress came population growth, cultural accommodations 
demanded by massive immigration, and the kind of social and psychological alienation described by Louis 
Wirth in “Urbanism as a Way of Life” (p. 115). But cleaner air and water, greater overall wealth, and 
advances in public sanitation and medical technology meant that by 1940 the average life expectancy of a 
resident of a modern industrial city was close to sixty-five or  seventy. 

As Warner and other urban historians have noted, one compelling strategy for coping with the challenges 
and complexities of the new urban reality was middle-class flight to the suburbs. Suburbanization, with its 
consequent segregation by social class, became one of the continuing features of the modern city and one 
of the sources of its ongoing social disharmony and class conflict. Throughout the twentieth century, 
particularly in North America, the model of middle-class suburbia has grown in size and influence, to the 
point where it is no longer just an appendage to the central city. Instead, suburbia now defines many cities, 
leaving the old inner cores to the poorest elements of the urban population and in need of massive efforts 
at renewal and redevelopment. Although, as Warner noted, at first there were “streetcar suburbs” built 
along inter-urban railroad lines, the newer suburbs, especially those developments built after World War II, 
were automobile-based and created the “sprawl” that characterizes more and more cities worldwide that 
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Robert Bruegmann (p. 218) describes as an almost inevitable process in response to population growth 
and increased social wealth. The new tract-home developments have spawned a vast literature, much of it 
criticizing suburbia as a cultural wasteland and a segregated sanctuary of class privilege. In The Levittowners 
(1967), Herbert Gans presented a rather sympathetic view of the community of tract-homes built by 
developer Arthur Levitt on Long Island, New York. He described a family-oriented community of skilled 
workers and mid-level managers – that is, a true middle class, not an upper-middle-class elite. But the more 
general view of automobile-dominated suburbia, a view that subjected sprawl to cultural as well as design 
criticism, is ably summarized in Kenneth T. Jackson’s “The Drive-in Culture of Contemporary America” from 
The Crabgrass Frontier (p. 73). 

Beginning as suburban sprawl but quickly transcending suburbia’s initial limitations, a new city type 
arose in California during the early decades of the twentieth century that signaled a new phase in the 
history of urbanism worldwide. Sometimes dismissed as a mere conurbation of suburbs “in search of a city” 
and frequently derided as the ultimate in mindless, post-urban chaos, Los Angeles did indeed break all the 
existing rules and natural boundaries of urban development but emerged finally as a new, radically 
decentralized urban paradigm: the contemporary multi-nucleated metropolis poised on the edge of 
postmodernity. The essential characteristics of Los Angeles – a city that grew from less than 600,000 in 
1920 to more than ten million today – were present almost from the beginning, particularly its sense of 
“spatial freedom” and its preference for the middle-class single-family dwelling as an “expression of its 
design for living.” For good or ill, these characteristics were further emphasized by a grid pattern of freeways 
and a reliance – many would say over-reliance – on the automobile that replaced a once-extensive network 
of streetcars and created a metropolis without a single downtown. Today, Los Angeles is a true world city, 
and its products – both industrial and cultural – are influential around the  globe. 

In the nineteenth century, middle-class suburbs developed outside major urban centers, spaced along 
commuter rail lines. In the twentieth century, the influence of the automobile turned once-attractive small-
scale suburbs into an endless, congested sprawl. These first two stages in the development of suburbia 
depended on the existence of a vital central city, both as a center for production and employment and for 
cultural amenities. With the emergence of Los Angeles, however, that pattern began to change, and today 
the new “Edge City” suburban ring is clearly different from the earlier suburban developments in size, 
complexity, and even function. This is where most of the new houses, most of the new jobs, and even most 
of the new cultural centers are located. Increasingly, the major commute pattern is not from suburb to 
central city, but from suburb to suburb. Indeed, as Robert Fishman (p. 83) argues in Bourgeois Utopias: 
The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (1987), the new “Edge City” suburbs are not suburbs at all, but elements of 
a fundamentally new kind of decentralized city that he calls “technoburbs.” 

In time, the transformation of suburbia into technoburbia may prove to be just one phase in a larger, more 
fundamental restructuring of urban society. In the final decades of the twentieth century and on into the 
twenty-first, the effect of massive changes in technology, in social organization, and in geopolitics began to 
be felt worldwide. The collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War opened the way for a 
global marketplace based on the free exchange of goods, financing, personnel, and ideas. Enabling these 
exchanges were radically improved digital telecommunications devices that began as managerial tools for 
major government bureaucracies and private-sector enterprises but soon became widely distributed, 
personally owned tablets and cellphones that gave billions of people throughout the world the power to 
communicate and interact in ways that no one had ever imagined possible. Globalization became the new 
economic reality, and global crises, like the threat of international terrorism and climate change, became 
matters of local concern. Meanwhile, a number of large, strategically important urban centers called “global 
cities” emerged and coalesced into what Peter J. Taylor (p. 92) calls a “world city network” that now 
dominates the global economy and even seems poised to replace earlier paradigms of culture, social 
organization, and political  authority. 

What the future holds for urban civilization is infinitely debatable. Many people used to think that central 
cities would disappear and the urbanization process itself would reverse direction and lead to counter-
urbanization and a general dispersal of the human population. Others were confident that the global spread 
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of free-market capitalism would inevitably lead to the triumph of democratic institutions in the place of 
earlier authoritarianisms. What did happen, as Saskia Sassen (p. 650) argues in “The Impact of the New 
Technologies and Globalization on Cities” – in Part Eight: Cities in a Global Society in this volume – is that 
certain urban regions have become worldwide centers of power, new citadels internally characterized by 
the uneasy side-by-side coexistence of corporate power and service-sector  marginality. 

Sassen called these new urban formations “global cities.” Others preferred the term “world cities,” and 
urban theorist Manuel Castells (p. 229) called them “technopoles” or “informational cities.” What Peter J. 
Taylor and his colleagues at the Global and World City Network (GaWC) saw was something even more 
pervasive and significant – not just a number of discrete urban command-and-control centers but a 
worldwide hierarchy of such centers intensely interconnected into an unprecedented network of power. 
These, according to Taylor, are not mere up-scaled cities that had already been deeply engaged in 
international trade, but new, qualitatively different urban formations – regionally structured, digitally 
interconnected, and engaged in economic activities that are “transnational” in scope and that embody “a 
mix of processes that transcend states.” 

Thus, it increasingly appears that urban history is well into a major new period of transformation. A new 
urban paradigm looms on the horizon that will almost certainly be characterized by telecommunications 
networking, techno-virtuality, global systems of economic exchange, and new ecological constraints 
demanding an increased concern with issues of global sustainability. Cities and urban society themselves, 
however, will continue to be central to the history of humanity, and certain immemorial features of urban life 
– the side-by-side coexistence of rich and poor, the ongoing struggle for social justice and meaningful 
community, the myriad opportunities for interchange and innovation beyond the merely economic – will 
surely continue despite changes in urban structure so fundamental that they call into question the very 
definition of what a city is. The new urban paradigm that seems to be emerging now – and that is discussed 
at greater length in the selections in Part Eight of this book, Cities in a Global Society – will perhaps be 
part-regional sprawl, part-technoburb, part-virtual metropolis. However it evolves, the new urban world 
promises to be a major new stage in the history of citadels, marketplaces, and communities . . . and in the 
ongoing evolution of the city as the ultimate human institution. Aristotle long ago proclaimed that human 
beings were zoon politikon, and today we realize with a new clarity that fundamentally we are, in the words 
of Edward Glaeser (p. 707) “an urban species.” 



“The Urbanization of the  
human Population” 
Scientific American (1965) 

Kingsley  Davis 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The demographics of the urbanization process are the foundation of all urban history. Demography – from the 
Greek demos: “people” – is the study of human populations. Kingsley Davis (1908–1996) pioneered the study 
of historical urban demography and was particularly fascinated by the history of world urbanization: that is, the 
increase over time of the proportion of the total human population that is urban as opposed to  rural. 

The following selection synthesizes Davis’s conclusions about how urbanization has occurred throughout the 
world during all of human history. He raises fundamental issues and lays out a clear framework for understanding 
population dynamics and urban growth. Davis’s careful distinctions of possible sources of urbanization are 
fundamental. He concludes that, historically, urbanization is primarily caused by rural–urban migration, not because 
of other possible factors such as differential birth and mortality  rates. 

Davis’s extraordinary data on how tiny European urban settlements were after the fall of Rome, and how 
slowly they grew throughout the Middle Ages and early modern period, provides the demographic backdrop for 
the historic growth of European urbanization. During the long period of medieval urbanization, the proportion of 
the population that was urban as opposed to rural changed very slowly. In sharp contrast, urbanization increases 
very rapidly around the year 1800, and Davis concludes that as the Industrial Revolution in England, along with 
rapid population growth, combined with rural–urban shifts to change both the proportion of the population living 
in cities and absolute city size very quickly. Friedrich Engels (p. 53) describes in horrifying detail what this 
revolution in urban demography meant to the impoverished urban proletariat of Manchester and other nineteenth-
century industrial cities. His analysis is extremely relevant in assessing prospects for the twenty-first century as 
the advanced industrial societies and eventually the world reach what some environmental analysts regard as the 
full “carrying capacity” of the  globe. 

Davis argues that urbanization follows an attenuated S-curve in which pre-industrial cities urbanize very slowly 
at the long bottom of the S, shoot up at the middle of the S as they industrialize, and then level off at the top of 
the S (see Plate 1). He observes that advanced industrialized countries are now reaching the top part of an 
S-curve, many rapidly urbanizing Third World countries are at the steep middle of the S, and other emerging 
countries are still moving along the long slowly rising bottom of the S. Davis describes a “family of S curves”  
on a horizontal x-axis representing time and a vertical y-axis representing the percentage of a country’s  
population that is urban. England (which was only about 5 percent urban in 1300 ce, but is now about  
93 percent urban) is at the top of the family of S-curves. The steep part of England’s S starts about 1750 with 
the start of the Industrial Revolution. A long, nearly level top to the S shows that England became nearly fully 
urbanized several decades ago. The long attenuated parts of the S-curves for Germany and France begin later 
and the time at which the S starts to rise rapidly also occurs later than in England. The long bottom part of China’s 
S-curve extends until about 1980 and only then begins to rise rapidly. The S-curves for a few very poor African 
countries still have only the bottom part of the S because they have not yet begun to urbanize  rapidly. 
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The developing countries of Asia, South America, and Africa already have many huge and rapidly growing 
cities. As the twenty-first century progresses, it appears likely the human population will increasingly live in 
“megacities” of ten million inhabitants and more, often flowing together in vast urban conurbations sometimes 
called “mega-urban regions.” 

Davis concludes that there will be an end to urbanization – but not necessarily to absolute population 
growth, the physical size of cities, or the absolute number of people cities contain. He found that the rural 
population in “Third World” or underdeveloped countries today continues to grow as these countries urbanize, 
unlike European cities in the nineteenth century where industrialization led to depopulation of rural areas. His 
vision of developing societies unable to sustain their populations helps to explain Saskia Sassen’s description 
of growing poverty and inequality worldwide and the growth of large, poorly paid immigrant labor forces in the 
largest cities in the developed world (p. 650). Research and scholarly debate continues on the nature and 
causes of world urbanization. The most authoritative measures of world population and urbanization growth 
come from the Population Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations. 
According to that organization’s World Population to 2300 (New York: United Nations, 2004), the total world 
population is expected to peak at 9.22 billion in 2075 and then level off and slowly decline “to reach a level of 
8.97 billion by 2300.” The same organization’s World Urbanization Prospects, the 2011 Revision (New York: 
United Nations, 2012), projects that between “2011 and 2050, the world population is expected to increase 
by 2.3 billion, passing from 7.0 billion to 9.3 billion. At the same time, the population living in urban areas is 
projected to gain 2.6 billion, passing from 3.6 billion in 2011 to 6.3 billion in 2050.” And in 2014, a team of 
demographers reviewed the data in the UN 2011 revision and predicted that world population might well peak 
at as much as 11 billion, based on the continuing high birth rates in Africa. Only time will tell which prediction 
will prove to be accurate, but it is clear that the increase in urbanization is worldwide and extraordinary. The 
world is already more than 50 percent urban – that benchmark was passed sometime in 2007–2008 – and by 
2020 “it is expected that half of the population of Asia will live in urban areas, while Africa is likely to reach a 
50 percent urbanization rate . . . in 2035.” Overall, world urbanization is expected to increase to 72 percent by 
the year  2050. 

Historians continue to shed light on the growth of cities, but because the records from which they work are 
often fragmentary and incomplete not everyone agrees with Davis or any other standard account. Debate 
continues on the relative importance of war, plague, medical advances, trade, technology, religion, and ideology 
on urban growth. And debate is even more intense in the normative area – about what, if anything, governments 
should do about population growth and urbanization. Davis stressed the impact of overall population growth 
(which he saw as a real danger) on world urbanization and implies that family planning is essential if cities are to 
meet human needs. But many governments reject family planning on religious or policy grounds, and some 
European countries now face declining populations and are currently debating the desirability of enacting family-
friendly policies to reward childbearing. And today a whole new dimension has been added to the urbanization 
debate involving the very definition of what is urban, what is a city. As Manuel Castells (p. 229) and others have 
argued, many urban functions are now being carried out online, in the electronic “space of flows,” meaning that 
some forms of urban life can be carried out in suburban, even ex-urban physical spaces. In the 1960s, Canadian 
cultural critic Marshall McLuhan argued that the new television medium would result in a world that had become 
a “global village.” Perhaps the even newer digital telecommunications media will allow humanity to reach an 
effective 100 percent urbanization rate in a world that has become a single “global city” (see Saskia Sassen,  
p. 650) or a “global city network” (see Peter J. Taylor, p. 92). 

Kingsley Davis’s other writings include many articles and studies on demographics and natural resources  
as well as two anthologies: Cities: Their Origin, Growth and Human Impact (San Francisco: W.H. Freeman, 
1973) and, with Mikhail S. Bernstram, Resources, Environment and Population: Present Knowledge, Future 
Options (New York: Population Council, Oxford University Press, 1991). For more on Davis and his writings,  
see David Hoer, Kingsley Davis: A Biography and Selections from His Writings (Edison, NJ: Transaction 
Publishers, 2004). 

Important data on world urbanization are contained in Tertius Chandler and Gerald Fox, 3000 Years of Urban 
Growth (New York: Academic Press, 1974) and Tertius Chandler, Four Thousand Years of Urban Growth: An 



O
N
E

“ T H E  U R B A N I Z AT I O N  O F  T H E  H U M A N  P O P U L AT I O N ” 21

Historical Census (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1987). These books assemble estimates of the population 
size of individual cities everywhere in the world over four millennia. The sources of the estimates range from 
contemporary accounts to scholarly estimates completed just before the second of the two books was published 
in 1987. Footnotes explain where the estimates come from. This is a valuable compendium for source information. 
The authors attempt to synthesize the source material so that they provide longitudinal data on the population of 
different cities over time, however, are problematic. Since the sources are so varied and conflicting and not 
based on consistent definitions or methods Chandler and Fox’s estimates – particularly for the earliest time 
periods and for cities where the records are least complete and reliable – must be judged with extreme caution. 
Much more reliable data on the population of all Western European cities that achieved a population of 10,000 
or more at any time between 1500 and 1800 are reported at fifty-year increments starting in 1500 in Jan DeVries, 
European Urbanization, 1500–1800 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1984). Further insight on 
demography and urbanization can be found in World Bank, World Development Indicators, 2012 (Washington: 
World Bank, 2012), Ad van der Woude, Akira Hayami, and Jan de Vries (eds.), Urbanization in History: A 
Process of Dynamic Interaction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), and the frequent revisions of World 
Population Prospects published by the Population Division of the United Nations. Also useful is Paul Knox and 
Linda McCarthy, Urbanization: An Introduction to Urban Geography, 2nd edn (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-
Hall, 2011). 

For recent developments in urbanization in the underdeveloped nations of the world, see Alan Gilbert (ed.), 
The Mega-City in Latin America (New York: United Nations University Press, 1996), Carole Rakodi (ed.), The 
Urban Challenge in Africa (New York: United Nations University Press, 1997), and Fu-chen Lo and Yue-man 
Yeung (eds.), Emerging World Cities in Pacific Asia (New York: United Nations University Press, 1996). 

For an environmental view of world urbanization, consult Cedric Pugh (ed.), Sustainability, the Environment, 
and Urbanization (London: Earthscan, 1996). George Martine et al., The New Global Frontier: Urbanization, 
Poverty and Environment in the 21st Century (London: Earthscan, 2008) provides useful data and analysis 
about recent world urbanization. The future of urbanization is of course an important issue for policy planners. For 
a fascinating review of population-related policy issues, including the possibility of a “world population implosion,” 
see Nicholas Eberstadt, Prosperous Paupers and Other Population Problems (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction, 
2000). For more on the possibility of declining populations in the future, consult Phillip Longman, The Empty 
Cradle: How Falling Birthrates Threaten World Prosperity and What To Do About It (New York: Basic Books, 
2004), Ben J. Wattenburg, Fewer: How the Demography of Depopulation Will Shape Our Future (New York: 
Ivan R. Dee, 2004), and, for the special case of the effects of China’s “one child” policy, Valerie Hudson, Bare 
Essentials: The Security Implications of Asia’s Surplus Male Population (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004). 

Urbanized societies, in which a majority of  the people 
live crowded together in towns and cities, represent a 
new and fundamental step in man’s social evolution. 
Although cities themselves first appeared some 5,500 
years ago, they were small and surrounded by an over-
whelming majority of  rural people; moreover, they 
relapsed easily to village or small-town status. The 
urbanized societies of  today, in contrast, not only have 
urban agglomerations of  a size never before attained 
but also have a high proportion of  their population 

concentrated in such agglomerations. In 1960, for 
example, nearly 52 million Americans lived in only 16 
urbanized areas. Together these areas covered less 
land than one of  the smaller counties (Cochise) of  
Arizona. According to one definition used by the U.S. 
Bureau of  the Census, 96 million people – 53 percent 
of  the nation’s population – were concentrated in 213 
urbanized areas that together occupied only 0.7 
percent of  the nation’s land. Another definition used 
by the bureau puts the urban population at about 70 

Davis, Kingsley, “The Urbanization of  the Human Population,” Scientific American (September 1965). Reprinted 
with permission. Copyright © 1965 by Scientific American, Inc. All rights  reserved.
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percent. The large and dense agglomerations com-
prising the urban population involve a degree of  
human contact and of  social complexity never before 
known. They exceed in size the communities of  any 
other large animal; they suggest the behavior of  com-
munal insects rather than of  mammals.

Neither the recency nor the speed of  this evolu-
tionary development is widely appreciated. Before 
1850 no society could be described as predominantly 
urbanized, and by 1900 only one – Great Britain – 
could be so regarded. Today, only 65 years later, all 
industrial nations are highly urbanized, and in the 
world as a whole the process of  urbanization is accel-
erating rapidly.

Some years ago my associates and I at Columbia 
University undertook to document the progress of  
urbanization by compiling data on the world’s cities 
and the proportion of  human beings living in them; in 
recent years the work has been continued in our 
center – International Population and Urban Research 
– at the University of  California at Berkeley. The data 
obtained in these investigations . . . show the historical 
trend in terms of  one index of  urbanization: the pro- 
portion of  the population living in cities of  100,000 or 
larger. Statistics of  this kind are only approximations 
of  reality, but they are accurate enough to demonstrate 
how urbanization has accelerated. Between 1850 and 
1950 the index changed at a much higher rate than 
from 1800 to 1850, but the rate of  change from 1950 
to 1960 was twice that of  the preceding 50 years! If  
the pace of  increase that obtained between 1950 and 
1960 were to remain the same, by 1990 the fraction of  
the world’s people living in cities of  100,000 or larger 
would be more than half. Using another index of  
urbanization – the proportion of  the world’s population 
living in urban places of  all sizes – we found that by 
1960 the figure had already reached 33 percent.

Clearly the world as a whole is not fully urbanized, 
but it soon will be. This change in human life is so 
recent that even the most urbanized countries still 
exhibit the rural origins of  their institutions. Its full 
implications for man’s organic and social evolution 
can only be surmised.

In discussing the trend – and its implications 
insofar as they can be perceived – I shall use the term 
“urbanization” in a particular way. It refers here to the 
proportion of  the total population concentrated in 
urban settlements, or else to a rise in this proportion. 
A common mistake is to think of  urbanization as 
simply the growth of  cities. Since the total population 

is composed of  both the urban population and the 
rural, however, the “proportion urban” is a function of  
both of  them. Accordingly, cities can grow without 
any urbanization, provided that the rural population 
grows at an equal or a greater rate.

Historically, urbanization and the growth of  cities 
have occurred together, which accounts for the confu-
sion. As the reader will soon see, it is necessary to 
distinguish the two trends. In the most advanced 
countries today, for example, urban populations are 
still growing, but their proportion of  the total popula-
tion is tending to remain stable or to diminish. In other 
words, the process of  urbanization – the switch from a 
spread-out pattern of  human settlement to one of  
concentration in urban centers – is a change that has a 
beginning and an end, but the growth of  cities has no 
inherent limit. Such growth could continue even after 
everyone was living in cities, through sheer excess of  
births over deaths.

The difference between a rural village and an 
urban community is of  course one of  degree; a precise 
operational distinction is somewhat arbitrary, and it 
varies from one nation to another. Since data are avail-
able for communities of  various sizes, a dividing line 
can be chosen at will. One convenient index of  urbani-
zation, for example, is the proportion of  people living 
in places of  100,000 or more. In the following analysis 
I shall depend on two indexes: the one just mentioned 
and the proportion of  population classed as “urban” in 
the official statistics of  each country. In practice the 
two indexes are highly correlated; therefore either one 
can be used as an index of  urbanization.

Actually the hardest problem is not that of  deter- 
mining the “floor” of  the urban category but of  ascer- 
taining the boundary of  places that are clearly urban 
by any definition. How far east is the boundary of   
Los Angeles? Where along the Hooghly River does 
Calcutta leave off  and the countryside begin? In the 
past the population of  cities and towns has usually 
been given as the number of  people living within the 
political boundaries. Thus the population of  New York 
is frequently given as around eight million, this being 
the population of  the city proper. The error in such a 
figure was not large before World War I, but since 
then, particularly in the advanced countries, urban 
populations have been spilling over the narrow 
political boundaries at a tremendous rate. In 1960 the 
New York–Northeastern New Jersey urbanized area, 
as delineated by the Bureau of  the Census, had more 
than 14 million people. That delineation showed it to 
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be the largest city in the world and nearly twice as 
large as New York City proper.

As a result of  the outward spread of  urbanites, 
counts made on the basis of  political boundaries 
alone underestimate the city populations and exag-
gerate the rural. For this reason our office delineated 
the metropolitan areas of  as many countries as pos-
sible for dates around 1950. These areas included the 
central, or political, cities and the zones around them 
that are receiving the spillover.

This reassessment raised the estimated proportion 
of  the world’s population in cities of  100,000 or larger 
from 15.1 percent to 16.7 percent. As of  1960 we have 
used wherever possible the “urban agglomeration” 
data now furnished to the United Nations by many 
countries. The U.S., for example, provides data for 
“urbanized areas,” meaning cities of  50,000 or larger 
and the built-up agglomerations around them.

. . . My concern is with the degree of  urbanization 
in whole societies. It is curious that thousands of  years 
elapsed between the first appearance of  small cities 
and the emergence of  urbanized societies in the nine-
teenth century. It is also curious that the region where 
urbanized societies arose – northwestern Europe – 
was not the one that had given rise to the major cities 
of  the past; on the contrary, it was a region where 
urbanization had been at an extremely low ebb. 
Indeed, the societies of  northwestern Europe in medi-
eval times were so rural that it is hard for modern 
minds to comprehend them. Perhaps it was the nonur-
ban character of  these societies that erased the para-
sitic nature of  towns and eventually provided a new 
basis for a revolutionary degree of  urbanization.

At any rate, two seemingly adverse conditions may 
have presaged the age to come: one the low productiv-
ity of  medieval agriculture in both per-acre and 
per-man terms, the other the feudal social system. 
The first meant that towns could not prosper on the 
basis of  local agriculture alone but had to trade and to 
manufacture something to trade. The second meant 
that they could not gain political dominance over their 
hinterlands and thus become warring city-states. 
Hence they specialized in commerce and manufac-
ture and evolved local institutions suited to this role. 
Craftsmen were housed in the towns, because there 
the merchants could regulate quality and cost. 
Competition among towns stimulated specialization 
and technological innovation. The need for literacy, 
accounting skills and geographical knowledge caused 
the towns to invest in secular education.

Although the medieval towns remained small and 
never embraced more than a minor fraction of  each 
region’s population, the close connection between 
industry and commerce that they fostered, together 
with their emphasis on technique, set the stage for the 
ultimate breakthrough in urbanization. This break-
through came only with the enormous growth in pro-
ductivity caused by the use of  inanimate energy and 
machinery. How difficult it was to achieve the transi-
tion is agonizingly apparent from statistics showing 
that even with the conquest of  the New World the 
growth of  urbanization during three postmedieval 
centuries in Europe was barely perceptible. I have 
assembled population estimates at two or more dates 
for 33 towns and cities in the sixteenth century, 46 in 
the seventeenth and 61 in the eighteenth. The average 
rate of  growth during the three centuries was less than 
0.6 percent per year. Estimates of  the growth of  
Europe’s population as a whole between 1650 and 
1800 work out to slightly more than 0.4 percent. The 
advantage of  the towns was evidently very slight. 
Taking only the cities of  100,000 or more inhabitants, 
one finds that in 1600 their combined population was 
1.6 percent of  the estimated population of  Europe; in 
1700, 1.9 percent; and in 1800, 2.2 percent. On the eve 
of  the industrial revolution Europe was still an over-
whelmingly agrarian region.

With industrialization, however, the transformation 
was striking. By 1801 nearly a tenth of  the people of  
England and Wales were living in cities of  100,000 or 
larger. This proportion doubled in 40 years and 
doubled again in another 60 years. By 1900 Britain 
was an urbanized society. In general, the later each 
country became industrialized, the faster was its 
urbanization. The change from a population with 10 
percent of  its members in cities of  100,000 or larger to 
one in which 30 percent lived in such cities took about 
79 years in England and Wales, 66 in the U.S., 48 in 
Germany, 36 in Japan and 26 in Australia. The close 
association between economic development and 
urbanization has persisted: . . . in 199 countries around 
1960 the proportion of  the population living in cities 
varied sharply with per capita income.

Clearly, modern urbanization is best understood  
in terms of  its connection with economic growth, and 
its implications are best perceived in its latest manifes-
tations in advanced countries. What becomes appar-
ent as one examines the trend in these countries is 
that urbanization is a finite process, a cycle through 
which nations go in their transition from agrarian to 
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industrial society. The intensive urbanization of  most of  
the advanced countries began within the past hundred 
years; in the underdeveloped countries it got under way 
more recently. In some of  the advanced countries its 
end is now in sight. The fact that it will end, however, 
does not mean that either economic development or 
the growth of  cities will necessarily end.

The typical cycle of  urbanization can be repre-
sented by a curve in the shape of  an attenuated S. 
Starting from the bottom of  the S, the first bend tends 
to come early and to be followed by a long attenua-
tion. In the United Kingdom, for instance, the swiftest 
rise in the proportion of  people living in cities of  
100,000 or larger occurred from 1811 to 1851. In the 
U.S. it occurred from 1820 to 1890, in Greece from 
1879 to 1921. As the proportion climbs above 50 
percent the curve begins to flatten out; it falters, or 
even declines, when the proportion urban has reached 
about 75 percent. In the United Kingdom, one of  the 
world’s most urban countries, the proportion was 
slightly higher in 1926 (78.7 percent) than in 1961 
(78.3 percent).

At the end of  the curve some ambiguity appears. 
As a society becomes advanced enough to be highly 
urbanized it can also afford considerable suburbaniza-
tion and fringe development. In a sense the slowing 
down of  urbanization is thus more apparent than real: 
an increasing proportion of  urbanites simply live in 
the country and are classified as rural. Many countries 
now try to compensate for this ambiguity by enlarging 
the boundaries of  urban places; they did so in numer-
ous censuses taken around 1960. Whether in these 
cases the old classification of  urban or the new one is 
erroneous depends on how one looks at it; at a very 
advanced stage the entire concept of  urbanization 
becomes ambiguous.

The end of  urbanization cannot be unraveled 
without going into the ways in which economic devel-
opment governs urbanization. Here the first question 
is: where do the urbanites come from? The possible 
answers are few: the proportion of  people in cities can 
rise because rural settlements grow larger and are 
reclassified as towns or cities; because the excess of  
births over deaths is greater in the city than in the 
country, or because people move from the country to 
the city.

The first factor has usually had only slight influence. 
The second has apparently never been the case. 
Indeed, a chief  obstacle to the growth of  cities in the 
past has been their excessive mortality. London’s water 

in the middle of  the nineteenth century came mainly 
from wells and rivers that drained cesspools, graveyards 
and tidal areas. The city was regularly ravaged by 
cholera. Tables for 1841 show an expectation of  life of  
about 36 years for London and 26 for Liverpool and 
Manchester, as compared to 41 for England and Wales 
as a whole. After 1850, mainly as a result of  sanitary 
measures and some improvement in nutrition and 
housing, city health improved, but as late as the period 
1901–1910 the death rate of  the urban counties in 
England and Wales, as modified to make the age struc-
ture comparable, was 33 percent higher than the death 
rate of  the rural counties. As Bernard Benjamin, a chief  
statistician of  the British General Register Office, has 
remarked: “Living in the town involved not only a higher 
risk of  epidemic and crowd diseases . . . but also a 
higher risk of  degenerative disease – the harder wear 
and tear of  factory employment and urban discom-
fort.” By 1950, however, virtually the entire differential 
had been wiped out.

As for birth rates, during rapid urbanization in the 
past they were notably lower in cities than in rural 
areas. In fact, the gap tended to widen somewhat as 
urbanization proceeded in the latter half  of  the nine-
teenth century and the first quarter of  the twentieth. In 
1800 urban women in the U.S. had 36 percent fewer 
children than rural women did; in 1840, 38 percent 
and in 1930, 41 percent. Thereafter the difference 
diminished.

With mortality in the cities higher and birth rates 
lower, and with reclassification a minor factor, the only 
real source for the growth in the proportion of  people 
in urban areas during the industrial transition was 
rural–urban migration. This source had to be plentiful 
enough not only to overcome the substantial disad-
vantage of  the cities in natural increase but also, above 
that, to furnish a big margin of  growth in their popula-
tions. If, for example, the cities had a death rate a third 
higher and a birth rate a third lower than the rural rates 
(as was typical in the latter half  of  the nineteenth 
century), they would require each year perhaps 40 to 
45 migrants from elsewhere per 1,000 of  their popula-
tion to maintain a growth rate of  3 percent per year. 
Such a rate of  migration could easily be maintained as 
long as the rural portion of  the population was large, 
but when this condition ceased to obtain, the mainte-
nance of  the same urban rate meant an increasing 
drain on the countryside.

Why did the rural–urban migration occur? The 
reason was that the rise in technological enhancement 
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of  human productivity, together with certain constant 
factors, rewarded urban concentration. One of  the con-
stant factors was that agriculture uses land as its prime 
instrument of  production and hence spreads out 
people who are engaged in it, whereas manufacturing, 
commerce and services use land only as a site. More- 
over, the demand for agricultural products is less elastic 
than the demand for services and manufactures. As 
productivity grows, services and manufactures can 
absorb more manpower by paying higher wages. Since 
nonagricultural activities can use land simply as a site, 
they can locate near one another (in towns and cities) 
and thus minimize the fraction of  space inevitably 
involved in the division of  labor. At the same time, as 
agricultural technology is improved, capital costs in 
farming rise and manpower becomes not only less 
needed but also economically more burdensome. A 
substantial portion of  the agricultural population is 
therefore sufficiently disadvantaged, in relative terms, 
to be attracted by higher wages in other sectors.

In this light one sees why a large flow of  people 
from farms to cities was generated in every country 
that passed through the industrial revolution. One also 
sees why, with an even higher proportion of  people 
already in cities and with the inability of  city people to 
replace themselves by reproduction, the drain 
eventually became so heavy that in many nations the 
rural population began to decline in absolute as well 
as relative terms. In Sweden it declined after 1920, in 
England and Wales after 1861, in Belgium after 1910.

Realizing that urbanization is transitional and finite, 
one comes on another fact – a fact that throws light on 
the circumstances in which urbanization comes to an 
end. A basic feature of  the transition is the profound 
switch from agricultural to nonagricultural employment. 
This change is associated with urbanization but not 
identical with it. The difference emerges particularly in 
the later stages. Then the availability of  automobiles, 
radios, motion pictures and electricity, as well as the 
reduction of  the workweek and the workday, mitigate 
the disadvantages of  living in the country. Concurrently 
the expanding size of  cities makes them more difficult 
to live in. The population classed as “rural” is accord- 
ingly enlarged, both from cities and from true farms. 
For these reasons the “rural” population in some 
industrial countries never did fall in absolute size. In all 
the industrial countries, however, the population 
dependent on agriculture – which the reader will re- 
cognize as a more functional definition of  the nonur- 
ban population than mere rural residence – decreased 

in absolute as well as relative terms. In the U.S., for 
example, the net migration from farms totaled more 
than 27 million between 1920 and 1959 and thus 
averaged approximately 700,000 a year. As a result the 
farm population declined from 32.5 million in 1916 to 
20.5 million in 1960, in spite of  the large excess of  
births in farm families. In 1964, by a stricter American 
definition classifying as “farm families” only those 
families actually earning their living from agriculture, 
the farm population was down to 12.9 million. This 
number represented 6.8 percent of  the nation’s 
population; the comparable figure for 1880 was 44 
percent. In Great Britain the number of  males 
occupied in agriculture was, at its peak, 1.8 million, in 
1851; by 1961 it had fallen to 0.5 million.

In the later stages of  the cycle, then, urbanization in 
the industrial countries tends to cease. Hence the con-
nection between economic development and the 
growth of  cities also ceases. The change is explained 
by two circumstances. First, there is no longer enough 
farm population to furnish a significant migration to 
the cities. (What can 12.9 million American farmers 
contribute to the growth of  the 100 million people 
already in urbanized areas?) Second, the rural nonfarm 
population, nourished by refugees from the expanding 
cities, begins to increase as fast as the city population. 
The effort of  census bureaus to count fringe residents 
as urban simply pushes the definition of  “urban” away 
from the notion of  dense settlement and in the direc-
tion of  the term “nonfarm.” As the urban population 
becomes more “rural,” which is to say less densely 
settled, the advanced industrial peoples are for a time 
able to enjoy the amenities of  urban life without the 
excessive crowding of  the past.

Here, however, one again encounters the fact that a 
cessation of  urbanization does not necessarily mean a 
cessation of  city growth. An example is provided by 
New Zealand. Between 1945 and 1961 the proportion 
of  New Zealand’s population classed as urban – that 
is, the ratio between urban and rural residents – 
changed hardly at all (from 61.3 percent to 63.6 
percent) but the urban population increased by 50 
percent. In Japan between 1940 and 1950 urbanization 
actually decreased slightly, but the urban population 
increased by 13 percent.

The point to be kept in mind is that once urbaniza- 
tion ceases, city growth becomes a function of  general 
population growth. Enough farm-to-city migration 
may still occur to redress the difference in natural 
increase. The reproductive rate of  urbanites tends, 
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however, to increase when they live at lower densities, 
and the reproductive rate of  “urbanized” farmers tends 
to decrease; hence little migration is required to make 
the urban increase equal the national increase.

I now turn to the currently underdeveloped coun-
tries. With the advanced nations having slackened their 
rate of  urbanization, it is the others – representing 
three-fourths of  humanity – that are mainly responsible 
for the rapid urbanization now characterizing the world 
as a whole. In fact, between 1950 and 1960 the propor-
tion of  the population in cities of  100,000 or more rose 
about a third faster in the underdeveloped regions than 
in the developed ones. Among the underdeveloped 
regions the pace was slow in eastern and southern 
Europe but in the rest of  the underdeveloped world the 
proportion in cities rose twice as fast as it did in the 
industrialized countries, even though the latter coun-
tries in many cases broadened their definitions of  urban 
places to include more suburban and fringe residents.

Because of  the characteristic pattern of  urbaniza-
tion, the current rates of  urbanization in underdevel-
oped countries could be expected to exceed those 
now existing in countries far advanced in the cycle. On 
discovering that this is the case one is tempted to say 
that the underdeveloped regions are now in the typical 
stage of  urbanization associated with early economic 
development. This notion, however, is erroneous. In 
their urbanization the underdeveloped countries are 
definitely not recreating past history. Indeed, the best 
grasp of  their present situation comes from analyzing 
how their course differs from the previous pattern of  
development.

The first thing to note is that today’s underdevel-
oped countries are urbanizing not only more rapidly 
than the industrial nations are now but also more 
rapidly than the industrial nations did in the heyday of  
their urban growth. The difference, however, is not 
large. In 40 underdeveloped countries for which we 
have data in recent decades, the average gain in the 
proportion of  the population urban was 20 percent  
per decade; in 16 industrial countries, during the 
decades of  their most rapid urbanization (mainly in the 
nineteenth century), the average gain per decade was 
15 percent.

This finding that urbanization is proceeding only a 
little faster in underdeveloped countries than it did 
historically in the advanced nations may be questioned 
by the reader. It seemingly belies the widespread 
impression that cities throughout the nonindustrial 
parts of  the world are bursting with people. There is, 

however, no contradiction. One must recall the basic 
distinction between a change in the proportion of  the 
urban population, which is a ratio, and the absolute 
growth of  cities. The popular impression is correct: 
the cities in underdeveloped areas are growing at a 
disconcerting rate. They are far outstripping the city 
boom of  the industrializing era in the nineteenth 
century. If  they continue their recent rate of  growth, 
they will double their population every 15 years.

In 34 underdeveloped countries for which we have 
data relating to the 1940s and 1950s, the average 
annual gain in the urban population was 4.5 percent. 
The figure is remarkably similar for the various 
regions: 4.7 percent in seven countries of  Africa, 4.7 
percent in 15 countries of  Asia and 4.3 percent in 12 
countries of  Latin America. In contrast, in nine 
European countries during their period of  fastest 
urban population growth (mostly in the latter half  of  
the nineteenth century) the average gain per year was 
2.1 percent. Even the frontier industrial countries – the 
U.S., Australia, New Zealand, Canada and Argentina 
– which received huge numbers of  immigrants had a 
smaller population growth in towns and cities: 4.2 
percent per year. In Japan and the U.S.S.R. the rate was 
respectively 5.4 and 4.3 percent per year, but their 
economic growth began only recently.

How is it possible that the contrast in growth 
between today’s underdeveloped countries and yester-
day’s industrializing countries is sharper with respect to 
the absolute urban population than with respect to the 
urban share of  the total population? The answer lies in 
another profound difference between the two sets of  
countries – a difference in total population growth, 
rural as well as urban. Contemporary underdeveloped 
populations have been growing since 1940 more than 
twice as fast as industrialized populations, and their 
increase far exceeds the growth of  the latter at the peak 
of  their expansion. The only rivals in an earlier day 
were the frontier nations, which had the help of  great 
streams of  immigrants. Today the underdeveloped 
nations – already densely settled, tragically impover-
ished and with gloomy economic prospects – are mul-
tiplying their people by sheer biological increase at a 
rate that is unprecedented. It is this population boom 
that is overwhelmingly responsible for the rapid infla-
tion of  city populations in such countries. Contrary to 
popular opinion both inside and outside those coun-
tries, the main factor is not rural–urban migration.

This point can be demonstrated easily by a calcula-
tion that has the effect of  eliminating the influence of  
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general population growth on urban growth. The cal-
culation involves assuming that the total population of  
a given country remained constant over a period of  
time but that the urban percentage changed as it did 
historically. In this manner one obtains the growth of  
the absolute urban population that would have 
occurred if  rural–urban migration were the only factor 
affecting it. As an example, Costa Rica had in 1927 a 
total population of  471,500, of  which 88,600, or 18.8 
percent, was urban. By 1963 the country’s total popu-
lation was 1,325,200 and the urban population was 
456,600, or 34.5 percent. If  the total population had 
remained at 471,500 but the urban percentage had still 
risen from 18.8 to 34.5, the absolute urban population 
in 1963 would have been only 162,700. That is the 
growth that would have occurred in the urban popula-
tion if  rural–urban migration had been the only factor. 
In actuality the urban population rose to 456,600. In 
other words, only 20 percent of  the rapid growth of  
Costa Rica’s towns and cities was attributable to 
urbanization per se; 44 percent was attributable solely 
to the country’s general population increase, the 
remainder to the joint operation of  both factors. 
Similarly, in Mexico between 1940 and 1960, 50 
percent of  the urban population increase was attribut-
able to national multiplication alone and only 22 
percent to urbanization alone.

The past performance of  the advanced countries 
presents a sharp contrast. In Switzerland between 1850 
and 1888, when the proportion urban resembled that in 
Costa Rica recently, general population growth alone 
accounted for only 19 percent of  the increase of  town 
and city people, and rural–urban migration alone 
accounted for 69 percent. In France between 1846 and 
1911 only 21 percent of  the growth in the absolute 
urban population was due to general growth alone.

The conclusion to which this contrast points is that 
one anxiety of  governments in the underdeveloped 
nations is misplaced. Impressed by the mushrooming 
in their cities of  shanty-towns filled with ragged peas-
ants, they attribute the fantastically fast city growth to 
rural–urban migration. Actually this migration now 
does little more than make up for the small difference 
in the birth rate between city and countryside. In the 
history of  the industrial nations, as we have seen, the 
sizable difference between urban and rural birth rates 
and death rates required that cities, if  they were to 
grow, had to have an enormous influx of  people from 
farms and villages. Today in the underdeveloped 
countries the towns and cities have only a slight 

disadvantage in fertility, and their old disadvantage in 
mortality not only has been wiped out but also in 
many cases has been reversed. During the nineteenth 
century the urbanizing nations were learning how to 
keep crowded populations in cities from dying like 
flies. Now the lesson has been learned, and it is being 
applied to cities even in countries just emerging from 
tribalism. In fact, a disproportionate share of  public 
health funds goes into cities. As a result, throughout 
the nonindustrial world people in cities are multiplying 
as never before, and rural–urban migration is playing a 
much lesser role.

The trends just described have an important impli-
cation for the rural population. Given the explosive 
overall population growth in underdeveloped coun-
tries, it follows that if  the rural population is not to pile 
up on the land and reach an economically absurd 
density, a high rate of  rural–urban migration must be 
maintained. Indeed, the exodus from rural areas 
should be higher than in the past. But this high rate of  
internal movement is not taking place, and there is 
some doubt that it could conceivably do so.

To elaborate, I shall return to my earlier point that 
in the evolution of  industrialized countries the rural 
citizenry often declined in absolute as well as relative 
terms. The rural population of  France – 26.8 million in 
1846 – was down to 20.8 million by 1926 and 17.2 
million by 1962, notwithstanding a gain in the nation’s 
total population during this period. Sweden’s rural 
population dropped from 4.3 million in 1910 to 3.5 
million in 1960. Since the category “rural” includes an 
increasing portion of  urbanites living in fringe areas, 
the historical drop was more drastic and consistent 
specifically in the farm population. In the U.S., although 
the “rural” population never quite ceased to grow, the 
farm contingent began its long descent shortly after 
the turn of  the century; today it is less than two-fifths 
of  what it was in 1910.

This transformation is not occurring in contem- 
porary underdeveloped countries. In spite of  the 
enormous growth of  their cities, their rural popula-
tions – and their more narrowly defined agricultural 
populations – are growing at a rate that in many cases 
exceeds the rise of  even the urban population during 
the evolution of  the now advanced countries. The 
poor countries thus confront a grave dilemma. If  they 
do not substantially step up the exodus from rural 
areas, these areas will be swamped with underem-
ployed farmers. If  they do step up the exodus, the 
cities will grow at a disastrous rate.
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The rapid growth of  cities in the advanced coun-
tries, painful though it was, had the effect of  solving a 
problem – the problem of  the rural population. The 
growth of  cities enabled agricultural holdings to be 
consolidated, allowed increased capitalization and in 
general resulted in greater efficiency. Now, however, 
the underdeveloped countries are experiencing an 
even more rapid urban growth – and are suffering 
from urban problems – but urbanization is not solving 
their rural ills.

A case in point is Venezuela. Its capital, Caracas, 
jumped from a population of  359,000 in 1941 to 
1,507,000 in 1963; other Venezuelan towns and  
cities equaled or exceeded this growth. Is this rapid  
rise denuding the countryside of  people? No, the 
Venezuelan farm population increased in the decade 
1951–1961 by 11 percent. The only thing that declined 
was the amount of  cultivated land. As a result the 
agricultural population density became worse. In 1950 
there were some 64 males engaged in agriculture per 
square mile of  cultivated land; in 1961 there were 78. 
(Compare this with 4.8 males occupied in agriculture 
per square mile of  cultivated land in Canada, 6.8 in the 
U.S. and 15.6 in Argentina.) With each male occupied in 
agriculture there are of  course dependants. Approxi- 
mately 225 persons in Venezuela are trying to live from 
each square mile of  cultivated land. Most of  the growth 
of  cities in Venezuela is attributable to overall population 
growth. If  the general population had not grown at all, 
and internal migration had been large enough to 
produce the actual shift in the proportion in cities, the 
increase in urban population would have been only 28 
percent of  what it was and the rural population would 
have been reduced by 57 percent.

The story of  Venezuela is being repeated virtually 
everywhere in the underdeveloped world. It is not only 
Caracas that has thousands of  squatters living in self-
constructed junk houses on land that does not belong 
to them. By whatever name they are called, the 
squatters are to be found in all major cities in the 
poorer countries. They live in broad gullies beneath 
the main plain in San Salvador and on the hillsides of  
Rio de Janeiro and Bogotá. They tend to occupy with 
implacable determination parks, school grounds and 
vacant lots. Amman, the capital of  Jordan, grew from 
12,000 in 1958 to 247,000 in 1961. A good part of  it is 
slums, and urban amenities are lacking most of  the 
time for most of  the people. Greater Baghdad now has 
an estimated 850,000 people; its slums, like those in 
many other underdeveloped countries, are in two 

zones: the central part of  the city and the outlying 
areas. Here are the sarifa areas, characterized by self-
built reed huts; these areas account for about 45 
percent of  the housing in the entire city and are devoid 
of  amenities, including even latrines. In addition to 
such urban problems, all the countries struggling for 
higher living levels find their rural population growing 
too and piling up on already crowded land. I have 
characterized urbanization as a transformation that, 
unlike economic development, is finally accomplished 
and comes to an end. At the 1950–1960 rate the term 
“urbanized world” will be applicable well before the 
end of  the century. One should scarcely expect, 
however, that mankind will complete its urbanization 
without major complications. One sign of  trouble 
ahead turns on the distinction I made at the start 
between urbanization and city growth per se. Around 
the globe today city growth is disproportionate to 
urbanization. The discrepancy is paradoxical in the 
industrial nations and worse than paradoxical in the 
nonindustrial.

It is in this respect that the nonindustrial nations, 
which still make up the great majority of  nations, are far 
from repeating past history. In the nineteenth and early 
twentieth centuries the growth of  cities arose from and 
contributed to economic advancement. Cities took 
surplus manpower from the countryside and put it to 
work producing goods and services that in turn helped 
to modernize agriculture. But today in underdeveloped 
countries, as in present-day advanced nations, city 
growth has become increasingly un-hinged from eco-
nomic development and hence from rural–urban 
migration. It derives in greater degree from overall 
population growth, and this growth in nonindustrial 
lands has become unprecedented because of  modern 
health techniques combined with high birth rates.

The speed of  world population growth is twice 
what it was before 1940, and the swiftest increase  
has shifted from the advanced to the backward nations. 
In the latter countries, consequently, it is virtually 
impossible to create city services fast enough to take 
care of  the huge, never-ending cohorts of  babies  
and peasants swelling the urban masses. It is even 
harder to expand agricultural land and capital fast 
enough to accommodate the enormous natural 
increase on farms. The problem is not urbanization, 
not rural–urban migration, but human multiplica- 
tion. It is a problem that is new in both its scale and its 
setting, and runaway city growth is only one of  its 
painful expressions.
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As long as the human population expands, cities 
will expand too, regardless of  whether urbanization 
increases or declines. This means that some individual 
cities will reach a size that will make nineteenth-
century metropolises look like small towns. If  the New 
York urbanized area should continue to grow only as 
fast as the nation’s population (according to medium 
projections of  the latter by the Bureau of  the Census), 
it would reach 21 million by 1985 and 30 million by 
2010. I have calculated that if  India’s population 
should grow as the U.N. projections indicate it will, the 
largest city in India in the year 2000 will have between 
36 and 66 million inhabitants.

What is the implication of  such giant agglomera-
tions for human density? In 1950 the New York– 
Northeastern New Jersey urbanized area had an 
average density of  9,810 persons per square mile. With 
30 million people in the year 2010, the density would 
be 24,000 per square mile. Although this level is 
exceeded now in parts of  New York City (which aver-
ages about 25,000 per square mile) and many other 
cities, it is a high density to be spread over such a big 
area; it would cover, remember, the suburban areas to 
which people moved to escape high density. Actually, 
however, the density of  the New York urbanized region 
is dropping, not increasing, as the population grows. 
The reason is that the territory covered by the urban 
agglomeration is growing faster than the population: it 
grew by 51 percent from 1950 to 1960, whereas the 
population rose by 15 percent.

If, then, one projects the rise in population and the 
rise in territory for the New York urbanized region one 
finds the density problem solved. It is not solved for 
long, though, because New York is not the only city in 
the region that is expanding. So are Philadelphia, 
Trenton, Hartford, New Haven and so on. By 1960 a 
huge stretch of  territory about 600 miles long and 30 

to 100 miles wide along the eastern seaboard con-
tained some 37 million people. (I am speaking of  a 
longer section of  the seaboard than the Boston-to-
Washington conurbation referred to by some other 
authors.) Since the whole area is becoming one big 
polynucleated city, its population cannot long expand 
without a rise in density. Thus persistent human multi-
plication promises to frustrate the ceaseless search for 
space – for ample residential lots, wide-open subur-
ban school grounds, sprawling shopping centers, one-
floor factories, broad freeways.

How people feel about giant agglomerations is 
best indicated by their headlong effort to escape them. 
The bigger the city, the higher the cost of  space; yet 
the more the level of  living rises, the more people are 
willing to pay for low-density living. Nevertheless, as 
urbanized areas expand and collide, it seems probable 
that life in low-density surroundings will become too 
dear for the great majority.

One can of  course imagine that cities may cease to 
grow and may even shrink in size while the population 
in general continues to multiply. Even this dream, 
however, would not permanently solve the problem  
of  space. It would eventually obliterate the distinc- 
tion between urban and rural, but at the expense of  
the rural.

It seems plain that the only way to stop urban 
crowding and to solve most of  the urban problems 
besetting both the developed and the underdeveloped 
nations is to reduce the overall rate of  population 
growth. Policies designed to do this have as yet little 
intelligence and power behind them. Urban planners 
continue to treat population growth as something to 
be planned for, not something to be itself  planned. 
Any talk about applying brakes to city growth is 
therefore purely speculative, overshadowed as it is by 
the reality of  uncontrolled population increase.



“The Urban Revolution”
Town Planning Review (1950) 

V. Gordon  Childe 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The study of the earliest cities belongs to the fields of prehistory, anthropology, and archaeology, and more is 
being learned every day about the first emergence of urban civilization. V. Gordon Childe (1892–1957) is 
arguably the single most influential archaeologist of the twentieth century. Born in Australia, Childe won a 
scholarship to Queen’s College, Oxford, returned to Australia where he briefly pursued a career in left-wing 
politics, then returned to the UK as Professor of Archaeology at the University of Edinburgh and, later, Director 
of the Institute of Archaeology at the University of  London. 

Childe’s most important book, the one that revolutionized the world of archaeological research by laying  
out an entirely new theoretical framework for understanding the phases of human development through- 
out history and prehistory, was Man Makes Himself (1936). In that pioneering work, Childe threw out  
the “three age system” (Stone Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age) that had been left over from nineteenth- 
century conceptions of human historical development. In its place he proposed a series of four stages 
(Paleolithic, Neolithic, urban, industrial) punctuated by three “revolutions” or fundamental shifts in cultural 
 development. 

According to Childe, the first revolution – from old Stone Age hunter-gatherer cultures to settled agriculture 
– was the Neolithic Revolution. The second – the movement from Neolithic agriculture to complex, hierarchical 
systems of city-based manufacturing and trade that began during the fourth and third millennia bce – was the 
Urban Revolution. And the third major shift in the record of human cultural and historical development – the only 
truly new development since the rise of cities – was the Industrial Revolution of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. It is important to bear in mind that Childe lived before the computer age and developed his typology 
before current debates about how information technology is revolutionizing urban society. For example, Manuel 
Castells (p. 229) and others consider “the informational city” operating within the “space of electronic flows” to 
be a radically different type of city and “the rise of the network society” to be a transformation as profound as the 
earlier revolutions that Childe  identified. 

Childe is best known for his writings on the first cities, which arose in Mesopotamia (present-day Iraq) 
beginning about 4000 bce. These cities sprang up in the area bounded by the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers – 
often referred to as part of “the Fertile Crescent.” Plate 2, “View of Ancient Babylon,” illustrates the form  
these first cities took: monumental gates, massive mud-brick walls, courtyards, residences for priest-kings, and 
a  ziggurat. 

Childe’s work continues to figure prominently in ongoing debates about when, where, and why the first cities 
arose and in the antecedent debate about what a city is. Not everyone has accepted Childe’s notion that the shift 
from Neolithic to urban was a total break with the past. Evidence of ancient earthworks, wells, irrigation systems, 
and even continental trade networks have been traced back as far as 10,000 years in a number of areas in both 
the Old World and the New. Archaeologist James Mellaart has argued that evidence from the great Neolithic 
communities of Çatal Hüyük and Hacilar in ancient Turkey, which predate the earliest Mesopotamian cities by 
some thousands of years, calls the entire Childe theory into question. Some have argued that the stage of human 
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development called “civilization” begins with Neolithic settled agriculture, not with cities. Others, like Jane Jacobs 
(p. 149) in The Economy of Cities (1969) has hypothesized an iconic urban settlement fancifully called “New 
Obsidian” that pre-dated – indeed invented – agriculture, fundamentally reversing the order of Childe’s 
progression from rural to urban. Although it is almost certain that the early cities, with their massive irrigation 
systems and complex organization processes, radically improved the practice of Neolithic agriculture, it is still 
generally accepted that in most locations agriculture predated the rise of the first cities by many millennia and 
that the full elaboration of those cultural institutions we associate with urban life – for example, writing and record 
keeping and the rise of the complex apparatus of the state – only emerged with the rise of cities in Mesopotamia 
and  elsewhere. 

Not everyone agrees with Childe’s definition of a city. More recent archaeologists excavating older, smaller, 
less culturally advanced settlements than the Mesopotamian cities Childe studied often argue that these 
settlements were urban enough to qualify as true cities. Scholars working in South and Central America point out 
that many of the cultural features Childe believed essential to the definition of a city (including the wheel, writing, 
and the plow) did not exist in large and culturally advanced Amerindian settlements that appear truly urban in 
other  respects. 

This new line of thinking is perhaps best explored in Peter J. Taylor, Extraordinary Cities (2013) with its call for 
a “post-Childe understanding of early cities,” greater respect for the creative potential of Neolithic populations, 
and a new theory of early cities that does not rely on specific places of origin but focuses instead on the nature 
of urban processes such as “communication potential.” 

In the selection from Town Planning Review reprinted here, Childe details the constituent elements of the 
Urban Revolution that accompanied the initial rise of complex civilizations in Mesopotamia and elsewhere in the 
ancient Near East. Childe felt that the major factors motivating the transformation were rooted in the material 
base of the society: its means of production and its available physical and technological resources. Thus, the 
economic division of labor, the elaboration of socio-political hierarchies, and even the emergence of basic 
religious and intellectual patterns of thought characteristic of urban civilizations all rested on the underlying need 
to increase food production through massive irrigation systems and to protect the communities themselves 
through the erection of massive walls and  fortifications. 

Many modern scholars question the deterministic Marxist categories Childe employed. Although he stresses 
the importance of writing as an element of any truly urban society, Childe has been faulted for his apparent 
disregard of the primacy of non-material aspects of culture. His system has very little room for what Lewis 
Mumford (p. 110) called “the urban drama” or what Jane Jacobs (p. 149) called the “street ballet.” Still, no one 
has ever called Childe’s vision limited or ideologically cramped. On the contrary, he provided an expansive 
macro-historical foundation upon which generations of others have  built. 

A tireless researcher and writer, Childe produced a veritable stream of books, many of which are still  
classics. Among the most notable are: The Dawn of European Civilization (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 
1925), The Most Ancient East (New York: Grove Press, 1928), What Happened in History (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1942), Social Evolution (London: Watts, 1951). Other books on Mesopotamian cities include Nicholas 
Postgate and J.N. Postgate, Early Mesopotamia: Society and Economy at the Dawn of History (London and New 
York: Routledge, 1994), Georges Roux, Ancient Iraq (New York: Penguin, 1993), and C. Leonard Wooley’s 
classics The Sumerians (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1928) and Ur of the Chaldees (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1929). For more recent views, see Gwendolyn Leick, Mesopotamia: The Invention of the City 
(London: Penguin, 2003) and Paul Kriwaczek, Mesopotamia and the Birth of Civilization (New York: Thomas 
Dunne, 2012). For more on Childe and his contributions to the field, consult Sally Green, Prehistorian:  
A Biography of V. Gordon Childe (Dana Point, CA: Moonraker Publications, 1981) and David R. Harris,  
The Archaeology of V. Gordon Childe: Contemporary Perspectives, 2nd edn (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1994). 

As noted above, books of special interest include Jane Jacobs, The Economy of Cities (New York: Random 
House, 1969) and Peter J. Taylor, Extraordinary Cities: Millennia of Moral Syndromes, World-Systems and City/
State Relations (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2013). For surveys of recent research into cities in the ancient 
world, see Gwendolyn Leick, Mesopotamia and Charles Gates, Ancient Cities: The Archaeology of Urban Life 
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in the Ancient Near East and Egypt, Greece, and Rome (London and New York: Routledge, 2003). Of special 
interest is Joyce Marcus and Jeremy Sabloff, The Ancient City: New Perspectives on Urbanism in the Old and 
New World (Santa Fe, NM: School for Advanced Research Press, 2009). 

Earlier studies on the rise of the earliest cities elsewhere in the world that are still of interest include Mortimer 
Wheeler, Civilizations of the Indus Valley and Beyond (London: Thames & Hudson, 1966), Karl Wittfogel, 
Oriental Despotism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), Basil Davidson, The Lost Cities of Africa (Boston: 
Little, Brown, 1959), Richard E.W. Adams, Prehistoric Mesoamerica (Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1991), Sylvanus G. Morely and George W. Brainerd, The Ancient Maya (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1956), Jacques Soustelle, The Daily Life of the Aztecs (New York: Macmillan, 1962), James Mellaart, 
Earliest Civilizations of the Near East (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1965) and Catal Hüyük (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1967), and Paul Wheatley, The Pivot of the Four Quarters: A Preliminary Inquiry into the Origins and Character 
of the Ancient Chinese City (Chicago: Aldine, 1971). 

The concept of  ‘city’ is notoriously hard to define. The 
aim of  the present essay is to present the city 
historically – or rather prehistorically – as the resultant 
and symbol of  a ‘revolution’ that initiated a new 
economic stage in the evolution of  society. The word 
‘revolution’ must not of  course be taken as denoting a 
sudden violent catastrophe; it is here used for the 
culmination of  a progressive change in the economic 
structure and social organization of  communities that 
caused, or was accompanied by, a dramatic increase 
in the population affected – an increase that would 
appear as an obvious bend in the population graph 
were vital statistics available. Just such a bend is 
observable at the time of  the Industrial Revolution in 
England. Though not demonstrable statistically, 
comparable changes of  direction must have occurred 
at two earlier points in the demographic history of  
Britain and other regions. Though perhaps less sharp 
and less durable, these too should indicate equally 
revolutionary changes in economy. They may then be 
regarded likewise as marking transitions between 
stages in economic and social development.

Sociologists and ethnographers last century classi-
fied existing pre-industrial societies in a hierarchy of  
three evolutionary stages, denominated respectively 
‘savagery,’ ‘barbarism’ and ‘civilization.’ If  they be 
defined by suitably selected criteria, the logical hierar-
chy of  stages can be transformed into a temporal 
sequence of  ages, proved archaeologically to follow 
one another in the same order wherever they occur. 
Savagery and barbarism are conveniently recognized 
and appropriately defined by the methods adopted for 
procuring food. Savages live exclusively on wild food 
obtained by collecting, hunting or fishing. Barbarians 

on the contrary at least supplement these natural 
resources by cultivating edible plants and – in the Old 
World north of  the Tropics – also by breeding animals 
for food.

Throughout the Pleistocene Period – the Palaeoli- 
thic Age of  archaeologists – all known human socie-
ties were savage in the foregoing sense, and a few 
savage tribes have survived in out of  the way parts to 
the present day. In the archaeological record barba-
rism began less than ten thousand years ago with the 
Neolithic Age of  archaeologists. It thus represents  
a later, as well as a higher stage, than savagery. 
Civilization cannot be defined in quite such simple 
terms. Etymologically the word is connected with 
‘city,’ and sure enough life in cities begins with this 
stage. But ‘city’ is itself  ambiguous so archaeologists 
like to use ‘writing’ as a criterion of  civilization; it 
should be easily recognizable and proves to be a reli-
able index to more profound characters. Note, 
however, that, because a people is said to be civilized 
or literate, it does not follow that all its members can 
read and write, nor that they all lived in cities. Now 
there is no recorded instance of  a community of  
savages civilizing themselves, adopting urban life or 
inventing a script. Wherever cities have been built, vil-
lages of  preliterate farmers existed previously (save 
perhaps where an already civilized people have colo-
nized uninhabited tracts). So civilization, wherever and 
whenever it arose, succeeded barbarism.

We have seen that a revolution as here defined 
should be reflected in the population statistics. In the 
case of  the Urban Revolution the increase was mainly 
accounted for by the multiplication of  the numbers of  
persons living together, i.e., in a single built-up area. The 
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first cities represented settlement units of  hitherto 
unprecedented size. Of  course it was not just their size 
that constituted their distinctive character. We shall  
find that by modern standards they appeared ridicu- 
lously small and we might meet agglomerations of  
population today to which the name city would have to 
be refused. Yet a certain size of  settlement and density 
of  population is an essential feature of  civilization.

Now the density of  population is determined by 
the food supply which in turn is limited by natural 
resources, the techniques for their exploitation and the 
means of  transport and food-preservation available. 
The last factors have proved to be variables in the 
course of  human history, and the technique of  obtain-
ing food has already been used to distinguish the con-
secutive stages termed savagery and barbarism. 
Under the gathering economy of  savagery population 
was always exceedingly sparse. In aboriginal America 
the carrying capacity of  normal unimproved land 
seems to have been from .05 to .10 per square mile. 
Only under exceptionally favourable conditions did 
the fishing tribes of  the Northwest Pacific coast attain 
densities of  over one human to the square mile. As far 
as we can guess from the extant remains, population 
densities in Palaeolithic and pre-neolithic Europe 
were less than the normal American. Moreover such 
hunters and collectors usually live in small roving 
bands. At best several bands may come together for 
quite brief  periods on ceremonial occasions such as 
the Australian corroborees. Only in exceptionally 
favoured regions can fishing tribes establish anything 
like villages. Some settlements on the Pacific coasts 
comprised thirty or so substantial and durable houses, 
accommodating groups of  several hundred persons. 
But even these villages were only occupied during the 
winter; for the rest of  the year their inhabitants dis-
posed in smaller groups. Nothing comparable has 
been found in pre-neolithic times in the Old World.

The Neolithic Revolution certainly allowed an 
expansion of  population and enormously increased 
the carrying capacity of  suitable land. On the Pacific 
Islands neolithic societies today attain a density of  30 
or more persons to the square mile. In pre-Columbian 
North America, however, where the land is not obvi-
ously restricted by surrounding seas, the maximum 
density recorded is just under 2 to the square mile.

Neolithic farmers could of  course, and certainly 
did, live together in permanent villages, though, owing 
to the extravagant rural economy generally practised, 
unless the crops were watered by irrigation, the 

villages had to be shifted at least every twenty years. 
But on the whole the growth of  population was not 
reflected so much in the enlargement of  the settlement 
unit as in a multiplication of  settlements. In ethno- 
graphy neolithic villages can boast only a few hundred 
inhabitants (a couple of  ‘pueblos’ in New Mexico house 
over a thousand, but perhaps they cannot be regarded 
as neolithic). In prehistoric Europe the largest neolithic 
village yet known, Barkaer in Jutland, comprised 52 
small, one-roomed dwellings, but 16 to 30 houses was a 
more normal figure; so the average, local group in 
neolithic times would average 200 to 400 members.

These low figures are of  course the result of  
technical limitations. In the absence of  wheeled 
vehicles and roads for the transport of  bulky crops 
men had to live within easy walking distance of  their 
cultivations. At the same time the normal rural 
economy of  the Neolithic Age, what is now termed 
slash-and-burn or jhumming, condemns much more 
than half  the arable land to lie fallow so that large 
areas were required. As soon as the population of  a 
settlement rose above the numbers that could be 
supported from the accessible land, the excess had to 
hive off  and found a new settlement.

The Neolithic Revolution had other consequences 
beside increasing the population, and their exploita- 
tion might in the end help to provide for the surplus 
increase. The new economy allowed, and indeed 
required, the farmer to produce every year more food 
than was needed to keep him and his family alive. In 
other words it made possible the regular production 
of  a social surplus. Owing to the low efficiency of  
neolithic technique, the surplus produced was 
insignificant at first, but it could be increased till it 
demanded a reorganization of  society.

Now in any Stone Age society, palaeolithic or 
neolithic, savage or barbarian, everybody can at least 
in theory make at home the few indispensable tools, 
the modest cloths and the simple ornaments everyone 
requires. But every member of  the local community, 
not disqualified by age, must contribute actively to the 
communal food supply by personally collecting, 
hunting, fishing, gardening or herding. As long as this 
holds good, there can be no full-time specialists,  
no persons nor class of  persons who depend for  
their livelihood on food produced by others and 
secured in exchange for material or immaterial goods 
or services.

We find indeed today among Stone Age barbarians 
and even savages expert craftsmen (for instance 
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flint-knappers among the Ona of  Tierra del Fuego), 
men who claim to be experts in magic, and even 
chiefs. In Palaeolithic Europe too there is some 
evidence for magicians and indications of  chieftainship 
in pre-neolithic times. But on closer observation we 
discover that today these experts are not full-time 
specialists. The Ona flintworker must spend most of  
his time hunting; he only adds to his diet and his 
prestige by making arrowheads for clients who reward 
him with presents. Similarly a pre-Columbian chief, 
though entitled to customary gifts and services from 
his followers, must still personally lead hunting and 
fishing expeditions and indeed could only maintain his 
authority by his industry and prowess in these pursuits. 
The same holds good of  barbarian societies that are 
still in the neolithic stage, like the Polynesians where 
industry in gardening takes the place of  prowess in 
hunting. The reason is that there simply will not be 
enough food to go round unless every member of  the 
group contributes to the supply. The social surplus is 
not big enough to feed idle mouths.

Social division of  labour, save those rudiments 
imposed by age and sex, is thus impossible. On the 
contrary community of  employment, the common 
absorption in obtaining food by similar devices  
guarantees a certain solidarity to the group. For co-
operation is essential to secure food and shelter and  
for defence against foes, human and subhuman. This 
identity of  economic interests and pursuits is echoed 
and magnified by identity of  language, custom and 
belief; rigid conformity is enforced as effectively as 
industry in the common quest for food. But conformity 
and industrious co-operation need no State organiza-
tion to maintain them. The local group usually consists 
either of  a single clan (persons who believe themselves 
descended from a common ancestor or who have 
earned a mystical claim to such descent by ceremonial 
adoption) or a group of  clans related by habitual inter-
marriage. And the sentiment of  kinship is reinforced or 
supplemented by common rites focused on some 
ancestral shrine or sacred place. Archaeology can 
provide no evidence for kinship organization, but 
shrines occupied the central place in preliterate vil-
lages in Mesopotamia, and the long barrow, a collec-
tive tomb that overlooks the presumed site of  most 
neolithic villages in Britain, may well have been also the 
ancestral shrine on which converged the emotions and 
ceremonial activities of  the villagers below. However, 
the solidarity thus idealized and concretely symbol-
ized, is really based on the same principles as that of  a 

pack of  wolves or a herd of  sheep; Durkheim has 
called it ‘mechanical.’

Now among some advanced barbarians (for 
instance tattooers or woodcarvers among the Maori) 
still technologically neolithic we find expert craftsmen 
tending towards the status of  full-time professionals, 
but only at the cost of  breaking away from the local 
community. If  no single village can produce a surplus 
large enough to feed a full-time specialist all the year 
round, each should produce enough to keep him a 
week or so. By going round from village to village an 
expert might thus live entirely from his craft. Such itin-
erants will lose their membership of  the sedentary 
kinship group. They may in the end form an analogous 
organization of  their own – a craft clan, which, if  it 
remain hereditary, may become a caste, or, if  it recruit 
its members mainly by adoption (apprenticeship 
throughout Antiquity and the Middle Ages was just 
temporary adoption), may turn into a guild. But such 
specialists by emancipation from kinship ties, have 
also forfeited the protection of  the kinship organiza-
tion which alone under barbarism, guaranteed to its 
members security of  person and property. Society 
must be reorganized to accommodate and protect 
them.

In pre-history specialization of  labour presumably 
began with similar itinerant experts. Archaeological 
proof  is hardly to be expected, but in ethnography 
metal-workers are nearly always full-time specialists. 
And in Europe at the beginning of  the Bronze Age 
metal seems to have been worked and purveyed by 
perambulating smiths who seem to have functioned 
like tinkers and other itinerants of  much more recent 
times. Though there is no such positive evidence, the 
same probably happened in Asia at the beginning of  
metallurgy. There must of  course have been in 
addition other specialist craftsmen whom, as the 
Polynesian example warns us, archaeologists could 
not recognize because they worked in perishable 
materials. One result of  the Urban Revolution will be 
to rescue such specialists from nomadism and to 
guarantee them security in a new social organization.

About 5,000 years ago irrigation cultivation (com-
bined with stockbreeding and fishing) in the valleys of  
the Nile, the Tigris-Euphrates and the Indus had begun 
to yield a social surplus, large enough to support a 
number of  resident specialists who were themselves 
released from food-production. Water-transport, sup-
plemented in Mesopotamia and the Indus valley by 
wheeled vehicles and even in Egypt by pack animals, 
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made it easy to gather food stuffs at a few centres. At 
the same time dependence on river water for the irri-
gation of  the crops restricted the cultivable areas 
while the necessity of  canalizing the waters and pro-
tecting habitations against annual floods encouraged 
the aggregation of  population. Thus arose the first 
cities – units of  settlement ten times as great as any 
known neolithic village. It can be argued that all cities 
in the old world are offshoots of  those of  Egypt, 
Mesopotamia and the Indus basin. So the latter need 
not be taken into account if  a minimum definition of  
civilization is to be inferred from a comparison of  its 
independent manifestations.

But some three millennia later cities arose in 
Central America, and it is impossible to prove that the 
Mayas owed anything directly to the urban civilizations 

of  the Old World. Their achievements must therefore 
be taken into account in our comparison, and their 
inclusion seriously complicates the task of  defining 
the essential preconditions for the Urban Revolution. 
In the Old World the rural economy which yielded the 
surplus was based on the cultivation of  cereals 
combined with stock-breeding. But this economy had 
been made more efficient as a result of  the adoption 
of  irrigation (allowing cultivation without prolonged 
fallow periods) and of  important inventions and 
discoveries – metallurgy, the plough, the sailing boat 
and the wheel. None of  these devices was known to 
the Maya; they bred no animals for milk or meat; 
though they cultivated the cereal maize, they used the 
same sort of  slash-and-burn method as neolithic 
farmers in prehistoric Europe or in the Pacific Islands 

Figure 1 Plan of  the city of  Erek (Uruk)
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today. Hence the minimum definition of  a city, the 
greatest factor common to the Old World and the 
New will be substantially reduced and impoverished 
by the inclusion of  the Maya. Nevertheless ten rather 
abstract criteria, all deducible from archaeological 
data, serve to distinguish even the earliest cities from 
any older or contemporary village.

(1) In point of  size the first cities must have been 
more extensive and more densely populated than any 
previous settlements, although considerably smaller 
than many villages today. It is indeed only in Meso- 
potamia and India that the first urban populations can 
be estimated with any confidence or precision. There 
excavation has been sufficiently extensive and intensive 
to reveal both the total area and the density of  building 
in sample quarters and in both respects has disclosed 
significant agreement with the less industrialized 
Oriental cities today. The population of  Sumerian cities, 
thus calculated, ranged between 7,000 and 20,000; 
Harappa and Mohenjo-daro in the Indus valley must 
have approximated to the higher figure. We can only 
infer that Egyptian and Maya cities were of  comparable 
magnitude from the scale of  public works, presumably 
executed by urban populations.

(2) In composition and function the urban 
population already differed from that of  any village. 
Very likely indeed most citizens were still also 
peasants, harvesting the lands and waters adjacent to 
the city. But all cities must have accommodated in 
addition classes who did not themselves procure their 
own food by agriculture, stock-breeding, fishing or 
collecting – full-time specialist craftsmen, transport 
workers, merchants, officials and priests. All these 
were of  course supported by the surplus produced by 
the peasants living in the city and in dependent 
villages, but they did not secure their share directly by 
exchanging their products or services for grains or fish 
with individual peasants.

(3) Each primary producer paid over the tiny 
surplus he could wring from the soil with his still very 
limited technical equipment as tithe or tax to an 
imaginary deity or a divine king who thus concentrated 
the surplus. Without this concentration, owing to the 
low productivity of  the rural economy, no effective 
capital would have been available.

(4) Truly monumental public buildings not only 
distinguish each known city from any village but also 
symbolize the concentration of  the social surplus. 
Every Sumerian city was from the first dominated by 
one or more stately temples, centrally situated on a 

brick platform raised above the surrounding dwellings 
and usually connected with an artificial mountain, the 
staged tower or ziggurat. But attached to the temples 
were workshops and magazines, and an important 
appurtenance of  each principal temple was a great 
granary. Harappa, in the Indus basin, was dominated 
by an artificial citadel, girt with a massive rampart of  
kiln-baked bricks, containing presumably a palace and 
immediately overlooking an enormous granary and 
the barracks of  artisans. No early temples nor palaces 
have been excavated in Egypt, but the whole Nile 
valley was dominated by the gigantic tombs of  the 
divine pharaohs while royal granaries are attested from 
the literary record. Finally the Maya cities are known 
almost exclusively from the temples and pyramids of  
sculptured stone round which they grew up.

Hence in Sumer the social surplus was first effec-
tively concentrated in the hands of  a god and stored in 
his granary. That was probably true in Central America 
while in Egypt the pharaoh (king) was himself  a god. 
But of  course the imaginary deities were served by 
quite real priests who, besides celebrating elaborate 
and often sanguinary rites in their honour, adminis-
tered their divine masters’ earthly estates. In Sumer 
indeed the god very soon, if  not even before the revo-
lution, shared his wealth and power with a mortal vice-
regent, the ‘City-King,’ who acted as civil ruler and 
leader in war. The divine pharaoh was naturally 
assisted by a whole hierarchy of  officials.

(5) All those not engaged in food-production were 
of  course supported in the first instance by the surplus 
accumulated in temple or royal granaries and were 
thus dependent on temple or court. But naturally 
priests, civil and military leaders and officials absorbed 
a major share of  the concentrated surplus and thus 
formed a ‘ruling class.’ Unlike a palaeolithic magician 
or a neolithic chief, they were, as an Egyptian scribe 
actually put it, ‘exempt from all manual tasks.’ On the 
other hand, the lower classes were not only guaranteed 
peace and security, but were relieved from intellectual 
tasks which many find more irksome than any physical 
labour. Besides reassuring the masses that the sun was 
going to rise next day and the river would flood again 
next year (people who have not five thousand years of  
recorded experience of  natural uniformities behind 
them are really worried about such matters!), the 
ruling classes did confer substantial benefits upon 
their subjects in the way of  planning and organization.

(6) They were in fact compelled to invent systems 
of  recording and exact, but practically useful, sciences. 
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The mere administration of  the vast revenues of  a 
Sumerian temple or an Egyptian pharaoh by a 
perpetual corporation of  priests or officials obliged its 
members to devise conventional methods of  record- 
ing that should be intelligible to all their colleagues 
and successors, that is, to invent systems of  writing 
and numeral notation. Writing is thus a significant, as 
well as a convenient, mark of  civilization. But while 
writing is a trait common to Egypt, Mesopotamia, the 
Indus valley and Central America, the characters 
themselves were different in each region and so were 
the normal writing materials – papyrus in Egypt, clay 
in Mesopotamia. The engraved seals or stelae that 
provide the sole extant evidence for early Indus and 
Maya writing no more represent the normal vehicles 
for the scripts than do the comparable documents 
from Egypt and Sumer.

(7) The invention of  writing – or shall we say the 
inventions of  scripts – enabled the leisured clerks to 
proceed to the elaboration of  exact and predictive sci-
ences – arithmetic, geometry and astronomy. Obviously 
beneficial and explicitly attested by the Egyptian and 
Maya documents was the correct determination of  the 
tropic year and the creation of  a calendar. For it enabled 
the rulers to regulate successfully the cycle of  agricul-
tural operations. But once more the Egyptian, Maya 
and Babylonian calendars were as different as any 
systems based on a single natural unit could be. 
Calendrical and mathematical sciences are common 
features of  the earliest civilizations and they too are 
corollaries of  the archaeologists’ criterion, writing.

(8) Other specialists, supported by the concentrated 
social surplus, gave a new direction to artistic expres-
sion. Savages even in palaeolithic times had tried, 
sometimes with astonishing success, to depict animals 
and even men as they saw them – concretely and natu-
ralistically. Neolithic peasants never did that; they hardly 
ever tried to represent natural objects, but preferred to 
symbolize them by abstract geometrical patterns which 
at most may suggest by a few traits a fantastical man or 
beast or plant. But Egyptian, Sumerian, Indus and Maya 
artist-craftsmen – full-time sculptors, painters, or seal-
engravers – began once more to carve, model or draw 
likenesses of  persons or things, but no longer with the 
naive naturalism of  the hunter, but according to con-
ceptualized and sophisticated styles which differ in 
each of  the four urban centres.

(9) A further part of  the concentrated social surplus 
was used to pay for the importation of  raw materials, 
needed for industry or cult and not available locally. 

Regular ‘foreign’ trade over quite long distances was a 
feature of  all early civilizations and, though common 
enough among barbarians later, is not certainly 
attested in the Old World before 3000 B.C. nor in the 
New before the Maya ‘empire.’ Thereafter regular 
trade extended from Egypt at least as far as Byblos on 
the Syrian coast while Mesopotamia was related by 
commerce with the Indus valley. While the objects of  
international trade were at first mainly ‘luxuries,’ they 
already included industrial materials, in the Old World 
notably metal, the place of  which in the New was 
perhaps taken by obsidian. To this extent the first cities 
were dependent for vital materials on long distance 
trade as no neolithic village ever was.

(10) So in the city, specialist craftsmen were both 
provided with raw materials needed for the employ- 
ment of  their skill and also guaranteed security in a 
State organization based now on residence rather than 
kinship. Itinerancy was no longer obligatory. The city 
was a community to which a craftsman could belong 
politically as well as economically.

Yet in return for security they became dependent 
on temple or court and were relegated to the lower 
classes. The peasant masses gained even less material 
advantages; in Egypt for instance metal did not replace 
the old stone and wood tools for agricultural work. Yet, 
however imperfectly, even the earliest urban commu-
nities must have been held together by a sort of  soli-
darity missing from any neolithic village. Peasants, 
craftsmen, priests and rulers form a community, not 
only by reason of  identity of  language and belief, but 
also because each performs mutually complementary 
functions, needed for the well-being (as redefined 
under civilization) of  the whole. In fact the earliest 
cities illustrate a first approximation to an organic soli-
darity based upon a functional complementarity and 
interdependence between all its members such as 
subsist between the constituent cells of  an organism. 
Of  course this was only a very distant approximation. 
However necessary the concentration of  the surplus 
really was with the existing forces of  production, there 
seemed a glaring conflict on economic interests 
between the tiny ruling class, who annexed the bulk of  
the social surplus, and the vast majority who were left 
with a bare subsistence and effectively excluded from 
the spiritual benefits of  civilization. So solidarity had 
still to be maintained by the ideological devices appro-
priate to the mechanical solidarity of  barbarism as 
expressed in the pre-eminence of  the temple or the 
sepulchral shrine, and now supplemented by the force 
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of  the new State organization. There could be no 
room for sceptics or sectaries in the oldest cities.

These ten traits exhaust the factors common to the 
oldest cities that archaeology, at best helped out with 
fragmentary and often ambiguous written sources, 
can detect. No specific elements of  town planning for 
example can be proved characteristic of  all such 
cities; for on the one hand the Egyptian and Maya 
cities have not yet been excavated; on the other neo-
lithic villages were often walled, an elaborate system 
of  sewers drained the Orcadian hamlet of  Skara Brae; 
two-storeyed houses were built in pre-Columbian 
pueblos, and so on.

The common factors are quite abstract. Concretely 
Egyptian, Sumerian, Indus and Maya civilizations 
were as different as the plans of  their temples, the 
signs of  their scripts and their artistic conventions. In 
view of  this divergence and because there is so far no 
evidence for a temporal priority of  one Old World 
centre (for instance, Egypt) over the rest nor yet for 
contact between Central America and any other 
urban centre, the four revolutions just considered may 
be regarded as mutually independent. On the contrary, 
all later civilizations in the Old World may in a sense 
be regarded as lineal descendants of  those of  Egypt, 
Mesopotamia or the Indus.

But this was not a case of  like producing like. The 
maritime civilizations of  Bronze Age Crete or classical 
Greece for example, to say nothing of  our own, differ 
more from their reputed ancestors than these did 
among themselves. But the urban revolutions that gave 
them birth did not start from scratch. They could and 
probably did draw upon the capital accumulated in the 
three allegedly primary centres. That is most obvious in 
the case of  cultural capital. Even today we use the 
Egyptians’ calendar and the Sumerians’ divisions of  the 
day and the hour. Our European ancestors did not have 
to invent for themselves these divisions of  time nor 
repeat the observations on which they are based; they 
took over – and very slightly improved – systems elabo-
rated 5,000 years ago! But the same is in a sense true of  
material capital as well. The Egyptians, the Sumerians 
and the Indus people had accumulated vast reserves of  
surplus food. At the same time they had to import from 
abroad necessary raw materials like metals and build-
ing timber as well as ‘luxuries.’ Communities controlling 
these natural resources could in exchange claim a slice 
of  the urban surplus. They could use it as capital to 
support full-time specialists – craftsmen or rulers – until 
the latters’ achievement in technique and organization 
had so enriched barbarian economics that they too 
could produce a substantial surplus in their turn.



“The Polis”
from The Greeks (1951) 

H.D.F.  Kitto 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

At its peak ancient Athens had only about as many residents as Peoria, Illinois – a little over 100,000 – not a city 
that leaps out as a great center of world civilization. But British classicist H.D.F. Kitto (1897–1982) reminds us 
not to commit the vulgar error of confusing size with significance. During its golden age, Athens and the 700 or 
so other small settlements of ancient Greece made a monumental contribution to human culture. What the 
Greeks achieved in philosophy, literature, drama, poetry, art, logic, mathematics, sculpture, and architecture has 
exercised a profound influence on Western  civilization. 

A Greek invention of enduring interest to urbanists is the concept of the polis. Since we have not got the thing 
that the Greeks called “the polis,” Kitto notes, we do not possess an equivalent word. “City-state” or, perhaps, 
“self-governing community” come closest. The polis came of age by the fifth century bce, about halfway between 
the emergence of the great Mesopotamian cities Childe describes and the present time. The physical form of the 
polis stressed public space. Private houses were low and turned away from the street. In contrast the Greeks 
emphasized public temples, stadiums, the agora (a combined marketplace and public forum), and theaters like 
Athens’ magnificent Theater of Dionysus illustrated in Plate 3. In the larger polises – or poleis – like Athens, these 
public buildings were spacious and often beautifully constructed of marble. Even in the smaller ones, the 
community often devoted many of its resources to public buildings and  shrines. 

If the physical form of the polis was often stunning, it was the social and political organization of the polis that 
remains of particular fascination. The polis represents a form of community that has exerted a powerful 
fascination for more than two millennia. One of the enduring questions of urban history is whether the ideals of 
the polis can be applied to, for example, the class-polarized cities of the Industrial Revolution described by 
Friedrich Engels (p. 53), or the sprawl suburbia analyzed by Kenneth T. Jackson (p. 73) and Robert Bruegmann 
(p. 218), or the cities of today’s global society described in Part Eight of this book. The answer to that question 
is complex. At its best, the ideals of the polis may be summed up by the Athenian oath of citizenship, as 
recorded by the fourth-century bce orator Lycurgus, that reads in part: “I will not leave my country small,  
when I die, but greater and better than I received it.” At its worst, the trial, conviction, and death of Socrates on 
charges of blasphemy and corrupting youth by teaching them rhetorical trickery and how to defeat better 
arguments with lesser arguments remain an eternal blot on the honor of the city and the practice of unrestrained 
popular  democracy. 

In the following selection, Kitto describes how the Greek polis, at its best, made it possible for each citizen to 
realize his spiritual, moral, and intellectual capacities. The ideal polis was a living community, almost an extended 
family. While the Greeks were very private in many ways, Kitto notes that their public life was essentially 
communistic. The polis as a social institution defined the very nature of being human for its citizens. Indeed, 
Aristotle (p. 249) famously defined human beings as zoon politikon, the animal that lives in a  polis. 

It is important to note, however, that the polis did not support the development of every resident: women and 
slaves were not citizens and did not participate in much of the life of the polis. Foreigners could attend plays in 
the Greek theater, but were barred from many institutions reserved to the (free, non-foreign, male) citizens. But 
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theoretically at least, all those who were citizens were political equals, and many important offices of city 
government were determined by lot, not by running for election. Oxford historian C.E. Robinson, writing in the 
1930s, noted that the demands of citizenship were, therefore, considerable and sometimes onerous. “We call 
England a democracy,” he writes in Everyday Life in Ancient Greece, “but in point of fact the political activities 
and interests of the average Englishman are very limited. He casts a vote in parliamentary elections in every five 
years.” But in Athens, every adult male, other than slaves and foreigners, was entitled – indeed, expected – to 
attend frequent assemblies where new laws and policy decisions were discussed, often fiercely and at length. In 
contrast, Peter Hall, in Cities in Civilization, questions the extent to which many citizens actually participated in 
public affairs. He hypothesizes that only a small percentage of those eligible to participate in public decision-
making actually did so. He also notes that while farmers and other of the least educated and least articulate 
citizens of the Greek polis may have been physically present and possessed the same voting rights as educated 
upper-class Athenians it is unlikely that they participated very effectively compared to the upper classes. For the 
most part, Hall believes, they were passive spectators rather than active participants in public affairs. Aristotle  
(p. 249), in The Politics, may have had it best, observing that “in all states, there are three elements: one class is 
very rich, another very poor, and a third in a mean.” Aristotle identified the rich with oligarchy and rule by tyrants, 
always attended by the possibility of descent into pure despotism. The poor were the democracy, which could 
become mob rule. And the mean, or ideal balance between the two, was not just a “middle class,” but a government 
under the moderating influence of constitutional law – comprised of official legislation as well as commonly 
shared customs, identities, and cultural practices. His clear implication is that politics consists, in one degree or 
another, of all three, and this may still be true of urban politics today even in the most democratic  societies. 

While a balanced view of the polis must acknowledge the existence of slavery, exclusion of women from civic 
life, limitations on the rights of foreigners, and the influence of education and class on social relations, Athens 
and the other Greek poleis were astonishingly democratic compared to any other urban civilization that preceded 
them. It is easy to dismiss Kitto as a hopeless romantic and his description of the Greek polis as an ivory tower 
depiction of a Camelot that never was. But that may be too harsh. The Greek polis as a social institution clearly 
represented a remarkable advance over social relations in any previous urban society. And the values it 
represented for its citizens are of enduring importance in an imperfect  world. 

In the debate about why the polis arose in Greece when it did, Kitto rejects deterministic answers such as the 
argument by geographical and economic determinists that the mountainous terrain required little, separate city-
states. Rather, Kitto attributes the rise of the polis to the character of the Greeks themselves. He also expresses 
nostalgia for human qualities of life in the polis that appear threatened today. Compare the vision of polis as a 
supportive, humanistic, structure for human fulfillment with the vision of large modern cities as centers of 
alienation and anomie depicted by Louis Wirth (p. 115), or ghettos housing the Black underclass as described 
by W.E.B. Du Bois (p. 124) and Elijah Anderson (p. 131). Note the connections between humanistic values  
Kitto felt that the polis nurtured and Robert D. Putnam’s concept of “social capital” growing out of civic 
engagement (p. 154) or the return to human-scale community values expressed in “The Charter of the New 
Urbanism” (p. 410). 

Two masterful accounts of the role of cities in civilization give particular emphasis to the contribution of the 
Greek polis. See Lewis Mumford’s chapter on “The Emergence of the Polis” and “Citizen Versus Ideal City” in 
The City in History (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1961) and “The Fountainhead,” the second chapter 
of Sir Peter Hall’s Cities in Civilization (New York: Pantheon Books, 1998). C.E. Robinson, Everyday Life in 
Ancient Greece (London: Oxford University Press, 1933) is, as noted above, a valuable source for a full 
understanding of how the polis operated at its best and worst. Also highly recommended is Numa Denis Fustel 
de Coulanges, The Ancient City (Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1874), a now dated but detailed and stimulating 
study of the religion, laws, and institutions of Greece and Rome. Other books helpful in understanding the polis 
and its significance are Christian Meier, Athens: A Portrait of the City in its Golden Age (New York: Metropolitan 
Books, 1998), Cecil Maurice Bowra, The Greek Experience (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1957), and a 
new edition of classic writings by a great classicist – Jacob Burckhardt, The Greeks and Greek Civilization (New 
York: St Martin’s, 1998). Also of interest are Lisa Nevett, House and Society in the Ancient Greek World 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999) and Nicholas Cahill, Household and City Organization at 
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Olynthus (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002). Two excellent studies of Greek democracy are James 
O’Neil, The Origins and Development of Ancient Greek Democracy (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield, 1995) 
and Josiah Ober, Political Dissent in Democratic Athens (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1998). 

For accounts of Greek city planning see Richard Ernest Wycherley, How the Greeks Built Cities, 2nd edn 
(London: Macmillan, 1963) and The Stones of Athens (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, l978). Dora 
Crouch’s Water Management in Ancient Greek Cities (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993) is a gem, and 
Spiro Kostof, “Polis and Akropolis,” Chapter 7 of A History of Architecture (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1980) provides insight on classical Greek architecture. Finally, as is so often the case, the original sources are 
often best, and the works of Plato – including The Republic and The Death of Socrates – and the full text of 
Aristotle’s Politics are readily available in numerous print editions and  online. 

“Polis” is the Greek word which we translate as “city-
state”. It is a bad translation, because the normal polis 
was not much like a city, and was very much more 
than a state. But translation, like politics, is the art of  
the possible; since we have not got the thing which the 
Greeks called “the polis”, we do not possess an equiv-
alent word. From now on, we will avoid the misleading 
term “city-state”, and use the Greek word instead . . . 
We will first inquire how this political system arose, 
then we will try to reconstitute the word “polis” and 
recover its real meaning by watching it in action. It 
may be a long task, but all the time we shall be improv-
ing our acquaintance with the Greeks. Without a clear 
conception what the polis was, and what it meant to 
the Greek, it is quite impossible to understand prop-
erly Greek history, the Greek mind, or the Greek 
achievement.

First then, what was the polis? . . . 
. . . In Crete . . . we find over fifty quite independent 

poleis, fifty small “states” . . . What is true of  Crete is 
true of  Greece in general, or at least of  those parts 
which play any considerable part in Greek history . . .

It is important to realize their size. The modern 
reader picks up a translation of  Plato’s Republic or 
Aristotle’s Politics; he finds Plato ordaining that his 
ideal city shall have 5,000 citizens, and Aristotle that 
each citizen should be able to know all the others by 
sight; and he smiles, perhaps, at such philosophic 
fantasies. But Plato and Aristotle are not fantasts. 
Plato is imagining a polis on the normal Hellenic 
scale; indeed he implies that many existing Greek 
poleis are too small – for many had less than 5,000 
citizens. Aristotle says, in his amusing way . . . that a 
polis of  ten citizens would be impossible, because it 
could not be self-sufficient, and that a polis of  a 
hundred thousand would be absurd, because it could 
not govern itself  properly . . . Aristotle speaks of  a 

hundred thousand citizens; if  we allow each to have a 
wife and four children, and then add a liberal number 
of  slaves and resident aliens, we shall arrive at someth- 
ing like a million – the population of  Birmingham; and 
to Aristotle an independent “state” as populous as 
Birmingham is a lecture-room joke . . .

In fact, only three poleis had more than 20,000 citi-
zens: Syracuse and Acragas (Girgenti) in Sicily, and 
Athens. At the outbreak of  the Peloponnesian War  
the population of  Attica was probably about 350,000, 
half  Athenian (men, women and children), about  
a tenth resident aliens, and the rest slaves. Sparta, or 
Lacedaemon, had a much smaller citizen-body, though 
it was larger in area. The Spartans had conquered and 
annexed Messenia, and possessed 3,200 square miles 
of  territory. By Greek standards this was an enormous 
area: it would take a good walker two days to cross it. 
The important commercial city of  Corinth had a terri-
tory of  330 square miles . . . The island of  Ceos, which 
is about as big as Bute, was divided into four poleis. It 
had therefore four armies, four governments, possibly 
four different calendars, and, it may be, four different 
currencies and systems of  measures – though this is 
less likely. Mycenae was in historical times a shrunken 
relic of  Agamemnon’s capital, but still independent. 
She sent an army to help the Greek cause against Persia 
at the battle of  Plataea; the army consisted of  eighty 
men. Even by Greek standards this was small, but we do 
not hear that any jokes were made about an army 
sharing a cab.

To think on this scale is difficult for us, who regard 
a state of  ten million as small, and are accustomed to 
states which, like the U.S.A. and the U.S.S.R., are so big 
that they have to be referred to by their initials; but 
when the adjustable reader has become accustomed 
to the scale, he will not commit the vulgar error of  
confusing size with significance . . . 
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But before we deal with the nature of  the polis, the 
reader might like to know how it happened that the 
relatively spacious pattern of  pre-Dorian Greece 
became such a mosaic of  small fragments. The 
Classical scholar too would like to know; there are no 
records, so that all we can do is to suggest plausible 
reasons. There are historical, geographical and 
economic reasons; and when these have been duly set 
forth, we may conclude perhaps that the most 
important reason of  all is simply that this is the way in 
which the Greeks preferred to live.

[Here Kitto describes the evolution of  the Greek 
acropolis from a fortified hilltop strong-point built for 
protection against Dorian invaders to a place of  
assembly, religion, and commerce.]

At this point we may invoke the very sociable 
habits of  the Greeks, ancient or modern. The English 
farmer likes to build his house on his land, and to 
come into town when he has to. What little leisure he 
has he likes to spend on the very satisfying occupation 
of  looking over a gate. The Greek prefers to live in the 
town or village, to walk out to his work, and to spend 
his rather ampler leisure talking in the town or village 
square. Therefore the market becomes a market-
town, naturally beneath the acropolis. This became 
the center of  the communal life of  the people – and 
we shall see presently how important that was.

But why did not such towns form larger units? This 
is the important question.

There is an economic point. The physical barriers 
which Greece has so abundantly made the transport 
of  goods difficult, except by sea, and the sea was not 
yet used with any confidence. Moreover, the variety of  
which we spoke earlier enabled quite a small area to 
be reasonably self-sufficient for a people who made 
such small material demands on life as the Greek. 
Both of  these facts tend in the same direction; there 
was in Greece no great economic interdependence, 
no reciprocal pull between the different parts of  the 
country, strong enough to counteract the desire of  the 
Greek to live in small communities.

There is a geographical point. It is sometimes 
asserted that this system of  independent poleis was 
imposed on Greece by the physical character of  the 
country. The theory is attractive, especially to those 
who like to have one majestic explanation of  any 
phenomenon, but it does not seem to be true. It is of  
course obvious that the physical subdivision of  the 
country helped; the system could not have existed, for 
example, in Egypt, a country which depends entirely 

on the proper management of  the Nile flood, and 
therefore must have a central government. But there 
are countries cut up quite as much as Greece – 
Scotland, for instance – which have never developed 
the polis-system; and conversely there were in Greece 
many neighbouring poleis, such as Corinth and Sicyon, 
which remained independent of  each other although 
between them there was no physical barrier that 
would seriously incommode a modern cyclist. More- 
over, it was precisely the most mountainous parts of  
Greece that never developed poleis, or not until later 
days – Arcadia and Aetolia, for example, which had 
something like a canton-system. The polis flourished 
in those parts where communications were relatively 
easy. So that we are still looking for our explanation.

Economics and geography helped, but the real 
explanation is the character of  the Greeks . . . As it will 
take some time to deal with this, we may first clear out 
of  the way an important historical point. How did it 
come about that so preposterous a system was able to 
last for more than twenty minutes?

The ironies of  history are many and bitter, but at 
least this must be put to the credit of  the gods, that 
they arranged for the Greeks to have the Eastern 
Mediterranean almost to themselves long enough to 
work out what was almost a laboratory-experiment to 
test how far, and in what conditions, human nature is 
capable of  creating and sustaining a civilization . . . 
this lively and intelligent Greek people was for some 
centuries allowed to live under the apparently absurd 
system which suited and developed its genius instead 
of  becoming absorbed in the dull mass of  a large 
empire, which would have smothered its spiritual 
growth . . . no history of  Greece can be intelligible until 
one has understood what the polis meant to the Greek; 
and when we have understood that, we shall also 
understand why the Greeks developed it, and so 
obstinately tried to maintain it. Let us then examine 
the word in action.

It meant at first that which was later called the 
Acropolis, the stronghold of  the whole community 
and the centre of  its public life . . . “polis” very soon 
meant either the citadel or the whole people which, as 
it were, “used” this citadel. So we read in Thucydides, 
“Epidamnus is a polis on the right as you sail into the 
Ionian gulf.” This is not like saying “Bristol is a city on 
the right as you sail up the Bristol Channel”, for Bristol 
is not an independent state which might be at war  
with Gloucester, but only an urban area with a purely 
local administration. Thucydides’ words imply that 
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there is a town – though possibly a very small one – 
called Epidamnus, which is the political centre of  the 
Epidamnians, who live in the territory of  which the 
town is the centre – not the “capital” – and are 
Epidamnians whether they live in the town or in one 
of  the villages in this territory.

Sometimes the territory and the town have 
different names. Thus, Attica is the territory occupied 
by the Athenian people; it comprised Athens – the 
“polis” in the narrower sense – the Piraeus, and many 
villages; but the people collectively were Athenians, 
not Attics, and a citizen was an Athenian in whatever 
part of  Attica he might live.

In this sense “polis” is our “state” . . . The actual 
business of  governing might be entrusted to a 
monarch, acting in the name of  all according to tradi-
tional usages, or to the heads of  certain noble families, 
or to a council of  citizens owning so much property, or 
to all the citizens. All these and many modifications of  
them, were natural forms of  “polity”; all were sharply 
distinguished by the Greek from Oriental monarchy, in 
which the monarch is irresponsible, not holding his 
powers in trust by the grace of  god, but being himself  
a god. If  there were irresponsible government there 
was no polis . . . 

. . . [T]he size of  the polis made it possible for a 
member to appeal to all his fellow citizens in person, 
and this he naturally did if  he thought that another 
member of  the polis had injured him. It was the 
common assumption of  the Greeks that the polis took 
its origin in the desire for Justice. Individuals are 
lawless, but the polis will see to it that wrongs are 
redressed. But not by an elaborate machinery of  
state-justice, for such a machine could not be operated 
except by individuals, who may be as unjust as the 
original wrongdoer. The injured party will be sure of  
obtaining Justice only if  he can declare his wrongs to 
the whole polis. The word therefore now means 
“people” in actual distinction from state.

[. . .]
. . . Demosthenes the orator talks of  a man who, 

literally, “avoids the city” – a translation which might 
lead the unwary to suppose that he lived in something 
corresponding to the Lake District, or Purley. But the 
phrase “avoids the polis” tells us nothing about his 
domicile; it means that he took no part in public life – 
and was therefore something of  an oddity. The affairs 
of  the community did not interest him.

We have now learned enough about the word polis 
to realize that there is no possible English rendering of  

such a common phrase as, “It is everyone’s duty to 
help the polis.” We cannot say “help the state”, for that 
arouses no enthusiasm; it is “the state” that takes half  
our incomes from us. Not “the community”, for with us 
“the community” is too big and too various to be 
grasped except theoretically. One’s village, one’s trade 
union, one’s class, are entities that mean something to 
us at once, but “work for the community”, though an 
admirable sentiment, is to most of  us vague and 
flabby. In the years before the war, what did most parts 
of  Great Britain know about the depressed areas? 
How much do bankers, miners and farmworkers 
understand each other? But the “polis” every Greek 
knew; there it was, complete, before his eyes. He could 
see the fields which gave it its sustenance – or did not, 
if  the crops failed; he could see how agriculture, trade 
and industry dovetailed into one another; he knew the 
frontiers, where they were strong and where weak; if  
any malcontents were planning a coup, it was difficult 
for them to conceal the fact. The entire life of  the 
polis, and the relation between its parts, were much 
easier to grasp, because of  the small scale of  things. 
Therefore to say “It is everyone’s duty to help the 
polis” was not to express a fine sentiment but to speak 
the plainest and most urgent common sense. Public 
affairs had an immediacy and a concreteness which 
they cannot possibly have for us.

[. . .]
Pericles’ Funeral Speech, recorded or recreated by 

Thucydides, will illustrate this immediacy, and will 
also take our conception of  the polis a little further. 
Each year, Thucydides tells us, if  citizens had died in 
war – and they had, more often than not – a funeral 
oration was delivered by “a man chosen by the polis”. 
Today, that would be someone nominated by the 
Prime Minister, or the British Academy, or the BBC 
[British Broadcasting Corporation]. In Athens it meant 
that someone was chosen by the Assembly who had 
often spoken to that Assembly; and on this occasion 
Pericles spoke from a specially high platform, that his 
voice might reach as many as possible. Let us consider 
two phrases that Pericles used in that speech.

He is comparing the Athenian polis with the Spartan, 
and makes the point that the Spartans admit foreign 
visitors only grudgingly, and from time to time expel all 
strangers, “while we make our polis common to all”. 
“Polis” here is not the political unit; there is no question 
of  naturalizing foreigners – which the Greeks did rarely, 
simply because the polis was so intimate a union. 
Pericles means here: “We throw open to all our common 
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cultural life”, as is shown by the words that follow, 
difficult though they are to translate: “nor do we deny 
them any instruction or spectacle” – words that are 
almost meaningless until we realize that the drama, 
tragic and comic, the performance of  choral hymns, 
public recitals of  Homer, games, were all necessary  
and normal parts of  “political” life. This is the sort  
of  thing Pericles has in mind when he speaks of  
“instruction and spectacle”, and of  “making the polis 
open to all”.

But we must go further than this. A perusal of  the 
speech will show that in praising the Athenian polis 
Pericles is praising more than a state, a nation, or a 
people: he is praising a way of  life; he means no less 
when, a little later, he calls Athens the “school of  
Hellas”. – And what of  that? Do not we praise “the 
English way of  life”? The difference is this; we expect 
our State to be quite indifferent to “the English way of  
life” – indeed, the idea that the State should actively 
try to promote it would fill most of  us with alarm. The 
Greeks thought of  the polis as an active, formative 
thing, training the minds and characters of  the citizens; 
we think of  it as a piece of  machinery for the 
production of  safety and convenience. The training in 
virtue, which the medieval state left to the Church, and 
the polis made its own concern, the modern state 
leaves to God knows what.

“Polis”, then, originally “citadel”, may mean as 
much as “the whole communal life of  the people, 
political, cultural, moral” – even “economic”, for how 
else are we to understand another phrase in this same 
speech, “the produce of  the whole world comes to us, 
because of  the magnitude of  our polis”? This must 
mean “our national wealth”.

Religion too was bound up with the polis – though 
not every form of  religion. The Olympian gods were 
indeed worshipped by Greeks everywhere, but each 
polis had, if  not its own gods, at least its own particular 
cults of  these gods . . . But beyond these Olympians, 
each polis had its minor local deities, “heroes” and 
nymphs, each worshipped with his immemorial rite, 
and scarcely imagined to exist outside the particular 

locality where the rite was performed. So . . . there is a 
sense in which it is true to say that the polis is an 
independent religious, as well as political, unit . . . 

[. . .]
. . . Aristotle made a remark which we most 

inadequately translate “Man is a political animal.” 
What Aristotle really said is “Man is a creature who 
lives in a polis”; and what he goes on to demonstrate, 
in his Politics, is that the polis is the only framework 
within which man can fully realize his spiritual, moral 
and intellectual capacities.

Such are some of  the implications of  this word . . . 
The polis was a living community, based on kinship, 
real or assumed – a kind of  extended family, turning as 
much as possible of  life into family life, and of  course 
having its family quarrels, which were the more bitter 
because they were family quarrels.

This it is that explains not only the polis but also 
much of  what the Greek made and thought, that he 
was essentially social. In the winning of  his liveli-
hood he was essentially individualist: in the filling of  
his life he was essentially “communist”. Religion, art, 
games, the discussion of  things – all these were 
needs of  life that could be fully satisfied only through 
the polis – not, as with us, through voluntary associa-
tions of  like-minded people, or through entrepre-
neurs appealing to individuals. (This partly explains 
the difference between Greek drama and the modern 
cinema.) Moreover, he wanted to play his own part in 
running the affairs of  the community. When we 
realize how many of  the necessary, interesting and 
exciting activities of  life the Greek enjoyed through 
the polis, all of  them in the open air, within sight of  
the same acropolis, with the same ring of  mountains 
or of  sea visibly enclosing the life of  every member 
of  the state – then it becomes possible to understand 
Greek history, to understand that in spite of  the 
promptings of  common sense the Greek could not 
bring himself  to sacrifice the polis, with its vivid and 
comprehensive life, to a wider but less interesting 
unity . . . 

[. . .]



“City Origins” and “Cities  
and european Civilization”
from Medieval Cities (1925) 

Henri  Pirenne 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The Greek polis influenced Roman ideas of city building and society. Monumental marble public buildings, 
orthogonal streets, inward-turning private residences, and theaters and stadiums of Roman cities were all 
influenced by the Greeks. But Rome achieved a population of a million people – a size so large that Aristotle had 
given it as an absurd example of a size inconceivable to imagine for a polis – and the Roman republic became an 
empire, dominating the entire Mediterranean basin, and reinstituted the idea of the divinity of the emperor. 
Following the conquests of the Roman legions, Roman administrators and traders carried goods all over the 
Roman Empire from present-day Iran to Scotland. Rome established many cities throughout its sphere of 
influence, but both the social structure and the physical form of Roman cities took on an imperial character as 
centers of military and political power that increasingly differentiated them from the Greek  polis. 

Between the death of the Roman emperor Justinian in 565 ce and the Renaissance of the eleventh century, 
European cities’ functions changed totally from what they had been during the Empire, and the cities withered in 
size to tiny shadows of their former selves. While the Eastern Empire – with its capital at Constantinople – 
flourished, Europe descended into several centuries of what used to be called the Dark Ages. Then, beginning 
in the eleventh century, they began to grow in size and change in function. Their wealth increased, a new kind of 
economic institution emerged – the guilds – and the populations of medieval cities began to climb Kingsley 
Davis’s S curve of world urbanization (p. 19). 

Exactly what happened to cities, and why, during the late medieval period has provoked much scholarly  
debate. Why did cities in Europe begin to reemerge in the eleventh century? In the following selection, Belgian 
historian Henri Pirenne emphasizes the role of trade in both the decline of cities at the end of the Roman Empire 
and their subsequent reemergence in the eleventh century. Pirenne argues that the barbarian invaders were 
absorbed into the Roman culture they overthrew, often without physically destroying Roman cities or even Roman 
social institutions. Generally the barbarians wanted to enjoy, not destroy, the Roman cities. Far more damaging to 
the Roman system of cities, according to Pirenne, was the Islamic conquest of the Mediterranean, which choked 
off long-distance trade routes. As trade stagnated, cities in Europe lost their economic reason for existing and 
withered. By the time of Charlemagne (742–814 ce) the largest settlements established by Rome – and Rome 
itself – had declined in population and administrative importance, functioning mostly as religious centers for the 
Catholic Church and defensively walled strongholds for the local nobility. The surrounding agricultural regions 
became autarchic – self-contained and self-sufficient, but often at little more than a subsistence level – and the 
local city markets, though important, became increasingly localized, constrained, and  occasional. 

Just as lack of trade atrophied and transmuted post-Roman cities, Pirenne argues that it was trade that revived 
cities during the eleventh century. Merchants emerged as a separate class – independent from the clergy, the 
landed aristocracy, or the vast submerged population of serfs. Early on they often lived and traded in suburbs 
below the walls of medieval cities built on hills. (The word “suburb” itself is derived from the Latin for “below the 
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CiTy ORiGiNS

An interesting question is whether or not cities existed 
in the midst of  that essentially agricultural civilization 
into which European civilization had developed in the 
course of  the ninth century. The answer depends on 
the meaning given to the word “city.” If  by it is meant 
a locality the population of  which, instead of  living by 
working the soil, devotes itself  to commercial activity, 
the answer will have to be “No.” The answer will also 
be in the negative if  we understand by “city” a com-
munity endowed with legal personality and possess-
ing laws and institutions peculiar to itself. On the other 

hand, if  we think of  a city as a center of  administration 
and as a fortress, it is clear that the Carolingian period 
knew nearly as many cities as the centuries which fol-
lowed it must have known. That is merely another way 
of  saying that the cities which were then to be found 
were without two of  the fundamental attributes of  the 
cities of  the Middle Ages and of  modern times: a mid-
dle-class population and a communal  organization. 

Primitive though it may be, every stable society 
feels the need of  providing its members with centers 
of  assembly, or meeting places. Observance of  
religious rites, maintenance of  markets, and political 
and judicial gatherings necessarily bring about the 

town.”) But, more importantly, the emerging merchant class was free of many of the political, legal, social, and 
economic restrictions that kept medieval society so changeless. But who were these new urban people and 
where did they come from? In The Wealth of Nations (1776), Adam Smith notes that, immediately following the 
collapse of the Roman Empire, the “towns were chiefly inhabited by tradesmen and mechanics, who seem in 
those days to have been of servile, or very nearly of servile condition. . . . They seem, indeed, to have been a very 
poor, mean set of people who seemed to travel about with their goods from place to place, and from fair to fair, 
like the hawkers and peddlers of the present times.” Astonishingly, from these quite humble beginnings emerged 
a rich, prosperous, and culturally vigorous urban culture that helped to set the stage for the Renaissance in Italy, 
France, England, Belgium, Germany, and the  Netherlands. 

As Pirenne makes clear, as the merchant class grew in numbers and influence, they revolutionized the social 
structure of cities. Cities took on new life. The old stagnant class structure loosened up. The cities produced and 
marketed new goods and established complex systems of credit. Members of the merchant class organized 
themselves into guilds, economic institutions that combined the full range of market functions from production, 
distribution, and exchange. And new, distinctively urban forms of thought and culture began to re-emerge as the 
new urban culture in turn revolutionized social relations and thought in the cities themselves and throughout the 
rural  countryside. 

It is useful to contrast Childe’s views on the role of agricultural production in the origins of Mesopotamian 
cities (p. 30) and Kitto’s emphasis on the importance of defense and religion to the emergence of the Greek polis 
(p. 39) with what Pirenne has to say about economics and trade in the re-emergence of cities in Europe. It is also 
useful to compare Pirenne’s views on the development of a free middle class and the positive contributions of 
capitalism to European culture with Engels’s devastating description of Manchester, England, during the full 
flowering of early capitalism (p. 53). A criticism of Pirenne’s views on the cities of the Middle Ages is that he 
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designation of  localities intended for the assembly  
of  those who wish to or who must participate  therein. 

Military needs have a still more positive effect. 
Populations have to prepare refuges where will be 
found momentary protection from the enemy in case 
of  invasion. War is as old as humanity, and the con-
struction of  fortresses almost as old as war. The first 
buildings erected by man seem, indeed, to have been 
protecting walls . . . Their plan and their construction 
depended naturally upon the conformation of  the 
terrain and upon the building materials at hand. But  
the general arrangement of  them was everywhere the 
same. It consisted of  a space, square or circular in 
shape, surrounded by ramparts made of  trunks of  
trees, or mud or blocks of  stone, protected by a moat 
and entered by gates. In short, it was an enclosure. And 
it is an interesting fact that the words which in modern 
English and in modern Russian (town and gorod)  
designate a city, originally designated an  enclosure. 

In ordinary times, these enclosures remained empty. 
The people resorted to them only on the occasion of  
religious or civic ceremonies, or when war constrained 
them to seek refuge there with their herds. But, little by 
little with the march of  civilization, their intermittent 
animation became a continuous animation. Temples 
arose; magistrates or chieftains established their resi-
dence; merchants and artisans came to settle. What 
first had been only an occasional center of  assembly 
became a city, the administrative, religious, political, 
and economic center of  all the territory of  the tribe 
whose name it customarily  took. 

This explains why, in many societies and particu-
larly in classic antiquity, the political life of  the cities 
was not restricted to the circumference of  their walls. 
The city, indeed, had been built for the tribe, and every 
man in it, whether dwelling within or without the walls, 
was equally a citizen thereof. Neither Greece nor 
Rome knew anything analogous to the strictly local 
and particularist bourgeoisie of  the Middle Ages.  
The life of  the city was blended with the national life. 
The law of  the city was, like the religion itself  of  the 
city, common to all the people whose capital it was 
and who constituted with it a single autonomous 
 republic. 

The municipal system, then, was identified in anti- 
quity with the constitutional system. And when Rome 
extended her dominion over all the Mediterranean 
world, she made it the basis of  the administrative 
system of  her Empire. This system withstood, in 
western Europe, the Germanic invasions. Vestigial but 

thoroughly definite relics of  it were still to be found in 
Gaul, in Spain, in Africa, and in Italy, long after the fifth 
century. Little by little, however, the increasing 
weakness of  social organization did away with most 
of  its characteristic features . . . At the same time the 
thrust of  Islam in the Mediterranean, in making 
impossible the commerce which up to now had still 
sustained a certain activity in the cities, condemned 
them to an inevitable decline. But it did not condemn 
them to death. Curtailed and weakened though they 
were, they survived. Their social function did not 
altogether disappear. In the agricultural social order of  
the time, they retained in spite of  everything a 
fundamental importance. It is necessary to take full 
count of  the role they played, in order to understand 
what was to befall them  later. 

As has been stated above, the Church had based its 
diocesan boundaries on the boundaries of  the Roman 
cities. Held in respect by the barbarians, it therefore 
continued to maintain, after their occupation of  the 
provinces of  the Empire, the municipal system upon 
which it had been based. The dying out of  trade and 
the exodus of  foreign merchants had no influence on 
the ecclesiastical organization. The cities where the 
bishops resided became poorer and less populous 
without the bishops themselves feeling the effects.  
On the contrary, the more that general prosperity 
declined, the more their power and their influence had 
a chance to assert itself. Endowed with a prestige 
which was the greater because the State had dis- 
appeared, sustained by donations from their con- 
gregations, and partners with the Carolingians in the 
governing of  society, they were in a commanding 
position by virtue of, at one and the same time, their 
moral authority, their economic power, and their 
political  activity. 

When the Empire of  Charlemagne foundered, 
their status, far from being adversely affected, was 
made still more secure. The feudal princes, who had 
ruined the power of  the Monarchy, did not touch that 
of  the Church, for its divine origin protected it from 
their attacks. They feared the bishops, who could fling 
at them the terrible weapon of  excommunication. 
They revered them as the supernatural guardians of  
order and justice. In the midst of  the anarchy of  the 
tenth and eleventh centuries the ascendancy of  the 
Church remained, therefore, unimpaired . . . 

This prestige of  the bishops naturally lent to their 
places of  residence – that is to say, to the old Roman 
cities – considerable importance. It is highly probable 
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that this was what saved them. In the economy of  the 
ninth century they no longer had any excuse for exist-
ence. In ceasing to be commercial centers they must 
have lost, quite evidently, the greatest part of  their 
population. The merchants who once frequented 
them, or dwelt there, disappeared and with them dis-
appeared the urban character which they had still pre-
served during the Merovingian era. Lay society no 
longer had the least use for them. Round about them 
the great demesnes lived their own life. There is no 
evidence that the State, itself  constituted on a purely 
agricultural basis, had any cause to be interested in 
their fate. It is quite characteristic, and quite illuminat-
ing, that the palaces (palatia) of  the Carolingian 
princes were not located in the towns. They were, 
without exception, in the country . . . 

[. . .] 
The State, on its part, in exercising administrative 
powers could contribute in no way to the continued 
existence of  the Roman cities. The countries which 
formed the political districts of  the Empire were 
without their chief-towns, just as the Empire itself  was 
without a capital. The counts, to whom the supervision 
of  them was entrusted, did not settle down in any 
fixed spot. They were constantly traveling about their 
districts in order to preside over judicial assemblies, to 
levy taxes, and to raise troops . . . 

On the contrary, the immobility which ecclesiastical 
discipline enforced upon a bishop permanently held 
him to the city where was established the see of  his 
particular diocese. Each diocese comprised the 
territory about the city which contained its cathedral 
and kept in constant touch with it . . . 

[. . .] 
During the last days of  the Lower Empire, and still 
more during the Merovingian era, the power of  the 
bishops over the city populace consistently increased. 
They had profited by the growing disorganization of  
civil society to accept, or to arrogate to themselves, an 
authority which the inhabitants did not take pains to 
dispute with them, and which the State had no interest 
in and, moreover, no means of  denying them . . . 

When the disappearance of  trade, in the ninth 
century, annihilated the last vestiges of  city life and put 
an end to what still remained of  a municipal population, 
the influence of  the bishops, already so extensive, 
became unrivalled. Henceforward the towns were 
entirely under their control. In them were to be found, 
in fact, practically only inhabitants dependent more or 
less directly upon the  Church. 

Though no precise information is available, it is, 
nevertheless, possible to conjecture as to the nature of  
this population. It was composed of  the clerics of  the 
cathedral church and of  the other churches grouped 
nearby; of  the monks of  the monasteries which, espe-
cially after the ninth century, came to be established, 
sometimes in great numbers, in the see of  the diocese; 
of  the teachers and the students of  the ecclesiastical 
schools; and finally, of  servitors and artisans, free or 
serf, who were indispensable to the needs of  the reli-
gious group and to the daily existence of  the clerical 
agglomeration. Almost always there was to be found in 
the town a weekly market whither the peasants from 
round about brought their produce. Sometimes, even, 
an annual fair was held there. At the gates a market toll 
was levied on everything that came in or went out. A 
mint was in operation within the walls. There were also 
to be found there a number of  keeps occupied by 
vassals of  the bishop, by his advocate or by his castel-
lan. To all of  this must be added, finally, the granaries 
and the storehouses where were stored the harvests 
from the monastical demesnes brought in, at stated 
periods, by the tenant-farmers. At the great yearly fes-
tivals the congregation of  the diocese poured into the 
town and gave it, for several days, the animation of  
unaccustomed bustle and  stir. 

All this little world accepted the bishop as both its 
spiritual and temporal head. Religious and secular 
authority were united or, to put it better, were blended 
in his person . . . [T]here was no longer any field in the 
administration of  the town wherein, whether by law or 
by prerogative, he did not intervene as the guardian of  
order, peace, and the common weal. A theocratic 
form of  government had completely replaced the 
municipal regimen of  antiquity . . . 

[. . .] 
These towns were fortresses as well as episcopal 
residences. In the last days of  the Roman Empire they 
had been enclosed by walls as a protection against the 
barbarians. These walls were still in existence almost 
everywhere and the bishops busied themselves with 
keeping them up or with restoring them with the 
greater zeal in that the incursions of  the Saracens and 
the Norsemen had given increasingly impressive proof, 
during the ninth century, of  the need of  protection. 
The old Roman enceintes continued, therefore, to 
protect the towns against new  perils. 

Their form remained, under Charlemagne, what it 
had been under Constantine. As a general rule, it took 
the shape of  a rectangle surrounded by ramparts 
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flanked by towers and communicating with the outside 
by gates, customarily to the number of  four. The space 
so enclosed was very restricted and the length of  its 
sides rarely exceeded four to five hundred yards. 
Moreover, it was far from being entirely built up; 
between the houses cultivated fields and gardens were 
to be found. The outskirts (suburbium), which in the 
Merovingian era still extended beyond the walls, had 
disappeared . . . 

[. . .] 
In the midst of  the insecurity and the disorders which 
imparted so lugubrious a character to the second  
half  of  the ninth century, it therefore fell to the towns 
to fulfill a true mission of  protection. They were, in 
every sense of  the word, the ramparts of  a society 
invaded, under tribute, and terrorized. Soon, from 
another cause, they were not to be alone in filling  
that  role. 

[. . .] 
[Here Pirenne describes the disintegration of  the Frankish 
state into territories controlled by princes. The princes 
established burgs (fortresses) which complemented the 
towns as centers for defense against invaders, but had none 
of  the towns’ other  characteristics.] 

It is therefore a safe conclusion that the period which 
opened with the Carolingian era knew cities neither in 
the social sense, nor in the economic sense, nor in the 
legal sense of  that word. The towns and burgs were 
merely fortified places and headquarters of  admini- 
stration. Their inhabitants enjoyed neither special 
laws nor institutions of  their own, and their manner of  
living did not distinguish them in any way from the rest 
of   society. 

Commercial and industrial activity were completely 
foreign to them. In no respect were they out of  key 
with the agricultural civilization of  their times. The 
groups they formed were, after all, of  trifling impor-
tance. It is not possible, in the lack of  reliable informa-
tion, to give an exact figure, but everything indicates 
that the population of  the burgs never consisted of  
more than a few hundred men and that of  the towns 
probably did not pass the figure of  two to three thou-
sand  souls. 

The towns and burgs played, however, an essential 
role in the history of  cities. They were, so to speak, the 
stepping-stones thereto. Round about their walls cities 
were to take shape after the economic renaissance, 
whose first symptoms appeared in the course of  the 
tenth century, had made itself   manifest. 

CiTieS aNd eUROPeaN  CiViLiZaTiON 

The birth of  cities marked the beginning of  a new era in 
the internal history of  Western Europe. Until then, 
society had recognized only two active orders: the 
clergy and the nobility. In taking its place beside them, 
the middle class rounded the social order out or, rather, 
gave the finishing touch thereto. Thenceforth its 
composition was not to change; it had all its consti- 
tuent elements, and the modifications which it was to 
undergo in the course of  centuries were, strictly speak- 
ing, nothing more than different combinations in the 
alloy. Like the clergy and like the nobility, the middle 
class was itself  a privileged order. It formed a distinct 
legal group and the special law it enjoyed isolated it 
from the mass of  the rural inhabitants which continued 
to make up the immense majority of  the population. 
Indeed, as has already been seen, it was obliged to 
preserve intact its exceptional status and to reserve to 
itself  the benefits arising therefrom. Freedom, as the 
middle class conceived it, was a monopoly. Nothing 
was less liberal than the caste idea, which was the cause 
of  its strength until it became, at the end of  the Middle 
Ages, a cause of  weakness. Nevertheless, to that middle 
class was reserved the mission of  spreading the idea of  
liberty far and wide and of  becoming, without having 
consciously desired to be, the means of  the gradual 
enfranchisement of  the rural classes. The sole fact of  its 
existence was due, indeed, to have an immediate effect 
upon these latter and, little by little, to attenuate the 
contrast which at the start separated them from it. In 
vain it strove to keep them under its influence, to refuse 
them a share in its privileges, to exclude them from 
engaging in trade and industry. It had not the power to 
arrest an evolution of  which it was the cause and which 
it could not suppress save by itself   vanishing. 

For the formation of  the city groups disturbed at 
once the economic organization of  the country 
districts. Production, as it was there carried on, had 
served until then merely to support the life of  the 
peasant and supply the prestations due to his seigneur. 
Upon the suspension of  commerce, nothing impelled 
him to ask of  the soil a surplus which it would have 
been impossible for him to get rid of, since he no 
longer had outside markets to call upon. He was 
content to provide for his daily bread, certain of  the 
morrow and longing for no amelioration of  his lot, 
since he could not conceive the possibility of  it. The 
small markets of  the towns and the burgs were too 
insignificant and their demand was too regular to 
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rouse him enough to get out of  his rut and intensify his 
labor. But suddenly these markets sprang into new life. 
The number of  buyers was multiplied, and all at once 
he had the assurance of  being able to sell the produce 
he brought to them. It was only natural for him to have 
profited from an opportunity as favorable as this. It 
depended on himself  alone to sell, if  he produced 
enough, and forthwith he began to till the land which 
hitherto he had let lie fallow. His work took on a new 
significance; it brought him profits, the chance of  thrift 
and of  an existence which became more comfortable 
as it became more active. The situation was still more 
favorable in that the surplus revenues from the soil 
belonged to him in his own right. The claims of  the 
seigneur were fixed by demesnial custom at an 
immutable rate, so that the increase in the income 
from the land benefited only the  tenant. 

But the seigneur himself  had a chance to profit 
from the new situation wherein the development of  
the cities placed the country districts. He had enor- 
mous reserves of  uncultivated land: woods, heaths, 
marshes, and fens. Nothing could be simpler than to 
put them under cultivation and through them to profit 
from these new outlets which were becoming more 
and more exigent and remunerative as the towns grew 
in size and multiplied in number. The increase in 
population would furnish the necessary hands for the 
work of  clearing and draining. It was enough to call for 
men; they would not fail to show  up. 

By the end of  the eleventh century the movement 
was already manifest in its full force. Monasteries and 
local princes thenceforth were busy transforming the 
sterile parts of  their demesnes into revenue-producing 
land. The area of  cultivated land which, since the end 
of  the Roman Empire, had not been increased, kept 
growing continually greater . . . 

Meanwhile, on all sides, the seigneurs, both lay and 
ecclesiastic, were founding “new” towns. So was 
called a village established on virgin soil, occupants of  
which received plots of  land in return for an annual 
rental. But these new towns, the number of  which 
continued to grow in the course of  the twelfth century, 
were at the same time towns. For in order to attract the 
farmers the seigneur promised them exemption from 
the taxes which bore down upon the serfs. In general, 
he reserved to himself  only jurisdiction over them; he 
abolished in their favor the old claims which still 
existed in the demesnial organization . . . 

Thus a new type of  peasant appeared, quite dif- 
ferent from the old. The latter had serfdom as a 

characteristic; the former enjoyed freedom. And this 
freedom, the cause of  which was the economic distur-
bance communicated by the towns to the organization 
of  the country districts, was itself  copied after that of  
the cities. The inhabitants of  the new towns were, 
strictly speaking, rural burghers. They even bore, in a 
good number of  charters, the name of  burgenses. They 
received a legal constitution and a local autonomy 
which was manifestly borrowed from city institu- 
tions, so much so that It may be said that the latter  
went beyond the circumference of  their walls in order 
to reach the country districts and acquaint them with 
 liberty. 

And this new freedom, as it progressed, was not long 
in making headway even in the old demesnes, whose 
archaic constitution could not be maintained in the 
midst of  a reorganized social order. Either by voluntary 
emancipation, or by prescription or usurpation, the  
seigneurs permitted it to be gradually substituted for 
the serfdom which had so long been the normal condi-
tion of  their tenants. The form of  government of  the 
people was there changed at the same time as the form 
of  government of  the land, since both were con- 
sequences of  an economic situation on the way to dis- 
appearing. Commerce now supplied all the necessaries 
which the demesnes had hitherto been obliged to obtain 
by their own efforts. It was no longer essential for each of  
them to produce all the commodities for which it had 
use. It sufficed to go get them at some nearby city . . . 

Trade, which was becoming more and more active, 
necessarily favored agricultural production, broke 
down the limits which had hitherto bounded it, drew it 
towards the towns, modernized it, and at the same 
time set it free. Man was therefore detached from the 
soil to which he had so long been enthralled, and free 
labor was substituted more and more generally for 
serf  labor . . . 

The emancipation of  the rural classes was only 
one of  the consequences provoked by the economic 
revival of  which the towns were both the result and the 
instrument. It coincided with the increasing impor- 
tance of  liquid capital. During the demesnial era of  
the Middle Ages, there was no other form of  wealth 
than that which lay in real estate. It ensured to the 
holder both personal liberty and social prestige. It was 
.the guaranty of  the privileged status of  the clergy and 
the nobility. Exclusive holders of  the land, they lived by 
the labor of  their tenants whom they protected and 
whom they ruled. The serfdom of  the masses was the 
necessary consequence of  such a social organization. 
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There was no alternative save to own the land and be 
lord, or to till it for another and be a  serf. 

But with the origin of  the middle class there took 
its place in the sun a class of  men whose existence 
was in flagrant contradiction to this traditional order 
of  things. The land upon which they settled they not 
only did not cultivate but did not even own. They 
demonstrated and made increasingly clear the 
possibility of  living and growing rich by the sale act of  
selling, or producing exchange  values. 

Landed capital had been everything, and now by 
the side of  it was made plain the power of  liquid 
capital. Heretofore money had been sterile. The great 
lay or ecclesiastic proprietors in whose hands was 
concentrated the very scant stock of  currency in 
circulation, by means of  either the land taxes which 
they levied upon their tenants or the alms which the 
congregations brought to the church, normally had no 
way of  making it bear fruit . . . As a general rule cash 
was hoarded by its possessors and most often changed 
into vessels or ornaments for the church, which might 
be melted down in case of  need. Trade, naturally, 
released this captive money and restored its proper 
function. Thanks to this, it became again the instrument 
of  exchange and the measure of  values, and since the 
towns were the centers of  trade it necessarily flowed 
towards them. In circulating, its power was multiplied 
by the number of  transactions in which it served. Its 
use, at the same time, became more general; payments 
in kind gave way more and more to payments in 
 money. 

A new motion of  wealth made its appearance: that 
of  mercantile wealth, consisting no longer in land but 
in money or commodities of  trade measurable in 
money. During the course of  the eleventh century, 
true capitalists already existed in a number of  cities 
. . . These city capitalists soon formed the habit of  
putting a part of  their profits into land. The best means 
of  consolidating their fortune and their credit was, in 
fact, the buying up of  land. They devoted a part of  
their gains to the purchase of  real estate, first of  all in 
the same town where they dwelt and later in the 
country. But they changed themselves, especially, into 
money-lenders. The economic crisis provoked by the 
irruption of  trade into the life of  society had caused 
the ruin of, or at least trouble to, the landed proprietors 
who had not been able to adapt themselves to it. For 
in speeding up the circulation of  money a natural 
result was the decreasing of  its value and by that very 
fact the raising of  all prices. The period contemporary 

with the formation of  the cities was a period of  high 
cost of  living, as favorable to the businessmen and 
artisans of  the middle class as it was painful to the 
holders of  the land who did not succeed in increasing 
their revenues. By the end of  the eleventh century 
many of  them were obliged to have recourse to the 
capital of  the merchants in order to keep going . . . But 
more important operations were already current at 
this era. There was no lack of  merchants rich enough 
to agree to loans of  considerable amount . . . The 
kings themselves had recourse, in the course of  the 
twelfth century, to the good services of  the city 
financiers . . . 

[. . .] 
The power of  liquid capital, concentrated in the cities, 
not only gave them an economic ascendancy but 
contributed also towards making them take part in 
political life. For as long as society had known no 
other power than that which derived from the 
possession of  the land, the clergy and the nobility 
alone had had a share in the government . . . 

But as soon as the economic revival enabled [the 
prince] to augment his revenues, and cash, thanks to it, 
began to flow to his coffers, he took immediate 
advantage of  circumstances . . . Identical economic 
causes had changed simultaneously the organization 
of  the land and the governing of  the people. Just as 
they enabled the peasants to free themselves, and the 
proprietors to substitute the quit-rent for the demesnial 
mansus, so they enabled the princes, thanks to their 
salaried agents, to lay hold of  the direct government 
of  their territories. This political innovation, like the 
social innovations with which it was contemporary, 
implied the diffusion of  ready cash and the circulation 
of  money . . . 

The connections which were necessarily estab-
lished between the princes and the burghers also had 
political consequences of  the greatest import. It was 
necessary to take heed of  those cities whose increas-
ing wealth gave them a steadily increasing impor-
tance, and which could put on the field, in case of  
need, thousands of  well-equipped men . . . 

[. . .] 
[The cities’] natural tendency led them to become 
municipal republics. There is but little doubt but that, 
if  they had had the power, they would have everywhere 
become States within the State. But they did not 
succeed in realizing this ideal save where the power of  
the State was impotent to counterbalance their  efforts. 

[. . .] 
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[The territorial government] did not treat them as 
mere subjects. It had too much need of  them not to 
have regard for their interests. Its finances rested in 
great part upon them, and to the extent that they 
augmented the power of  the State and therewith its 
expenses, it felt more and more frequently the need of  
going to the pocketbooks of  the burghers . . . Little by 
little the princes formed the habit of  calling the 
burghers into the councils of  prelates and nobles with 
whom they conferred upon their affairs. The instances 
of  such convocations were still rare in the twelfth 
century; they multiplied in the thirteenth; and in the 
fourteenth century the custom was definitely legalized 
by the institution of  the Estates in which the cities 
obtained, after the clergy and the nobility, a place 
which soon became, although the third in dignity, the 
first in  importance. 

Although the middle classes, as we have just seen, 
had an influence of  very vast import upon the social, 
economic, and political changes which were manifest 
in Western Europe in the course of  the twelfth century, 
it does not seem at first glance that they played much 
of  a role in the intellectual movement. It was not, in 
fact, until the fourteenth century that a literature and 
an art was brought forth from the bosom of  the middle 
classes, animated with their spirit. Until then, science 
remained the exclusive monopoly of  the clergy and 
employed no other tongue than the Latin. What 
literature was written in the vernacular had to do 
solely with the’ nobility, or at least expressed only the 
ideas and the-sentiments which pertained to the 
nobility as a class. Architecture and sculpture pro- 
duced their masterpieces only in the construction and 
ornamentation of  the churches. The market and 
belfries, of  which the oldest specimens date back to 
the beginning of  the thirteenth century . . . remained 
still faithful to the architectural style of  the great 
religious  edifices. 

Upon closer inspection, however, it does not take 
long to discover that city life really did make its 
contribution to the moral spirit of  the Middle Ages. To 
be sure, its intellectual culture was dominated by 
practical considerations which, before the period of  
the Renaissance, kept it from putting forth any 
independent effort. But from the very first it showed 
that characteristic of  being an exclusively lay culture. 
By the middle of  the twelfth century the municipal 
councils were busy founding schools for the children 

of  the burghers, which were the first lay schools since 
the end of  antiquity. By means of  them, instruction 
ceased to be furnished exclusively for the benefit of  
the novices of  the monasteries and the future parish 
priests. Knowledge of  reading and writing, being 
indispensable to the practice of  commerce, ceased to 
be reserved for the members of  the clergy alone. The 
burgher was initiated into them long before the noble, 
because what was for the noble only an intellectual 
luxury was for him a daily need . . . 

However, the teaching in these communal schools 
was limited, until the period of  the Renaissance, to 
elementary instruction. All who wished to have more 
were obliged to turn to the clerical establishments. It 
was from these latter that came the “clerks” who, 
starting at the end of  the twelfth century, were charged 
with the correspondence and the accounts of  the  
city, as well as the publication of  the manifold Acts 
necessitated by commercial life. All these “clerks”  
were, furthermore, laymen, the cities having never 
taken into their service, in contradistinction to the 
princes, members of  the clergy who by virtue of  the 
privileges they enjoyed would have escaped their 
 jurisdiction. 

The language which the municipal scribes employed 
was naturally, at first, Latin. But after the first years of  
the thirteenth century they adopted more and more 
generally the use of  national idioms. It was by the cities 
that the common tongue was introduced for the first 
time into administrative usage. Thereby they showed an 
initiative which corresponded perfectly to that lay spirit 
of  which they were the preeminent representatives in 
the civilization of  the Middle  Ages. 

This lay spirit, moreover, was allied with the most 
intense religious fervor. If  the burghers were very 
frequently in conflict with the ecclesiastic authorities, 
if  the bishops thundered fulsomely against them with 
sentences of  excommunication, and if, by way of  
counterattack, they sometimes gave way to decidedly 
pronounced anti-clerical tendencies, they were, for all 
of  that, none the less animated by a profound and 
ardent faith . . . 

Both lay and mystic at the same time, the burghers 
of  the Middle Ages were thus singularly well prepared 
for the role which they were to play in the two great 
future movements of  ideas: the Renaissance, the child 
of  the lay mind, and the Reformation, towards which 
religious mysticism was  leading. 



“The Great Towns”
from The Condition of the Working Class  
in England in 1844 (1845) 

Friedrich  Engels 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

It was the peculiar fate of Friedrich Engels (1820–1895) to live most of his adult life in the shadow of his  
better-known friend and partner Karl Marx and to be remembered as a fiercely bearded icon of international 
communism. It was, however, a more humanly accessible Engels who, full of youthful idealism at the age of only 
24, came face to face with the social horrors of the Industrial Revolution. Young Engels was sent by his industrialist 
father to learn business management in the factories of Manchester in the north of England. The unintended 
consequences of that particular paternal decision was The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844 
(1845), a book that ranks as one of the earliest masterpieces of urban socio- politics. 

By the 1840s, the Industrial Revolution had transformed conditions in many English cities, particularly in the 
Midlands and the north of England. Manchester, which Engels observed in detail, was emblematic of what the 
new industrial cities were like. Plate 5 from Augustus Pugin’s Contrasts (1841) compares the skyline of a 
fifteenth-century city dominated by church steeples to the same town in 1840. In the second view, mills, factories, 
and a huge prison dominate the scene. Engels described Manchester at the same time that photography was 
emerging as a significant art form and technique of documentation. Unfortunately, he did not illustrate his book 
with actual pictures of the miserable condition of the working-class districts. But later in the nineteenth century, 
and on into the twentieth, photographers like Jacob Riis and Lewis Hine – along with the pen-and-ink draftsmen 
of the popular illustrated press – helped to give birth to a pervasive modern visual culture as they revealed life in 
the slums to a middle-class  audience. 

In the selection “The Great Towns” reprinted here (and note that “great” means large, not excellent!), Engels 
employs a peripatetic method of observation and analysis. Although he summarizes the socialist theory of the 
origin and historic role of the industrial working class, and although he quotes from many contemporaneous 
sources to bolster his analysis – thereby contributing to the construction of a new kind of understanding of reality 
based on what came to be called “social science” – Engels constructs the bulk of his argument by merely walking 
around the city and reporting what he sees. Quickly growing impatient with telling his readers about the social 
misery of working-class life, Engels begins showing them the horrors of industrial urbanism by conducting them 
on a tour of Manchester’s working-class districts. As in Dante’s Inferno, the tour descends deeper and deeper 
into the filth, misery, and despair that constitute the greater part of the Manchester conurbation. Engels was 
thought by some to have exaggerated slum conditions in support of his radical ideology, but subsequent 
mainstream British academic researchers like Charles Booth and several prestigious royal commissions 
produced a series of reports documenting conditions in British cities every bit as terrible as those that Engels 
 described. 

No one can read The Condition of the Working Class without acknowledging that Engels had come to 
know the various neighborhoods of proletarian Manchester – Old Town, Irish Town, Long Millgate, and Salford 
– intimately and that his observations were acute and objective. Of particular interest are his descriptions of 
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the public health consequences (in terms of air and water pollution) of unrestrained overbuilding. In this, 
Engels anticipated many of the points made by environmental reformers such as Frederick Law Olmsted  
(p. 364) and utopian urban planning pioneers like Ebenezer Howard (p. 371). He may even be said to lay the 
groundwork for the arguments of the sustainable planning advocates like the World Commission on 
Environment and Development (p. 404), Timothy Beatley (p. 492), and the authors of “The Charter of the New 
Urbanism” (p. 410). 

Responding to the spatial arrangements of the class segregation of urban-industrialism, Engels observed that 
the façades of the main thoroughfares mask the horrors that lie beyond from the eyes of the factory owners and 
the middle-class managers who commute into the city from outlying suburbs. This became a common theme, 
repeated in many examinations of urban poverty such as Michael Harrington’s The Other America (1962), the 
opening chapter of which describes how middle-class commuters to midtown Manhattan can travel on elevated 
freeways over some of the worst New York slums without ever actually seeing  them. 

The entire tradition of twentieth-century urban planning, capitalist and socialist alike, owes an enormous debt 
to Engels. The connection he draws between the physical decrepitude of the urban infrastructure and the 
alienation and despair of the urban poor remains valid to the present day. The urban parks movement and the 
construction of “ideal” company towns – Saltaire and Port Sunlight in the UK, Lowell and Pullman in the United 
States – as well as more recent attempts at inner-city redevelopment and expanding educational and economic 
opportunities for the urban poor, all address issues first identified by  Engels. 

The conditions described by Engels also form the basis for the social realist tradition in literature, a tradition 
that begins with Charles Dickens and Mrs. Gaskell in England and is continued in the works of Upton Sinclair 
and Theodore Dreiser in the United States. The social realist narrative must, of course, be balanced by the long-
term technological progress and social advantages that the Industrial Revolution brought to the fore. In The 
Industrial Revolution, for example, historian T.S. Ashton argued that the common practice of speaking of  
“the disasters of the Industrial Revolution” is simply “perverse” and that the “new instruments of production  
and the new methods of administering industry” devised by the industrial capitalists brought wealth,  
progress, and measurable longevity to Britain and the other nations that adopted, or adapted to, the industrial 
project. After all, in The Communist Manifesto (1848), Engels himself, along with his co-author Karl Marx, 
declared that the capitalist bourgeoisie had “played a most revolutionary role in history” and “has created 
enormous cities . . . and has thus rescued a considerable part of the population from the idiocy of rural life.” It 
would be the industrial proletariat, of course, that in the Marxist imagination would become the next revolutionary 
class. One can wonder whether the political and cultural impact of the industrial working class that Engels and 
the social realists describe will in any way be paralleled by the cultural impact of the post-industrial “creative 
class” that Richard Florida describes (p. 163). 

For more on early Manchester, see the chapter on “Manchester, 1760–1840,” in Peter Hall, Cities in 
Civilization (New York: Pantheon, 1998). Other significant investigations of urban poverty in England include 
Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 4 vols (1851–1862); Charles Booth, “Conditions and 
Occupation of the People in East London and Hackney” (Journal of the Royal Historical Society, 1887); Jack 
London, People of the Abyss (New York: Macmillan, 1903); and George Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and 
London (London: Secker and Warburg, 1933). 

In America, important studies of slum conditions include Jacob Riis, How the Other Half Lives (New York: 
Scribner’s, 1903); Upton Sinclair, The Jungle (New York: Doubleday, 1906). Studies of Latino barrios, 
Chinatowns, and other impacted minority communities in the United States abound, and a whole body of 
descriptive and analytical literature exists on conditions in the African-American ghettos such as W.E.B. Du Bois, 
The Philadelphia Negro (p. 124), St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton, Black Metropolis (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1945), William Julius Wilson’s When Work Disappears (New York: Vintage, 1997), and Elijah 
Anderson, Code of the Street (p. 131). More recently, a number of researchers, notably Albert Camarillo (p. 139), 
have identified multi-ethnic “majority-minority” cities as an emerging global  trend. 

There are two recent and excellent biographies of Engels: Tristram Hunt, Marx’s General: The Revolutionary 
Life of Friedrich Engels (New York: Metropolitan Books, 2009) and John Green, Engels: A Revolutionary Life 
(London: Artery Publications, 2008). For a sampling of Engels’s most important writings as well as those of his 
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lifelong friend Karl Marx, see Robert C. Tucker, The Marx–Engels Reader (New York: W.W. Norton, 1978). For an 
excellent summary of nineteenth-century urban poverty conditions and the broader socio-political context, 
consult “The City of Dreadful Night” in Peter Hall’s Cities of Tomorrow (London: Basil Blackwell, 1988); Eric 
Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution, 1789–1848 (New York: Vintage, 1996); T.S. Ashton, The Industrial 
Revolution: 1760–1830 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1948); and Kenneth Morgan, The Birth of Industrial 
Britain, 1750–1850 (Harlow: Longman, 1999). Robert C. Allen, The British Industrial Revolution in Global 
Perspective (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009) is an important new analysis of the economic 
history of the period. For further information on Engels’s Manchester and its connections to an emerging social 
realism in fiction, consult cultural historian Steven Marcus’s magisterial Engels, Manchester, and the Working 
Class (New York: Random House, 1974). Also of interest is Robert Roberts, The Classic Slum (Manchester: 
University of Manchester Press, 1971), an extraordinary first-person account of growing up in Salford during the 
early years of the twentieth  century. 

A town, such as London, where a man may wander for 
hours together without reaching the beginning of  the 
end, without meeting the slightest hint which could 
lead to the inference that there is open country within 
reach, is a strange thing. This colossal centralization, 
this heaping together of  two and a half  millions of  
human beings at one point, has multiplied the power of  
this two and a half  millions a hundred-fold; has raised 
London to the commercial capital of  the world, created 
the giant docks and assembled the thousand vessels 
that continually cover the Thames. I know nothing 
more imposing than the view which the Thames offers 
during the ascent from the sea to London Bridge. The 
masses of  buildings, the wharves on both sides, 
especially from Woolwich upwards, the countless ships 
along both shores, crowding ever closer and closer 
together, until, at last, only a narrow passage remains in 
the middle of  the river, a passage through which 
hundreds of  steamers shoot by one another; all this is 
so vast, so impressive, that a man cannot collect 
himself, but is lost in the marvel of  England’s greatness 
before he sets foot upon English soil.

But the sacrifices which all this has cost become 
apparent later. After roaming the streets of  the capital 
a day or two, making headway with difficulty through 
the human turmoil and the endless lines of  vehicles, 
after visiting the slums of  the metropolis, one realizes 
for the first time that these Londoners have been 
forced to sacrifice the best qualities of  their human 
nature, to bring to pass all the marvels of  civilization 
which crowd their city; that a hundred powers which 
slumbered within them have remained inactive, have 
been suppressed in order that a few might be devel-
oped more fully and multiply through union with  

those of  others. The very turmoil of  the streets has 
something 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 beings 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 their only agree-
ment is the tacit one, that each keep to his own side of  
the pavement, so as not to delay the opposing streams 
of  the crowd, while it occurs to no man to honour 
another with so much as a glance. The brutal indiffer-
ence, the unfeeling isolation of  each in his private 
interest becomes the more repellent and offensive, the 
more these individuals are crowded together, within a 
limited space. 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 shamelessly barefaced, 
so self-conscious as just here in the crowding of  the 
great city. The dissolution of  mankind into monads, of  
which each one has a separate principle and a sepa-
rate purpose, the world of  atoms, is here carried out to 
its utmost extreme.

Hence it comes, too, that the social war, the war of  
each against all, is here openly declared. . . ., 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 powerful 
few, the capitalists, seize everything for themselves, 
while to the weak many, the poor, scarcely a bare 
existence remains.
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What is true of  London, is true of  Manchester, 
Birmingham, Leeds, is true of  all great towns. 
Everywhere barbarous indifference, hard egotism on 
one hand, and nameless misery on the other, every-
where social warfare, every man’s house in a state of  
siege, everywhere reciprocal plundering under the pro-
tection of  the law, and all so shameless, so openly 
avowed that one shrinks before the consequences of  
our social state as they manifest themselves here undis-
guised, and can only wonder that the whole crazy fabric 
still hangs together.

Since capital, the direct or indirect control of  the 
means of  subsistence and production, is the weapon 
with which this social warfare is carried on, it is clear 
that all the disadvantages of  such a state must fall 
upon the poor. For him no man has the slightest 
concern. Cast into the whirlpool, he must struggle 
through as well as he can. If  he is so happy as to find 
work, i.e. if  the bourgeoisie does him the favour to 
enrich itself  by means of  him, wages await him which 
scarcely suffice to keep body and soul together; if  he 
can get no work he may steal, if  he is not afraid of  the 
police, or starve, in which case the police will take care 
that he does so in a quiet and inoffensive manner. 
During my residence in England, at least twenty  
or thirty persons have died of  simple starvation  
under the most revolting circumstances, and a jury 
has rarely been found possessed of  the courage to 
speak the plain truth in the matter. Let the testimony 
of  the witnesses be never so clear and unequivocal, 
the bourgeoisie, from which the jury is selected, always 
finds some backdoor through which to escape the 
frightful verdict, death from starvation. The bourgeoisie 
dare not speak the truth in these cases, for it would 
speak its own condemnation. But indirectly, far more 
than directly, many have died of  starvation, where 
long continued want of  proper nourishment has called 
forth fatal illness, when it has produced such debility 
that causes which might otherwise have remained 
inoperative, brought on severe illness and death. The 
English working-men call this social murder, and 
accuse our whole society of  perpetrating this crime 
perpetually. Are they wrong?

True, it is only individuals who starve, but what 
security has the working-man that it may not be his 
turn tomorrow? Who assures him employment, who 
vouches for it that, if  for any reason or no reason his 
lord and master discharges him tomorrow, he can 
struggle along with those dependent upon him, until 
he may find some one else “to give him bread”? Who 

guarantees that willingness to work shall suffice to 
obtain work, that uprightness, industry, thrift, and the 
rest of  the virtues recommended by the bourgeoisie, 
are really his road to happiness? No one. He knows 
that he has something today, and that it does not 
depend upon himself  whether he shall have something 
tomorrow. He knows that every breeze that blows, 
every whim of  his employer, every bad turn of  trade 
may hurl him back into the fierce whirlpool from which 
he has temporarily saved himself, and in which it is 
hard and often impossible to keep his head above 
water. He knows that, though he may have the means 
of  living today, it is very uncertain whether he shall 
tomorrow.

[. . .]
Manchester lies at the foot of  the southern slope of  

a range of  hills, which stretch hither from Oldham, their 
last peak, Kersallmoor, being at once the racecourse 
and the Mons Sacer of  Manchester. Manchester 
proper lies on the left bank of  the Irwell, between that 
stream and the two smaller ones, the Irk and the 
Medlock, which here empty into the Irwell. On the 
right bank of  the Irwell, bounded by a sharp curve of  
the river, lies Salford, and farther westward Pendleton; 
northward from the Irwell lie Upper and Lower 
Broughton; northward of  the Irk, Cheetham Hill; south 
of  the Medlock lies Hulme; farther east Chorlton on 
Medlock; still farther, pretty well to the east of  
Manchester, Ardwick. The whole assemblage of  build-
ings is commonly called Manchester, and contains 
about four hundred thousand inhabitants, rather more 
than less. The town itself  is peculiarly built, so that a 
person may live in it for years, and go in and out daily 
without coming into contact with a working-people’s 
quarter or even with workers; that is, so long as he con-
fines himself  to his business or to pleasure walks. This 
arises chiefly from the fact, that by unconscious tacit 
agreement, as well as with outspoken conscious deter-
mination, the working-people’s quarters are sharply 
separated from the sections of  the city reserved for the 
middle class; or, if  this does not succeed, they are con-
cealed with the cloak of  charity. Manchester contains, 
at its heart, a rather extended commercial district, 
perhaps half  a mile long and about as broad, and con-
sisting almost wholly of  offices and warehouses. 
Nearly the whole district is abandoned by dwellers, and 
is lonely and deserted at night; only watchmen and 
policemen traverse its narrow lanes with their dark lan-
terns. This district is cut through by certain main thor-
oughfares upon which the vast traffic concentrates, 



O
N
E

“ T H E  G R E AT  TOW N S ” 57

and in which the ground level is lined with brilliant 
shops. In these streets the upper floors are occupied, 
here and there, and there is a good deal of  life upon 
them until late at night. With the exception of  this com-
mercial district, all Manchester proper, all Salford and 
Hulme, a great part of  Pendleton and Chorlton, two-
thirds of  Ardwick, and single stretches of  Cheetham 
Hill and Broughton are all unmixed working-people’s 
quarters, stretching like a girdle, averaging a mile and a 
half  in breadth, around the commercial district. 
Outside, beyond this girdle, lives the upper and middle 
bourgeoisie, the middle bourgeoisie in regularly laid 
out streets in the vicinity of  the working quarters, espe-
cially in Chorlton and the lower-lying portions of  
Cheetham Hill; the upper bourgeoisie in remoter villas 
with gardens in Chorlton and Ardwick or on the breezy 
heights of  Cheetham Hill, Broughton and Pendleton, in 
free, wholesome country air, in fine, comfortable 
homes, passed once every half  or quarter hour by 
omnibuses going into the city. And the finest part of  
the arrangement is this, that the members of  this 
money aristocracy can take the shortest road through 
the middle of  all the labouring districts to their places 
of  business, without ever seeing that they are in the 
midst of  the grimy misery that lurks to the right and the 
left. For the thoroughfares leading from the Exchange 
in all directions out of  the city are lined, on both sides, 
with an almost unbroken series of  shops, and are so 
kept in the hands of  the middle and lower bourgeoisie, 
which, out of  self-interest, cares for a decent and 
cleanly external appearance and can care for it. True, 
these shops bear some relation to the districts which lie 
behind them, and are more elegant in the commercial 
and residential quarters than when they hide grimy 
working-men’s dwellings; but they suffice to conceal 
from the eyes of  the wealthy men and women of  
strong stomachs and weak nerves the misery and 
grime which form the complement of  their wealth. So, 
for instance, Deansgate, which leads from the Old 
Church directly southward, is lined first with mills and 
warehouses, then with second-rate shops and ale-
houses; farther south, when it leaves the commercial 
district, with less inviting shops, which grow dirtier and 
more interrupted by beerhouses and gin palaces the 
farther one goes, until at the southern end the appear-
ance of  the shops leaves no doubt that workers and 
workers only are their customers. So Market Street 
running south east from the Exchange; at first brilliant 
shops of  the best sort, with counting-houses or ware-
houses above; in the continuation, Piccadilly, immense 

hotels and warehouses; in the farther continuation, 
London Road, in the neighbourhood of  the Medlock, 
factories, beerhouses, shops for the humbler bourgeoi-
sie and the working population; and from this point 
onward, large gardens and villas of  the wealthier mer-
chants and manufacturers. In this way any one who 
knows Manchester can infer the adjoining districts, 
from the appearance of  the thoroughfare, but one is 
seldom in a position to catch from the street a glimpse 
of  the real labouring districts. I know very well that this 
hypocritical plan is more or less common to all great 
cities; I know, too, that the retail dealers are forced by 
the nature of  their business to take possession of  the 
great highways; I know that there are more good build-
ings than bad ones upon such streets everywhere, and 
that the value of  land is greater near them than in 
remoter districts; but at the same time I have never 
seen so systematic a shutting out of  the working-class 
from the thoroughfares, so tender a concealment of  
everything which might affront the eye and the nerves 
of  the bourgeoisie, as in Manchester. And yet, in other 
respects, Manchester is less built according to a plan, 
after official regulations, is more an outgrowth of  acci-
dent, than any other city; and when I consider in this 
connection the eager assurances of  the middle-class, 
that the working-class is doing famously, I cannot help 
feeling that the liberal manufacturers, the “Big Wigs” of  
Manchester, are not so innocent after all, in the matter 
of  this sensitive method of  construction.

I may mention just here that the mills almost all 
adjoin the rivers or the different canals that ramify 
throughout the city, before I proceed at once to 
describe the labouring quarters. First of  all, there is the 
Old Town of  Manchester [Figure 1], which lies 
between the northern boundary of  the commercial 
district and the Irk. Here the streets, even the better 
ones, are narrow and winding, as Todd Street, Long 
Millgate, Withy Grove, and Shude Hill, the houses 
dirty, old, and tumble-down, and the construction of  
the side streets utterly horrible. Going from the Old 
Church to Long Millgate, the stroller has at once a row 
of  old-fashioned houses at the right, of  which not one 
has kept its original level; these are remnants of  the 
old pre-manufacturing Manchester, whose former 
inhabitants have removed with their descendants into 
better-built districts, and have left the houses, which 
were not good enough for them, to a working-class 
population strongly mixed with Irish blood. Here one 
is in an almost undisguised working-men’s quarter, for 
even the shops and beerhouses hardly take the trouble 
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to exhibit a trifling degree of  cleanliness. But all this is 
nothing in comparison with the courts and lanes 
which lie behind, to which access can be gained only 
through covered passages in which no two human 
beings can pass at the same time. Of  the irregular 
cramming 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 impossible to convey 
an idea. And it is not the buildings 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.

[. . .]
The south bank of  the Irk is here very steep and 

between fifteen and thirty feet high. On this declivitous 
hillside there are planted three rows of  houses, of  
which the lowest rise directly out of  the river, while the 
front walls of  the highest stand on the crest of  the hill 
in Long Millgate. Among them are mills on the river; in 
short, the method of  construction is as crowded and 
disorderly here as in the lower part of  Long Millgate. 
Right and left a multitude of  covered passages 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 – especially 

in the courts which lead down to the Irk and which 
contain unqualifiedly the most horrible dwellings 
which I have yet beheld. In one of  these courts there 
stands directly 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. This is the first court on the Irk above 
Ducie Bridge – in case any one should care to look 
into it. Below it on the river there are several tanneries 
which fill the whole neighbourhood with the stench of  
animal putrefaction. 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 first 
court below Ducie Bridge, known as Allen’s Court, 
was in such a state at the time of  the cholera that the 
sanitary police ordered it evacuated, swept, and 
disinfected with chloride of  lime. Dr. Kay gives a 
terrible description of  the state of  this court at that 
time. Since then it seems to have been partially torn 
away and rebuilt; at least looking down from Ducie 
Bridge, the passer-by sees several ruined walls and 
heaps of  debris with some newer houses. The view 
from this bridge, mercifully concealed from mortals of  
small stature by a parapet as high as a man, is 
characteristic 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 forty or fifty feet above the surface of  the 
stream. But besides this, the stream itself  is checked 
every few paces by high weirs, behind which slime and 
refuse accumulate and rot in thick masses. Above the 
bridge are tanneries, bonemills, and gasworks, from 
which all drains and refuse find their way into the Irk, 
which receives further the contents of  all the 
neighbouring sewers and privies. It may be easily 
imagined, therefore, what sort of  residue the stream 
deposits. Below the bridge you look upon the piles of  
debris, the refuse, filth, and offal from the courts on the 
steep left bank; here each house is packed close 
behind its neighbour and a piece of  each is visible, all 
black, smoky, crumbling, ancient, with broken panes 
and window-frames. The background is furnished by 
old barrack-like factory buildings. On the lower right 
bank stands a long row of  houses and mills; the second 
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house being a ruin without a roof, piled with debris; the 
third stands so low that the lowest floor is uninhabit- 
able, and therefore without windows or doors. Here the 
background embraces the pauper burial-ground, the 
station of  the Liverpool and Leeds railway, and, in  
the rear of  this, the Workhouse, the “Poor-Law-Bastille” 
of  Manchester, which, like a citadel, looks threateningly 
down from behind its high walls and parapets on the 
hilltop, upon the working-people’s quarter below.

Above Ducie Bridge, the left bank grows more flat 
and the right bank steeper, but the condition of  the 
dwellings on both banks grows worse rather than 
better. He who turns to the left here from the main 
street, Long Millgate, is lost; he wanders from one 
court to another, turns countless corners, passes 
nothing but narrow, filthy nooks and alleys, until after 
a few minutes he has lost all clue, and knows not 
whither to turn. Everywhere half  or wholly ruined 
buildings, some of  them actually uninhabited, which 
means a great deal here; rarely a wooden or stone 
floor to be seen in the houses, almost uniformly 
broken, ill-fitting windows and doors, and a state of  
filth! Everywhere heaps of  debris, refuse, and offal; 
standing pools for gutters, and a stench which alone 
would make it impossible for a human being in any 
degree civilized to live in such a district. The newly-
built extension of  the Leeds railway, which crosses  
the Irk here, has swept away some of  these courts  
and lanes, laying others completely open to view. 
Immediately under the railway bridge there stands a 
court, the filth and horrors of  which surpass all the 
others by far, just because it was hitherto so shut off, so 
secluded that the way to it could not be found without 
a good deal of  trouble. I should never have discovered 
it myself, without the breaks made by the railway, 
though I thought I knew this whole region thoroughly. 
Passing along a rough bank, among stakes and 
washing-lines, one penetrates into this chaos of  small 
one-storeyed, 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. This whole collection of  cattle-
sheds for human beings was surrounded on two sides 

by houses and a factory, and on the third by the river, 
and besides the narrow stair up the bank, a narrow 
doorway alone led out into another almost equally ill-
built, ill-kept labyrinth of  dwellings.

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  uninhabitableness, whose unclean 
interiors fully correspond with their filthy external 
surroundings. And 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 
dwellings 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 uninhabit- 
able, stands deprived of  all fittings for doors and 
windows, 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!

If  we leave the Irk and penetrate once more on the 
opposite side from Long Millgate into the midst of  the 
working-men’s dwellings, we shall come into a some-
what newer quarter, which stretches from St. Michael’s 
Church to Withy Grove and Shude Hill. Here there is 
somewhat better order. In place of  the chaos of  build-
ings, we find at least long straight lanes and alleys or 
courts, built according to a plan and usually square. But 
if, in the former case, every house was built according 
to caprice, here each lane and court is so built, without 
reference to the situation of  the adjoining ones. The 
lanes run now in this direction, now in that, while every 
two minutes the wanderer gets into a blind alley, or, on 
turning a corner, finds himself  back where he started 
from; certainly no one who has not lived a considerable 
time in this labyrinth can find his way through it.

If  I may use the word at all in speaking of  this 
district, the ventilation of  these streets and courts is, in 
consequence of  this confusion, quite as imperfect as 
in the Irk region; and if  this quarter may, nevertheless, 
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be said to have some advantage over that of  the Irk, 
the houses being newer and the streets occasionally 
having gutters, nearly every house has, on the other 
hand, a cellar dwelling, which is rarely found in the Irk 
district, by reason of  the greater age and more careless 
construction of  the houses. As for the rest the filth, 
debris, and offal heaps, and the pools in the streets are 
common to both quarters, and in the district now 
under discussion, another feature most injurious 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 pigpens 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. Through this quarter, a broad 
and measurably decent street has been cut, Millers 
Street, and the background has been pretty successfully 
concealed. But if  any one should be led by curiosity to 
pass through one of  the numerous passages which 
lead into the courts, he will find this piggery repeated 
at every twenty paces.

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 consider-
ations of  cleanliness, ventilation, and health which 
characterize the construction of  this single district, 
containing at least twenty to thirty thousand inhabit-
ants. And such a district exists in the heart of  the 
second city of  England, the first manufacturing city of  
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  civilization he may 
share and yet live, it is only necessary to travel hither. 
True, this is the Old Town, and the people of  
Manchester emphasize the fact whenever any one 
mentions to them the frightful condition of  this Hell 
upon Earth; but what does that prove? Everything 
which here arouses horror and indignation is of  recent 
origin, belongs to the industrial epoch. 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 agri-
cultural districts and from Ireland; the industrial epoch 
alone enables the owners of  these cattlesheds 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 
chattel; 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. 
True, the original construction of  this quarter was 
bad, little good could have been made out of  it; but, 
have the landowners, has the municipality done any-
thing to improve it when rebuilding? On the contrary, 
wherever a nook or corner was free, a house has been 
run up; where a superfluous passage remained, it has 
been built up; the value of  land rose with the blossom-
ing out of  manufacture, and the more it rose, the more 
madly was the work of  building up carried on, without 
reference to the health or comfort of  the inhabitants, 
with sole reference to the highest possible profit on the 
principle that no hole is so bad but that some poor crea-
ture must take it who can pay for nothing better.

[. . .]
It may not be out of  place to make some general 

observations just here as to the customary construction 
of  working-men’s quarters in Manchester. We have 
seen how in the Old Town pure accident determined 
the grouping of  the houses in general. Every house is 
built without reference to any other, and the scraps of  
space between them are called courts for want of  
another name. In the somewhat newer portions of  the 
same quarter, and in other working-men’s quarters, 
dating from the early days of  industrial activity, a 
somewhat more orderly arrangement may be found. 
The space between two streets is divided into more 
regular, usually square courts.

These courts were built in this way from the begin-
ning, and communicate with the streets by means of  
covered passages. If  the totally planless construction 
is injurious to the health of  the workers by preventing 
ventilation, this method of  shutting them up in courts 
surrounded on all sides by buildings is far more so. 
The air simply cannot escape; the chimneys of  the 
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houses are the sole drains for the imprisoned atmo-
sphere of  the courts, and they serve the purpose only 
so long as fire is kept burning. Moreover, the houses 
surrounding such courts are usually built back to back, 
having the rear wall in common; and this alone suf-
fices to prevent any sufficient through ventilation. And, 
as the police charged with care of  the streets does not 
trouble itself  about the condition of  these courts, as 
everything quietly lies where it is thrown, there is no 
cause for wonder at the filth and heaps of  ashes and 
offal to be found here. I have been in courts, in Millers 
Street, at least half  a foot below the level of  the thor-
oughfare, and without the slightest drainage for the 
water that accumulates in them in rainy weather! More 
recently another different method of  building was 
adopted, and has now become general. Working-
men’s cottages are almost never built singly, but always 
by the dozen or score; a single contractor building up 
one or two streets at a time. These are then arranged 
as follows: One front is formed of  cottages of  the best 
class, so fortunate as to possess a back door and small 
court, and these command the highest rent. In the rear 
of  these cottages runs a narrow alley, the back street, 
built up at both ends, into which either a narrow 
roadway or a covered passage leads from one side. 
The cottages which face this back street command 
least rent, and are most neglected. These have their 
rear walls in common with the third row of  cottages 
which face a second street, and command less rent 
than the first row and more than the second. The 
streets are laid out somewhat as in [Figure 2].

By this method of  construction, comparatively 
good ventilation can be obtained for the first row of  
cottages, and the third row is no worse off  than in the 

former method. The middle row, on the other hand, is 
at least as badly ventilated as the houses in the courts, 
and the back street is always in the same filthy, 
disgusting condition as they. The contractors prefer 
this method because it saves them space, and furnishes 
the means of  fleecing better-paid workers through the 
higher rents of  the cottages in the first and third rows. 
These three different forms of  cottage building are 
found all over Manchester and throughout Lancashire 
and Yorkshire, often mixed up together, but usually 
separate enough to indicate the relative age of  parts 
of  towns. The third system, that of  the back alleys, 
prevails largely in the great working-men’s district east 
of  St. George’s Road and Ancoats Street, and is the 
one most often found in the other working-men’s 
quarters of  Manchester and its suburbs.

[. . .]
Such are the various working-people’s quarters of  

Manchester as I had occasion to observe them per-
sonally during twenty months. If  we briefly formulate 
the result of  our wanderings, we must admit that 
350,000 working-people of  Manchester and its envi-
rons live, almost all of  them, in wretched, damp, filthy 
cottages, that the streets which surround them are 
usually in the most miserable and filthy condition, laid 
out without the slightest reference to ventilation, with 
reference solely to the profit secured by the contrac-
tor. In a word, we must confess that in the working-
men’s dwellings of  Manchester, no cleanliness, no 
convenience, and consequently no comfortable family 
life is possible; that in such dwellings only a physically 
degenerate race, robbed of  all humanity, degraded, 
reduced morally and physically to bestiality, could feel 
comfortable and at home.

[. . .]
To sum up briefly the facts thus far cited. The great 

towns are chiefly inhabited by working-people, since in 
the best case there is one bourgeois for two workers, 
often for three, here and there for four; these workers 
have no property whatsoever of  their own, and live 
wholly upon wages, which usually go from hand to 
mouth. Society, composed wholly of  atoms, does not 
trouble itself  about them; leaves them to care for them-
selves and their families, yet supplies them no means of  
doing this in an efficient and permanent manner. Every 
working-man, even the best, is therefore constantly 
exposed to loss of  work and food, that is, to death by 
starvation, and many perish in this way. The dwellings 
of  the workers are everywhere badly planned, badly 
built, and kept in the worst condition, badly ventilated, Figure 2
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damp, and unwholesome. The inhabitants are confined 
to the smallest possible space, and at least one family 
usually sleeps in each room. The interior arrangement 
of  the dwellings is poverty-stricken in various degrees, 
down to the utter absence of  even the most necessary 
furniture. The clothing of  the workers, too, is generally 
scanty, and that of  great multitudes is in rags. The food 
is, in general, bad; often almost unfit for use, and in 
many cases, at least at times, insufficient in quantity,  
so that, in extreme cases, death by starvation results. 
Thus the working-class of  the great cities offers a grad-
uated scale of  conditions in life, in the best cases a tem-
porarily endurable existence for hard work and good 
wages, good and endurable, that is, from the worker’s 

standpoint; in the worst cases, bitter want, reaching 
even homelessness and death by starvation. The 
average is much nearer the worst case than the best. 
And this series does not fall into fixed classes, so that 
one can say, this fraction of  the working-class is well off, 
has always been so, and remains so. If  that is the case 
here and there, if  single branches of  work have in 
general an advantage over others, yet the condition of  
the workers in each branch is subject to such great fluc-
tuations that a single working-man may be so placed as 
to pass through the whole range from comparative 
comfort to the extremest need, even to death by starva-
tion, while almost every English working-man can tell a 
tale of  marked changes of  fortune.



“evolution and Transformation:  
The american industrial  
Metropolis, 1840–1940” 

Sam Bass  Warner 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Perhaps no place and time of urban history has been more exhaustively studied than the cities of the United 
States during the industrial transformation and after – that is, during the period from the mid-nineteenth century 
when industrial enterprises, which had originated in Europe, began to secure a foothold in America to the period 
in the mid-twentieth century when the United States became a world power and its cities were regarded as the 
paradigm examples of advanced, “modern” urbanism. It was an extraordinary period of rapid transformation, both 
socially and technologically, and it is the subject of Sam Bass Warner’s “Evolution and Transformation:  
The American Industrial Metropolis, 1840–1940,” an essay specially commissioned for the fifth edition of  
The City  Reader. 

Warner summarizes the broad range of areas in which the very terms of urban life changed during the century 
after the onset of the Industrial Revolution. Among these were economic cycles of boom and bust culminating in 
the Great Depression of the 1930s, new types of power (from the muscle power of men and animals to water, 
steam, and electricity) and new types of mobility (from walking and horse-drawn wagons to railroads, inter- 
urban tramways, and the first appearance of those extraordinary new machines, the truck and the personal 
automobile). He notes that these new technologies and economic changes led the way toward new urban spatial 
arrangements – inner-city neighborhoods, suburbs, specialized industrial districts, and commercial downtowns 
with their department stores and soaring skyscrapers. He also notes the extraordinary, and often unexpected, 
social transformations that accompanied and intertwined with these other developments. Among these were the 
cultural accommodation of massive waves of foreign immigration, the growing power of labor unions, voting and 
employment rights for women, and the beginnings of the more gradual process of full enfranchisement for 
African-Americans that began with emancipation after the Civil War and continued through decades of Jim Crow 
segregation, discrimination, and  inequality. 

Born and raised in Boston, Sam Bass Warner was educated at Harvard and Boston University. What followed 
was a career as a teacher and scholar that would include professorships at Washington University in St. Louis, 
the University of Michigan, Boston University, Brandeis University, and, since 1994, the Department of Urban 
Studies and Planning at Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Along the way, he has been awarded fellowships 
at Harvard’s Charles Warren Center for Studies in American History, the Guggenheim Foundation, and the 
Rockefeller Foundation. He has also served as a member of the Advisory Council of the United States National 
Archives, the National Research Council, and the Inter-University Consortium for Political Research and has 
been a member of the Executive Committee of the Organization of American Historians and President of the 
Urban History  Association. 

Warner’s exceptionally distinguished career has been based on his skills as a teacher and mentor and on a 
series of books that place him in the first rank of historians of the city as a unique social, technological, and 
organizational complex central to the human experience. His very first book, Streetcar Suburbs: The Process of 
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Never before in human history had people built a 
society based upon steam-powered machines. 
Friedrich Engels saw the beginnings of  this process at 
its early stages. His was the moment when the 
gathering of  mechanized factories established large 
cities. He could not have known in 1844 that as the 
process unfolded, all of  England, and all modern 
nations, would come to be organized by huge industrial 
metropolises of  more than a million inhabitants.

This essay will pick up the story of  the American 
industrial metropolis in the years after 1840. It will 
follow its path of  development in two stages: the years 
to 1920 and the years from 1920 to 1940. Just as 
Engels picked up the story of  the merchant economy 

turning to an industrial one, so during the 1920s a 
wholly new urban society began to emerge.

A parade of  surprises characterized the century. 
Basic changes in the energy available to the city, first 
steam and then electricity, transformed the form of  the 
urban settlement and the life within it. How might 
anyone have imagined a city of  lights, a downtown and 
the crowds on its streets, a city of  skyscrapers and miles 
and miles of  small houses? These obvious sur- 
prises merely record the surface of  change because 
technology, social and cultural invention, politics, and 
historical inheritances interact in complicated ways.  
A water pipe and a light bulb and a steel building  
frame are but the tools of  complex social and cultural 

Growth in Boston, 1870–1900 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962), broke new ground by 
radically expanding the common understanding of suburban growth away from a narrow post-World War II, 
automobile-based phenomenon toward a more historically accurate view of the role that streetcar systems 
played, as early as the 1870s, in decentralizing the dense central cities, creating new residential options for the 
urban middle class, and thereby contributing to increased class segregation in American society. Streetcar 
Suburbs made a strong plea for better, more socially conscious planning in urban America, and Warner’s next 
book was an influential edited volume, Planning for a Nation of Cities (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1966). That 
book was followed in 1968 by The Private City: Philadelphia in Three Periods of Its Growth (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 1968), a masterful study of both the successes and failures of private 
enterprise and private philanthropy as the primary forces behind nineteenth-century American urban 
development. Four years later, Warner published The Urban Wilderness: A History of the American City 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1972), a sweeping overview that returned to  
his heartfelt themes: change as the one constant in the process of urban growth and the need for socially 
conscious planning. One reviewer called the book “a domestic policy brief,” and urban historian Richard C. 
Wade wrote that The Urban Wilderness “is not a history of American cities, but rather a discussion of the need 
to transform them.” 

Other books by Warner include The Way We Really Live: Social Change in Metropolitan Boston Since 1920 
(Boston: Trustees of the Pubic Library of the City of Boston, 1977), To Dwell Is to Garden: A History of Boston’s 
Community Gardens, with Hansi Durlach (Boston: Northeastern University Press, 1987), Greater Boston: 
Adapting Regional Traditions to the Present (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001), and Imaging 
the City: Continuing Struggles and New Directions, with Lawrence J. Vale (New Brunswick, NJ: Center for 
Urban Research and Policy, 2001). 

Appended to Warner’s “Evolution and Transformation: The American Industrial Metropolis, 1840–1940” is an 
annotated list of the major sources that the author relied on in preparing this essay for The City Reader. Needless 
to say, the literature on nineteenth- and twentieth-century urban development is vast, and no brief list can do 
justice to its breadth and depth. For a world perspective, the best place to start is Lewis Mumford’s The City in 
History: Its Origins, Its Transformations, and Its Prospects (New York: Harcourt Brace & World, 1961) and Peter 
Hall’s Cities in Civilization (New York: Pantheon, 1998). Also of interest is Joel Kotkin’s brief but stimulating The 
City: A Global History (New York: Random House, 2005). For the American perspective, consult Major Problems 
in American Urban and Suburban History, 2nd edn, by Howard Chudacoff, Peter Baldwin, and Thomas Paterson 
(Belmont, CA: Wadsworth, 2004); Raymond Mohl, The New City: Urban America in the Industrial Age, 1860–
1920 (Wheeling, IL: Harlan Davidson, 1985); and David R. Goldfield (ed.), Encyclopedia of American Urban 
History, 2 vols (New York: Sage, 2006). 
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invention. The railroad and the steamship made the 
American industrial metropolis into a crossroads for the 
young people of  Europe. This abundance of  youthful 
hands revived a system of  garment manufacture as old 
as Shakespeare’s tailor. Manufacturers gave out materi-
als for families to sew and assemble in their own rooms. 
In this way international transportation fostered the 
tenement sweatshop, but the newcomers’ unions gave 
the city new voices and fresh expectations. These same 
machines, the railroad and the steamship, connected 
and interconnected with all manner of  business institu-
tions of  finance, manufacture and marketing to press 
down upon American society and its cities a completely 
unstable economy that alternated booms with danger-
ous economic collapse.

The aMeRiCaN iNdUSTRiaL  
CiTy eMeRGeS

Commonly a focus on factories and machines leads a 
historian to neglect the essential role of  animals and 
humans in carrying out industrialization. In fact, coal 
and biopower together fueled the growth of  the 
modern American metropolis. The coal-fired steam 
engines of  the railroads and steamships tied the city 
to the world’s resources and markets, while coal-fired 
furnaces and engines enabled factories to escape their 
water-powered sites so that they might locate near the 
city’s port or alongside the railroad lines. Later, subse-
quent to the 1890s, coal powered the generation of  
electricity for streetcars, subways, elevated railroads, 
electric lights, elevators, and numberless small motors. 
In the twentieth century, petroleum joined coal as the 
fuel for transportation.

Steam-powered machines have captured our his-
torical imagination, but they all depended on biopower 
to make them work. The city of  the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries depended on horses to pull 
the streetcars, wagons, and taxis, and to power many 
construction tasks. Further, both the horses and the 
machines depended upon the city’s army of  men, 
women and children to tend them. Even the few auto-
matic machines of  the time, like rotary presses, looms 
and screw machines, required constant attention. Most, 
like sewing machines, steam pressers, lathes, and saws, 
required a person to feed them. In addition, every 
object that moved in the city was first lifted, carried, or 
carted by a laborer. Indeed, historians have been sur-
prised to notice that the increase in heavy manufactures 

– like steel and pipes and shipyards for iron and steel 
ships – brought with it an increase in the proportion of  
unskilled laborers as opposed to craftsmen.

Thus from 1840 to about 1920 during this major 
surge of  industrialization, every newcomer to the city 
represented a gain, a fresh addition of  a little biopower 
to the human settlement. Yet, until the twentieth 
century, the city quite literally consumed young people 
and children. It injured and killed young men and 
women workers with industrial accidents and pollutants, 
malnutrition, overcrowded housing and disease. It  
killed children faster than they could be born. No  
large nineteenth-century city in the world could sus- 
tain itself  by the natural reproduction of  its resident 
population.

Because large cities drew their human resources 
from national and international trading networks, 
changes at a distance impacted local conditions. The 
1840s famine in Ireland and the appearance of  
crowded Irish slums and shanties in New York and 
Boston is such a well-known case. The change in 
urban survival also followed upon distance events.

Fresh farmland in the western United States and 
Europe, when tilled with new farm machinery and 
new agricultural practices, produced a flood of  
inexpensive grain, hay and meat. The refrigeration of  
meat and dairy products, the canning of  meat, fruits 
and vegetables, and the pasteurization of  milk allowed 
the nation’s railroad network to fill the markets of  the 
city with safe products. Here in the city a chain of  very 
long-term incremental municipal investments in water 
and sewer systems and the introduction of  public 
health inspection created an environment of  plentiful 
and clean foodstuffs, even for the poor. To be sure, 
every man, woman and child dwelling in large 
American cities at any given moment during the 
twentieth century did not have enough to eat, but the 
level of  starvation and malnutrition ceased to be a 
population control. Thereby, from the early decades 
of  the twentieth century onwards, the large American 
city and its equivalents in modern Europe became 
habitable places for humans.

iMMiGRaTiON exPeRieNCeS

Overseas immigrants to American cities followed  
the pathways of  food, cotton and coal: steamships  
to and from Europe, railroads among cities. The immi- 
grant parade itself  depended upon the sequential  
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destruction of  local peasant economies by the railroad 
and its delivery of  cheap grain and inexpen- 
sive manufactured goods to the villages and towns. 
First, modern agricultural methods and land en- 
closures destroyed the old rural economies of  Great 
Britain, Ireland and Germany, sending these country 
folks to America and Britain’s new factories. Then  
as the transportation network spread, Norwegians, 
Swedes, Danes, Poles, Hungarians, Italians, Russians 
and Greeks, and peoples of  the Mediterranean 
followed.

The degree of  survival of  these immigrant peoples 
revealed itself  only slowly in the cities’ census 
statistics. Nevertheless, parallel and unconnected 
events accompanied this remarkable demographic 
change. By 1920 the progress of  mechanization had 
proceeded so far that the addition of  a new pair of  
willing hands and a strong back did not add to the 
city’s wealth. The city continued to seek skilled 
workers, but the unskilled proved redundant. During 
this same post-World War I decade, fear of  foreigners, 
fears of  European socialist and communist ideas, anti-
Semitism and labor unions’ desire to cut back on 
competition among workers combined to pass federal 
legislation severely rationing overseas immigration. 
The rationing itself  favored the early comers – 
Germans, Irish, and Britons. In consequence, the 
history of  the metropolis from 1920 to 1940 differs 
markedly from its earlier experiences. During the 
1930s, the major urban migrants were native American 
farmers driven off  their farms by low prices and 
drought. Those already settled in the city subsequently 
spent many of  the following decades learning to 
master their ethnic, religious, and racial prejudices.

In a new continent rich in untapped natural 
resources and prolific inventions, the returns to capital 
far exceeded those to labor. Consequently, extremes  
of  wealth and sharp class divisions emerged as the 
century wore on. For those with capital or access to 
funds, hard work, luck, and leverage enabled business 
people to amass substantial profits from new resources, 
new inventions, new business methods, and the 
appreciation of  land values in the rapidly growing city. 
The migrant, however, whether from overseas or an 
American farm, who arrived in the city without money 
had somehow to find a way to advance from unskilled 
labor jobs. Machine tending in a factory or construction 
work offered many a working-class income. Also, 
white native Americans often found jobs as clerks in 
offices or as sales people.

SOCiaL TRaNSFORMaTiONS

The women traditionally took up domestic service, 
and many immigrant girls worked in factories before 
marriage. During the 1840s and subsequently, married 
women often supported their families by leasing a 
house and running it as a boarding house. The house-
keeper offered single rooms and two meals a day. 
Toward the end of  the century, women found fresh 
opportunities selling in stores, nursing, elementary 
school teaching and staffing telephone switchboards. 
In all these roles, the customs and prejudices of  men 
kept the women’s wages well below those of  the men.

Children helped out their families in home manu-
factures and in family stores. Many worked as office 
and errand boys. One future governor of  New York, Al 
Smith, upon the death of  his father, ran about Lower 
Manhattan carrying messages to teamsters telling 
them where their wagons should go for the next load.

Social connections have always been valuable, and 
the help of  family, friends and neighbors proved the 
most reliable source of  jobs. There were private 
employment offices, to be sure, but they were expen-
sive, unreliable and often fraudulent. Once the job had 
been found, the fate of  the worker depended upon the 
patronage of  the owner and the tyranny of  the 
foreman. There were few remedies for mistreatment, 
harassment, short wages, false clocks and extra hours.

The ROLe OF LaBOR

Since the eighteenth century, carpenters and masons 
had organized themselves into unions, and later, others 
– especially printers, shoe and textile workers – con-
tinued the union movement. At mid-century, however, 
many courts held strikes and workers’ boycotts of  
offending firms to be criminal offenses. Yet despite the 
legal obstacles in boom years, the craft unions and 
working people’s politics made progress. But when 
economic depressions set in and thousands of  men 
and women became unemployed, organized labor 
and its programs collapsed.

So the movement to establish a ten-hour workday 
fell in the depression of  the 1850s, and its revival was 
later squelched by the deep depression of  1873 that 
persisted in the form of  low wages and prices until the 
mid-1890s. Yet, bit by bit, craft unions of  skilled workers 
and some factory operatives made headway. Secure 
unions often could be built upon ethnic solidarity, like 
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those of  the German cigar makers and the Philadelphia 
English cotton workers.

Because factories grew ever larger, and because 
they located within and next to large cities, every 
American metropolis experienced massive labor 
actions. The railway workers strike of  1877 broke out 
in many cities, especially Pittsburgh where workers 
burned the railroad cars and fired rifles and a cannon 
at the troops sent to quell the strike. Later the 
Homestead strike in Pittsburgh (1892), the Pullman 
strike in Chicago (1894), the garment workers’ strike  
in New York City (1910), and the silk workers in 
Patterson, New Jersey, (1913) proved major events 
dividing middle-class voters from their working-class 
fellow citizens. These strikes often turned violent 
because employers hired private police to attack the 
workers.

In 1914, the Clayton Anti-Trust Act established the 
legality of  unions in the United States, but until busi-
ness people and the general public regarded unions as 
a regular element in American business, labor rela-
tions remained an urban battleground. Frightened 
politicians built armories next to elite neighborhoods 
to protect them from the possible dangers of  mobs of  
workers and established state police corps to keep 
order during strikes. The demands of  some workers 
for socialism unleashed a long-standing media attack 
that persists to this day. It consciously muddles revolu-
tionary socialism and anarchism with sensible social 
democratic reform proposals. Indeed, during the early 
twentieth century, “gas and water socialism” – the call 
for the municipal ownership of  streetcar and utility 
monopolies – found acceptance in a number of  cities.

The PhySiCaL CiTy aNd The New 
dOwNTOwN

A mix of  transportation change and changes in the 
organization of  work set the geography of  the new 
metropolis. In the city of  1840, most people walked. 
Only steam ferries carried any volume of  passengers. 
Cumbersome large coaches called omnibuses ran on 
the main streets but they were expensive, as were the 
horse-drawn taxis. Only the rich could afford to keep a 
private carriage. The new railroads of  the 1840s and 
1850s laid out what later would become important 
commuter lines, and the introduction of  horse-drawn 
streetcars during these same years in time enabled the 
city to double its settlement radius.

Even before these transportation changes had taken 
effect, more business and new business began to create 
a new urban element, the modern downtown. The 
former merchant and warehouse area split into parts as 
it grew. The warehouse area expanded and began to 
attach itself  to the new railroad yards. The former  
all-purpose merchant counting houses divided and 
subdivided into offices of  wholesale and commission 
merchants, importers, commodity traders, bankers, 
insurance and real estate offices, stock brokers, lawyers 
and surveyors. From this multiplication arose a down-
town office concentration of  four- and five-story office 
buildings. Large hotels settled next this concentration, 
and dry goods merchants who began to expand their 
offerings for the well-to-do settled their stores on the 
downtown fringe. Nearby, there was often a street of  
inexpensive stores that catered to the downtown clerks 
and working class customers.

Altogether, this downtown base of  the mid- 
nineteenth century grew and elaborated into a  
gathering of  newspapers, hotels, skyscraper offices  
buildings, and downtown department stores: Macy’s 
and Gimbel’s in New York, Wannamaker’s in 
Philadelphia, Jordan Marsh in Boston, Marshall Field’s 
in Chicago. Only railroads, shipyards, foundries, coal 
yards and gas works required large spaces. Everyth- 
ing else fitted into the small lots along the city’s streets. 
Whether old like Boston and New York, or new like 
Chicago, small shops, two- and three-family houses, 
boarding houses, factories, workrooms and livery 
stables mixed in together. This pepper and salt mix of  
work and residence created a city of  multiethnic 
neighborhoods as immigrants and natives alike settled 
near their workplaces. A local mortgage market 
financed much of  this mixed urban fabric. City resi-
dents with a little capital lent small sums for short 
terms of  five to ten years through the agency of  down-
town brokers to builders and homeowners. By such a 
union of  small savings, local builders and local brokers 
the beginning of  the industrial metropolis was built.

The SeGReGaTed CiTy

In these mid-nineteenth-century decades, only three 
groups of  residents lived separated from everyone 
else: the poor (mostly new immigrants), free African 
Americans, and the wealthy. These years may have 
been the meanest and nastiest time for housing for the 
poor. Landlords cut up old houses into single rooms, 
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some in the basement, others without an outside 
window; a tap for cold running water appeared only in 
some buildings, and privies sat in the back yard. Where 
there had been an open yard, owners filled the rear 
spaces. Since these slums grew in the oldest sections 
of  town, they stood near the port and in the shadow of  
the new downtown. Free African Americans settled 
along a few poor streets, poor because they were 
confined by white prejudice to low-paying servant, 
peddler, and wharf-side jobs. A few had managed to 
become doctors, lawyers and owners of  small 
businesses, but they too were not welcome to live 
among whites. Successful old merchant families and 
the newly rich set themselves apart from the general 
run of  mixed neighborhoods. Developers laid out 
small sections designed in the latest fashions to cater 
to these buyers: Boston’s Beacon Hill and Back Bay, 
New York’s Gramercy Park and Fifth Avenue, 
Chicago’s Gold Coast, and San Francisco’s Nob Hill.

From these partially differentiated beginnings, the 
functionally specialized and socially segregated 
modern industrial metropolis emerged. Changes in 
work and transportation again set the frame. Office 
work, retailing, business services and financial institu-
tions multiplied and expanded to build the crowded 
downtown of  large buildings and skyscrapers. The rail-
road lines out from the city center became industrial 
corridors for meat packing, railroad equipment build-
ing, automobile assembly, lumber yards, printing, piano 
factories, and shoe and textile mills. Some of  the largest 
enterprises, like steel mills and oil refining, established 
satellite cities of  their own at the outer edges of  the 
metropolis: Gary, Indiana; Oakland, California; Quincy, 
Massachusetts; Newark and Bayonne, New Jersey.

The railroads that supported these concentrations 
also facilitated the expansion of  the earlier elite settle-
ments, while the high cost of  rail commuting kept 
most residents out. Luxury suburbs extended out-
wards from their old inner bases: Boston’s Brookline 
and western suburbs, Philadelphia’s Main Line, New 
York’s Long Island, and Chicago’s North Shore 
communities.

Most residents in the late nineteenth century and 
the early decades of  the twentieth depended initially 
on the horse car and then, after 1890, on its improve-
ment, the electric streetcar. Boston, New York, 
Philadelphia, and Chicago also constructed subways 
and elevated railroads to deal with inner city crowd- 
ing and to carry the downtown workers and shoppers 
to their homes. These public carriers allowed the 

industrial metropolis to spread outwards in a rough 
social geometry of  poor and African Americans in the 
old inner sections of  the city, the working class in mul-
tiple housing along the transit lines, and the middle 
class in single and double homes beyond. The resi-
dential hallmarks of  the twentieth-century metropolis 
were such places as New York’s Brooklyn and the 
Bronx, Philadelphia’s West Philadelphia, Boston’s 
Roxbury and Dorchester, Chicago’s South Side, San 
Francisco’s West Portal and Sunset districts, and the 
ever-widening towns and suburbs that were to become 
the vast metropolis of  Greater Los Angeles.

yeT aNOTheR STaGe OF  
URBaN eVOLUTiON

Because the depression of  the 1930s slowed the pace 
of  change, from World War I to 1940 the American 
industrial metropolis continued along the pathways 
laid down earlier. Yet, aided by hindsight, it is possible 
to observe the beginnings of  economic and social 
changes that would transform these urban regions 
once again. Just as it required half  a century after 
1840 for the industrial metropolis to realize its mature 
organization, so it took another fifty years for the 
metropolis of  the 1920s to fully assume its later 
patterns of  a controlled and government-supported 
market economy, the dispersed geography of  the 
automobile and the open social forms of  full 
citizenship for African Americans and women.

During the 1920s, new marketing techniques 
addressed the failings of  industrial production. At the 
heart of  the problem lay the manufacturers’ ability to 
make more goods than the wages they paid would 
allow people to purchase. In consequence, the indus-
trial economy fluctuated between full production at 
robust prices and over-supply, distress prices, lay-offs, 
unemployment and the inadequate aid of  municipal 
soup kitchens and wood yards.

A partial solution lay in understandings among 
firms to keep prices uniform and steady while com-
peting in marketing. Two steps needed to be taken. 
Wholesale distributors needed to be eliminated 
because they manipulated prices to their advantage 
when a glut occurred. Manufacturers, therefore, must 
undertake their own distribution. Second, manufactur-
ers must set aside large budgets for advertising, pack-
aging, and brand promotion. Nationally advertised 
and distributed products multiplied during these years: 
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soft drinks, cigars and cigarettes, automobiles, radios, 
packaged flour and cereals. Investment bankers began 
to appreciate the possibilities of  large-scale retailing 
and they invested in chains of  stores like Woolworth’s 
and A & P groceries. The banking firm, Lehman 
Brothers, even assembled a chain of  downtown 
department stores. The city’s downtown now attained 
a new level of  fantasy with elegant store windows, 
advertising billboards and bright theater lights.

Purchases on time contracts completed the mar-
keting revolution. With sales of  goods “on time,” the 
manufacturer and storekeeper literally give their wares 
to a customer in return for the patron’s promise to pay 
for them sometime in the future. John Wannamaker 
introduced charge cards for his department store cus-
tomers, others soon followed. Until General Motors 
began selling cars on time payments in 1919, automo-
biles had been bought with cash. Soon, alongside 
these retail innovations, consumer installment loan 
companies sprang up to lend small sums at high inter-
est rates.

Urban housing underwent a similar transformation 
to planned marketing. Developers of  large suburban 
properties and owners of  expensive center city real 
estate both wanted security for their investments. In 
the suburbs, the enemies were the cheap house, store, 
gas station, bar or apartment house that might settle 
next to an area planned for medium to high priced 
homes. Downtown, fear took form of  factory build-
ings impinging on a retail street, or a monster building, 
like the Equitable Life Insurance Company offices 
overpowering their neighbors. In consequence, these 
interests promoted zoning laws that controlled land 
according to categories of  use like residential, indus-
trial and retail, and also set forth some limits on build-
ing types. New York City assumed the innovator’s role 
in 1915, and soon zoning spread from state to state 
urged on by federal encouragement. The uniformities 
of  metropolitan suburbs have their origins in these 
investment planning and marketing strategies of  the 
1920s.

A post-World War I housing boom filled out 
suburbs that railway commuters and streetcar and 
subway and elevated riders had begun, but the auto-
mobile did not yet alter the shape of  the metropolis. 
Suburbanization in the 1920s did draw many families 
of  modest incomes outward, and in consequence the 
long process of  reducing the density of  inner-city 
neighborhoods began during these years. The popu-
larity of  the new machine and its rapid diffusion 

brought daily traffic jams to the downtown. Cities 
spent enormous sums to pave streets and make traffic 
improvements since in these years neither state nor 
federal funds were available for use on city roadways. 
By 1940, glimpses of  the future automobile metropo-
lis appeared. The immensely popular General Motors 
Futurama exhibit at the New York World’s Fair in 1939 
demonstrated a region of  continuous automobile 
flow. Even then, some new highways had been built or 
were building: the Pasadena Freeway in Los Angeles, 
the Pennsylvania Turnpike, the Merritt Parkway in 
Connecticut, and the first miles of  Boston’s circumfer-
ential highway, Route 128.

The MOdeRN URBaN eCONOMy

Neither the federal government nor the states 
restrained the banking system during the 1920s so 
that developers over-borrowed to build city apartment 
houses and suburban homes. Some developers even 
established small banks to furnish themselves with 
capital. During the boom that peaked in 1926, the 
local mortgage market became more and more one 
of  banks and insurance companies and less and less 
one of  local lenders and their brokers. In consequence, 
the overextension of  mortgages and consumer credit 
on time purchases joined the uncontrolled inter- 
national banking, stock and bond markets in a disas-
trous collapse. By contrast, during the 1970s the new 
metropolis was sustained in its building and prospe- 
rity by federal regulation of  banks and mortgages.  
Also the federal Cold War budget financed extensive 
government purchases that in turn made up for any 
shortfall in consumers’ ability to buy.

The American public and American business 
people have never been able to settle upon an 
institution that would counterbalance the power of  
employers. During World War I, in order to maintain 
full production, the federal government oversaw labor 
relations and even nationalized the railroads to see 
that they were managed efficiently. The experience 
offered some precedents that might have been 
adapted to peacetime. Instead, the Russian Revolution 
and fears of  socialism fostered a violent attack on 
unions as they launched strikes in 1919–1922 to offset 
wartime price inflation. The union movement did not 
recover from these attacks until the 1930s and the 
massive industrial strikes in the automobile and steel 
industries. A reformed federal administration also 
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established the rules for organizing and collective 
bargaining. There followed the World War II unioni- 
zation of  a large segment of  workers that proved an 
integral element in the later reorganization of  the 
metropolis. Because union wages served as a yards- 
tick for all workers, large numbers of  families were 
able to purchase small new homes in the automobile 
suburbs.

The ONGOiNG SOCiaL STRUGGLe

For African Americans, the long road from slavery to 
full citizenship took an encouraging turn during the 
1920s. The largest metropolises, New York and 
Chicago, had attracted many African American mig- 
rants north to meet their demands for more workers. 
In New York because of  a local collapse in the real 
estate market, and in Chicago because of  a fierce race 
riot in 1919, African Americans came to be con- 
fined to the concentrated ghettos of  Harlem and the 
South Side. The communities proved large enough to 
support newspapers, theaters, and special African 
American stores and services. In New York, they also 
drew black talent from across the nation who began a 
literary and cultural movement now known as the 
Harlem Renaissance. Black writers captured few 
white readers, but the jazz musicians and songwriters 
found ever growing national audiences when they 
brought their music before white listeners. Finally, 
after years of  being belittled, African American men 
and women came to be widely admired. The civil 
rights movement and the desegregation of  the 
northern metropolises would be years in the future, 
but the “Jazz Age” marked the beginnings of  respect.

A romantic haze now obscures the image of  
another 1920s figure, “the flapper,” a then-novel young 
woman with short hair and short skirts. Her dancing 
and partying made her a volunteer in the culture wars 
of  this Prohibition era. The attempt to halt the sale of  
alcoholic beverages in 1920, the Volstead Act, was 
part of  a backlash that fed upon the fears of  rural 
Americans and their city cousins. The pace of  material 
change frightened many, and the waves of  new ideas 
and immigrants frightened others. Like its companion 
legislation to ration foreign immigration, Prohibition 
was an exercise in social control.

In contrast to “flappers,” working-class women had 
long shocked public sensibilities with labor activism. 
Even the Lowell cotton spinning and weaving girls, 

subjects of  a much-admired paternalistic management, 
went out on strike in 1834 and 1836. Also, middle-class 
and wealthy women living in the American metropo- 
lises had a long and distinguished history of  charity 
and reform. They established settlement houses, 
informal schools and aid stations, in the poorest 
sections of  town. They supported housing and factory 
investigations and child labor laws, and promoted coal 
smoke abatement. Schools, playgrounds and gardens 
were also central concerns. Some women had worked 
for Prohibition, others for the nineteenth Amendment 
to the Constitution permitting women to vote, and still 
others campaigned against the United States’ entry 
into World War I. When the right to vote arrived in 
August 1919, it could have been regarded as a 
recognition of  women’s leadership. The reform initia- 
tives continued with the establishment of  the League 
of  Women Voters, who worked for informed and open 
politics. In the suburbs, where government units were 
small and the politics personal, women had a strong 
effect on behalf  of  the new ideas of  zoning and land 
planning as well as support for taxes to fund public 
schools. If  you happen to visit an especially attractive 
suburb nowadays, chances are that some of  its charm 
stems from the work of  women in the town.

Yet the flapper’s cheeky behavior and the right to 
vote proved but small beginnings. The flapper was 
essentially a girl, not a woman, and during the 1920s 
and many years thereafter, American women were to 
be housewives and mothers. If  they held jobs, their 
wages were to be well below those of  men, and their 
occupations restricted to a short list. Only with the 
shift of  the urban economy toward the multiplication 
of  white-collar work and the development of  easy 
forms of  birth control did women move forward to 
take a position as full citizens.

aN eRa OF ChaNGe

Overall, during the century from 1840 to 1940, the 
industrial metropolis fostered patterns that never 
could have been anticipated. Settlements of  such 
magnitude had never existed in the extended fashion 
afforded by the railroad and the streetcar. Never had 
such a large city been a fit place for its human 
population. Almost all the technology and almost all 
the business methods were new, and in the American 
case the politics rested on inventions of  the late 
eighteenth century. In fact the factories and mean 
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streets and slum houses of  the mid-nineteenth century 
gave few clues for what lay ahead.

Although automobiles sold by the millions before 
1940, it was only with the building of  the interstate 
highway system that some of  the possibilities of  an 
automobile-dominated metropolis began to reveal 
themselves. Once again the machine and its roadways 
disguised the complex processes of  economic, social 
and cultural adaptation: the destruction of  the 
inherited downtowns, the collapse of  urban public 
education, the heightened segregation of  race and 
class, the Civil Rights and Feminist movements, the 
isolation of  families and the rush of  women into the 
workplace.
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of Contemporary america” 
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ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

As Friedrich Engels (p. 53), Frank Lloyd Wright (p. 388), Sam Bass Warner (p. 63), Robert Bruegmann  
(p. 218), Robert Fishman (p. 83), Myron Orfield (p. 338), and others have shown, suburbia has a long  
history, extending back at least as far as the European and American railway suburbs that arose as  
retreats from the polluted industrial cities for the comfortable middle class. But suburbanization took on new 
form and historical significance in the 1920s and in the years following World War II. The initial locus was 
America, and the catalyzing technology was the automobile. In Crabgrass Frontier, Kenneth T. Jackson, 
sometimes called the dean of American urban historians, provides a sweeping overview of the “suburban 
revolution” in the United States. In the chapter entitled “The Drive-in Culture of Contemporary America” he lays 
out a devastating critique of the mostly negative social and cultural effects that the private automobile has had 
on urban  society. 

Kenneth T. Jackson did not originate the critique of suburbia. Indeed, the suburban developments of the 
1940s, 1950s, and 1960s in America and elsewhere gave birth to a massive literature, most of it highly critical. 
Damned as culturally dead and socially/racially segregated, the post-World War II suburbs were called “sprawl” 
and stigmatized as “anti-cities” (to use Lewis Mumford’s term to describe Los Angeles). Titles such as John 
Keats’s The Crack in the Picture Window (1956), Richard Gordon’s The Split-level Trap (1961), Mark 
Baldassare’s Trouble in Paradise (1986), Robert Fogelson’s Bourgeois Nightmares (2005), David Goetz’s 
Death by Suburb: How To Keep the Suburb from Killing Your Soul (2007), and Saralee Rosenberg’s Dear 
Neighbor, Drop Dead (2008) capture the tone of much of the commentary. Indeed, James Howard Kunstler in 
The Geography of Nowhere (1993) calls the automobile suburbs “the evil empire,” Joel S. Hirschhorn titles his 
analysis Sprawl Kills (2005), and another radical analysis screams Bomb the Suburbs (2001)! Nevertheless, 
Jackson’s well-documented analysis of the artifacts of suburban culture – everything from three-car garages to 
drive-in churches – stands as a definitive statement on how the automobile transformed both the structure and 
social life of modern  cities. 
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include the growing realization that cities can be made “walkable,” more bicycle-friendly, and less dependent on 
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The postwar years brought unprecedented prosperity 
to the United States, as color televisions, stereo 
systems, frost-free freezers, electric blenders, and 
automatic garbage disposals became basic equipment 
in the middle-class American home. But the best 
symbol of  individual success and identity was a sleek, 
air-conditioned, high-powered, personal statement on 
wheels. Between 1950 and 1980, when the American 
population increased by 50 percent, the number of  
their automobiles increased by 200 percent. In high 
school the most important rite of  passage came to be 
the earning of  a driver’s license and the freedom to 
press an accelerator to the floor. Educational adminis-
trators across the country had to make parking space 
for hundreds of  student vehicles. A car became one’s 
identity, and the important question was: “What does 
he drive?” Not only teenagers, but also millions of  
older persons literally defined themselves in terms of  
the number, cost, style, and horsepower of  their vehi-
cles. “Escape,” thinks a character in a novel by Joyce 
Carol Oates. “As long as he had his own car he was an 
American and could not die.”

Unfortunately, Americans did die, often behind the 
wheel. On September 9, 1899, as he was stepping off  
a streetcar at 74th Street and Central Park West in 
New York, Henry H. Bliss was struck and killed by a 

motor vehicle, thus becoming the first fatality in the 
long war between flesh and steel. Thereafter, the 
carnage increased almost annually until Americans 
were sustaining about 50,000 traffic deaths and about 
2 million nonfatal injuries per year. Automobility 
proved to be far more deadly than war for the United 
States. It was as if  a Pearl Harbor attack took place on 
the highways every two weeks, with crashes becoming 
so commonplace that an entire industry sprang up to 
provide medical, legal, and insurance services for the 
victims.

The environmental cost was almost as high as the 
human toll. In 1984 the 159 million cars, trucks, and 
buses on the nation’s roads were guzzling millions  
of  barrels of  oil every day, causing traffic jams that 
shattered nerves and clogged the cities they were sup-
posed to open up and turning much of  the country-
side to pavement. Not surprisingly, when gasoline 
shortages created long lines at the pumps in 1974  
and 1979, behavioral scientists noted that many 
people experienced anger, depression, frustration, and 
insecurity, as well as a formidable sense of  loss.

Such reactions were possible because the automo-
bile and the suburb have combined to create a drive-in 
culture that is part of  the daily experience of  most 
Americans . . . Moreover, the American people have 

automobiles – the kinds of planning developments foreseen by the Charter of the New Urbanism (p. 410), Peter 
Calthorpe’s analysis of urbanism and the challenge of climate change (p. 511), and David Owen’s “green 
urbanism” vision of denser, more compact cities that are “more like Manhattan” (p. 414). 

Classic works on suburbia include Herbert Gans’s The Levittowners (New York: Pantheon, 1967), remarkable 
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Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (New York: Basic Books, 1987). For a representative collection 
of analytical essays on the subject, see Becky Nicolaides and Andrew Wieze (eds.), The Suburb Reader (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2006). 

Other recent studies of suburbia include J. Eric Oliver’s Democracy in Suburbia (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 2001), Mark Salzman’s Lost in Place: Growing Up Absurd in Suburbia (New York: Vintage, 
1995), Valerie C. Johnson’s Black Power in the Suburbs (New York: SUNY Press, 2002), Becky Nocolaides’s 
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Primer on the Urban Sprawl Debate (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2002), and Dolores Hayden’s Building 
Suburbia: Green Fields and Urban Growth, 1820–2000 (New York: Pantheon, 2003). For a different view – 
spirited defenses of “sprawl” as an age-old and very natural process of urban expansion – see Robert Bruegmann, 
Sprawl: A Compact History (University of Chicago Press, 2005) (p. 218), Paul Barker, The Freedoms of 
Suburbia (London: Frances Lincoln, 2009), and Frederic Stout, “The Automobile, the City, and the New Urban 
Mobilities” (2014) (p. 696). 
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proven to be no more prone to motor vehicle  
purchases than the citizens of  other lands. After  
World War II, the Europeans and the Japanese  
began to catch up, and by 1980 both had achieved  
the same level of  automobile ownership that the 
United States had reached in 1950. In automotive 
technology, American dominance slipped away in the 
postwar years as German, Swedish, and Japanese 
engineers pioneered the development of  diesel 
engines, front-wheel drives, disc brakes, fuel-injection, 
and rotary engines.

Although it is not accurate to speak of  a uniquely 
American love affair with the automobile, and 
although John B. Rae claimed too much when he 
wrote in 1971 that “modern suburbia is a creature of  
the automobile and could not exist without it,” the 
motor vehicle has fundamentally restructured the 
pattern of  everyday life in the United States. As a 
young man, Lewis Mumford advised his countrymen 
to “forget the damned motor car and build cities for 
lovers and friends.” As it was, of  course, the nation 
followed a different pattern. Writing in the American 
Builder in 1929, the critic Willard Morgan noted that 
the building of  drive-in structures to serve a motor-
driven population had ushered in “a completely new 
architectural form.”

The iNTeRSTaTe hiGhway

The most popular exhibit at the New York World’s Fair 
in 1939 was General Motors’ “Futurama.” Looking 
twenty-five years ahead, it offered a “magic Aladdin-
like flight through time and space.” Fair-goers stood in 
hour-long lines, waiting to travel on a moving sidewalk 
above a huge model created by designer Norman Bel 
Geddes. Miniature superhighways with 50,000 auto-
mated cars wove past model farms en route to model 
cities . . . The message of  “Futurama” was as impres-
sive as its millions of  model parts: “The job of  building 
the future is one which will demand our best energies, 
our most fruitful imagination; and that with it will 
come greater opportunities for all.”

The promise of  a national system of  impressive 
roadways attracted a diverse group of  lobbyists, 
including the Automobile Manufacturers Association, 
state-highway administrators, motor-bus operators, 
the American Trucking Association, and even the 
American Parking Association – for the more cars on 
the road, the more cars would be parked at the end of  

the journey. Truck companies, for example, promoted 
legislation to spend state gasoline taxes on highways, 
rather than on schools, hospitals, welfare, or public 
transit. In 1943 these groups came together as the 
American Road Builders Association, with General 
Motors as the largest contributor, to form a lobbying 
enterprise second only to that of  the munitions 
industry. By the mid-1950s, it had become one of  the 
most broad-based of  all pressure groups, consisting 
of  the oil, rubber, asphalt, and construction industries; 
the car dealers and renters; the trucking and bus 
concerns; the banks and advertising agencies that 
depended upon the companies involved; and the labor 
unions. On the local level, professional real estate 
groups and home-builders’ associations joined the 
movement in the hope that highways would cause a 
spurt in housing turnover and a jump in prices. They 
envisaged no mere widening of  existing roads, but the 
creation of  an entirely new superhighway system and 
the initiation of  the largest peacetime construction 
project in history.

[. . .]
Sensitive to mounting political pressure, President 

Dwight Eisenhower appointed a committee in 1954 to 
“study” the nation’s highway requirements. Its conclu-
sions were foregone, in part because the chairman 
was Lucius D. Clay, a member of  the board of  direc-
tors of  General Motors. The committee considered 
no alternative to a massive highway system, and it 
suggested a major redirection of  national policy to 
benefit the car and the truck. The Interstate Highway 
Act became law in 1956, when the Congress provided 
for a 41,000-mile (eventually expanded to a 42,500-
mile) system, with the federal government paying 90 
percent of  the cost. President Eisenhower gave four 
reasons for signing the measure: current highways 
were unsafe; cars too often became snarled in traffic 
jams; poor roads saddled business with high costs for 
transportation; and modern highways were needed 
because “in case of  atomic attack on our key cities, 
the road net must permit quick evacuation of  target 
areas.” Not a single word was said about the impact of  
highways on cities and suburbs, although the concrete 
thoroughfares and the thirty-five-ton tractor-trailers 
which used them encouraged the continued outward 
movement of  industries toward the beltways and 
interchanges. Moreover, the interstate system helped 
continue the downward spiral of  public transportation 
and virtually guaranteed that future urban growth 
would perpetuate a centerless sprawl . . .
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[. . .]
The inevitable result of  the bias in American trans-

port funding, a bias that existed for a generation before 
the Interstate Highway program was initiated, is that 
the United States now has the world’s best road system 
and very nearly its worst public transit offerings. Los 
Angeles, in particular, provides the nation’s most dra-
matic example of  urban sprawl tailored to the mobility 
of  the automobile. Its vast, amorphous conglomera-
tion of  housing tracts, shopping centers, industrial 
parks, freeways, and independent towns blend into 
each other in a seamless fabric of  concrete and 
asphalt, and nothing over the years has succeeded in 
gluing this automobile-oriented civilization into any 
kind of  cohesion – save that of  individual routine. Los 
Angeles’s basic shape comes from three factors, all of  
which long preceded the freeway system. The first was 
cheap land (in the 1920s rather than 1970s) and the 
desire for single-family houses. In 1950, for example, 
nearly two-thirds of  all the dwelling units in the Los 
Angeles area were fully detached, a much higher per-
centage than in Chicago (28 percent), New York City 
(20 percent), or Philadelphia (15 percent), and its resi-
dential density was the lowest of  major cities. The 
second was the dispersed-location of  its oil fields and 
refineries, which led to the creation of  industrial 
suburbs like Whittier and Fullerton and of  residential 
suburbs like La Habra, which housed oil workers and 
their families. The third was its once excellent mass 
transit system, which at its peak included more than 
1,100 miles of  track and constituted the largest elec-
tric interurban railway in the world.

[. . .]

The GaRaGe

The drive-in structure that is closest to the hearts, 
bodies, and cars of  the American family is the garage. It 
is the link between the home and the outside world. The 
word is French, meaning storage space, but its transfor-
mation into a multipurpose enclosure internally inte-
grated with the dwelling is distinctively American.

[ . . ]
After World War I, house plans of  the expensive 

variety began to include garages, and by the mid-
1920s driveways were commonplace and garages had 
become important selling points. The popular 1928 
Home Builders pattern book offered designs for fifty 
garages in wood, Tudor, and brick varieties. In affluent 

sections, such large and efficiently planned structures 
included housing above for the family chauffeur. In less 
pretentious neighborhoods, the small, single-purpose 
garages were scarcely larger than the vehicles them- 
selves . . . Although there was a tendency to move 
garages closer to the house, they typically remained at 
the rear of  the property before 1925, often with access 
via an alley which ran parallel to the street. The car 
was still thought of  as something similar to a horse – 
dependable and important, but not something that 
one needed to be close to in the evening.

By 1935, however, the garage was beginning to 
merge into the house itself, and in 1937 the Architectural 
Record noted that “the garage has become a very 
essential part of  the residence.” The tendency accel-
erated after World War II, as alleys went the way of  
the horse-drawn wagon, as property widths more 
often exceeded fifty feet, and as the car became not 
only a status symbol, but almost a member of  the 
family, to be cared for and sheltered. The introduction 
of  a canopied and unenclosed structure called a “car 
port” represented an inexpensive solution to the 
problem, particularly in mild climates, but in the 1950s 
the enclosed garage was back in favor and a necessity 
even in a tract house. Easy access to the automobile 
became a key aspect of  residential design, and not 
only for the well-to-do. By the 1960s garages often 
occupied about 400 square feet (about one-third that 
of  the house itself) and usually contained space for 
two automobiles and a variety of  lawn and wood-
working tools. Offering direct access to the house (a 
conveniently placed door usually led directly into the 
kitchen), the garage had become an integrated part of  
the dwelling, and it dominated the front facades of  
new houses. In California garages and driveways were 
often so prominent that the house could almost be 
described as accessory to the garage. Few people, 
however, went to the extremes common in England, 
where the automobile was often so precious that living 
rooms were often converted to garages.

The MOTeL

As the United States became a rubber-tire civilization, 
a new kind of  roadside architecture was created to 
convey an instantly recognizable image to the fast-
moving traveler. Criticized as tasteless, cheap, forget-
table, and flimsy by most commentators, drive-in 
structures did attract the attention of  some talented 
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architects, most notably Los Angeles’s Richard 
Neutra. For him, the automobile symbolized moder-
nity, and its design paralleled his own ideals of  preci-
sion and efficiency. This correlation between the 
structure and the car began to be celebrated in the late 
1960s and 1970s when architects Robert Venturi, 
Denise Scott Brown, and Steven Izenour developed 
such concepts as “architecture as symbol” and the 
“architecture of  communication.” Their book, Learn- 
ing From Las Vegas, was instrumental in encouraging a 
shift in taste from general condemnation to apprecia-
tion of  the commercial strip and especially of  the 
huge and garish signs which were easily recognized by 
passing motorists.

A ubiquitous example of  the drive-in culture is the 
motel. In the middle of  the nineteenth century, every 
city, every county seat, every aspiring mining town, 
every wide place in the road with aspirations to larger 
size, had to have a hotel. Whether such structures 
were grand palaces on the order of  Boston’s Tremont 
House or New York’s Fifth Avenue Hotel, or whether 
they were jerry-built shacks, they were typically 
located at the center of  the business district, at the 
focal point of  community activities. To a considerable 
extent, the hotel was the place for informal social 
interaction and business, and the very heart and soul 
of  the city.

Between 1910 and 1920, however, increasing 
numbers of  traveling motorists created a market for 
overnight accommodation along the highways. The 
first tourists simply camped wherever they chose 
along the road. By 1924, several thousand municipal 
campgrounds were opened which offered cold water 
spigots and outdoor privies. Next came the “cabin 
camps,” which consisted of  tiny, white clapboard cot-
tages arranged in a semicircle and often set in a grove 
of  trees. Initially called “tourist courts,” these estab-
lishments were cheap, convenient, and informal, and 
by 1926 there were an estimated two thousand of  
them, mostly in the West and in Florida.

[. . .]
It was not until 1952 that Kemmons Wilson and 

Wallace E. Johnson opened their first “Holiday Inn” 
on Summer Avenue in Memphis. But long before that, 
in 1926, a San Luis Obispo, California, proprietor had 
coined a new word, “motel,” to describe an establish-
ment that allowed a guest to park his car just outside 
his room . . . 

Motels began to thrive after World War II, when the 
typical establishment was larger and more expensive 

than the earlier cabins. Major chains set standards for 
prices, services, and respectability that the traveling 
public could depend on. As early as 1948, there were 
26,000 self-styled motels in the United States. Hard-
won respectability attracted more middle-class families, 
and by 1960 there were 60,000 such places, a figure 
that doubled again by 1972. By that time an old hotel 
was closing somewhere in downtown America every 
thirty hours. And somewhere in suburban America, a 
plastic and glass Shangri-La was rising to take its place.

[. . .]

The dRiVe-iN TheaTeR

The downtown movie theaters and old vaudeville 
houses faced a similar challenge from the automobile. 
In 1933 Richard M. Hollinshead set up a 16-mm pro-
jector in front of  his garage in Riverton, New Jersey, 
and then settled down to watch a movie. Recognizing 
a nation addicted to the motorcar when he saw one, 
Hollinshead and Willis Smith opened the world’s first 
drive-in movie in a forty-car parking lot in Camden on 
June 6, 1933. Hollinshead profited only slightly from 
his brainchild, however, because in 1938 the United 
States Supreme Court refused to hear his appeal 
against Loew’s Theaters, thus accepting the argument 
that the drive-in movie was not a patentable item. The 
idea never caught on in Europe, but by 1958 more 
than four thousand outdoor screens dotted the 
American landscape. Because drive-ins offered  
bargain-basement prices and double or triple bills, the 
theaters tended to favor movies that were either sec-
ond-run or second-rate. Horror films and teenage 
romance were the order of  the night . . . Pundits often 
commented that there was a better show in the cars 
than on the screen.

In the 1960s and 1970s the drive-in movie began to 
slip in popularity. Rising fuel costs and a season that 
lasted only six months contributed to the problem, but 
skyrocketing land values were the main factor. When 
drive-ins were originally opened, they were typically 
out in the hinterlands. When subdivisions and shop- 
ping malls came closer, the drive-ins could not match 
the potential returns from other forms of  investments. 
According to the National Association of  Theater 
Owners, only 2,935 open-air theaters still operated in 
the United States in 1983, even though the total 
number of  commercial movie screens in the nation, 
18,772, was at a thirty-five-year high. The increase 
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picked up not by the downtown and the neighborhood 
theaters, but by new multiscreen cinemas in shopping 
centers. Realizing that the large parking lots of  indoor 
malls were relatively empty in the evening, shopping 
center moguls came to regard theaters as an important 
part of  a successful retailing mix.

The GaSOLiNe SeRViCe STaTiON

The purchase of  gasoline in the United States has thus 
far passed through five distinct epochs. The first stage 
was clearly the worst for the motorist, who had to buy 
fuel by the bucketful at a livery stable, repair shop, or 
dry goods store. Occasionally, vendors sold gasoline 
from small tank cars which they pushed up and down 
the streets. In any event, the automobile owner had to 
pour gasoline from a bucket through a funnel into his 
tank. The entire procedure was inefficient, smelly, 
wasteful, and occasionally dangerous.

The second stage began about 1905, when C.H. 
Laessig of  St. Louis equipped a hot-water heater with 
a glass gauge and a garden hose and turned the whole 
thing on its end. With this simple maneuver, he 
invented an easy way to transfer gasoline from a 
storage tank to an automobile without using a bucket. 
Later in the same year, Sylvanus F. Bowser invented a 
gasoline pump which automatically measured the 
outflow. The entire assembly was labeled a “filling 
station.” At this stage, which lasted until about 1920, 
such an apparatus consisted of  a single pump outside 
a retail store which was primarily engaged in other 
businesses and which provided precious few services 
for the motorist . . . 

Between 1920 and 1950, service stations entered 
into a third phase and became, as a group, one of  the 
most widespread kinds of  commercial buildings in the 
United States. Providing under one roof  all the func-
tions of  gasoline distribution and normal automotive 
maintenance, these full-service structures were often 
built in the form of  little colonial houses, Greek 
temples, Chinese pagodas, and Art Deco palaces. 
Many were local landmarks and a source of  commu-
nity pride . . . 

After 1935 the gasoline station evolved again, this 
time into a more homogeneous entity that was stand-
ardized across the entire country and that reflected 
the mass-marketing techniques of  billion-dollar oil 
companies. Some of  the more familiar designs were 
innovative or memorable, such as the drumlike Mobile 

station by New York architect Frederick Frost, which 
featured a dramatically curving facade while convey-
ing the corporate identity. Another popular service 
station style was the Texaco design of  Walter Dorwin 
Teaguea, smooth white exterior with elegant trim and 
the familiar red star and bold red lettering. Whatever 
the product or design, the stations tended to be oper-
ated by a single entrepreneur and represented an 
important part of  small business in American life.

The fifth stage of  gasoline-station development 
began in the 1970s, with the slow demise of  the tradi-
tional service-station businessman. New gasoline 
outlets were of  two types. The first was the super 
station, often owned and operated by the oil compa-
nies themselves. Most featured a combination of  self-
service and full-service pumping consoles, as well as 
fully equipped “car care centers.” Service areas were 
separated from the pumping sections so that the two 
functions would not interfere with each other. 
Mechanics never broke off  work to sell gas.

The more pervasive second type might be termed 
the “mini-mart station.” The operators of  such estab-
lishments have now gone full circle since the early 
twentieth century. Typically, they know nothing about 
automobiles and expect the customers themselves to 
pump the gasoline. Thus, “the man who wears the 
star” has given way to the teenager who sells six-
packs, bags of  ice, and pre-prepared sandwiches.

The ShOPPiNG CeNTeR

Large-scale retailing, long associated with central 
business districts, began moving away from the urban 
cores between the world wars. The first experiments 
to capture the growing suburban retail markets were 
made by major department stores in New York and 
Chicago in the 1920s . . . 

Another threat to the primacy of  the central 
business district was the “string street” or “shopping 
strip,” which emerged in the 1920s and which was 
designed to serve vehicular rather than pedestrian 
traffic. These bypass roads encouraged city dwellers 
with cars to patronize businesses on the outskirts of  
town. Short parades of  shops could already have been 
found near the streetcar and rapid transit stops, but, as 
has been noted, these new retailing thoroughfares 
generally radiated out from the city business district 
toward low-density, residential areas, functionally 
dominating the urban street system. They were the 
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prototypes for the familiar highway strips of  the 1980s 
which stretch far into the countryside.

[. . .]
The concept of  the enclosed, climate-controlled 

mall, first introduced at the Southdale Shopping 
Center near Minneapolis in 1956, added to the 
suburban advantage . . . 

During the 1970s, a new phenomenon – the super 
regional mall – added a more elaborate twist to 
suburban shopping. Prototypical of  the new breed 
was Tyson’s Corner, on the Washington Beltway in 
Fairfax County, Virginia. Anchored by Bloomingdale’s, 
it did over $165 million in business in 1983 and 
provided employment to more than 14,000 persons. 
Even larger was Long Island’s Roosevelt Field, a 180-
store, 2.2 million square foot megamall that attracted 
275,000 visitors a week and did $230 million in 
business in 1980. Most elaborate of  all was Houston’s 
Galleria, a world-famed setting for 240 prestigious 
boutiques, a quartet of  cinemas, 26 restaurants, an 
Olympic-sized ice-skating pavilion, and two luxury 
hotels. There were few windows in these mausoleums 
of  merchandising, and clocks were rarely seen – just 
as in gambling casinos.

Boosters of  such megamalls argue that they are 
taking the place of  the old central business districts 
and becoming the identifiable collecting points for the 
rootless families of  the newer areas. As weekend and 
afternoon attractions, they have a special lure for teen-
agers, who often go there on shopping dates or to see 
the opposite sex. As one official noted in 1971: “These 
malls are now their street corners. The new shopping 
centers have killed the little merchant, closed most 
movies, and are now supplanting the older shopping 
centers in the suburbs.” They are also especially 
attractive to mothers with young children and to the 
elderly, many of  whom visit regularly to get out of  the 
house without having to worry about crime or inclem-
ent weather.

[. . .]

The hOUSe TRaiLeR  
aNd MOBiLe hOMe

The phenomenon of  a nation on wheels is perhaps 
best symbolized by the uniquely American develop- 
ment of  the mobile home. “Trailers are here to stay,” 
predicted the writer Howard O’Brien in 1936. 
Although in its infancy at that time, the mobile-home 

industry has flourished in the United States. The house 
trailer itself  came into existence in the teens of  this 
century as an individually designed variation on a 
truck or a car, and it began to be produced commer-
cially in the 1920s. Originally, trailers were designed to 
travel, and they were used primarily for vacation pur-
poses. During the Great Depression of  the 1930s, 
however, many people, especially salesmen, enter-
tainers, construction workers, and farm laborers, were 
forced into a nomadic way of  life as they searched for 
work, any work. They found that these temporary 
trailers on rubber tires provided the necessary shelter 
while also meeting their economic and migratory 
requirements. Meanwhile, Wally Byam and other 
designers were streamlining the mobile home into the 
classic tear-drop form made famous by Airstream.

During World War II, the United States government 
got into the act by purchasing tens of  thousands of  
trailers for war workers and by forbidding their sale to 
the general public. By 1943 the National Housing 
Agency alone owned 35,000 of  the aluminum boxes, 
and more than 60 percent of  the nation’s 200,000 
mobile homes were in defense areas . . .

Not until the mid-1950s did the term “mobile 
home” begin to refer to a place where respectable 
people could marry, mature, and die. By then it was 
less a “mobile” than a “manufactured” home. No 
longer a trailer, it became a modern industrialized resi-
dence with almost all the accoutrements of  a normal 
house. By the late 1950s, widths were increased to  
ten feet, the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) 
began to recognize the mobile home as a type of  
housing suitable for mortgage insurance, and the 
maturities on sales contracts were increased from 
three to five years.

In the 1960s, twelve-foot widths were introduced, 
and then fourteen, and manufacturers began to add 
fireplaces, skylights, and cathedral ceilings. In 1967 
two trailers were attached side by side to form the first 
“double wide.” These new dimensions allowed for a 
greater variety of  room arrangement and became 
particularly attractive to retired persons with fixed 
incomes. They also made the homes less mobile. By 
1979 even the single-width “trailer” could be seventeen 
feet wide (by about sixty feet long), and according  
to the Manufactured Housing Institute, fewer than  
2 percent were ever being moved from their original 
site. Partly as a result of  this increasing permanence, 
individual communities and the courts began to define 
the structures as real property and thus subject to real 
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estate taxes rather than as motor vehicles subject only 
to license fees.

Although it continued to be popularly perceived as 
a shabby substitute for “stick” housing (a derogatory 
word used to describe the ordinary American balloon-
frame dwelling), the residence on wheels reflected 
American values and industrial practices. Built with 
easily machined and processed materials, such as 
sheet metal and plastic, it represented a total consumer 
package, complete with interior furnishings, carpets, 
and appliances. More importantly, it provided a 
suburban-type alternative to the inner-city housing 
that would otherwise have been available to blue-
collar workers, newly married couples, and retired 
persons . . .

a dRiVe-iN SOCieTy

Drive-in motels, drive-in movies, and drive-in shopping 
facilities were only a few of  the many new institutions 
that followed in the exhaust of  the internal-combustion 
engine. By 1984 mom-and-pop grocery stores had 
given way almost everywhere to supermarkets, most 
banks had drive-in windows, and a few funeral homes 
were making it possible for mourners to view the 
deceased, sign the register, and pay their respects 
without emerging from their cars. Odessa Community 
College in Texas even opened a drive-through registra- 
tion window.

Particularly pervasive were fast-food franchises, 
which not only decimated the family-style restaurants 
but cut deeply into grocery store sales. In 1915, James 
G. Huneker, a raconteur whose tales of  early twentieth-
century American life were compiled as New 
Cosmopolis, complained of  the infusion of  cheap, 
quick-fire “food hells,” and of  the replacement of  
relaxed dining with “canned music and automatic 
lunch taverns.” With the automobile came the notion 
of  “grabbing” something to eat. The first drive-in 
restaurant, Royce Hailey’s Pig Stand, opened in Dallas 
in 1921, and later in the decade, the first fast-food 
franchise, “White Tower,” decided that families tour- 
ing in motorcars needed convenient meals along the 
way. The places had to look clean, so they were painted 
white. They had to be familiar, so a minimal menu was 
standardized at every outlet. To catch the eye, they 
were built like little castles, replete with fake ramparts 
and turrets. And to forestall any problem with a land 
lease, the little white castles were built to be moveable.

The biggest restaurant operation of  all began in 
1954, when Ray A. Kroc, a Chicago area milkshake-
machine salesman, joined forces with Richard and 
Maurice McDonald, the owners of  a fast-food empo-
rium in San Bernardino, California. In 1955 the first of  
Mr. Kroc’s “McDonald’s” outlets was opened in Des 
Plaines, a Chicago suburb long famous as the site of  
an annual Methodist encampment. The second and 
third, both in California, opened later in 1955 . . . [T]he 
McDonald’s enterprise is based on free parking and 
drive-in access, and its methods have been copied by 
dozens of  imitators. Late in 1984, on an interstate 
highway north of  Minneapolis, McDonald’s began 
construction of  the most complete drive-in complex 
in the world. To be called McStop, it will feature a 
motel, gas station, convenience store, and, of  course, 
a McDonald’s restaurant.

[. . .]

The CeNTeRLeSS CiTy

More than anyplace else, California became the 
symbol of  the postwar suburban culture. It pioneered 
the booms in sports cars, foreign cars, vans, and motor 
homes, and by 1984 its 26 million citizens owned 
almost 19 million motor vehicles and had access to 
the world’s most extensive freeway system. The result 
has been a new type of  centerless city, best exempli-
fied by once sleepy and out-of-the-way Orange 
County, just south and east of  Los Angeles. After Walt 
Disney came down from Hollywood, bought out the 
ranchers, and opened Disneyland in 1955, Orange 
County began to evolve from a rural backwater into a 
suburb and then into a collection of  medium and 
small towns. It had never had a true urban focus, in 
large part because its oil-producing sections each 
spawned independent suburban centers, none of  
which was particularly dominant over the others. The 
tradition continued when the area became a subdi-
vider’s dream in the 1960s and 1970s. By 1980 there 
were twenty-six Orange County cities, none with more 
than 225,000 residents. Like the begats of  the Book of  
Genesis, they merged and multiplied into a huge 
agglomeration of  two million people with its own 
Census Bureau metropolitan area designation – 
Anaheim, Santa Ana, Garden Grove. Unlike the tradi-
tional American metropolitan region, however, Orange 
County lacked a commutation focus, a place that 
could obviously be accepted as the center of  local life. 



O
N
E

“ T H E  D R I V E - I N  C U LT U R E  O F  C O N T E M P O R A RY  A M E R I CA” 81

Instead, the experience of  a local resident was typical: 
“I live in Garden Grove, work in Irvine, shop in Santa 
Ana, go to the dentist in Anaheim, my husband works 
in Long Beach, and I used to be the president of  the 
League of  Women Voters in Fullerton.”

A centerless city also developed in Santa Clara 
County, which lies forty-five miles south of  San 
Francisco and which is best known as the home of  
Silicon Valley. Stretching from Palo Alto on the north 
to the garlic and lettuce fields of  Gilroy to the south, 
Santa Clara County has the world’s most extensive 
concentration of  electronics concerns. In 1940, 
however, it was best known for prunes and apricots, 
and it was not until after World War II that its largest 
city, San Jose, also became the nation’s largest suburb. 
With fewer than 70,000 residents in 1940, San Jose 
exploded to 636,000 by 1980, superseding San 
Francisco as the region’s largest municipality . . .

The numbers were larger in California, but the 
pattern was the same on the edges of  every American 
city, from Buffalo Grove and Schaumburg near Chicago, 
to Germantown and Collierville near Memphis, to 
Creve Coeur and Ladue near St. Louis. And perhaps 
more important than the growing number of  people 
living outside of  city boundaries was the sheer physical 
sprawl of  metropolitan areas. Between 1950 and 1970, 
the urbanized area of  Washington, DC, grew from 181 
to 523 square miles, of  Miami from 116 to 429, while in 
the larger megalopolises of  New York, Chicago, and 
Los Angeles, the region of  settlement was measured in 
the thousands of  square miles.

The deCeNTRaLiZaTiON OF  
FaCTORieS aNd OFFiCeS

The deconcentration of  post-World War II American 
cities was not simply a matter of  split-level homes and 
neighborhood schools. It involved almost every facet 
of  national life, from manufacturing to shopping to 
professional services. Most importantly, it involved the 
location of  the workplace, and the erosion of  the 
concept of  suburb as a place from which wage-
earners commuted daily to jobs in the center. So far 
had the trend progressed by 1970 that in nine of  the 
fifteen largest metropolitan areas suburbs were the 
principal sources of  employment, and in some cities, 
like San Francisco, almost three-fourths of  all work 
trips were by people who neither lived nor worked in 
the core city. In Wilmington, Delaware, 66 percent of  

area jobs in 1940 were in the core city; by 1970, the 
figure had fallen below one-quarter. And despite the 
fact that Manhattan contained the world’s highest 
concentration of  office space and business activity, in 
1970, about 78 percent of  the residents in the New 
York suburbs also worked in the suburbs. Many 
outlying communities thus achieved a kind of  
autonomy from the older downtown areas . . .

Manufacturing is now among the most dispersed 
of  nonresidential activities. As the proportion of  
industrial jobs in the United States work force fell from 
29 percent to 23 percent of  the total in the 1970s, 
those manufacturing enterprises that survived often 
relocated either to the suburbs or to the lower-cost 
South and West . . .

Office functions, once thought to be securely 
anchored to the streets of  big cities, have followed the 
suburban trend. In the nineteenth century, businesses 
tried to keep all their operations under one centralized 
roof. It was the most efficient way to run a company 
when the mails were slow and uncertain and commu-
nication among employees was limited to the distance 
that a human voice could carry. More recently, the 
economics of  real estate and a revolution in commu-
nications have changed these circumstances, and 
many companies are now balkanizing their account-
ing departments, data-processing divisions, and billing 
departments. Just as insurance companies, branch 
banks, regional sales staffs, and doctors’ offices have 
reduced their costs and presumably increased their 
accessibility by moving to suburban locations, so also 
have back-office functions been splitting away from 
front offices and moving away from central business 
districts.

[. . .]
Since World War II, the American people have 

experienced a transformation of  the manmade 
environment around them. Commercial, residential, 
and industrial structures have been redesigned to fit 
the needs of  the motorist rather than the pedestrian. 
Garish signs, large parking lots, one-way streets, 
drive-in windows, and throw-away fast-food buildings 
– all associated with the world of  suburbia – have 
replaced the slower-paced, neighborhood-oriented 
institutions of  an earlier generation. Some observers 
of  the automobile revolution have argued that the car 
has created a new and better urban environment and 
that the change in spatial scale, based upon swift 
transportation, has formed a new kind of  organic 
entity, speeding up personal communication and 
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rendering obsolete the older urban settings. Lewis 
Mumford, writing from his small-town retreat in 
Amenia, New York, has emphatically disagreed. His 
prize-winning book, The City in History, was a 
celebration of  the medieval community and an 
excoriation of  “the formless urban exudation” that he 
saw American cities becoming. He noted that the 
automobile megalopolis was not a final stage in city 
development but an anti-city which “annihilates the 
city whenever it collides with it.”

[. . .]
There are some signs that the halcyon days of  the 

drive-in culture and automobile are behind us. More 
than one hundred thousand gasoline stations, or about 
one-third of  the American total, have been eliminated 
in the last decade. Empty tourist courts and 
boarded-up motels are reminders that the fast pace of  

change can make commercial structures obsolete 
within a quarter-century of  their erection. Even that 
suburban bellwether, the shopping center, which 
revolutionized merchandising after World War II, has 
come to seem small and out-of-date as newer covered 
malls attract both the trendy and the family trade. 
Some older centers have been recycled as bowling 
alleys or industrial buildings, and some have been 
remodeled to appeal to larger tenants and better-
heeled customers. But others stand forlorn and 
boarded up. Similarly, the characteristic fast-food 
emporiums of  the 1950s, with uniformed “car hops” 
who took orders at the automobile window, are now 
relics of  the past. One of  the survivors, Delores 
Drive-in, which opened in Beverly Hills in 1946, was 
recently proposed as an historic landmark, a sure sign 
that the species is in danger.



“Beyond Suburbia: The Rise  
of the Technoburb” 
from Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and  
Fall of Suburbia (1987) 

Robert  Fishman 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Robert Fishman is a professor of history at the University of Michigan who established his academic reputation 
with his first book, the magisterial Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century (1977), a study of the work of 
Ebenezer Howard, Le Corbusier, and Frank Lloyd Wright (see Part Five of this volume). For his second book, 
Fishman decided to address a seemingly prosaic, non-visionary subject – the history of suburbia – only to 
discover that “the suburban ideal” was, in the final analysis, yet another form of utopia, the utopia of the urban 
middle  class. 

As the real focus of Bourgeois Utopias is the suburban ideal, more than suburbia itself, the logic of Fishman’s 
analysis leads him to many surprising insights and conclusions. In the medieval period and up through the 
eighteenth century, suburbs were clusters of houses inhabited by poor and/or disreputable people on the 
outskirts of towns, just outside the walls. When suburbs were first established for the upper and middle classes 
– a phenomenon that has thrived more in North America than in Europe where working-class suburbs and 
banlieus often predominate – the ideal was to create a perfect synthesis of urban sophistication and rural virtue. 
Here was a conception as utopian as that of any visionary social reformer but with an important difference: 
“Where other modern utopias have been collectivist,” writes Fishman, “suburbia has built its vision of community 
on the primacy of private property and the individual family.” 

What suburbia has evolved into today is “technoburbia,” a dominant new urban reality that can no longer be 
considered suburbia in the traditional sense. In Redmond, Washington, and in Cupertino, California, the Microsoft 
and Apple corporate headquarters mix with residential neighborhoods, retail centers, and even bands of open 
space to make up a new urban form where city and suburb – urbanized and un-urbanized areas, high-tech and 
conventional development – flow seamlessly  together. 

To describe this new reality Fishman has coined two new terms “technoburb” and “techno-city.” Fishman 
defines technoburbs as peripheral zones, perhaps as large as a county, that have emerged as viable socioeconomic 
units. The new technoburbs are spread out along highway growth corridors. Along the highways of metropolitan 
regions shopping malls, industrial parks, campus-like office complexes, hospitals, schools, and a whole range of 
housing types succeed each  other. 

By “techno-city” Fishman means the whole metropolitan region that has been transformed by the coming of 
the technoburb. In Fishman’s view we may still refer to the New York Metropolitan region as “New York City,” but 
increasingly by “New York City” we mean the entire New York City region. And much of the economic and 
cultural life of the region no longer resides just in the core city. The old central cities have become increasingly 
marginal, while the technoburb has emerged as the focus of American life. In Fishman’s view, the new 
technoburbs surrounding the old urban cores do not represent “the suburbanization of the United States,” as 
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If  the nineteenth century could be called the Age of  
Great Cities, post-1945 America would appear to be 
the Age of  Great Suburbs. As central cities stagnated 
or declined in both population and industry, growth 
was channeled almost exclusively to the peripheries. 

Between 1950 and 1970 American central cities grew 
by 10 million people, their suburbs by 85 million. 
Suburbs, moreover, accounted for at least three-
quarters of  all new manufacturing and retail jobs 
generated during that period. By 1970 the percentage 

Kenneth T. Jackson (p. 73) would have it, but “the end of suburbia in its traditional sense and the creation of a 
new kind of decentralized city.” That suburbia has become the city itself is, perhaps, the final irony of modern 
 urbanism. 

Fishman lays out a strong indictment of what is wrong with technoburbs. They consist of an unplanned jumble 
of discordant elements – housing, industry, commerce, even agriculture – with little coherent pattern or structure. 
They waste land. Technoburbs are dependent on highway systems, yet their highway systems are in a state of 
chronic chaos. They have no proper boundaries, but consist of a crazy quilt of separate and overlapping political 
jurisdictions that make meaningful region-wide planning virtually impossible and, as Myron Orfield observes  
(p. 338), access to revenue to pay for local government services becomes highly inequitable. And at a time when 
issues of environmental sustainability predominate in discussions of urban planning that emphasize the superiority 
of dense, compact center cities, the “greening” of technoburbia may need to become one of the central concerns 
of planning  practice. 

For all that, Fishman notes that all new urban forms appeared chaotic in their early stages. Even the most 
“organic” cityscapes of the past evolved slowly after much chaos and trial and error. For example, it took planners 
of genius like Frederick Law Olmsted (p. 364) and Ebenezer Howard (p. 371) to create orderly parks and garden 
suburbs (like Olmsted’s Riverside, a romantic suburb on the outskirts of Chicago) out of the chaos of the 
nineteenth-century city or to first imagine and then actually build Garden Cities like Letchworth and Welwyn. 
Fishman acknowledges that there is a functional logic to sprawl. Perhaps, he speculates, if sprawl is better 
understood and better managed it might prove to be a positive rather than a negative development. Fishman 
looks to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre City vision (p. 388) as an example of how inspired planners may yet 
devise an aesthetic to tame technoburbia, while Robert Bruegmann’s selection from Sprawl: A Compact History 
(p. 218) suggests that building ever-outward is merely a logical, indeed “natural” response to increased 
population pressures and the desire of the middle class to avoid the disagreeable aspects of inner-city  life. 

The techno-city, Fishman concludes, is still under construction both physically and culturally. How it will evolve 
is unclear, although Richard Florida (p. 163) offers persuasive insights into who will live in the new techno-
communities and how they will work and socially interact. The jury is still out on whether technoburbia will 
ultimately be judged as an advance over earlier urban forms. Another question is how technoburbia relates to the 
cities of the emerging global society discussed in Part Eight of this  book. 

This selection is from Fishman’s Bourgeois Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (New York: Basic Books, 
1987). His other major books on cities are Urban Utopias in the Twentieth Century (New York: Basic  
Books, 1977) and The American Planning Tradition: Culture and Policy (Washington: Woodrow Wilson Center 
Press, 2000). 

For other views of emerging postmodern suburbia, see journalist Joel Garreau’s Edge City (New York: 
Anchor, 1992), Edward Soja’s “Taking Los Angeles Apart” from Postmodern Geographies: The Reassertion of 
Space in Critical Social Theory (London: Verso, 1989), Michael Dear’s “The Los Angeles School of Urbanism: 
An Intellectual History” (p. 187), and Peter Calthorpe and William Fulton’s The Regional City: Planning for the 
End of Sprawl (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2001). For an excellent collection of articles on the history of 
suburbia, see Becky Nicolaides and Andrew Wiese (eds.), The Suburb Reader (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2006). Also of interest are two recent books that call for a reconfiguration of the city–suburb 
relationship: Myron Orfield, American Metropolitics: The New Suburban Reality (Washington: Brookings 
Institution, 2002) and David Rusk, Cities Without Suburbs: A Census 2000 Update (Washington: Woodrow 
Wilson Center Press, 2003). 



O
N
E

“ B E YO N D  S U B U R B I A :  T H E  R I S E  O F  T H E  T E C H N O B U R B ” 85

of  Americans living in suburbs was almost exactly 
double what it had been in 1940, and more Americans 
lived in suburban areas (37.6 percent) than in central 
cities (31.4 percent) or in rural areas (31 percent). In 
the 1970s central cities experienced a net out-
migration of  13 million people, combined with an 
unprecedented deindustrialization, increasing poverty 
levels, and housing decay.

[. . .]
From its origins in eighteenth-century London, 

suburbia has served as a specialized portion of  the 
expanding metropolis. Whether it was inside or 
outside the political borders of  the central city, it was 
always functionally dependent on the urban core. 
Conversely, the growth of  suburbia always meant a 
strengthening of  the specialized services at the core.

In my view, the most important feature of  postwar 
American development has been the almost simul- 
taneous decentralization of  housing, industry, spe- 
cialized services, and office jobs; the consequent 
breakaway of  the urban periphery from a central city 
it no longer needs; and the creation of  a decentralized 
environment that nevertheless possesses all the 
economic and technological dynamism we associate 
with the city. This phenomenon, as remarkable as it is 
unique, is not suburbanization but a new city.

Unfortunately, we lack a convenient name for this 
new city, which has taken shape on the outskirts of  all 
our major urban centers. Some have used the terms 
“exurbia” or “outer city.” I suggest (with apologies) 
two neologisms: the “technoburb” and the “techno-
city.” By “technoburb” I mean a peripheral zone, 
perhaps as large as a county, that has emerged as a 
viable socioeconomic unit. Spread out along its 
highway growth corridors are shopping malls, indus-
trial parks, campuslike office complexes, hospitals, 
schools, and a full range of  housing types. Its residents 
look to their immediate surroundings rather than to 
the city for their jobs and other needs; and its indus-
tries find not only the employees they need but also 
the specialized services.

The new city is a technoburb not only because high 
tech industries have found their most congenial homes 
in such archetypal technoburbs as Silicon Valley in 
northern California and Route 128 in Massachusetts. 
In most technoburbs such industries make up only a 
small minority of  jobs, but the very existence of  the 
decentralized city is made possible only through the 
advanced communications technology which has so 
completely superseded the face-to-face contact of  the 

traditional city. The technoburb has generated urban 
diversity without traditional urban concentration.

By “techno-city” I mean the whole metropolitan 
region that has been transformed by the coming of  the 
technoburb. The techno-city usually still bears the 
name of  its principal city, for example, “the New York 
metropolitan area”; its sports teams bear that city’s 
name (even if  they no longer play within the boundaries 
of  the central city); and its television stations appear 
to broadcast from the central city. But the economic 
and social life of  the region increasingly bypasses its 
supposed core. The techno-city is truly multicentered, 
along the pattern that Los Angeles first created. The 
technoburbs, which might stretch over seventy miles 
from the core in all directions, are often in more direct 
communication with one another – or with other 
techno-cities across the country – than they are with 
the core. The techno-city’s real structure is aptly 
expressed by the circular superhighways or beltways 
that serve so well to define the perimeters of  the new 
city. The beltways put every part of  the urban 
periphery in contact with every other part without 
passing through the central city at all.

[. . .]
The old central cities have become increasingly 

marginal, while the technoburb has emerged as the 
focus of  American life. The traditional suburbanite – 
commuting at ever-increasing cost to a center where 
the available resources barely duplicate those available 
much closer to home – becomes increasingly rare. In 
this transformed urban ecology the history of  suburbia 
comes to an end.

PROPheTS OF The TeChNO-CiTy

Like all new urban forms, the techno-city and its 
technoburbs emerged not only unpredicted but 
unobserved. We are still seeing this new city through 
the intellectual categories of  the old metropolis. Only 
two prophets, I believe, perceived the underlying 
forces that would lead to the techno-city at the time of  
their first emergence. Their thoughts are therefore 
particularly valuable in understanding the new city.

At the turn of  the twentieth century, when the 
power and attraction of  the great city was at its peak, 
H.G. Wells daringly asserted that the technological 
forces that had created the industrial metropolis were 
now moving to destroy it. In his 1900 essay “The 
Probable Diffusion of  Great Cities,” Wells argued that 
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the seemingly inexorable concentration of  people and 
resources in the largest cities would soon be reversed. 
In the course of  the twentieth century, he prophesied, 
the metropolis would see its own resources drain away 
to decentralized “urban regions” so vast that the very 
concept of  “the city” would become, in his phrase, “as 
obsolete as ‘mailcoach.’”

Wells based his prediction on a penetrating ana- 
lysis of  the emerging networks of  transportation and 
communication. Throughout the nineteenth century, 
rail transportation had been a relatively simple system 
favoring direct access to large centers. With the spread 
of  branchlines and electric tramways, however, a 
complex rail network had been created that could 
serve as the basis for a decentralized region. (As Wells 
wrote, Henry E. Huntington was proving the truth of  
his propositions for the Los Angeles region.)

Wells pictured the “urban region” of  the year 2000 
as a series of  villages with small homes and factories 
set in the open fields, yet connected by high speed rail 
transportation to any other point in the region. (It was a 
vision not very different from those who saw Los 
Angeles developing into just such a network of  villages.) 
The old cities would not completely disappear, but they 
would lose both their financial and their industrial 
functions, surviving simply because of  an inherent 
human love of  crowds. The “post-urban” city, Wells 
predicted, will be “essentially a bazaar, a great gallery 
of  shops and places of  concourse and rendezvous, a 
pedestrian place, its pathways reinforced by lifts and 
moving platforms, and shielded from the weather, and 
altogether a very spacious, brilliant, and entertaining 
agglomeration.” In short, the great metropolis will 
dwindle to what we would today call a massive 
shopping mall, while the productive life of  the society 
would take place in the decentralized urban region.

Wells’s prediction was taken up in the late 1920s 
and early 1930s by Frank Lloyd Wright, who moved 
from similar assumptions to an even more radical 
view. Wright had actually seen the beginnings of  the 
automobile and truck era; he was, perhaps not 
coincidentally, living mostly in Los Angeles in the late 
1910s and early 1920s. Wright, like Wells, argued that 
“the great city was no longer modern” and that it was 
destined to be replaced by a decentralized society.

He called this new society Broadacre City. It has 
often been confused with a kind of  universal subur- 
banization, but for Wright “Broadacres” was the exact 
opposite of  the suburbia he despised. He saw correctly 
that suburbia represented the essential extension of  

the city into the countryside, whereas Broadacres 
represented the disappearance of  all previously 
existing cities.

As Wright envisioned it, Broadacres was based on 
universal automobile ownership combined with a 
network of  superhighways, which removed the need 
for population to cluster in a particular spot. Indeed, 
any such clustering was necessarily inefficient, a point 
of  congestion rather than of  communication. The city 
would thus spread out over the countryside at densities 
low enough to permit each family to have its own 
homestead and even to engage in part-time agriculture. 
Yet these homesteads would not be isolated; their 
access to the superhighway grid would put them 
within easy reach of  as many jobs and specialized 
services as any nineteenth-century urbanite. Traveling 
at more than sixty miles an hour, each citizen would 
create his own city within the hundreds of  square 
miles he could reach in an hour’s drive.

Like Wells, Wright saw industrial production inevi-
tably leaving the cities for the space and convenience 
of  rural sites. But Wright went one step further in his 
attempt to envision the way that a radically decentral-
ized environment could generate that diversity and 
excitement which only cities had possessed.

He saw that even in the most scattered environment, 
the crossing of  major highways would possess a 
certain special status. These intersections would be the 
natural sites of  what he called the roadside market, a 
remarkable anticipation of  the shopping center: “great 
spacious roadside pleasure places these markets, 
rising high and handsome like some flexible form of  
pavilion – designed as places of  cooperative exchange, 
not only of  commodities but of  cultural facilities.” To 
the roadside markets he added a range of  highly 
civilized yet small scale institutions: schools, a modern 
cathedral, a center for festivities, and the like. In such 
an environment, even the entertainment functions of  
the city would disappear. Soon, Wright devoutly 
wished, the centralized city itself  would disappear.

Taken together, Wells’s and Wright’s prophecies 
constitute a remarkable insight into the decentraliz- 
ing tendencies of  modern technology and society. 
Both were presented in utopian form, an image of  the 
future presented as somehow “inevitable” yet without 
any sustained attention to how it would actually be 
achieved. Nevertheless, something like the transforma-
tion that Wells and Wright foresaw has taken place in 
the United States, a transformation all the more remark-
able in that it occurred without a clear recognition that 
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it was happening. While diverse groups were engaged 
in what they believed was “the suburbanization” of  
America, they were in fact creating a new city.

[. . .]

TeChNOBURB/TeChNO-CiTy: The 
STRUCTURe OF The New MeTROPOLiS

To claim that there is a pattern or structure in the new 
American city is to contradict what appears to be 
overwhelming evidence. One might sum up the 
structure of  the technoburb by saying that it goes 
against every rule of  planning. It is based on two 
extravagances that have always aroused the ire of  
planners: the waste of  land inherent in a single family 
house with its own yard, and the waste of  energy 
inherent in the use of  the personal automobile. The 
new city is absolutely dependent on its road system, 
yet that system is almost always in a state of  chaos 
and congestion. The landscape of  the technoburb is a 
hopeless jumble of  housing, industry, commerce, and 
even agricultural uses. Finally, the technoburb has no 
proper boundaries; however defined, it is divided into 
a crazy quilt of  separate and overlapping political 
jurisdictions, which make any kind of  coordinated 
planning virtually impossible.

Yet the technoburb has become the real locus of  
growth and innovation in our society. And there is a 
real structure in what appears to be wasteful sprawl, 
which provides enough logic and efficiency for the 
technoburb to fulfill at least some of  its promises.

If  there is a single basic principle in the structure of  
the technoburb, it is the renewed linkage of  work and 
residence. The suburb had separated the two into dis-
tinct environments; its logic was that of  the massive 
commute, in which workers from the periphery trave-
led each morning to a single core and then dispersed 
each evening. The technoburb, however, contains both 
work and residence within a single decentralized 
environment.

By the standards of  a preindustrial city where 
people often lived and worked under the same roof, or 
even of  the turn of  the century industrial zones where 
factories were an integral part of  working class neigh-
borhoods, the linkage between work and residence in 
the technoburb is hardly close. A recent study of   
New Jersey shows that most workers along the  
state’s growth corridors now live in the same county in 
which they work. But this relative dispersion must be 

contrasted to the former pattern of  commuting into 
urban cores like Newark or New York. In most cases 
traveling time to work diminishes, even when the dis-
tances traveled are still substantial; as the 1980 census 
indicates, the average journey to work appears to be 
diminishing both in distance and, more importantly, in 
time.

For commuting within the technoburb is multi- 
directional, following the great grid of  highways and 
secondary roads that, as Frank Lloyd Wright under-
stood, defines the community. This multiplicity of  
destinations makes public transportation highly ineffi-
cient, but it does remove that terrible bottleneck which 
necessarily occurred when work was concentrated at 
a single core within the region. Each house in a tech-
noburb is within a reasonable driving time of  a truly 
“urban” array of  jobs and services, just as each work-
place along the highways can draw upon an “urban” 
pool of  workers.

Those who believed that the energy crisis of  the 
1970s would cripple the technoburb failed to realize 
that the new city had evolved its own pattern of  trans-
portation in which a multitude of  relatively short auto-
mobile journeys in a multitude of  different directions 
substitutes for that great tidal wash in and out of  a 
single urban core which had previously defined com-
muting. With housing, jobs, and services all on the 
periphery, this sprawl develops its own form of  relative 
efficiency. The truly inefficient form would be any 
attempted revival of  the former pattern of  long dis-
tance mass transit commuting into a core area. To 
account for the new linkage of  work and residence in 
the technoburb, we must first confront this paradox: 
the new city required a massive and coordinated relo-
cation of  housing, industry, and other “core” functions 
to the periphery; yet there were no coordinators 
directing the process. Indeed, the technoburb emerged 
in spite of, not because of, the conscious purposes 
motivating the main actors. The postwar housing 
boom was an attempt to escape from urban condi-
tions; the new highways sought to channel traffic into 
the cities; planners attempted to limit peripheral 
growth; the government programs that did the most to 
destroy the hegemony of  the old industrial metropolis 
were precisely those designed to save it.

This paradox can be seen clearly in the area of  
transportation policy. Wright had grasped the basic 
point in his Broadacre City plan: a fully developed 
highway grid eliminates the primacy of  a central 
business district. It creates a whole series of  highway 
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crossings, which can serve as business centers while 
promoting the multidirectional travel that prevents 
any single center from attaining unique importance. 
Yet, from the time of  Robert Moses to the present, 
highway planners have imagined that the new roads, 
like the older rail transportation, would enhance the 
importance of  the old centers by funneling cars and 
trucks into the downtown area and the surrounding 
industrial belt. At most, the highways were to serve 
traditional suburbanization; in other words, the move- 
ment from the periphery to the core during morning 
rush hours and the reverse movement in the afternoon. 
The beltways, those crucial “Main Streets” of  the 
technoburb, were designed simply to allow interstate 
traffic to avoid going through the central cities.

The history of  the technoburb, therefore, is the 
history of  those deeper structural features of  modern 
society first described by Wells and Wright taking 
precedence over conscious intentions. For purposes 
of  clarity I shall now divide this discussion of  the 
making of  the techno-city into two interrelated topics: 
housing and job location.

housing

The great American postwar housing boom was 
perhaps the purest example of  the suburban dream in 
action, yet its ultimate consequence was to render 
suburbia obsolete. Between 1950 and 1970, on the 
average, 1.2 million housing units were built each year, 
the vast majority as suburban single family dwellings; 
the nation’s housing stock increased by 21 million 
units or over 50 percent. In the 1970s the boom con- 
tinued even more strongly: twenty million more new 
units were added, almost as many as in the previous 
two decades. It was precisely this vast production  
of  new residences that shifted the center of  gravity  
in the United States from the urban core to the peri- 
phery and thus ensured that these vital and expand- 
ing areas could no longer remain simply bedroom 
communities.

This great building boom, which seems so charac- 
teristic of  post-1945 conditions, in fact had its origins 
early in the twentieth century in the first attempts to 
universalize suburbia throughout the United States. It 
can be seen essentially as a continuation of  the 1920s 
building boom, which had been cut off  for two decades 
by the Depression and the war. As George Sternlieb 
reminds us, the American automobile industry in 1929 

was producing as many cars per capita as it did in the 
1980s, and real estate developers had already plotted 
out subdivisions in out-lying areas that were only built 
up in the 1960s and 1970s.

[. . .]
Even the late 1970s combination of  stagnant real 

income with high interest rates, gasoline prices, and 
land values did not diminish the desirability of  the new 
single family house. In 1981 a median American 
family earned only 70 percent of  what was needed to 
make the payments on the median priced house; by 
1986, the median family could once again afford the 
median house. Single family houses still constitute 67 
percent of  all occupied units, down only 2 percent 
since 1970 despite the increase in costs; moreover, a 
survey of  potential home buyers in 1986 showed that 
85 percent intended to purchase a detached, single 
family suburban house, while only 15 percent were 
looking at condominium apartments or townhouses. 
The “single,” as builders call it, is still alive and well on 
the urban periphery.

This continuing appeal of  the single should not, 
however, obscure the crucial changes that have 
transformed the meaning and context of  the house. 
The new suburban house of  the 1950s, like its pre- 
decessors for more than a century, existed precisely to 
isolate women and the family from urban economic 
life; it defined an exclusive zone of  residence between 
city and country. Now a new house might adjoin a 
landscaped office park with more square feet of  new 
office space than in a downtown building, or might be 
just down the highway from an enclosed shopping 
mall with a sales volume that exceeds those of  the 
downtown department stores, or might overlook a 
high tech research laboratory making products that 
are exported around the world. No longer a refuge, the 
single family detached house on the periphery is 
preferred as a convenient base from which both 
spouses can rapidly reach their jobs.

Without the simultaneous movement of  jobs along 
with housing, the great “suburban” boom would surely 
have exhausted itself  in ever longer journeys to work- 
places in a crowded core on overburdened highways 
and mass transit facilities. And the new peripheral 
communities would have been in reality the “isolation 
wards” for women that critics have called them, 
instead of  becoming the setting for the reintegration 
of  middle-class women into the work force as they 
have. The unchanging image of  the suburban house 
and the suburban bedroom community has obscured 
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the crucial importance of  this transformation in work 
location, the subject of  the next section.

Job location

As those who have tried to plan the process have 
painfully learned, job location has its own autonomous 
rules. The movement of  factories away from the urban 
core after 1945 took place independently of  the 
housing boom and probably would have occurred 
without it. Nevertheless, the simultaneous movement 
of  housing and jobs in the 1950s and 1960s created an 
unforeseen “critical mass” of  entrepreneurship and 
expertise on the perimeters, which allowed the 
technoburb to challenge successfully the two century 
long economic dominance of  the central city.

[. . .]
At the same time, the growing importance of  

trucking meant that factories were no longer as 
dependent on the confluence of  rail lines which 
existed only in the old factory zones. Workers had 
their automobiles, so factories could scatter along the 
periphery without concern about the absence of  mass 
transit. (The scattering of  aircraft plants and other 
factories in Los Angeles in the 1930s prefigured this 
trend.) The process gained momentum as a result of  
thousands of  uncoordinated decisions in which 
managers allowed their inner city plants to run down 
and directed new investment toward the outskirts . . . 

These changes in job location during the 1950s 
and 1960s were, however, only a prelude to the real 
triumph of  the technoburb: the luring of  both 
managerial office employment and advanced 
technological laboratories and production facilities 
from the core to the peripheries. This process may be 
divided into three parts. First came the establishment 
of  “high tech” growth corridors in such diverse loca- 
tions as Silicon Valley, California; Silicon Prairie, 
between Dallas and Fort Worth; the Atlanta Beltway; 
Route 1 between Princeton and New Brunswick, New 
Jersey; Westchester County, New York; Route 202 
near Valley Forge, Pennsylvania; and Route 128 
outside Boston. The second step was the movement 
of  office bureaucracies, especially the so-called back 
office, from center city high-rises to technoburb office 
parks; and the final phase was the movement of  
production-service employment – banks, accoun- 
tants, lawyers, advertising agencies, skilled techni- 
cians, and the like – to locations within the technoburb, 

thus creating that vital base of  support personnel for 
larger firms.

Indeed, this dramatic surge toward the technoburb 
has been so sweeping that we must now ask whether 
Wright’s ultimate prophecy will be fulfilled: the 
disappearance of  the old urban centers. Is the present-
day boom in downtown office construction and inner 
city gentrification simply a last hurrah for the old city 
before deeper trends in decentralization lead to its 
ultimate decay?

In my view, the final diffusion that Wells and Wright 
predicted is unlikely, if  only because both under- 
estimated the forces of  economic and political cen-
tralization that continue to exist in the late twentieth 
century. If  physical decentralization had indeed meant 
economic decentralization, then the urban cores 
would by now be ghost towns. But large and powerful 
organizations still seek out a central location that  
validates their importance, and the historic core  
of  great cities still meets that need better than the 
office complexes on the outskirts. Moreover, the cor-
porate and government headquarters in the core  
still attract a wide variety of  specialized support ser-
vices – law firms, advertising, publishing, media, res-
taurants, entertainment centers, museums, and more 
– that continue to make the center cities viable.

The old factory zones around the core have also 
survived, but only in the painfully anomalous sense of  
housing those too poor to earn admission to the new 
city of  prosperity at the periphery. The big city, 
therefore, will not disappear in the foreseeable future, 
and residents of  the technoburbs will continue to 
confront uneasily both the economic power and elite 
culture of  the urban core and its poverty. Nevertheless, 
the technoburb has become the true center of  
American society.

The MeaNiNG OF The New CiTy

Beyond the structure of  the techno-city and its tech-
noburbs, there is the larger question: what is the impact 
of  this decentralized environment on our culture? Can 
anyone say of  the technoburb, as Olmsted said of  the 
suburb a century ago, that it represents “the most 
attractive, the most refined, and the most soundly 
wholesome forms of  domestic life, and the best appli-
cation of  the arts of  civilization to which mankind has 
yet attained”? Most planners in fact say the exact 
opposite. Their indictment can be divided into two 
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parts. First, decentralization has been a social and 
economic disaster for the old city and for the poor, 
who have been increasingly relegated to its crowded, 
decayed zones. It has resegregated American society 
into an affluent outer city and an indigent inner city, 
while erecting ever higher barriers that prevent the 
poor from sharing in the jobs and housing of  the 
technoburbs.

Second, decentralization has been seen as a cul-
tural disaster. While the rich and diverse architectural 
heritage of  the cities decays, the technoburb has been 
built up as a standardized and simplified sprawl, con-
suming time and space, destroying the natural land-
scape. The wealth that postindustrial America has 
generated has been used to create an ugly and waste-
ful pseudocity, too spread out to be efficient, too 
superficial to create a true culture. The truth of  both 
indictments is impossible to deny, yet it must be 
rescued from the polemical overstatements that seem 
to afflict anyone who deals with these topics. The first 
charge is the more fundamental, for it points to a 
genuine structural discontinuity in post-1945 decen-
tralization. By detaching itself  physically, socially, and 
economically from the city, the technoburb is pro-
foundly antiurban as suburbia never had been. Subur- 
banization strengthened the central core as the  
cultural and economic heart of  an expanding region;  
by excluding industry, suburbia left intact and even 
augmented the urban factory districts.

Technoburb development, however, completely 
undermines the factory district and potentially 
threatens even the commercial core. The competition 
from new sites on the outskirts renders obsolete the 
whole complex of  housing and factory sites that had 
been built up in the years 1890 to 1930 and provides 
alternatives to the core for even the most specialized 
shopping and administrative services.

This competition, moreover, has occurred in the 
context of  a massive migration of  southern blacks to 
northern cities. Blacks, Hispanics, and other recent 
migrants could afford housing only in the old factory 
districts, which were being abandoned by both 
employers and the white working class. The result was 
a twentieth century version of  Disraeli’s “two nations.” 
Now, however, the outer reaches of  affluence include 
both the middle class and the better-off  working class 
– a majority of  the population; while the largely black 
and Hispanic minority are forced into decaying 
neighborhoods, which lack not only decent housing 
but jobs.

This bleak picture has been modified somewhat by 
the continued ability of  the traditional urban cores to 
retain certain key areas of  white collar and professional 
employment; and by the choice of  some highly paid 
core workers to live in high-rise or recently renovated 
housing around the core. Compared both to the 
decaying factory zones and to peripheral expansion, 
the “gentrification” phenomenon has been highly 
visible yet statistically insignificant. It has done as 
much to displace low income city dwellers as to 
benefit them. The late twentieth century American 
environment thus shows all the signs of  the two 
nations syndrome: one caught in an environment of  
poverty, cut off  from the majority culture, speaking its 
own languages and dialects; the other an increasingly 
homogenized culture of  affluence, more and more 
remote from an urban environment it finds dangerous.

[. . .]
The case against the technoburb can easily be 

summarized. Compared even to the traditional suburb, 
it at first appears impossible to comprehend. It has no 
clear boundaries; it includes discordant rural, urban, 
and suburban elements; and it can best be measured in 
counties rather than in city blocks. Consequently the 
new city lacks any recognizable center to give meaning 
to the whole. Major civic institutions seem scattered at 
random over an undifferentiated landscape.

Even planned developments – however harmoni-
ous they might appear from the inside – can be no 
more than fragments in a fragmented environment. A 
single house, a single street, even a cluster of  streets 
and houses can be and frequently are well designed. 
But true public space is lacking or totally commercial-
ized. Only the remaining pockets of  undeveloped 
farmland maintain real openness, and these pockets 
are inevitably developed, precipitating further flight 
and further sprawl.

The case for the techno-city can only be made 
hesitantly and conditionally. Nevertheless, we can 
hope that its deficiencies are in large part the early 
awkwardness of  a new urban type. All new city forms 
appear in their early stages to be chaotic. “There were 
a hundred thousand shapes and substances of  incom-
pleteness, wildly mingled out of  their places, upside 
down, burrowing in the earth, aspiring in the earth, 
moldering in the water, and unintelligible as any 
dream.” This was Charles Dickens describing London 
in 1848, in his novel Dombey and Son (Chapter 6). As I 
have indicated, sprawl has a functional logic that may 
not be apparent to those accustomed to more 
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traditional cities. If  that logic is understood imagina-
tively, as Wells and especially Wright attempted to do, 
then perhaps a matching aesthetic can be devised.

We must remember that even the most “organic” 
cityscapes of  the past evolved slowly after much 
chaos and trial and error. The classic late nineteenth 
century railroad suburb – the standard against which 
critics judge today’s sprawl – evolved out of  the disor-
der of  nineteenth century metropolitan growth. First, 
planners of  genius like John Nash and Frederick Law 
Olmsted comprehended the process and devised aes-
thetic formulas to guide it. These formulas were then 
communicated – slowly and incompletely – to specu-
lative builders, who nevertheless managed to capture 
the basic idea. Finally, individual property owners con-
stantly upgraded their holdings to eliminate discord-
ant elements and bring their community closer to the 
ideal.

We might hope that a similar process is now at 
work in the postsuburban outer city. As a starting point 
for a technoburb aesthetic, there are Wright’s 
Broadacre City plans and drawings, which still repay 
study for anyone seeking a vision of  a modern yet 
organic American landscape. More useful still is the 
American New Town tradition, starting from Radburn, 
New Jersey, with its careful designs intended to recon-
cile decentralization with older ideas of  community. 
Already, New Town designs have been adopted by 
speculative builders, not only in a highly publicized 
project like James Rouse’s Columbia, Maryland, but in 
hundreds of  smaller planned communities, which are 
beginning to leave their mark on the landscape.

At the level of  civic architecture there is Wright’s 
Marin County Civic Center to serve as a model for 

public monuments in a decentralized environment. 
The multilevel, enclosed shopping mall has attained a 
spaciousness not unworthy of  the great urban shop-
ping districts of  the past, while newly built college 
campuses and campuslike office complexes and 
research centers contribute significantly to the envi-
ronment. Some commercial highway strips have been 
rescued from cacophony and have managed to achieve 
a liveliness that is not tawdry. (This evolution parallels 
the evolution of  the nineteenth-century urban core, 
originally a remarkably ugly cluster of  small buildings 
and large signs, which was transformed into a reason-
ably dignified center for commerce by the turn of  the 
century.)

Most importantly, there is a growing sense that 
open land must be preserved as an integral part of  the 
landscape, through regional land use plans, purchases 
for parklands, and tax abatements for working farms. 
These governmental measures, combined with 
thousands of  small scale efforts by individuals, could 
create a fitting environment for the new city. These 
efforts, moreover, could provide the starting point for a 
more profound diversification of  the outer city. An 
increased understanding and respect for the landscape 
of  each region could lead to a growing rejection of  a 
mass culture that erases all such distinctions.

The techno-city, therefore, is still under construc-
tion, both physically and culturally. Its economic and 
social successes are undeniable, as are its costs. Most 
importantly, the new pattern of  decentralization has 
fundamentally altered the urban form on which subur-
bia had depended for its function and meaning. 
Whatever the fate of  the new city, suburbia in its tradi-
tional sense now belongs to the past.



“Global City Network” 

Peter J.  Taylor 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

In the wake of Saskia Sassen’s research on the producer and financial services complex in what she called 
“global cities,” a number of scholars began to explore alternative approaches to the study of the global urban 
system. One of the most sophisticated efforts to analyze the global city hierarchy was developed by a group of 
scholars led by Peter J. Taylor, a British urbanist and radical political geographer based at Loughborough 
University in the UK, and now at Northumbria University, through an innovative research project known as the 
Globalization and World Cities Research Network (GaWC). The GaWC group has generated a variety of new 
data sources and some extremely innovative methodological strategies for analyzing that data as well as a large 
body of empirically grounded, theoretically sophisticated publications about world cities and global 
interconnections, most of which is freely available at the GaWC  website. 

In 2000, Taylor, along with social and economic geographers Richard G. Smith and Jonathan Beaverstock, 
published “World-City Network: A New Metageography?” in the Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers, a piece that was widely hailed as a seminal contribution to the study of urban globalism  
with special reference to the growing importance of urban networks of communication. The selection printed 
here, specially commissioned for this edition of The City Reader, represents a re-working and updating of that 
piece, reflecting a decade and a half of new thinking on the subject that Taylor and his GaWC colleagues had 
 pioneered. 

Peter J. Taylor, the founder and director of the GaWC Research Network, is currently Professor of Human 
Geography at the University of Northumbria. He is the editor of Political Geography Quarterly and the Review 
of International Political Economy and the author of some 300 publications, sixty of which have been translated 
into as many as twenty-three languages. His research falls into three broad categories: analysis of the 
contemporary world city network; comparative historical studies of urban networks as far back as the sixteenth 
century; and theories of the generic process of urban social transformation. Among his many influential books 
are World City Network: A Global Urban Analysis (London and New York: Routledge, 2004), Political 
Geography: World-Economy, Nation-State Locality (Englewood, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 2006), and Cities in 
Globalization, co-edited with Ben Derudder, Pieter Saey, and Frank Witlox (London: Routledge, 2006). His 
most recent book is Extraordinary Cities: Millennia of Moral Syndromes, World-Systems and City/State 
Relations (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2013), a magisterial reconsideration of many of the fundamental 
themes of urban  theory. 

Taylor begins “Global City Network” with a review of how a number of scholars – especially Jane Jacobs  
(p. 149), Peter Hall (p. 431), John Friedmann, Saskia Sassen (p. 650), and Manuel Castells (p. 229) – laid  
the theoretical groundwork for global city research. He says that global cities (alternately called world  
cities) are not just existing commercial cities that grew bigger and more powerful during the late twentieth 
century but a new phenomenon entirely, different in kind and different in function than anything that had  
come before. Global cities, he argues, are the product – and the chosen operational sites – for the global 
corporations that emerged from the “transnational” process of economic globalization that was unleashed  
by the simultaneous convergence of a number of world historical developments, most especially “the 
combination of communication and computer industries in the late 1970s that enabled integrated global 
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iNTROdUCTiON: CiTieS aNd 
 GLOBaLiZaTiON

According to the great urbanist Jane Jacobs, the 
growth of  cities is not a simple matter of  trading with 
its immediate hinterland, cities grow through trading 
with each other. This generic maxim, stated well 
before contemporary concerns for globalization, nev-
ertheless encapsulates how we might study cities 
today to understand their current phenomenal success 
whether measured demographically or economically. 
The link to contemporary globalization comes from 
insistence on treating the external relations of  cities, 
which are inter-city networks. Globalization is pre-
eminently a process of  myriad flows – what Manuel 
Castells calls a ‘network society’. Therefore the con- 
cept ‘global city network’ describes the situation 
where today’s major metropolitan centres are trading 
well beyond their local hinterlands and frequently 
reaching a global scale of  business. In this brief  intro-
duction I will unpack this very basic argument on the 
global salience of  contemporary cities by specifying 

how I interpret both globalization and cities in this 
essay. The remainder of  the essay will be largely 
empirical, reporting on cities and their global net-
works in the early twenty-first century. A short conclu-
sion will consider cities and globalization in the 
remainder of  the  century. 

Globalization is a highly contested concept that 
implies an enhanced scale of  human activities that 
have a worldwide reach. The idea of  ‘up-scaling’ is 
often used to denote a transfer of  focus from the state 
to the ‘global’: from national economy to global 
economy, national government to global governance 
and nation civil society to global civil society. But  
this simplistic approach is a very limited way of  
viewing globalization: it is not clearly distinct from the 
concept of  international – as in international trade, 
international politics and international affairs – that 
have been commonplace ideas for about two centuries. 
International in these contexts actually means inter-
state relations, which, for more than a hundred years, 
has been global in scope. Instead of  this fixation on 
scale per se, I will treat globalization as ‘transnational’, 

management of multiple production sites.” Interestingly, the new models of economic activity did not lead to  
a dispersal of location, but a “new centralization” into “places of information flows” and “knowledge hubs” 
where business activity could still be “largely based upon face-to-face contacts.” As a result, great cities did 
not die – as many had predicted in the 1960s – but found a new, vital role in the process of global economic 
 restructuring. 

In terms of their definition, global cities are not discrete and independent, nor even, primarily, political in 
nature. They are sites of a certain kind of service-economy activity, interconnected in a network that is in turn 
defined as the “external relations of global cities.” Taylor explains how the GaWC researchers study these 
relations between the global cities by constructing “interlocking network models” that reveal a number of 
hierarchies. For example, London and New York are the highest ranking cities in terms of “Global Network 
Connectivity” (with Hong Kong, Paris, Singapore, Shanghai, Tokyo, Beijing, Sydney, and Dubai rounding out the 
top ten as of 2014) and, not surprisingly, “London–New York” are the most intense of the “Global City Dyads.” 
Other, more nuanced relationships are revealed by analysis of Global City Regional Structures and Strategic 
Network  Connectivity. 

Taylor concludes his analysis by observing that the global economy dominated by these networked global 
cities encourages a “continuously expanding” form of “consumption-driven behaviour” that he finds “hugely 
inequitable and frighteningly unsustainable.” Helping global cities “to create a sustainable and equitable world,” 
he writes, “is the great challenge of the twenty-first century.” 

For further information on the research projects of the GaWC, see the group’s website (www.lboro.ac.uk/
gawc). Peter J. Taylor, Pengfei Ni, Ben Derudder and Michael Hoyler, Global Urban Analysis: A Survey of Cities 
in Globalization (London: Routledge, 2010) is an essential base-line resource for further study. The larger body 
of literature on globalization and world cities is, of course, vast. The best introduction to the field of global 
urbanism as a whole is Neil Brenner and Roger Keil (eds.), The Global Cities Reader (London: Routledge, 2006; 
2nd edition forthcoming, 2016). Also of interest is Ayse Pamuk, Mapping Global Cities: GIS Methods in Urban 
Analysis (Redlands, CA: Esri Press, 2006). 

http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc
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a mix of  processes that transcend states. We can see 
the emergence of  this world in the terminological 
changes in naming multi-locational corporations. 
Initially expanding by setting up production in several 
countries to avoid trade tariff  barriers, these ‘multi- 
national corporations’ grew to become economically 
larger than some states by the 1970s. But the key 
change came with the combination of  the communi- 
cation and computer industries in the late 1970s that 
enabled integrated global management of  multiple 
production sites. Thus emerged ‘transnational cor- 
porations’ that generated a ‘new international division 
of  labour’ through transferring much production to 
the ‘developing world’ (i.e., poor countries). This 
spatial dispersal of  economic activity was comple- 
mented by a new centralization of  management and 
associated functions that initially become con- 
centrated in major cities of  the ‘developed world’ (i.e., 
rich countries). Now these large firms became com- 
monly known as ‘global corporations’ and, concomi- 
tantly, these large cities became known as ‘global 
cities’. Subsequently there has been a growing 
tendency to view globalization through cities rather 
than states in a way that integrates geographical scales 
rather than separating them as in simple up-scaling. In 
this argument cities are the nexus of  processes that 
link global practices (world economy) with local 
practices (social communities). 

Moving cities to centre stage requires careful 
consideration of  how we define cities. In the early 
days of  the telecommunication revolution there were 
arguments that predicted the ‘end of  geography’ and, 
specifically, the ‘obsolescence of  cities’. Thus the 
renewed success of  cities – global cities – went against 
these popular expectations in spectacular fashion. 
Clearly there was something about the nature of  cities 
that made them not only resilient to globalization but 
to positively prosper from these changes: it seems the 
global corporations needed cities. Why weren’t the 
means for organizing the new international division of  
labour dispersed to cheaper locales like the production 
was? The reason for the new centralization was that 
the new work that this entailed needed to be in cities 
because they provided necessary advantages that 
other locales could not provide. In most general terms 
there are key externalities that firms located in cities 
can take advantage of. An externality denotes the 
context within which a firm operates that is not market 
defined (i.e., it is ‘external’ to the market). Cities 
provide two important positive externalities for firms: 

(i) agglomeration/cluster externalities within cities 
whereby firms can take advantage of  being close to 
other firms, and (ii) network/connectivity externalities 
between cities whereby firms can take advantage of  
connections with firms in other cities. In combination, 
these make cities into rich places of  information flows, 
knowledge hubs to underpin high value-added work. 
Largely based upon face-to-face contacts in a learning 
milieu, cities are where both concentrated and cosmo- 
politan commerce environments are found. Some- 
times referred to as city ‘buzz’, such ‘busy-ness’ has 
been the basis of  successful business for millennia. 
This is what is being harnessed today under conditions 
of  contemporary globalization to create economically 
successful global  cities. 

GLOBaL  CiTieS 

That today’s successful cities are commonly referred 
to as ‘global cities’ is largely due to the dominance of  
Saskia Sassen’s book The Global City that compared 
New York, London and Tokyo as quintessential 
examples of  the genre. There were important pre- 
cedents in the study of  these new ‘transnational’ urban 
places – Peter Hall had identified selected ‘world 
cities’ as being exceptional economic forces as early 
as the 1960s, in the 1970s Stephen Hymer had drawn 
attention to the link between the rise of  corporations 
and the success of  the cities where they were head- 
quartered, and in the 1980s Howard Reed charted  
the rise of  ‘international financial centres’, and John 
Friedmann famously posited a new ‘world city 
hierarchy’ – but it was Sassen’s focus on process, 
global city formation, that made her work so influential. 
Her basic argument is that global cities house both the 
corporations generating globalization and the financial 
(e.g., insurance), professional (e.g., law) and creative 
(e.g., advertising) services that enable their enhanced 
scale of  economic activities. The latter are referred to 
generally as advanced producer services that are 
provided by firms selling exceedingly specialized 
knowledge products to other firms. This service pro- 
vision entails very high value-added products that 
empower the global corporations to operate and 
develop their worldwide business. Uniquely, global 
cities are both the market for these high value-added 
services (commissioning through corporate head- 
quarters) and the site of  their production (agglomera- 
tion of  service firms). Sassen suggested this process 



O
N
E

“ G LO B A L  C I T Y  N E T WO R K ” 95

was to be found in some cities other than the three she 
studied in detail but insisted global cities remained a 
select few; specifically mentioning Amsterdam, 
Frankfurt, Hong Kong, Los Angeles, Mexico City, 
Miami, Paris, São Paulo, Sydney, Toronto and Zurich 
as possible  additions. 

The influence of  Sassen’s global city concept has 
extended into city policy realms where numerous 
cities want to achieve the accolade of  having the label 
‘global’. Promoted variously by mayors of  large cities 
and by states promoting their leading city, this policy 
development has created an unfortunate irony in 
global city studies. Sassen’s argument defines a 
carefully specified process and yet the applied version 
of  the concept runs largely counter to this. City 
promoters and their advisors employ what Jacobs has 
called ‘a “Thing Theory” of  economic development’ 
by designating sets of  items that a city should have to 
become a ‘global city’. But bolstering a place by 
adding things that are important in, say, London will 
not reproduce a ‘London’ elsewhere, as Berlin found 
to its cost with just such a ‘development’ programme 
in the 1990s. In the latter case, attracting corporate 
headquarters with a view to becoming a ‘service 
metropolis’ did not work: such ‘things’ alone will not 
generate city development without being embedded 
into a process. All city development processes are a 
cacophony of  networks within and between cities and 
this is especially true for global city formation. 
Unfortunately Sassen’s treatment of  global cities as a 
rather exclusive club does seem to promote the idea 
of  city competition as does her use of  city hierarchy 
following Friedmann’s lead. But if  we follow Castells 
and adapt Sassen’s ideas to his global space of  flows 
as a city network, one that encompasses more cities 
than Sassen envisages, then we arrive at our subject, a 
global city  network. 

CiTieS iN  GLOBaLiZaTiON 

The two city externalities are expressed in today’s 
urban landscape as districts of  skyscraper office 
blocks (clustering) and massive airports (connecting); 
between them they epitomize most people’s image of  
a global city. However Castells’ network world is an 
informational society, meaning that there is greater 
value-added work in production of  information/
knowledge than production of  physical commodities 
(as in prior industrial society). Therefore one of  the 

crucial elements of  a global city is not that conspicuous 
in the landscape: on the roofs of  the skyscrapers are 
found the dishes, aerials and other antennae that make 
the work done in the offices below possible. It is this 
inter-city work that I focus on here – the external 
relations of  global cities – which I have interpreted as 
a world city network. This slight change in terminology 
from ‘global’ to ‘world’ for describing the network is 
because operationalizing the latter has entailed 
inclusion of  many hundreds of  cities, going far beyond 
Sassen’s notion of  global cities as a select group. In 
much of  the literature the terms ‘global city’ and 
‘world city’ are used interchangeably and this is 
broadly adhered to  here. 

The world city network remains explicitly based 
upon Sassen’s classic depiction of  the global city 
process but with a different emphasis. She focuses 
largely on the agglomeration processes within global 
cities, world city network analyses focuses on the 
external relations of  the servicing. Basically the leading 
advanced producer service firms globalized their work 
as their clients (corporations) globalized and then 
developed their own global strategies to find further 
(global) clients. This meant developing office networks 
in cities across the world so that their service pro- 
ducts can encompass formal, tacit and geographical 
knowledges from several cities (e.g., insurance cover 
for a project involving multiple corporations, a legal 
contract for a project covering several jurisdictions,  
a global advertising campaign sensitive to local 
language/cultural variations). The world city network 
is defined as the aggregate of  all this service work 
done, typically in the tall office blocks, through routine 
and strategic communications connecting cities. The 
world city network is measured through researching 
service firms’ office networks, where different firms 
have offices and how important each office is to a 
firm’s business. The latter is indexed by the size of  an 
office (e.g., how many law partners) and the number of  
functions it covers (e.g., regional headquarters). 

From such data the world city network is modelled 
as an interlocking network model. This is an unusual 
network approach because it has three levels instead 
of  the usual two: as well as the net level of  links and 
the node level of  points, there is an additional sub-
nodal level of  agency. In this specific urban application, 
these levels are the city network, the cities as nodes, 
and the service firms as agency: they are the network 
makers. It is called an interlocking model because it is 
the service firms that ‘interlock’ the cities through 
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their work. This is an important point because we 
avoid reifying cities as agents. City governments – 
mayors – are definitively not responsible for creating 
the network; their work may facilitate the economic 
development but it does not generate it. As previously 
emphasized and repeated, it is the service firms 
through their everyday work that are continually 
making the network as a dynamic economic  creation. 

The results presented below apply the interlocking 
network model to data on firms’ offices. Combining 
data from a large number of  major service firms 
enables computation of  potential service work-flows 
between cities. This is simply based on the notion that 
the more important the office (size, functions), the 
more work it will generate. Therefore two cities with 
large offices are projected as generating more work-
flows between them than two cities with small offices. 
Basically the modelling asks the question: if  a 
corporation in city X requires a specific service 
involving city Y, what level of  service could be 
expected? If  both cities have many large offices 
providing the service (e.g., Paris and London) then 
provision of  the service would be high, if  one of  the 
two cities only has small offices the provision would 
clearly be less (e.g., Paris and Lyon), if  one of  the two 
cities had no offices for the service (e.g., Paris and 
Grenoble) then obviously the service provision might 
be  problematic. 

This approach has been employed since 2000 to 
measure the world city network. Initially based upon 
100 service firms in 315 cities and latterly upon 175 
service firms in 526 cities, the initial findings define 
the global network connectivity of  a city as the sum of  
all its potential service work-flows with other cities. 
This can be interpreted as the intensity of  a city’s 
engagement in the world city network. It is not a 
surprise that in all analyses (2000, 2004, 2008, 2010, 
2012) London and New York have the highest global 
network connectivity. Perhaps more surprising, it is 
Hong Kong and not Tokyo that always has third 
highest global network connectivity in these analyses. 
This mild departure from Sassen’s work may reflect 
the later timing of  this research (Hong Kong is closely 
related to the economic rise of  China) or the additional 
emphasis on city external relations in the network 
 analyses. 

In Table 1, the connectivity results for 2012 are 
shown as percentages of  the highest connectivity 
(London’s). The leading 25 cities are shown. Note that 
Tokyo now appears relatively low (7th) just behind 

Paris, Singapore and Shanghai. Perhaps the most 
interesting feature of  this table is its global scope  
even though only 25 cities are shown. All major  
world regions are represented albeit unevenly: Europe 
(seven cities), East Asia (seven), Northern America 
(USA + Canada) (four), Latin America (two), 
Australasia (one), Middle East/North Africa (one), 
South Asia (one), Eurasia (one), sub-Saharan Africa 
(one). Although Europe and East Asia are represented 
equally with seven cities each, it is particularly striking 
that the latter’s cities include five of  the top eight 

2012 GNC City 2012 rank 2000 rank

100.00 London  1  1

92.66 New York  2  2

78.31 Hong Kong  3  3

71.62 Paris  4  4

65.62 Singapore  5  6

63.66 Shanghai  6 31

63.63 Tokyo  7  5

62.09 Beijing  8 36

62.06 Sydney  9 13

61.33 Dubai 10 54

59.63 Chicago 11  7

58.81 Mumbai 12 21

58.58 Milan 13  8

57.20 Moscow 14 34

57.19 Sao Paulo 15 16

56.88 Frankfurt 16 14

55.06 Toronto 17 10

54.90 Los Angeles 18  9

54.44 Madrid 19 11

53.20 Mexico City 20 18

52.68 Amsterdam 21 12

52.10 Kuala Lumpur 22 26

51.98 Brussels 23 15

50.05 Seoul 24 43

49.18 Johannesburg 25 45

Table 1 Global Network Connectivity (GNC): top  
25 cities and ranking changes since 2000

GNC is expressed as percentage of  largest score (London’s)
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cities. This reflects a massive reorientation of  contem- 
porary globalization from West to East as shown  
by the comparative rankings of  the cities in 2000 in 
Table 1. The massive rises of  Shanghai and Beijing 
from outside the top 25 to become leading world cities 
in 2012 is a remarkable result. Other large rises into 
the top 25 include Dubai, Moscow, Seoul and 
Johannesburg, each representing a particular service 
niche being developed in the world  economy. 

Table 1 only shows nodes in the world city net- 
work but these alone cannot describe the network 
adequately: it is the links between nodes that constitute 
a network. In this case these are city-dyads, the con-
nections between pairs of  cities. In the literature there 
is one city-dyad that has a name: NYLON. Business 
executives are said to work through three offices, one 
in London, one in New York, and one in mid-Atlantic 
commuting between the two cities. But this is just one 
of  the myriad city-dyads within the world city network. 
Measured as the sum of  service work-flows between 
cities, Table 2 shows the top 25 city-dyads by quantity 
of  potential flows and, again not surprisingly, London–
New York (NYLON) is ranked first. Further, these two 
cities comprise one part of  all but two of  the dyads, 
indicating the intensity of  world city networking 
focused upon NYLON. But this does not make the 
table uninteresting – the rankings indicate some differ-
ences between how London and New York are inte-
grated into the world city network. This tends to show 
political and historical effects: although overall London 
is the first linked to other cities, New York is more 
strongly linked to other US cities; London’s has par-
ticularly stronger links than New York to Shanghai, 
Sydney and Dubai. City-dyad analyses are a new 
departure in research on the global city network and 
studies have been made focusing on Chinese cities – 
the different patterns of  connections by Beijing and 
Shanghai within the world city network – and showing 
the enhanced importance of  US cities in such  analyses. 

The results in Tables 1 and 2 show the leading 
nodes and links but they represent only a part of  a 
very large network of  hundreds of  cities. The leading 
advanced producer service firms vary greatly in the 
size of  their office networks but most have dozens of  
offices and many have offices counted in their 
hundreds. Identifying which cities and city-dyads are 
highest ranked in the world city network provides just 
an initial glimpse of  the complex structure of  this 
network. The wide range of  additional analyses that 
can be applied to the office network data is illustrated 

in the survey of  cities in globalization, Global Urban 
Analysis (2010). In the remainder of  this essay I 
highlight two related sets of  global-scale results that 
excavate the structure of  the globalization being 
constructed through the world’s  cities. 

GLOBaL ReGiONaL STRUCTUReS  
OF  CiTieS 

In showing the worldwide scope of  the results in  
Table 1 I used relatively standard world regions that 

Rank City-dyad Dyad link

 1 London–New York 100.00

 2 London–Hong Kong 78.40

 3 New York–Hong Kong 76.13

 4 London–Paris 70.08

 5 London–Singapore 65.99

 6 New York–Paris 65.31

 7 New York–Singapore 63.98

 8 London–Tokyo 62.06

 9 London–Shanghai 61.86

10 New York–Tokyo 60.78

11 London–Sydney 59.45

12 New York–Shanghai 59.06

13 London–Beijing 58.61

14 New York–Beijing 58.51

15 London–Dubai 56.99

16 London–Frankfurt 56.94

17 New York–Chicago 55.46

18 New York–Frankfurt 55.46

19 New York–Sydney 55.41

20 New York–Dubai 54.87

21 London–Chicago 54.68

22 Hong Kong–Singapore 54.53

23 Hong Kong–Paris 52.71

24 New York–Washington 52.07
25 New York–Los Angeles 52.02

Table 2 Global city-dyads in the world city network

Potential work-flows between cities are expressed as 
percentages of  the largest flow (London–New York)
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are discrete combinations of  states. But the service 
work done in cities is not contained within separate 
regions; globalization is specifically about transcend- 
ing such boundaries. Traditionally cities have been 
studied using functional regions (linked spaces) rather 
than formal regions (parcelled spaces) and this 
approach has been applied to the world city network. 
Functional regions are not discrete, their boundaries 
are fuzzy and they can even overlap: all these features 
occur when delineating a global regional structure  
of   cities. 

Every advanced producer service firm has its own 
particular distribution of  offices, which we deem to be 
its global locational strategy – where it chooses to 
offer its services. Typically these locational strategies 
reflect the historical origins of  the firm, their initial 
spatial expansions to service their globalizing clients, 
and subsequent efforts to provide a full global service. 
The data we have provides the information for 175 
such locational strategies. Although different, there 

are patterns of  similar locational strategies found 
among firms. We have found that there are ten dis- 
tinctive common locational strategies – that is, strate- 
gies broadly shared by a specific group of  firms. These 
common locational strategies define ten global 
functional regions of  cities as indicated by groups of  
advanced producer service firms with similar distri- 
butions of  offices. Each of  the ten regional structures 
identified has a unique geography featuring two sets 
of  cities. First there are cities that define the home-
region of  the common locational strategy, which 
always includes the cities housing the headquarters of  
the firms. Second there are the cities that provide the 
firms with their global reach: for instance, wherever 
firms originate they likely have a London and/or New 
York office to service their clients’ needs. Thus the 
global regional structure of  cities has a dual com- 
position of  home-regions and global  outreaches. 

The global regional structures – ten common loca-
tion strategies – are listed in Table 3. Although each is 

Common location 
strategies

Home-region Global outreach

Number 
of  cities

Selected key  
cities

Number  
of  cities

Selected key  
cities

USA plus London 
(extensive globalization)

 5 New York, Chicago, 
London, San Francisco

47 Johannesburg, Mexico City, 
Istanbul, Sydney

USA plus London 
(intensive globalization)

16 New York, Chicago, 
Washington, London

 6 Brussels, Frankfurt, Paris, 
Hong Kong

Americas 25 Dallas, Toronto, Miami, 
Mexico City

20 Singapore, Sydney, Zurich, 
Shanghai

Latin America 10 Sao Paulo, Rio de Janeiro, 
Buenos Aires, Mexico City

16 New York, London, 
Madrid, Miami

Pacific Asia 16 Tokyo, Beijing, Osaka, 
Hong Kong

11 Los Angeles, Frankfurt, 
Toronto, Delhi

China  5 Shanghai, Guangzhou, 
Shenzhen, Hong Kong

21 New York, Miami, 
Johannesburg, Bangalore

Europe 28 Munich, Milan, Frankfurt, 
Paris

 7 Shanghai, Hong Kong, 
Boston, Dubai

Scandinavia  5 Stockholm, Oslo, 
Copenhagen, Helsinki

26 Singapore, Toronto, New 
York, Luxembourg

Australasia plus 
Commonwealth

 5 Sydney, Melbourne, 
Auckland, Perth

14 London, Singapore, Hong 
Kong, Cape Town

Canada plus 
Commonwealth

16 Toronto, Vancouver, 
Montreal, Calgary

15 London, Mumbai, Delhi, 
Bangalore

Table 3 Global regional structure of  cities

Common strategic strategies are principal components with varimax rotation 



O
N
E

“ G LO B A L  C I T Y  N E T WO R K ” 99

a separate pattern they actually appear in paired 
regional focuses. I briefly describe each pair in  turn. 

j By far the two most important locational strategies 
of  firms focus on US cities plus London and repre-
sent alternative globalization strategies. The first is 
called extensive globalization because it covers a large 
number of  cities (47) across the world, giving it the 
largest global reach of  all strategies. However it fea-
tures just the major cities (five) in its home-region. In 
contrast intensive globalization is more focused on its 
home-region with 16 cities and only link to selected 
leading cities (six) in its global  outreach. 

j	 There are two other American locational strategies, 
one straddling the continents, Americas, and the 
other focusing on Latin America. The former has a 
large number of  cities featured in its broad home-
region plus a large global reach (20 cities) with a 
Pacific bias. The Latin American strategy includes 
just the leading cities (ten) of  its home-region and 
has a larger global reach (16 cities) with an Atlantic 
 bias. 

j There are two East Asian strategies, and they are 
unusual because their home-regions overlap, with 
one encompassed by the other. The Pacific Asia 
strategy features all the major cities (16) of  its 
home-region, but it is more selective in its global 
outreach (11 cities). In contrast the China strategy 
includes just five cities in its home-region but with 
more than four times as many cities (21) in its 
global  outreach. 

j	 There are two European strategies and they divide 
the continent in a surprising and very uneven way. 
There is a European strategy covering a large 
number of  cities (28) in its home-region but with a 
relative sparse global outreach (seven cities). With 
four times more home-region cities than global 
outreach cities, Europe is by far the most insular of  
the ten world regional structures, which will likely 
have serious implications for the European Union’s 
economic strategies. But hived off  in the far north 
there is a contrasting Scandinavia strategy with five 
cities in the home-region and 26 cities in the global 
outreach spread all over the  world. 

j	 The final two strategies are a legacy of  the British 
Commonwealth. From opposite sides of  the globe, 
the Australasia/Commonwealth strategy and the 
Canada/Commonwealth strategy feature cities 
from their respective home-regions but differ in 
their global outreaches. As expected, both feature 

London, but the Australasia strategy encompasses 
Pacific and African Commonwealth cities whereas 
the Canada strategy focuses on Indian cities. These 
strategies are a surprise feature of  the world city 
network in contemporary globalization and remind 
us of  the potential importance of  historical 
connections in firms forging global  strategies. 

This global regional structure created by advanced 
producer service firms in conducting their business is 
an important result, showing the locational intricacies 
of  contemporary globalization. Globalization is some-
times presented as a blanket-like process homogeniz-
ing the world, but in reality it is highly regionalized. 
There are many different geographies of  globaliza-
tion, each with their own regional focus but all genu-
inely global, albeit in their different locational ways. 
This is a dynamic and functional regional structure 
based on the agency of  global firms working in and 
through global  cities. 

STRaTeGiC CiTieS iN  GLOBaLiZaTiON 

In her initial statement of  the global city thesis, Sassen 
referred to global cities as ‘strategic places’ in globali-
zation. Returning to the spirit of  her more exclusive 
view of  the global city network, we can measure the 
strategic-ness of  cities to identify these special urban 
places. This has been done as an extension of  the 
global regional structure  research. 

Since firms are the agency of  city network-making, 
researching strategic-ness must start with identifying 
firms that in some way epitomize strategic decision-
making. This selection is based on the idea that firms 
whose locational strategies contribute to both of  the 
two most important regional structures – extensive 
globalization and intensive globalization – can be 
reasonably deemed strategic. These firms may be said 
to bridge the two major strategies and thereby gain 
combined locational advantages in the prime regional 
structures of  cities in contemporary globalization. Of  
the 175 firms in the study, 25 were found to be strategic 
in this way. We then found that by focusing on the 
potential work flows of  these 25 firms, we could 
identify the relative strategic-ness of  different cities: i.e., 
those cities that feature prominently in the locational 
strategies of  these particular  firms. 

Table 4 shows the strategic-ness of  the leading cities 
listed in Table 1. The first thing to note is the reversal of  
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London and New York at the top of  the rankings. This 
change is accompanied by the leading Pacific Asian 
cities being rather less highly ranked than in Table 1, 
and the two other US cities, Chicago and Los Angeles, 
doing particularly well. This pattern can be best seen in 

the relative rankings on Table 4, which are based upon 
the level of  strategic-ness relative to the size of  a city’s 
global network connectivity. London is absolutely 
strong in the strategic network measure simply because 
it has such a large advanced producer service sector 
that will encompass strategic firms. But are the latter 
more or less prominent than the many other advanced 
producer service firms in the city? The unusual global 
rank for London (13th) in the relative rankings shows 
that, in relation to its global network connectivity, strate- 
gic firms are under-represented in London’s service 
mix. While London is located right in the middle for 
relative strategic-ness, New York remains first and is 
joined at the top by Chicago and Los Angeles. This is a 
case where Canada is really different from the USA: in 
total contrast Toronto has the lowest relative strategic-
ness. Frankfurt is found to be Europe’s most strategic 
city. And in Pacific Asia, Hong Kong and Singapore, 
which both house numerous regional headquarters of  
firms (often thought to indicate strategic-ness), are in 
the bottom half  of  the rankings in Table 4. But the big 
surprise is Johannesburg: at the bottom of  the ranks in 
Table 1, it has the most relative strategic-ness of  cities 
(4th) outside the  USA. 

Interpreting the strategic-ness results is difficult 
because there are often individual reasons, such as 
Johannesburg being the financial gateway to Africa’s 
minerals. But a focus on the contrast between New 
York and London suggests a more general tendency  
in the findings. In this case, further research on the 
financial roles of  the two cities suggests that they are 
used by firms in different ways. In New York the 
emphasis is more on financial innovation in produc- 
tion, so the firms are exploiting the city’s agglomera- 
tion/cluster externalities. London tends to be the 
place where the innovations are marketed to the 
world; as a ‘global platform’ for services, firms exploit 
the city’s network/connectivity externalities. It seems 
strategic firms are specifically attracted to cities with 
innovative service clusters. In wider study, this notion 
is supported by both San Francisco and especially 
Palo Alto (Silicon Valley) having very high relative 
strategic-ness in the global city  network. 

CONCLUSiON: CiTieS iN The  
TweNTy-FiRST  CeNTURy 

The empirical material in this essay provides a pic- 
ture of  leading cities in the global city network for the 

SNC City Absolute 
rank

Relative 
rank

100.00 New York  1  1

85.07 London  2 13

69.66 Chicago  3  2

64.13 Paris  4  6

61.58 Hong Kong  5 14

57.76 Los Angeles  6  3

56.79 Sydney  7  7

55.94 Singapore  8 15

55.79 Tokyo  9 10

54.96 Shanghai 10  9

52.33 Milan 11  8

51.26 Frankfurt 12  5

50.96 Beijing 13 12

47.49 Moscow 14 11

45.60 Sao Paulo 15 16

45.08 Dubai 16 24

43.05 Madrid 17 17

40.73 Johannesburg 18  4

40.59 Toronto 19 25

40.12 Mumbai 20 22

39.66 Mexico City 21 18

37.70 Amsterdam 22 21

37.00 Seoul 23 19

36.85 Kuala Lumpur 24 20

35.12 Brussels 25 23

Table 4 Strategic network connectivity (SNC)

SNC is reported as percentage of  the highest SNC (New 
York)

Relative rankings are derived from residuals on regressing 
SNC against global network connectivity

Derived from P.J. Taylor, B. Derudder, J. Faulconbridge, 
M. Hoyler and P. Ni  ‘Advanced Producer Service Firms 
as Strategic Networks, Global Cities as Strategic Places’, 
Economic Geography 90(3) (2014): 267–291.
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early years of  the twenty-first century. Not much more 
than a glimpse, we can nevertheless see that cities are 
set to be key players as contemporary globalization 
continues for the foreseeable future. Demographic 
trends and forecasts showing urban dwellers becom- 
ing a larger and larger majority of  the world’s 
population have led to our century being dubbed the 
first ‘urban century’, and further, Edward Glaeser 
refers to humanity as now being an ‘urban species’. 
From his perspective, this is eminently good news 
because cities are, as he calls it, humanity’s ‘greatest 
invention’. It seems that we can look forward to an era 
or more and more innovations and their diffusions 
through the workings of  agglomeration/clustering 
and network/connectivity externalities of  global 
cities. But it is perhaps not quite this  simple. 

As well as ‘urban century’ the twenty-first century 
is also commonly viewed as becoming a ‘crisis 
century,’ and these two appellations are by no means 
unrelated. In the literature, cities can appear as both 
problem (sites of  excessive consumption) and solution 
(sites of  energy-efficient compactness). But from the 
standpoint of  this essay, it is city innovations that are 
the key, and the global city network is currently fuelling 
the excessive consumption. However, cities have a 
particularly good track record in changing people’s 
ways of  living: they have been converting peasants 
into new ‘citizens’ for millennia. In the modern world, 

industrial cities changed traditional ways of  living into 
modern, clock-based disciplined behaviour in places 
(factories) and flows (railways). But most important, 
nineteenth-century Victorian cities morphed esta- 
blished bourgeois thriftiness into consumption-driven 
behaviour, a new way of  living that we have inherited 
today as continuously expanding global demand in 
the global city network. This situation is both hugely 
inequitable and frighteningly unsustainable. Harnessing 
the agglomeration/cluster and network/connectivity 
externalities of  global cities to create a sustainable and 
equitable world is the great challenge of  the twenty-
first  century. 

World city network analyses as presented above 
provide hints, but only hints, about how this challenge 
might be addressed. The first point to make is that the 
planning of  separate compact cities across the 
landscape is a recipe for a dull, stagnant future world: 
we do not want to lose city buzz, the learned creativity 
of  humanity. But at the same time we need to slow 
down economic growth to provide for a steady-state 
world economy. Thus, we seem to be calling for a non 
sequitur – ‘dynamic stability’! The way out of  this 
would seem to be that we maintain city creativity and 
all that that entails (the two basic externalities), but 
that we channel this work away from economic 
expansion into inventing vibrant, green networks of  
cities across the  globe. 
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Plate 1 Kingsley Davis’s S-curve of  urbanization
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Urbanization refers to the percent of the population of a geographical area such as a nation state 
or region of the world that lives in urban as opposed to non-urban places (such as farms and 
small towns). Urbanization often follows a pattern that historical urban demographer Kingsley 
Davis describes as an attenuated S curve with a long left tail as the percentage of the population 
in a region slowly becomes more urban, a steep middle portion of the S as the region urbanizes 
rapidly, and then a nearly flat upper part of the S once the region is essentially fully urban. 
England urbanized very slowly until the beginning of the industrial revolution (about 1750), then 
urbanized rapidly, and today-- with 92% of its population urban-- is barely urbanizing if at all. 
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the overall shape is similar. industrialize. urban. 

Data graphic by Michael Brestel based on Kingsley Davis, "The Urbanization 
of the Human Population," Scientific American (September 1965). 



Plate 2 A View of  Ancient Babylon. The first cities arose about 4000 bce in Mesopotamia between the Tigris and 
Euphrates Rivers during what V. Gordon Childe termed “the urban revolution.” The first Mesopotamian city is thought to be 
Uruk, but the most famous is surely Babylon, home to the legendary Tower of  Babel, the Hanging Gardens, and powerful 
kings like Hammurabi and Nebuchadnezzar. Note the magnificent outer walls enclosing and protecting the whole 
community as well as the monumental interior citadel with its ziggurat, temple, and royal palace. This painting of  Babylon 
as it may have appeared ca. 2500 bce is by Maurice Bardin and is in the collection of  the Oriental Institute at the University 
of  Chicago.



Plate 3 The Athens of  Socrates. The Greek polis stressed public over private life. The Athenian acropolis (literally 
“high city”) with its Parthenon and associated temple structures retained its importance as a symbolic citadel, but citizens 
normally conversed, shopped, and settled disputes in the low city below the acropolis—especially in the public agora or 
marketplace. Greek citizens exercised and competed in public stadiums and gymnasia and participated in the cultural life 
of  the community in large open-air theaters.
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Plate 4 A walled medieval city: Carcassonne, France. As Europe began to revive after the period of  
disorganization and strife that followed the fall of  the Roman Empire in the West, small cities like Carcassonne, France, 
fostered trade, economic expansion, and self-governing institutions like guilds. Note the density of  the city, how the walls 
define and protect its limits, and how the farms and orchards are near at hand. This clear and sensible layout inspired 
Garden City and New Urbanist planners in the modern period.



Plate 5 The nineteenth-century industrial city. During the first part of  the nineteenth century, new industrial 
cities based on steam powered machinery sprang up in Europe. In these prints titled “A Catholic town in 1440” and “The 
same town in 1840,” Augustus Welby Pugin, a contemporary observer, contrasts the same city before and after the 
Industrial Revolution. The first print shows a city where church spires are the dominant architectural element, the land 
surrounding the medieval city walls is largely empty, and the air and water are clean. In the second print, factory 
smokestacks have largely replaced steeples, the air is filled with smoke, development has sprawled to the once-empty 
land, and the foreground is dominated by a massive panopticon prison. Pugin subtitled his work: “A parallel between the 
noble edifices of  the Middle Ages and the corresponding buildings of  the present day shewing the present decay of  
taste.”



Plate 6 A modern downtown of  the 1920s. One of  the urban features that Friedrich Engels noted in mid-
nineteenth-century Manchester, England, was the appearance of  large streets where the upper classes could travel without 
coming into contact with the squalid living conditions of  the residential slums that comprised the greater part of  the city. 
This image of  bustling Market Street in San Francisco about 1925 is typical of  the new downtown of  the modernist period. 
Note the way streetcars, buses, automobiles, and pedestrians all share the public space.



Plate 7 Levittown, New York, 1947. While suburbs have a long and varied history, it was during the period after 
World War II that many of  the suburbs surrounding US cities arose. Levittown, New York (and its counterpart Levittown, 
Pennsylvania) provided entirely new communities of  affordable, cute, single-family houses on individual lots to returning 
GIs and other first-time (white) homebuyers. © Levittown, New York Public Library.

Plate 8 The auto-centered metropolis, 1922. Developers show off  the location of  a proposed new “50 Foot 
Boulevard” in the Westwood Village area of  Santa Monica in 1922. Capitalizing on the mass production of  Henry Ford’s 
Model-T, they and thousands of  their counterparts built communities in Southern California that required a car. Security 
Pacific Collection. Los Angeles Public Library. © Los Angeles Public Library.



Plate 9 Urban densities. Urban density is a function of  land area and population. This figure illustrates the land area of  
three city-regions with similar populations – Hong Kong, the Randstad in the Netherlands, and the San Francisco Bay Area 
compared to a fifty- by fifty-mile grid. Courtesy of  Peter Bosselman.

San Francisco Bay Area (top) compared to Hong 
Kong (top right) and the Randstad (right). The three 
maps were reproduced at the same graphic scale; all 
three show urbanized regions that accommodate 
nearly the same number of  inhabitants, seven million 
people. The comparison is made possible by 
computing the surface of  each of  the three urbanized 
areas and expressing it as a percentage of  a fifty by 
fifty kilometer square.
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Plate 10 Sprawl suburbia. Robert Fishman uses the term “technoburbia” to describe the form of  urban development 
that jumbles business, residential, commercial, and other uses together in the area surrounding older core cities. Journalist 
Joel Garreau uses the term “Edge City.” Others just call it suburban sprawl, and the houses form a repeated pattern – best 
seen from the air – that many regard as a cultural wasteland.



Plate 11 The global urban network. The Global and World City research network (GAWC) regularly follows the 
development of  world urbanization and publishes important monographs on its website about how economically important 
cities today operate within the context of  a global urban network. GAWC also publishes continually updated maps, like this 
one, that show how the global urban network is rapidly transforming worldwide socio-economic geography.
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PART TWO

Urban culture  
and society



This page intentionally left blank



iNTROdUCTiON TO PaRT TwO 

As Shakespeare wrote, and as urbanists ever since have never tired of quoting, “the people are the city.” 
Cities comprise a series of institutions – the government citadel, the economic market, and the  
community – and, of those three, it is the community that is the least well defined but most authentically 
expressive of the people of the city at large in their families, neighborhoods, and local cultures. Urban form 
and design describe the physical appearance and infrastructural layout of cities, and the efficiently planned 
city often evolves in response to the needs of citadel and market forces. But it is the people of the city in 
their communities – their individual aspirations and collective struggles, their day-to-day lives and their 
moments of heightened awareness – that constitute the core subject of urban studies and the final purpose 
of city  planning. 

In turning to the people of the cities themselves, we move to a consideration of the subtle and ever-shifting 
interplay between society, community, and culture. This section addresses how urban society affects urban 
culture and how culture affects the daily lives and the life prospects of city dwellers. It asks what culture is in 
an urban context and how it expresses itself in different social contexts – either as high culture or popular 
culture. Finally, it analyzes how community operates in the urban context and speculates about what it could 
be. These and other aspects of urban society and culture are explored in The Urban Sociology Reader, edited 
by Jan Lin and Christopher Mele (New York and London: Routledge, 2005) and The City Cultures Reader, 
2nd edn, edited by Malcolm Miles, Tim Hall, and Iain Borden (New York and London: Routledge, 2004). 

In studying the people of the city, the key discipline is sociology. That “science of society” arose 
alongside the emergence of the modern industrial city itself. Aristotle may well have been practicing 
sociology when he observed that all humans are zoon politikon – that is, animals that live in the polis (see 
p. 249) – but modern sociology is an academic discipline that developed in parallel with the profound 
urban transformations of the Industrial Revolution (see p. 53). In recent years, new analytical frameworks 
– variously called social studies, social theory, social relations, culture studies, and urban anthropology – 
have joined the discipline either as adjuncts or rivals. But the basic sociological vision remains central to all 
investigations of people in  cities. 

The subject matter of sociology is broad and inclusive. August Comte (1798–1857), one of the founders 
of the field, hoped to combine all of history, psychology, and economics into a single discipline that could 
help solve all the problems of modern society. Today, the field includes social interactions between 
individuals and groups, patterns of social stratification (by class or socio-economic status), social deviance 
(for example, crime), and issues of race, ethnicity, and gender. Not all of the great pioneering sociologists 
– Karl Marx, Ferdinand Tonnies, Emile Durkheim, Georg Simmel, and Max Weber, to list just a few – were 
as optimistic as Comte, and one approach, the sociobiology of Edward O. Wilson and others that stresses 
the genetic roots of human social behavior, is regarded by some as distinctly pessimistic. “Each person,” 
Wilson writes, “is molded by an interaction of his environment, especially his cultural environment, with the 
genes that affect social behavior.” Mainstream sociology downplays genetic inheritance and emphasizes 
an understanding of diverse cultural-environmental influences that can be celebrated as elements of a rich 
human mosaic and that can be modified, if necessary or desirable , through the application of education 
policies, social action, and urban planning  initiatives. 
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There is no better person with whom to begin a discussion of “Urban Culture and Society” than Lewis 
Mumford (p. 110). Not a trained sociologist but rather a self-educated social philosopher of the first rank, 
Mumford was one of the great public intellectuals of the twentieth century and certainly the foremost 
American urbanist. Mumford never lost sight of the human dimension of cities. For more than sixty years he 
sparred with those who argued that cities arose and prospered for purely economic reasons or that cities 
were best defined in terms of size and density. Quite to the contrary, Mumford argued that cities are 
expressions of the human spirit and that they exist to nurture the ever-evolving human personality. This 
perspective comes through loud and clear in a talk he gave to a group of urban planners in 1937 entitled 
“What is a City?” To Mumford, defining a city only in terms of population size, or density, or attributes of the 
built environment is grossly inadequate. Rather, the human side of cities is their very essence, and city 
streets are a stage on which life’s drama is played out. The idea of the “urban drama” was central to 
Mumford’s vision of the city and he returned to it in major works such as The Culture of Cities (1938) and 
The City in History (1961). Like William Whyte (p. 587) and Jane Jacobs (p. 149), Mumford takes real 
delight in city life. For him, cities reflect and enlarge the human spirit, and he argues that creating better, 
more human cities will enrich civilization  itself. 

Mumford was not alone in focusing on the connections between urban life and the human personality. 
In “Urbanism as a Way of Life,” Louis Wirth (p. 115) asked the fundamental question “What does it mean 
to be urban?” and concluded that an urban “way of life” resulted in an “urban type” of character and 
personality. Wirth was one of a gifted group of sociologists at the University of Chicago who, in the 1920s 
and 1930s, developed a pioneering body of urban sociological theory that still shapes the field of urban 
sociology today. Studying rural migrants to Chicago from the peasant societies of Southern and Eastern 
Europe, Wirth perceived that the whole way of life in modern cities was fundamentally different from the 
way of life in rural cultures. In “Urbanism as a Way of Life,” he attempts to abstract the essential characteristics 
of urban as opposed to rural life and to find the sources of the widely perceived urban characteristics of 
brusqueness and impersonality. As the face-to-face transactions of static rural village life are replaced by 
the distanced and mediated transactions of a large city, human personalities are transformed, and the new 
urbanites respond to each other and to society as a whole in entirely different ways than they did in their 
rural folk  communities. 

While Wirth’s is a theoretical study, it is important to remember that his theories were generated by 
empirical observations that he and his colleagues conducted in Chicago during the early decades of the 
twentieth century. Architectural critic and urban community activist Jane Jacobs (p. 149) did her own kind 
of street level social observation in writing The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961), a book 
that shook the complacent world of establishment planning by reintroducing the values of community to the 
design of urban spaces. Architecture and urban design may not determine human behavior, but bad design 
can numb the human spirit and good design can have powerful, positive influences on human beings. Of 
the many values designers seek to build into their designs perhaps none is more important than fostering 
community and human interaction. To Jacobs, traffic engineering should be only one consideration in 
designing a street. In “The Uses of Sidewalks: Safety,” she argues that a street designed so that people can 
see their children from house windows and will want to congregate on the front door stoops – one very 
much like her own Hudson Street in Greenwich Village – will be much more user-friendly. It will also be 
much safer than one that moves traffic efficiently but is inhospitable to neighborhood life and insensitive to 
the potential for street life to reduce urban crime. Jacobs stresses the importance of designing streets to 
promote safety, particularly for women. A safer environment, she argues, is essential to the creation and 
preservation of  community. 

The African-American ghettos of the United States have been the subject of an enormous body of 
sociological research that both celebrates their distinctive culture and analyzes the social pathology of 
segregated, poverty-ridden inner-city communities. In multi-ethnic societies worldwide, racial divisions tend 
to compound class distinctions to create an even further crisis of community in the form of racially segregated 
neighborhoods that have remained as symbols of inequality and oppression. The Philadelphia Negro (1899) 
by W.E.B. Du Bois (p. 124) specifically describes the African-American district of Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 



107I N T R O D U CT I O N  TO  PA R T  T WO

T
W
O

as it developed in the years following the American Civil War, but the social and cultural dynamic of housing 
segregation and racial discrimination in the workplace that Du Bois describes can be applied to ghetto and 
barrio experiences throughout the United States and to the “social exclusion” experienced by residents of 
developing immigrant communities worldwide. In the years since Du Bois first surveyed the life of the racially 
segregated ghetto community, conditions have in some ways grown worse: so much so that the persistence 
of racial segregation, and the emergence of an “underclass” population radically disconnected from the rest 
of the urban community, threaten the social stability of some of the largest, wealthiest cities in the world, 
even in the age of urban globalism discussed in Part Eight (see p. 641). 

Beginning with Du Bois’s pioneering studies and continuing through the work of E. Franklin Frazier (The 
Negro Family in the United States, 1939), St. Clair Drake and Horace Cayton (Black Metropolis, 1945), 
and Kenneth B. Clark (Dark Ghetto, 1965), African-American scholars have taken the lead in examining the 
social and cultural dynamics of ghetto communities in America’s northern cities. More recently, an important 
debate, called the “underclass” debate, arose concerning the plight of the mostly Black residents of 
American inner-city ghettos. One of the principals in that debate was William Julius Wilson, an African-
American sociologist, who in When Work Disappears (1996) illustrated the role of ideology and economics 
in shaping urban theory and policy. As a leading liberal voice, he argued that the situation of the poorest 
urban Blacks in the United States has grown worse during the last generation and that poor ghetto Blacks 
today, especially youth, are in deep trouble. But why is this so . . . and what can policy-makers do about  it? 

Wilson – whose first book was provocatively titled The Declining Significance of Race (1980) – 
stressed the loss of jobs accessible to unskilled inner-city youth. It is this loss of jobs, he argued, that has 
destroyed ghetto family structure and lies at the root of crime, substance abuse, and other ghetto ills. As 
Wilson saw it, many young Black males are not “marriageable” because they lack minimum job skills, have 
substance abuse problems, or are in prison. Without “marriageable” males, many young Black women 
cannot form two-parent nuclear families, and teen pregnancies, out-of-wedlock births, and female-headed, 
welfare-dependent, single-parent households result. These peculiarities of the inner-city African-American 
community have been analyzed in depth by Yale University sociologist Elijah Anderson (p. 131) as the 
difference between “decent families” – meaning those that attempt to maintain respectable, middle-class 
values – and “street families” – meaning those that embrace the worst kind of violent and offensive behavior 
that he calls “the code of the street.” Brilliantly employing the participant–observer methodology in Code 
of the Street: Decency, Violence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City (1999), Anderson details the deeply 
embedded value systems that make American ghetto life – and the life of immigrant and minority communities 
in cities worldwide – so stressful and frustrating, especially for youth and for families struggling for survival 
in bleak urban  environments. 

Perhaps the biggest difference between liberals and conservatives in the underclass debate lies in their 
views on the role of government in solving social problems. Many liberals would like to see government 
intervene with a universal, not necessarily race-specific, full employment program. If the poor of all races 
are employed, they reason, family stability will return, and substance abuse and criminal behavior will drop. 
Conservatives argue that the last thing the poor need is more government assistance. For example, Charles 
Murray, author of Losing Ground (1984) and The Bell Curve (1994), argues that patronizing government 
programs sapped initiative from the poor and created perverse incentives to stay out of the labor market. 
And Michael Porter (p. 314) argues that programs that do not address the real competitive advantages of 
inner cities are likely to be counterproductive. Murray’s remedy: a form of low-level guaranteed national 
income in place of the existing liberal welfare programs. Porter’s remedy: redirect government aid and 
corporate philanthropy to economic development programs that will employ low-skilled urban residents in 
jobs that modern economies  need. 

The experience of the African-American urban populations has and continues to be deeply studied by 
sociologists, historians, and public policy experts, but black ghettos, in the United States and elsewhere, are 
not the only minority communities that face challenges of adjustment, integration, and upward mobility in the 
face of majority population distrust and hostility, whether based on simple racism or more complicated 
issues of cultural difference. Chinatowns and Jewish quarters worldwide are the result of historic diasporas, 
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and today most large cities contain significant racial and ethnic minority populations – Pakistanis and West 
Indians in London, Turks in Berlin, North Africans in Paris, to mention just a few – with sociologies, histories, 
and cultures of their own. And increasingly a new phenomenon has emerged – the multi-minority city or even 
the minority-majority city where multiple cultures, languages, and lifestyles vie with one another for influence 
and acceptance. This is the phenomenon that historian Albert M. Camarillo explores in “Cities of Color: The 
New Racial Frontier in California’s Minority-Majority Cities” (p. 139). Since the mid-1960s, he writes, a 
number of cities have emerged in California where a clear majority of the total population is comprised of 
members of minority communities. In California, the largest of these minorities is the Latino population – both 
native-born and immigrant – that has come to the state from Mexico and the other countries of Central and 
South America. They, together with Asian immigrants and the African-American minorities, are poised to 
make the whole of California a minority-majority state, and the older, mostly white, political and economic 
establishments feel increasing pressure to adapt to a new social reality: minority status! The example that 
Camarillo studies is specific to California, of course, but the future implications are  global. 

The entire debate about the issues of race, ethnicity, and poverty changed direction when, in the mid-
1990s, the American Congress and President Clinton transformed “welfare as we know it” by radically 
cutting back on many welfare support programs in favor of decentralized “workfare.” For a time – at least 
until the economic crisis that began in 2008 – the results seemed promising, with welfare rolls declining 
and employment trending upward. At the same time, however, another concern emerged – or rather 
re-emerged – about the fundamental quality of civic culture in contemporary urban society. The leading 
voice raising this concern was that of Robert Putnam (p. 154), author of “Bowling Alone: America’s 
Declining Social Capital” (2000). Drawing on evidence from both Europe and the United States, and 
without downplaying the importance of the issues of race and poverty, Putnam asked urban leaders and 
members of the urban middle class to confront the evident social reality that people are no longer as 
connected to the basic institutions of their communities – the neighborhood groups, the fraternal 
organizations, even the political parties – as they once were. Putnam attributes the growing lack of 
community participation – what he calls the decline in “social capital” and loss of civic engagement – to 
many factors: the movement of women into the workforce, increased social and geographical mobility, and 
“the technological transformation of leisure.” Another explanation might be that contemporary urban society 
is deeply divided and that every major city has now become culturally contested terrain. Culture used to 
mean “high culture” – the world of the symphony, opera, and ballet. But culture, of course, is not just the 
product of an identifiable artistic or intellectual class. Working-class neighborhoods and inner-city ghettos 
also produce formal poetry and the linguistic inventiveness of street talk, rhapsodies and jazz music, 
paintings and graffiti. These are surely elements of the “urban drama,” but who will dominate a city’s culture? 
Whose “social capital” will be hegemonic in the socially “contested city”? And what exactly constitutes 
“civic engagement”? Is voting enough? Or was Louis Wirth right when he pessimistically observed that the 
social conditions of modern urban life make democracy “a mere figure of speech”? 

Richard Florida (p. 163) addresses another aspect of the debate on the future of urban economies – the 
role of the “creative class.” In The Rise of the Creative Class (2002), Florida argues that a creative 
environment – or at least one that is compatible with creativity and creative people – is essential to urban 
life and a city’s economic success, especially in the postmodern Information Age. Consisting of “information 
managers” and “symbolic analysts” such as engineers, artists, software programmers, writers, and 
corporate strategists involved in the new post-industrial economy, these new urban dwellers are knowledge 
workers who add value to their enterprises, and to society as a whole, by exercising their creative 
imaginations. More than just an educated class of high-end service workers, members of the creative class 
bring a new vitality to the city and transform urban culture through their commitment to the values of 
individuality, meritocracy, and  diversity. 

Sometimes, of course, cultures clash within an urban environment. As socio-economic classes – or 
racial, ethnic, or immigrant groups – compete for benefits and status within the urban order, short-term 
confrontations and long-term accommodations tend to take place as urban society slowly evolves. In the 
new globalized urban world, however, some culture clashes can take on a more desperate character as in 
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the conflict between the broadly “liberal” and tolerant values of the modern Western city and the more 
narrowly prescribed moral values of radical fundamentalism exemplified by the events of September 11, 
2001, in New York. Some posited a “clash of civilizations” to explain and justify what might become a 
seemingly endless “War on Terrorism” that has already had deep effects on city life almost everywhere and 
has introduced elements of fear, uncertainty, and heightened security measures into the daily round of 
urban life. Elsewhere in the globalizing urban world, accelerated rural-to-urban migrations have brought 
new populations into existing cities, causing new conflicts and social transformations. These new 
developments are discussed in greater detail in Part Eight: Cities in a Global Society (p. 641). 



“what is a City?” 
Architectural Record (1937) 

Lewis  Mumford 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Lewis Mumford (1895–1990) has been called America’s last great public intellectual – that is, a scholar  
not based in academia who writes for an educated popular audience. Beginning with the publication of his  
first book The Story of Utopias in 1922 and continuing throughout a career that saw the publication of  
some twenty-five influential volumes, Mumford made signal contributions to social philosophy, American  
literary and cultural history, the history of technology and, preeminently, the history of cities and urban  
planning  practice. 

Born in Brooklyn and coming of age at a time when the modern city was reaching a new peak in the history 
of urban civilization, Mumford saw the urban experience as an essential component in the development of 
human culture and the human personality. He consistently argued that the physical design of cities and their 
economic functions were secondary to their relationship to the natural environment and to the spiritual values 
of human community. Mumford applied these principles to his architectural criticism for The New Yorker 
magazine and his work with the Regional Planning Association of America in the 1920s and 1930s, his 
campaign against plans to build a highway through Washington Square in New York’s Greenwich Village in the 
1950s, and his lifelong championing of the environmental theories of Patrick Geddes and the Garden City 
ideals of Ebenezer  Howard (p. 371). 

In “What Is a City?” – the text of a 1937 talk to an audience of urban planners – Mumford lays out his 
fundamental propositions about city planning and the human potential, both individual and social, of urban life. 
The city, he writes, is “a theater of social action,” and everything else – art, politics, education, commerce – only 
serve to make the “social drama . . . more richly significant, as a stage-set, well-designed, intensifies and 
underlines the gestures of the actors and the action of the play.” The city as a form of social drama expressed 
as much in daily life as in revolutionary moments – it was a theme and an image to which Mumford would return 
over and over again. In The Culture of Cities of 1938, he rhapsodized about the artist Albrecht Durer witnessing 
a religious procession in Antwerp in 1519 that was a dramatic performance “where the spectators were also 
communicants.” And in “The Urban Drama” from The City in History of 1961, he reflected on the ways that the 
social life of the ancient city established a kind of dramatic dialogue “in which common life itself takes on the 
features of a drama, heightened by every device of costume and scenery, for the setting itself magnifies  
the voice and increases the apparent stature of the actors.” Mumford was quick to point out that the earliest 
urban dialogue was really a one-way “monologue of power” from the king to his cowering subjects. Such an 
absence of true dialogue, he wrote, was “bound to have a fatal last act.” But real dialogue developed slowly but 
irresistibly in the forum, the agora, or the neighborhood. In the end, said Mumford, great moments of urban 
civilization often found expression in theatrical and literary dialogues – in everything from Plato’s Republic to the 
plays of Shakespeare – that sum up the city’s “total experience of life.” It is an arresting insight and leads us to 
wonder what movies, television shows, popular websites and video games say about the quality of our urban 
civilization  today. 
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Mumford’s influence on the theory and practice of modern urban planning can hardly be overstated. His “urban 
drama” idea clearly resonates with an entire line of urban cultural analysts. Jane Jacobs, for example, talks about 
“street ballet” (p. 149). William Whyte (p. 587) says that a good urban plaza should function like a stage. Allan 
Jacobs and Donald Appleyard (p. 596) urge planners to fulfill human needs for “fantasy and exoticism.” The city, 
they write, “has always been a place of excitement; it is a theater, a stage upon which citizens can display themselves 
and be seen by others.” And Mumford would no doubt have approved of economist Richard Florida (p. 163) and 
his argument for the importance to urban culture of a “creative class.” 

As a historian, Mumford’s emphasis on community values and the city’s role in enlarging the potential of the 
human personality connects him with a long line of urban theorists that includes Louis Wirth (p. 115) and many 
others. The City in History (1961) is undoubtedly Mumford’s masterpiece, but an earlier version of the same 
material, The Culture of Cities (1938), is still of interest. The Urban Prospect (1968) is an outstanding collection 
of his essays on urban planning and culture, and The Myth of the Machine (1967) and The Pentagon of Power 
(1970) are excellent analyses of the influence of technology on human culture. The magisterial The Transformations 
of Man (1956) invites comparison with V. Gordon Childe’s theory of the urban revolution (p. 30). And Mumford’s 
ideas about urban regionalism and his advocacy of Ebenezer Howard’s Garden City (p. 371) are foundational to 
the theories of Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) and the New Urbanists (p. 410). 

A sampling of Mumford’s writings are included in Donald L. Miller (ed.), The Lewis Mumford Reader  
(Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1995). Mumford’s illuminating correspondence with Patrick  
Geddes is contained in Frank G. Novak, Lewis Mumford and Patrick Geddes: The Correspondence (New  
York and London: Routledge, 1995). His correspondence with Frank Lloyd Wright is contained in Bruce  
Brooks Pfeiffer et al., Frank Lloyd Wright and Lewis Mumford: Thirty Years of Correspondence (New  
York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2001), and his writings for The New Yorker are contained in Robert 
Wojtowicz (ed.), Sidewalk Critic: Lewis Mumford’s Writings on New York (New York: Princeton Architectural 
Press, 1998). 

Today, Mumford is being rediscovered by a new generation of environmental planners. Examples of recent 
books applying his perspective to current ecological issues are Mark Luccarelli Lewis, Mumford and the 
Ecological Region: The Politics of Planning (New York: Guilford Press, 1997) and Robert Wojtowicz, Lewis 
Mumford and American Modernism: Eutopian Theories for Architecture and Urban Planning (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998). 

Biographies of Lewis Mumford are Donald L. Miller’s Lewis Mumford: A Life (New York: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 
1989), Thomas P. Hughes and Agatha C. Hughes (eds.), Lewis Mumford: Public Intellectual (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1990), and Frank G. Novak, Lewis Mumford (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1998). An excellent 
bibliography of Mumford’s writings is Elmer S. Newman, Lewis Mumford: A Bibliography, 1914–1970 (New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1971). 

Most of  our housing and city planning has been hand-
icapped because those who have undertaken the work 
have had no clear notion of  the social functions of  the 
city. They sought to derive these functions from a 
cursory survey of  the activities and interests of  the 
contemporary urban scene. And they did not, appar-
ently, suspect that there might be gross deficiencies, 
misdirected efforts, mistaken expenditures here that 

would not be set straight by merely building sanitary 
tenements or straightening out and widening irregular 
streets.

The city as a purely physical fact has been subject 
to numerous investigations. But what is the city as a 
social institution? The earlier answers to these 
questions, in Aristotle, Plato, and the Utopian writers 
from Sir Thomas More to Robert Owen, have been on 
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the whole more satisfactory than those of  the more 
systematic sociologists: most contemporary treatises 
on “urban sociology” in America throw no important 
light upon the problem. One of  the soundest definitions 
of  the city was that framed by John Stow, an honest 
observer of  Elizabethan London, who said:

Men are congregated into cities and commonwealths 
for honesty and utility’s sake, these shortly be the 
commodities that do come by cities, commonalties 
and corporations. First, men by this nearness of  
conversation are withdrawn from barbarous fixity and 
force, to certain mildness of  manners, and to humanity 
and justice . . . Good behavior is yet called urbanitas 
because it is rather found in cities than elsewhere. In 
sum, by often hearing, men be better persuaded in 
religion, and for that they live in the eyes of  others, 
they be by example the more easily trained to justice, 
and by shamefastness restrained from injury.

And whereas commonwealths and kingdoms 
cannot have, next after God, any surer foundation than 
the love and good will of  one man towards another, that 
also is closely bred and maintained in cities, where men 
by mutual society and companying together, do grow 
to alliances, commonalties, and corporations.

It is with no hope of  adding much to the essential 
insight of  this description of  the urban process that I 
would sum up the sociological concept of  the city in 
the following terms:

The city is a related collection of  primary groups 
and purposive associations: the first, like family and 
neighborhood, are common to all communities, while 
the second are especially characteristic of  city life. 
These varied groups support themselves through 
economic organizations that are likewise of  a more or 
less corporate, or at least publicly regulated, character; 
and they are all housed in permanent structures, 
within a relatively limited area. The essential physical 
means of  a city’s existence are the fixed site, the 
durable shelter, the permanent facilities for assembly, 
interchange, and storage; the essential social means 
are the social division of  labor, which serves not 
merely the economic life but the cultural processes. 
The city in its complete sense, then, is a geographic 
plexus, an economic organization, an institutional 
process, a theater of  social action, and an aesthetic 
symbol of  collective unity. The city fosters art and is 
art; the city creates the theater and is the theater. It is 
in the city, the city as theater, that man’s more pur- 

posive activities are focused, and work out, through 
conflicting and cooperating personalities, events, 
groups, into more significant culminations.

Without the social drama that comes into existence 
through the focusing and intensification of  group 
activity there is not a single function performed in the 
city that could not be performed – and has not in fact 
been performed – in the open country. The physical 
organization of  the city may deflate this drama or 
make it frustrate; or it may, through the deliberate 
efforts of  art, politics, and education, make the drama 
more richly significant, as a stage-set, well-designed, 
intensifies and underlines the gestures of  the actors 
and the action of  the play. It is not for nothing that men 
have dwelt so often on the beauty or the ugliness of  
cities: these attributes qualify men’s social activities. 
And if  there is a deep reluctance on the part of  the 
true city dweller to leave his cramped quarters for the 
physically more benign environment of  a suburb – 
even a model garden suburb! – his instincts are usually 
justified: in its various and many-sided life, in its very 
opportunities for social disharmony and conflict, the 
city creates drama; the suburb lacks it.

One may describe the city, in its social aspect, as a 
special framework directed toward the creation of  
differentiated opportunities for a common life and a 
significant collective drama. As indirect forms of  
association, with the aid of  signs and symbols and 
specialized organizations, supplement direct face-to-
face intercourse, the personalities of  the citizens 
themselves become many-faceted: they reflect their 
specialized interests, their more intensively trained 
aptitudes, their finer discriminations and selections: 
the personality no longer presents a more or less 
unbroken traditional face to reality as a whole. Here 
lies the possibility of  personal disintegration; and here 
lies the need for reintegration through wider partici- 
pation in a concrete and visible collective whole. What 
men cannot imagine as a vague formless society, they 
can live through and experience as citizens in a city. 
Their unified plans and buildings become a symbol of  
their social relatedness; and when the physical 
environment itself  becomes disordered and incohe- 
rent, the social functions that it harbors become more 
difficult to express.

One further conclusion follows from this concept  
of  the city: social facts are primary, and the physical 
organization of  a city, its industries and its markets, its 
lines of  communication and traffic, must be subservient 
to its social needs. Whereas in the development of  the 
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city during the last century we expanded the physical 
plant recklessly and treated the essential social nucleus, 
the organs of  government and education and social 
service, as mere afterthought, today we must treat the 
social nucleus as the essential element in every valid 
city plan: the spotting and inter-relationship of  schools, 
libraries, theaters, community centers is the first task in 
defining the urban neighborhood and laying down the 
outlines of  an integrated city.

In giving this sociological answer to the question: 
What is a City? one has likewise provided the clue to a 
number of  important other questions. Above all, one 
has the criterion for a clear decision as to what is the 
desirable size of  a city – or may a city perhaps continue 
to grow until a single continuous urban area might 
cover half  the American continent, with the rest of  the 
world tributary to this mass? From the standpoint of  
the purely physical organization of  urban utilities – 
which is almost the only matter upon which metro- 
politan planners in the past have concentrated – this 
latter process might indeed go on indefinitely. But if  
the city is a theater of  social activity, and if  its needs 
are defined by the opportunities it offers to differen- 
tiated social groups, acting through a specific nucleus 
of  civic institutes and associations, definite limitations 
on size follow from this fact.

In one of  Le Corbusier’s early schemes for an ideal 
city, he chose three million as the number to be 
accommodated: the number was roughly the size of  
the urban aggregate of  Paris, but that hardly explains 
why it should have been taken as a norm for a more 
rational type of  city development. If  the size of  an 
urban unit, however, is a function of  its productive 
organization and its opportunities for active social 
intercourse and culture, certain definite facts emerge 
as to adequate ratio of  population to the process to be 
served. Thus, at the present level of  culture in America, 
a million people are needed to support a university. 
Many factors may enter which will change the size of  
both the university and the population base; never- 
theless one can say provisionally that if  a million 
people are needed to provide a sufficient number of  
students for a university, then two million people 
should have two universities. One can also say that, 
other things being equal, five million people will not 
provide a more effective university than one million 
people would. The alternative to recognizing these 
ratios is to keep on overcrowding and overbuilding a 
few existing institutions, thereby limiting, rather than 
expanding, their genuine educational facilities.

What is important is not an absolute figure as to 
population or area: although in certain aspects of  life, 
such as the size of  city that is capable of  reproducing 
itself  through natural fertility, one can already lay 
down such figures. What is more important is to 
express size always as a function of  the social relationships 
to be served . . . There is an optimum numerical size, 
beyond which each further increment of  inhabitants 
creates difficulties out of  all proportion to the benefits. 
There is also an optimum area of  expansion, beyond 
which further urban growth tends to paralyze rather 
than to further important social relationships. Rapid 
means of  transportation have given a regional area 
with a radius of  from forty to a hundred miles, the 
unity that London and Hampstead had before the 
coming of  the underground railroad. But the activities 
of  small children are still bounded by a walking 
distance of  about a quarter of  a mile; and for men to 
congregate freely and frequently in neighborhoods the 
maximum distance means nothing, although it may 
properly define the area served for a selective minority 
by a university, a central reference library, or a com- 
pletely equipped hospital. The area of  potential urban 
settlement has been vastly increased by the motor car 
and the airplane; but the necessity for solid contiguous 
growth, for the purposes of  intercourse, has in turn 
been lessened by the telephone and the radio. In the 
Middle Ages a distance of  less than a half  a mile  
from the city’s center usually defined its utmost limits. 
The blockby-block accretion of  the big city, along its 
corridor avenues, is in all important respects a denial 
of  the vastly improved type of  urban grouping that our 
fresh inventions have brought in. For all occasional 
types of  intercourse, the region is the unit of  social life 
but the region cannot function effectively, as a well-
knit unit, if  the entire area is densely filled with people 
– since their very presence will clog its arteries of  
traffic and congest its social facilities.

Limitations on size, density, and area are absolutely 
necessary to effective social intercourse; and they are 
therefore the most important instruments of  rational 
economic and civic planning. The unwillingness in the 
past to establish such limits has been due mainly to two 
facts: the assumption that all upward changes in magni-
tude were signs of  progress and automatically “good 
for business,” and the belief  that such limitations were 
essentially arbitrary, in that they proposed to “decrease 
economic opportunity” – that is, opportunity for profit-
ing by congestion – and to halt the inevitable course of  
change. Both these objections are superstitious.
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Limitations on height are now common in American 
cities; drastic limitations on density are the rule in all 
municipal housing estates in England: that which could 
not be done has been done. Such limitations do not 
obviously limit the population itself: they merely give 
the planner and administrator the opportunity to multi-
ply the number of  centers in which the population is 
housed, instead of  permitting a few existing centers to 
aggrandize themselves on a monopolistic pattern. 
These limitations are necessary to break up the func-
tionless, hypertrophied urban masses of  the past. 
Under this mode of  planning, the planner proposes to 
replace the “mononucleated city,” as Professor Warren 
Thompson has called it, with a new type of  “polynucle-
ated city,” in which a cluster of  communities, adequately 
spaced and bounded, shall do duty for the badly organ-
ized mass city. Twenty such cities, in a region whose 
environment and whose resources were adequately 
planned, would have all the benefits of  a metropolis that 
held a million people, without its ponderous disabilities: 
its capital frozen into unprofitable utilities, and its land 
values congealed at levels that stand in the way of  
effective adaptation to new needs.

Mark the change that is in process today. The emerg-
ing sources of  power, transport, and communication do 
not follow the old highway network at all. Giant power 
strides over the hills, ignoring the limitations of  wheeled 
vehicles; the airplane, even more liberated, flies over 
swamps and mountains, and terminates its journey, not 
on an avenue, but in a field. Even the highway for fast 
motor transportation abandons the pattern of  the 
horse-and-buggy era. The new highways, like those of  
New Jersey and Westchester, to mention only examples 
drawn locally, are based more or less on a system defini-
tively formulated by Benton MacKaye in his various 
papers on the Townless Highway. The most complete 
plans form an independent highway network, isolated 
both from the adjacent countryside and the towns that 
they bypass: as free from communal encroachments as 
the railroad system. In such a network no single center 
will, like the metropolis of  old, become the focal point 
of  all regional advantages: on the contrary, the “whole 
region” becomes open for settlement.

Even without intelligent public control, the likeli-
hood is that within the next generation this dissociation 
and decentralization of  urban facilities will go even 
farther. The Townless Highway begets the Highwayless 
Town in which the needs of  close and continuous 
human association on all levels will be uppermost. This 
is just the opposite of  the earlier mechanocentric 

picture of  Roadtown, as pictured by Edgar Chambless 
and the Spanish projectors of  the Linear City. For the 
highwayless town is based upon the notion of  effective 
zoning of  functions through initial public design, rather 
than by blind legal ordinances. It is a town in which the 
various functional parts of  the structure are isolated 
topographically as urban islands, appropriately designed 
for their specific use with no attempt to provide a 
uniform plan of  the same general pattern for the indus-
trial, the commercial, the domestic, and the civic parts.

The first systematic sketch of  this type of  town was 
made by Messrs. Wright and Stein in their design for 
Radburn in 1929; a new type of  plan that was repeated 
on a limited scale – and apparently in complete inde-
pendence – by planners in Köln and Hamburg at about 
the same time. Because of  restrictions on design that 
favored a conventional type of  suburban house and 
stale architectural forms, the implications of  this new 
type of  planning were not carried very far in Radburn. 
But in outline the main relationships are clear: the dif-
ferentiation of  foot traffic from wheeled traffic in inde-
pendent systems, the insulation of  residence quarters 
from through roads; the discontinuous street pattern; 
the polarization of  social life in specially spotted civic 
nuclei, beginning in the neighborhood with the school 
and the playground and the swimming pool. This type 
of  planning was carried to a logical conclusion in 
perhaps the most functional and most socially intelli-
gent of  all Le Corbusier’s many urban plans: that for 
Nemours in North Africa, in 1934.

Through these convergent efforts, the principles of  
the polynucleated city have been well established. Such 
plans must result in a fuller opportunity for the primary 
group, with all its habits of  frequent direct meeting and 
face-to-face intercourse: they must also result in a more 
complicated pattern and a more comprehensive life for 
the region, for this geographic area can only now, for 
the first time, be treated as an instantaneous whole for 
all the functions of  social existence. Instead of  trusting 
to the mere massing of  population to produce the nec-
essary social concentration and social drama, we must 
now seek these results through deliberate local nuclea-
tion and a finer regional articulation. The words are 
jargon; but the importance of  their meaning should not 
be missed. To embody these new possibilities in city 
life, which come to us not merely through better techni-
cal organization but through acuter sociological under-
standing, and to dramatize the activities themselves in 
appropriate individual and urban structures, forms the 
task of  the coming generation.



“Urbanism as a way of Life” 
American Journal of Sociology (1938) 

Louis  Wirth 
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Louis Wirth (1897–1952) was a member of the famed Chicago School of urban sociology that included such 
academic luminaries as Ernest W. Burgess (author of “The Growth of the City,” p. 178), Robert E. Park, and St 
Clair Drake. Together, these scholars at the University of Chicago set out to reinvent modern sociology by taking 
academic research to the streets and by using the city of Chicago itself as a “living laboratory” for the study of 
urban problems and social  processes. 

Wirth was born in Germany, emigrated to America as a child, and rose within academia to become the 
president of the American Sociological Association. His major contribution to urban sociology was the formulation 
of nothing less fundamental than a meaningful and logically coherent “sociological definition” of urban life. As he 
lays it out in the magnificent synthesis that is his 1938 essay “Urbanism as a Way of Life,” a “sociologically 
significant definition of the city” looks beyond the mere physical structure of the city, or its economic product, or 
its characteristic cultural institutions – however important all these may be – to discover those underlying 
“elements of urbanism which mark it as a distinctive mode of human group life.” 

Wirth argues that three key characteristics of cities – large population size, social heterogeneity, and 
population density – contribute to the development of a peculiarly “urban way of life” and, indeed, a distinct 
“urban personality.” For centuries, at least as far back as Aesop’s fable of the city mouse and the country mouse, 
casual observers have noted sharp personality differences between urban and rural people and between nature-
based and machine-based styles of living. Wirth attempts to explain those differences in terms of the functional 
responses of urban dwellers to the characteristic environmental conditions of modern urban society. If, for 
example, city people are regarded as rather more socially tolerant that rural people – and, at the same time, more 
impersonal and seemingly less friendly – these are merely adaptations to the experience of living in large, dense, 
socially diverse urban environments. Wirth’s analysis invites comparison with Georg Simmel’s “The Metropolis 
and Mental Life,” delivered as a lecture in 1903 and reprinted in Jan Lin and Christopher Mele (eds.), The Urban 
Sociology Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 2005). 

Although some see Wirth’s explanation of the sociology of urban life as nothing more than the social 
scientific verification of the obvious, others have argued that there is actually no such thing as an “urban 
personality” or an “urban way of life.” Sociologist Herbert Gans, for example, argues that both inner-city  
“urban villagers” and suburbanites tend to maintain their preexisting cultures and personalities, and Oscar 
Lewis’s work on “the culture of poverty” – along with a whole body of Marxist analysis – suggests that culture 
and personality types differ widely with socioeconomic class, not merely being “urban.” Wirth’s work, however, 
led to the development of a whole school of urban social ecology, and Wirth’s ideas about personality and 
adaptation to urban conditions – many of them quite pessimistic –inform the full range of more recent urban 
planning theories and the planning practitioners who attempt to create and nurture a sense of community in 
the urban  environment. 

Can physical design of the built environment improve people’s sense of community, psychological well-being 
and adjustment to urban life? Many sociologists and psychologists as well as architects and urban designers 



116 LO U I S   W I R T H 

have proposed ways to design cities to address the troubling concerns that Wirth, Simmel, and others have 
raised about the psychological disorientation that city life can bring. All of the selections on urban design and 
place-making in Part Seven evidence some degree of environmental determinism – the idea that environment, 
including the built environment, will to affect human behavior. Kevin Lynch (p. 576), a great figure in twentieth-
century urban design, believed that improving the image of the city would increase residents’ comfort level with 
their surroundings. Lynch identified elements of the city image that people perceive and proposed strategies to 
design the image of the city by improving the design of its various elements. Danish architect/planner Jan Gehl 
(p. 608) is convinced that if people spend more time outside enjoying the space between buildings there will be 
more social interaction and human happiness. Sociologist-turned-urban designer William H. Whyte (p. 587) lays 
out a set of a whole range of very practical design suggestions to increase use and enjoyment of parks and 
plazas. Building in more space for comfortable sitting, making food available, and reducing the disconnect 
between and the street these important public spaces will, Whyte argues, improve people’s life experience in 
cities. But the question remains: can the kind of profound alienation of big city life described by Wirth really be 
ameliorated just by good  design? 

Other books by Louis Wirth include Contemporary Social Problems (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1940), The Effect of War on American Minorities (New York: Social Science Research Council, 1943), 
Community Life and Social Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1956), and The Ghetto (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1956). Louis Wirth on Cities and Social Life: Selected Papers (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1964) is a useful collection. Also of interest is Roger A. Salerno, Louis Wirth: A Bio-
Bibliography (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing, 1987). 

For other important analyses of the relationship between urban life and the human personality, see  
Erving Goffman, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1959) and Richard 
Sennett, The Uses of Disorder: Personal Identity and City Life (New York: W.W. Norton, 1970). And of related 
interest are Sylvia Fleis Fava, “Suburbanism as a Way of Life” (American Sociological Review, 21(1), 1956)  
and Fred Dewey, “Cyberurbanism as a Way of Life” from Architecture of Fear (Princeton, NJ: Princeton  
University Press, 1997), reprinted in Stephen Graham (ed.), The Cybercities Reader (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2004). 

Wirth, Louis, “Urbanism as a Way of  Life,” American Journal of  Sociology, 44,1 (July 1938). Copyright  
© 1938 by the University of  Chicago Press. Reprinted by permission of  the University of  Chicago Press.

The CiTy aNd CONTeMPORaRy 
CiViLiZaTiON

Just as the beginning of  Western civilization is marked 
by the permanent settlement of  formerly nomadic 
peoples in the Mediterranean basin, so the beginning 
of  what is distinctively modern in our civilization is 
best signalized by the growth of  great cities. Nowhere 
has mankind been farther removed from organic 
nature than under the conditions of  life characteristic 
of  great cities . . . The city and the country may  
be regarded as two poles in reference to one or the 
other of  which all human settlements tend to arrange 
themselves. In viewing urban-industrial and rural-folk 
society as ideal types of  communities, we may obtain 
a perspective for the analysis of  the basic models of  

human association as they appear in contemporary 
civilization.

a SOCiOLOGiCaL deFiNiTiON  
OF The CiTy

Despite the preponderant significance of  the city in our 
civilization, however, our knowledge of  the nature of  
urbanism and the process of  urbanization is meager. 
Many attempts have indeed been made to isolate the 
distinguishing characteristics of  urban life. Geographers, 
historians, economists, and political scientists have 
incorporated the points of  view of  their respective 
disciplines into diverse definitions of  the city. While it is 
in no sense intended to supersede these, the formulation 
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of  a sociological approach to the city may incidentally 
serve to call attention to the interrelations between 
them by emphasizing the peculiar characteristics of  the 
city as a particular form of  human association. A 
sociologically significant definition of  the city seeks to 
select those elements of  urbanism which mark it as a 
distinctive mode of  human group life.

[. . .]
While urbanism, or that complex of  traits which 

makes up the characteristic mode of  life in cities, and 
urbanization, which denotes the development and 
extensions of  these factors, are thus not exclusively 
found in settlements which are cities in the physical 
and demographic sense, they do, nevertheless, find 
their most pronounced expression in such areas, 
especially in metropolitan cities. In formulating a defi- 
nition of  the city it is necessary to exercise caution in 
order to avoid identifying urbanism as a way of  life 
with any specific locally or historically conditioned 
cultural influences which, while they may significantly 
affect the specific character of  the community, are not 
the essential determinants of  its character as a city.

It is particularly important to call attention to the 
danger of  confusing urbanism with industrialism and 
modern capitalism. The rise of  cities in the modern 
world is undoubtedly not independent of  the emer-
gence of  modern power-driven machine technology, 
mass production, and capitalistic enterprise. But dif-
ferent as the cities of  earlier epochs may have been by 
virtue of  their development in a preindustrial and pre-
capitalistic order from the great cities of  today, they 
were, nevertheless, cities.

For sociological purposes a city may be defined as 
a relatively large, dense, and permanent settlement of  
socially heterogeneous individuals. On the basis of  the 
postulates which this minimal definition suggests, a 
theory of  urbanism may be formulated in the light of  
existing knowledge concerning social groups.

a TheORy OF URBaNiSM

In the rich literature on the city we look in vain for a 
theory of  urbanism presenting in a systematic fashion 
the available knowledge concerning the city as a 
social entity. We do indeed have excellent formulations 
of  theories on such special problems as the growth of  
the city viewed as a historical trend and as a recurrent 
process, and we have a wealth of  literature present- 
ing insights of  sociological relevance and empirical 

studies offering detailed information on a variety of  
particular aspects of  urban life. But despite the multi- 
plication of  research and textbooks on the city, we do 
not as yet have a comprehensive body of  competent 
hypotheses which may be derived from a set of  
postulates implicitly contained in a sociological defi- 
nition of  the city, and from our general sociological 
knowledge which may be substantiated through 
empirical research. The closest approximations to a 
systematic theory of  urbanism that we have are to be 
found in a penetrating essay, “Die Stadt,” by Max 
Weber, and a memorable paper by Robert E. Park 
titled “The City: Suggestions for the Investigation of  
Human Behavior in the Urban Environment.” But 
even these excellent contributions are far from consti- 
tuting an ordered and coherent framework of  theory 
upon which research might profitably proceed.

In the pages that follow, we shall seek to set forth a 
limited number of  identifying characteristics of  the 
city. Given these characteristics we shall then indi- 
cate what consequences or further characteristics 
follow from them in the light of  general sociological 
theory and empirical research. We hope in this manner 
to arrive at the essential propositions comprising a 
theory of  urbanism. Some of  these propositions can 
be supported by a considerable body of  already 
available research materials; others may be accepted 
as hypotheses for which a certain amount of  pre- 
sumptive evidence exists, but for which more ample 
and exact verification would be required. At least such 
a procedure will, it is hoped, show what in the way  
of  systematic knowledge of  the city we now have  
and what are the crucial and fruitful hypotheses for 
future research.

[. . .]
There are a number of  sociological propositions 

concerning the relationship between (a) numbers of  
population, (b) density of  settlement, (c) heterogeneity 
of  inhabitants and group life, which can be formulated 
on the basis of  observation and research.

SiZe OF The POPULaTiON aGGReGaTe

Ever since Aristotle’s Politics, it has been recognized 
that increasing the number of  inhabitants in a settle- 
ment beyond a certain limit will affect the relationships 
between them and the character of  the city. Large 
numbers involve, as has been pointed out, a greater 
range of  individual variation. Furthermore, the greater 



118 LO U I S   W I R T H 

the number of  individuals participating in a process of  
interaction, the greater is the potential differentiation 
between them. The personal traits, the occupations, 
the cultural life, and the ideas of  the members of  an 
urban community may, therefore, be expected to 
range between more widely separated poles than 
those of  rural inhabitants.

That such variations should give rise to the spatial 
segregation of  individuals according to color, ethnic 
heritage, economic and social status, tastes and pre- 
ferences, may readily be inferred. The bonds of  kinship, 
of  neighborliness, and the sentiments arising out of  
living together for generations under a common folk 
tradition are likely to be absent or, at best, relatively 
weak in an aggregate the members of  which have such 
diverse origins and backgrounds. Under such circum-
stances competition and formal control mechanisms 
furnish the substitutes for the bonds of  solidarity that 
are relied upon to hold a folk society together.

[. . .]
The multiplication of  persons in a state of  interac-

tion under conditions which make their contact as full 
personalities impossible produces that segmentaliza-
tion of  human relationships which has sometimes 
been seized upon by students of  the mental life of  the 
cities as an explanation for the “schizoid” character of  
urban personality. This is not to say that the urban 
inhabitants have fewer acquaintances than rural 
inhabitants, for the reverse may actually be true; it 
means rather that in relation to the number of  people 
whom they see and with whom they rub elbows in the 
course of  daily life, they know a smaller proportion, 
and of  these they have less intensive knowledge.

Characteristically, urbanites meet one another in 
highly segmental roles. They are, to be sure, dependent 
upon more people for the satisfactions of  their life-
needs than are rural people and thus are associated 
with a greater number of  organized groups, 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 nevertheless impersonal, super- 
ficial, transitory, and segmental. The reserve, the 
indifference, and the blasé outlook which urbanites 
manifest in their relationships may thus be regarded  
as devices for immunizing themselves against the 
personal claims and expectations of  others.

The superficiality, the anonymity, and the transi-
tory character of  urban social relations make intelligi-
ble, also, the sophistication and the rationality 
generally ascribed to city-dwellers. Our acquaintances 
tend to stand in a relationship of  utility to us in the 
sense that the role which each one plays in our life is 
overwhelmingly regarded as a means for the achieve-
ment of  our own ends. Whereas, therefore, the indi-
vidual gains, on the one hand, a certain degree of  
emancipation or freedom from the personal and emo-
tional controls of  intimate groups, he loses, on the 
other hand, the spontaneous self-expression, the 
morale, and the sense of  participation that comes 
with living in an integrated society. This constitutes 
essentially the state of  anomie or the social void to 
which Durkheim alludes in attempting to account for 
the various forms of  social disorganization in techno-
logical society.

The segmental character and utilitarian accent of  
interpersonal relations in the city find their institutional 
expression in the proliferation of  specialized tasks 
which we see in their most developed form in the 
professions. The operations of  the pecuniary nexus 
lead to predatory relationships, which tend to obstruct 
the efficient functioning of  the social order unless 
checked by professional codes and occupational 
etiquette. The premium put upon utility and efficiency 
suggests the adaptability of  the corporate device for 
the organization of  enterprises in which individuals 
can engage only in groups. The advantage that the 
corporation has over the individual entrepreneur and 
the partnership in the urban-industrial world derives 
not only from the possibility it affords of  centraliz- 
ing the resources of  thousands of  individuals or from 
the legal privilege of  limited liability and perpetual 
succession, but from the fact that the corporation has 
no soul.

[. . .]

deNSiTy

As in the case of  numbers, so in the case of  con- 
centration in limited space certain consequences of  
relevance in sociological analysis of  the city emerge. 
Of  these only a few can be indicated.

As Darwin pointed out for flora and fauna and as 
Durkheim noted in the case of  human societies, an 
increase in numbers when area is held constant (i.e. an 
increase in density) tends to produce differentiation 
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and specialization, since only in this way can the area 
support increased numbers. Density thus reinforces 
the effect of  numbers in diversifying men and their 
activities and in increasing the complexity of  the 
social structure.

On the subjective side, as Simmel has suggested, 
the close physical contact of  numerous individuals 
necessarily produces a shift in the mediums through 
which we orient ourselves to the urban milieu, espe-
cially to our fellow-men. Typically, our physical con-
tacts are close but our social contacts are distant. The 
urban world puts a premium on visual recognition. We 
see the uniform which denotes the role of  the func-
tionaries and are oblivious to the personal eccentrici-
ties that are hidden behind the uniform. We tend to 
acquire and develop a sensitivity to a world of  arti-
facts and become progressively farther removed from 
the world of  nature.

We are exposed to glaring contrasts between  
splendor and squalor, between riches and poverty, 
intelligence and ignorance, order and chaos. The com-
petition for space is great, so that each area generally 
tends to be put to the use which yields the greatest 
economic return. Place of  work tends to become dis-
sociated from place of  residence, for the proximity of  
industrial and commercial establishments makes an 
area both economically and socially undesirable for 
residential purposes.

Density, land values, rentals, accessibility, healthful- 
ness, prestige, aesthetic consideration, absence of  nui-
sances such as noise, smoke, and dirt determine the 
desirability of  various areas of  the city as places of  
settlement for different sections of  the population . . . 
The different parts of  the city thus acquire specialized 
functions. The city consequently tends to resemble a 
mosaic of  social worlds in which the transition from 
one to the other is abrupt. The juxtaposition of  diver-
gent personalities and modes of  life tends to produce a 
relativistic perspective and a sense of  toleration of  dif-
ferences which may be regarded as prerequisites for 
rationality and which lead toward the secularization  
of  life.

The close living together and working together of  
individuals who have no sentimental and emotional 
ties foster a spirit of  competition, aggrandizement, 
and mutual exploitation. To counteract irresponsibility 
and potential disorder, formal controls tend to be 
resorted to. Without rigid adherence to predictable 
routines a large, compact society would scarcely be 
able to maintain itself. The clock and the traffic signal 

are symbolic of  the basis of  our social order in the 
urban world. Frequent close physical contact, coupled 
with great social distance, accentuates the reserve of  
unattached individuals toward one another and, unless 
compensated for by other opportunities for response, 
gives rise to loneliness. The necessary frequent move- 
ment of  great numbers of  individuals in a congested 
habitat gives occasion to friction and irritation. 
Nervous tensions which derive from such personal 
frustrations are accentuated by the rapid tempo and 
the complicated technology under which life in dense 
areas must be lived.

heTeROGeNeiTy

The 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, and thus induces a more ramified and  
differentiated framework of  social stratification than is 
found in more integrated societies. The heightened 
mobility of  the individual, which brings him within the 
range of  stimulation by a great number of  diverse 
individuals and subjects him to fluctuating status in 
the differentiated social groups that compose the 
social structure of  the city, tends toward the accep- 
tance of  instability and insecurity in the world at large 
as a norm. This fact helps to account, too, for the 
sophistication and cosmopolitanism of  the urbanite. 
No single group has the undivided allegiance of  the 
individual. The groups with which he is affiliated do 
not lend themselves readily to a simple hierarchi- 
cal arrangement. By virtue of  his different interests 
arising out of  different aspects of  social life, the 
individual acquires membership in widely divergent 
groups, each of  which functions only with reference to 
a single segment of  his personality. Nor do these 
groups easily permit of  a concentric arrangement so 
that the narrower ones fall within the circumference of  
the more inclusive ones, as is more likely to be the 
case in the rural community or in primitive societies. 
Rather the groups with which the person typically is 
affiliated are tangential to each other or intersect in 
highly variable fashion.

Partly as a result of  the physical footlooseness of  
the population and partly as a result of  their social 
mobility, the turnover in group membership generally 
is rapid. Place of  residence, place and character of  
employment, income and interests fluctuate, and the 
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task of  holding organizations together and maintaining 
and promoting intimate and lasting acquaintance- 
ship between the members is difficult. This applies 
strikingly to the local areas within the city into which 
persons become segregated more by virtue of  dif- 
ferences in race, language, income, and social status, 
than through choice or positive attraction to people 
like themselves. Overwhelmingly the city-dweller is 
not a home-owner, and since a transitory habitat does 
not generate binding traditions and sentiments, only 
rarely is he truly a neighbor. There is little opportunity 
for the individual to obtain a conception of  the city as 
a whole or to survey his place in the total scheme. 
Consequently he finds it difficult to determine what is 
to his own “best interests” and to decide between the 
issues and leaders presented to him by the agencies  
of  mass suggestion. Individuals who are thus deta- 
ched from the organized bodies which integrate 
society comprise the fluid masses that make collective 
behavior in the urban community so unpredictable 
and hence so problematical.

Although the city, through the recruitment of  
variant types to perform its diverse tasks and the 
accentuation of  their uniqueness through competition 
and the premium upon eccentricity, novelty, efficient 
performance, and inventiveness, produces a highly 
differentiated population, it also exercises a leveling 
influence. Wherever large numbers of  differently 
constituted individuals congregate, the process of  
depersonalization also enters . . . Individuality under 
these circumstances must be replaced by categories. 
When large numbers have to make common use of  
facilities and institutions, an arrangement must be 
made to adjust the facilities and institutions to the 
needs of  the average person rather than to those of  
particular individuals. The services of  the public 
utilities, of  the recreational, educational, and cultural 
institutions, must be adjusted to mass requirements. 
Similarly, the cultural institutions, such as the schools, 
the movies, the radio, and the newspapers, by virtue  
of  their mass clientele, must necessarily operate  
as leveling influences. The political process as it 
appears in urban life could not be understood without 
taking account of  the mass appeals made through 
modern propaganda techniques. If  the individual 
would participate at all in the social, political, and 
economic life of  the city, he must subordinate some of  
his individuality to the demands of  the larger 
community and in that measure immerse himself  in 
mass movements.

The ReLaTiON BeTweeN a  
TheORy OF URBaNiSM aNd 
SOCiOLOGiCaL ReSeaRCh

By means of  a body of  theory such as that illustratively 
sketched above, the complicated and many-sided 
phenomena of  urbanism may be analyzed in terms of  
a limited number of  basic categories. The sociological 
approach to the city thus acquires an essential unity 
and coherence enabling the empirical investigator not 
merely to focus more distinctly upon the problems 
and processes that properly fall in his province but also 
to treat his subject matter in a more integrated and 
systematic fashion. A few typical findings of  empirical 
research in the field of  urbanism, with special 
reference to the United States, may be indicated to 
substantiate the theoretical propositions set forth in 
the preceding pages, and some of  the crucial problems 
for further study may be outlined.

On the basis of  the three variables, number, den- 
sity of  settlement, and degree of  heterogeneity, of   
the urban population, it appears possible to explain 
the characteristics of  urban life and to account for the 
differences between cities of  various sizes and types.

Urbanism as a characteristic mode of  life may be 
approached empirically from three interrelated per- 
spectives: (1) as a physical structure comprising a 
population base, a technology, and an ecological order; 
(2) as a system of  social organization involving a 
characteristic social structure, a series of  social institu- 
tions, and a typical pattern of  social relationships; and 
(3) as a set of  attitudes and ideas, and a constellation 
of  personalities engaging in typical forms of  collective 
behavior and subject to characteristic mechanisms of  
social control.

URBaNiSM iN eCOLOGiCaL 
PeRSPeCTiVe

Since in the case of  physical structure and ecological 
processes we are able to operate with fairly objective 
indices, it becomes possible to arrive at quite precise 
and generally quantitative results. The dominance of  
the city over its hinterland becomes explicable through 
the functional characteristics of  the city which derive 
in large measure from the effect of  numbers and 
density. Many of  the technical facilities and the skills 
and organizations to which urban life gives rise can 
grow and prosper only in cities where the demand is 
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sufficiently great. The nature and scope of  the services 
rendered by these organizations and institutions and 
the advantage which they enjoy over the less developed 
facilities of  smaller towns enhances the dominance of  
the city and the dependence of  ever wider regions 
upon the central metropolis.

The urban population composition shows the 
operation of  selective and differentiating factors. 
Cities contain a larger proportion of  persons in the 
prime of  life than rural areas which contain more old 
and very young people. In this, as in so many other 
respects, the larger the city the more this specific char-
acteristic of  urbanism is apparent. With the exception 
of  the largest cities, which have attracted the bulk of  
the foreign-born males, and a few other special types 
of  cities, women predominate numerically over men. 
The heterogeneity of  the urban population is further 
indicated along racial and ethnic lines. The foreign 
born and their children constitute nearly two-thirds of  
all the inhabitants of  cities of  one million and over. 
Their proportion in the urban population declines as 
the size of  the city decreases, until in the rural areas 
they comprise only about one-sixth of  the total popu-
lation. The larger cities similarly have attracted more 
Negroes and other racial groups than have the smaller 
communities. Considering that age, sex, race, and 
ethnic origin are associated with other factors such as 
occupation and interest, it becomes clear that one 
major characteristic of  the urban-dweller is his dis-
similarity from his fellows. Never before have such 
large masses of  people of  diverse traits as we find in 
our cities been thrown together into such close physi-
cal contact as in the great cities of  America. Cities 
generally, and American cities in particular, comprise 
a motley of  peoples and cultures, of  highly differenti-
ated modes of  life between which there often is only 
the faintest communication, the greatest indifference 
and the broadest tolerance, occasionally bitter strife, 
but always the sharpest contrast.

The failure of  the urban population to reproduce 
itself  appears to be a biological consequence of  a 
combination of  factors in the complex of  urban life, 
and the decline in the birth-rate generally may be 
regarded as one of  the most significant signs of  the 
urbanization of  the Western world. While the 
proportion of  deaths in cities is slightly greater than in 
the country, the outstanding difference between the 
failure of  present-day cities to maintain their popu- 
lation and that of  cities of  the past is that in former 
times it was due to the exceedingly high death-rates in 

cities, whereas today, since cities have become more 
livable from a health standpoint, it is due to low birth-
rates. These biological characteristics of  the urban 
population are significant sociologically, not merely 
because they reflect the urban mode of  existence but 
also because they condition the growth and future 
dominance of  cities and their basic social organization. 
Since cities are the consumers rather than the pro- 
ducers of  men, the value of  human life and the social 
estimation of  the personality will not be unaffected by 
the balance between births and deaths. The pattern of  
land use, of  land values, rentals, and ownership, the 
nature and functioning of  the physical structures, of  
housing, of  transportation and communication faci- 
lities, of  public utilities – these and many other phases 
of  the physical mechanism of  the city are not isolated 
phenomena unrelated to the city as a social entity, but 
are affected by and affect the urban mode of  life.

URBaNiSM aS a FORM OF  
SOCiaL ORGaNiZaTiON

The distinctive features of  the urban mode of  life have 
often been described sociologically as consisting of  
the substitution of  secondary for primary contacts, 
the weakening of  bonds of  kinship, and the declining 
social significance of  the family, the disappearance  
of  the neighborhood, and the undermining of  the 
traditional basis of  social solidarity. All these pheno- 
mena can be substantially verified through objective 
indices. Thus, for instance, the low and declining 
urban reproduction rates suggest that the city is not 
conducive to the traditional type of  family life, 
including the rearing of  children and the maintenance 
of  the home as the locus of  a whole round of  vital 
activities. The transfer of  industrial, educational, and 
recreational activities to specialized institutions out- 
side the home has deprived the family of  some of  its 
most characteristic historical functions. In cities 
mothers are more likely to be employed, lodgers are 
more frequently part of  the household, marriage tends 
to be postponed, and the proportion of  single and 
unattached people is greater. Families are smaller and 
more frequently without children than in the country. 
The family as a unit of  social life is emancipated from 
the larger kinship group characteristic of  the country, 
and the individual members pursue their own diverg- 
ing interests in their vocational, educational, religious, 
recreational, and political life.
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[. . .]
On the whole, the city discourages an economic 

life in which the individual in time of  crisis has a basis 
of  subsistence to fall back upon, and it discourages 
self-employment. While incomes of  city people are 
on the average higher than those of  country people, 
the cost of  living seems to be higher in the larger cities. 
Home ownership involves greater burdens and is rarer. 
Rents are higher and absorb a large proportion of  the 
income. Although the urban-dweller has the benefit of  
many communal services, he spends a large propor- 
tion of  his income for such items as recreation and 
advancement and a smaller proportion for food. What 
the communal services do not furnish the urbanite 
must purchase, and there is virtually no human need 
which has remained unexploited by commercialism. 
Catering to thrills and furnishing means of  escape 
from drudgery, monotony, and routine thus become 
one of  the major functions of  urban recreation, which 
at its best furnishes means for creative self-expression 
and spontaneous group association, but which more 
typically in the urban world results in passive spec- 
tatorism on the one hand, or sensational record-
smashing feats on the other.

Being reduced to a stage of  virtual impotence as 
an individual, the urbanite is bound to exert himself  by 
joining with others of  similar interest into organized 
groups to obtain his ends. This results in the enormous 
multiplication of  voluntary organizations directed 
toward as great a variety of  objectives as there are 
human needs and interests. While on the one hand the 
traditional ties of  human association are weakened, 
urban existence involves a much greater degree of  
interdependence between man and man and a more 
complicated, fragile, and volatile form of  mutual inter-
relations over many phases of  which the individual as 
such can exert scarcely any control. Frequently there 
is only the most tenuous relationship between the eco-
nomic position or other basic factors that determine 
the individual’s existence in the urban world and the 
voluntary groups with which he is affiliated. While in a 
primitive and in a rural society it is generally possible 
to predict on the basis of  a few known factors who will 
belong to what and who will associate with whom in 
almost every relationship of  life, in the city we can 
only project the general pattern of  group formation 
and affiliation, and this pattern will display many 
incongruities and contradictions.

URBaN PeRSONaLiTy aNd  
COLLeCTiVe BehaViOR

It is largely through the activities of  the voluntary 
groups, be their objectives economic, political, 
educational, religious, recreational, or cultural, that 
the urbanite expresses and develops his personality, 
acquires status, and is able to carry on the round of  
activities that constitute his life-career. It may easily be 
inferred, however, that the organizational framework 
which these highly differentiated functions call into 
being does not of  itself  insure the consistency and 
integrity of  the personalities whose interests it enlists. 
Personal disorganization, mental breakdown, suicide, 
delinquency, crime, corruption, and disorder might be 
expected under these circumstances to be more 
prevalent in the urban than in the rural community. 
This has been confirmed insofar as comparable 
indices are available; but the mechanisms underlying 
these phenomena require further analysis.

Since for most group purposes it is impossible in 
the city to appeal individually to the large number of  
discrete and differentiated individuals, and since it is 
only through the organizations to which men belong 
that their interests and resources can be enlisted for a 
collective cause, it may be inferred that social control 
in the city should typically proceed through formally 
organized groups. It follows, too, that the masses of  
men in the city are subject to manipulation by symbols 
and stereotypes managed by individuals working  
from afar or operating invisibly behind the scenes 
through their control of  the instruments of  communi- 
cation. Self-government either in the economic,  
the political, or the cultural realm is under these 
circumstances reduced to a mere figure of  speech or, 
at best, is subject to the unstable equilibrium of  
pressure groups. In view of  the ineffectiveness of  
actual kinship ties we create fictional kinship groups. 
In the face of  the disappearance of  the territorial unit 
as a basis of  social solidarity we create interest units. 
Meanwhile the city as a community resolves itself   
into a series of  tenuous segmental relationships supe- 
rimposed upon a territorial base with a definite center 
but without a definite periphery and upon a division  
of  labor which far transcends the immediate locality 
and is world-wide in scope. The larger the number of  
persons in a state of  interaction with one another the 
lower is the level of  communication and the greater  
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is the tendency for communication to proceed on  
an elementary level, i.e. on the basis of  those things 
which are assumed to be common or to be of  interest 
to all.

It is obviously, therefore, to the emerging trends in 
the communication system and to the production and 
distribution technology that has come into existence 
with modern civilization that we must look for the 
symptoms which will indicate the probable future 
development of  urbanism as a mode of  social life. 
The direction of  the ongoing changes in urbanism will 
for good or ill transform not only the city but the world. 
Some of  the more basic of  these factors and processes 
and the possibilities of  their direction and control 
invite further detailed study.

It is only insofar as the sociologist has a clear con-
ception of  the city as a social entity and a workable 
theory of  urbanism that he can hope to develop a 
unified body of  reliable knowledge, which passes as 
“urban sociology” is certainly not at the present time. 
By taking his point of  departure from a theory of  

urbanism such as that sketched in the foregoing pages 
to be elaborated, tested, and revised in the light of  
further analysis and empirical research, it is to be hoped 
that the criteria of  relevance and validity of  factual data 
can be determined. The miscellaneous assortment of  
disconnected information which has hitherto found its 
way into sociological treatises on the city may thus be 
sifted and incorporated into a coherent body of  knowl-
edge. Incidentally, only by means of  some such theory 
will the sociologists escape the futile practice of  voicing 
in the name of  sociological science a variety of  often 
unsupportable judgments concerning such problems 
as poverty, housing, city-planning, sanitation, municipal 
administration, policing, marketing, transportation, and 
other technical issues. While the sociologist cannot 
solve any of  these practical problems – at least not by 
himself  – he may, if  he discovers his proper function, 
have an important contribution to make to their com-
prehension and solution. The prospects for doing this 
are brightest through a general, theoretical, rather than 
through an ad hoc approach
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ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

William Edward Burghardt Du Bois (1868–1963) was one of the preeminent intellectuals of his generation. 
As a professor, editor, author, novelist, playwright, and politician he made notable contributions in history, 
sociology, ethnic studies, literature, politics, and other fields. A brilliant student, Du Bois excelled at Fisk 
University in Nashville, Tennessee, the University of Berlin, where he studied with the great sociologist Max 
Weber, and at Harvard University, where in 1895 he obtained the first PhD degree Harvard awarded to an 
African-American. Du Bois defies easy classification. He was always an independent and critical thinker. 
During his long and varied career he was a pan-Africanist who advocated solidarity among Black Africans and 
Blacks elsewhere in the world; a radical pacifist who was indicted, tried, and acquitted as an unregistered 
foreign agent during the McCarthy era for circulating the Stockholm peace plan; a humanist who wrote novels 
and plays and published many of the writers of the “Harlem Renaissance”; a civil rights leader who founded 
the NAACP’s publication Crisis in 1910 and served as its influential editor until 1934; a writer of children’s 
books that taught Black pride; and a world political figure who urged United Nations protection for Black 
Americans as a nation within a nation. Du Bois joined the Communist Party at age 93 and became a Ghanaian 
citizen just before his death in  1963. 

At the time that Du Bois completed his education, Philadelphia had the largest and oldest settlement of 
African-Americans in the northern United States. The settlement house movement was underway, and some well-
intentioned Philadelphians were concerned to understand “the Negro problem” and to help the many poor 
Blacks in the city. Two wealthy leaders of Philadelphia society suggested a study of Negroes in the Seventh 
Ward, the city’s Black  ghetto. 

Du Bois was given a one-year appointment as an assistant instructor in the Sociology Department at the 
University of Pennsylvania. Living with his bride of three months in one room over a cafeteria in the worst part of 
Philadelphia’s worst Black ghetto, with no contact with students and little with faculty, Du Bois wrote The 
Philadelphia Negro from which the following selections are taken. He was only 31 when his monumental study 
was  published. 

While Du Bois found many problems in Philadelphia’s segregated African-American community in the 1890s 
(largely the result of pervasive race prejudice in the larger American society), there was work available for able-
bodied laborers, no evidence of drug use, substantial homeownership, middle- and upper-income craftspeople, 
businessmen, and professionals to serve the community and act as role models, and little Black-on-Black violent 
crime. This is in marked contrast to William Julius Wilson’s description of poor Black ghetto areas of Chicago in 
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The NeGRO PROBLeMS  
OF PhiLadeLPhia

In Philadelphia, as elsewhere in the United States, the 
existence of  certain peculiar social problems affecting 
the Negro people are plainly manifest. Here is a large 
group of  people – perhaps forty-five thousand, a city 
within a city – who do not form an integral part of  the 
larger social group. This in itself  is not altogether 
unusual; there are other unassimilated groups: Jews, 
Italians, even Americans; and yet in the case of  the 
Negroes the segregation is more conspicuous, more 
patent to the eye, and so intertwined with a long 
historic evolution, with peculiarly pressing social 
problems of  poverty, ignorance, crime and labor,  
that the Negro problem far surpasses in scientific 
interest and social gravity most of  the other race or 
class questions.

The student of  these questions must first ask, What 
is the real condition of  this group of  human beings? 
Of  whom is it composed, what sub-groups and classes 
exist, what sort of  individuals are being considered? 
Further, the student must clearly recognize that a com-
plete study must not confine itself  to the group,  
but must specially notice the environment; the  
physical environment of  city, sections and houses, the 
far mightier social environment – the surrounding 
world of  custom, wish, whim and thought which 
envelops this group and powerfully influences its 
social development.

[. . .]
The Seventh Ward starts from the historic center 

of  Negro settlement in the city, South Seventh street 
and Lombard, and includes the long narrow strip, 
beginning at South Seventh and extending west, with 
South and Spruce streets as boundaries, as far as the 

the 1980s and Elijah Anderson’s descriptions of “street culture” in the Philadelphia of the 1990s (p. 131). 
Wilson, for example, describes “underclass” ghettos in Chicago consisting almost entirely of renters (many in 
public housing), with very few employed residents, extremely high concentrations of single-parent families, 
welfare dependency, drug use, and violent  crime. 

Ethnographic studies by sociologists and anthropologists often shed light on variations within communities, 
which are viewed as homogenous by outsiders. While white Philadelphians who never visited the Seventh  
Ward tended to view the area as homogenous and all African-Americans as similar, Du Bois found a physical and 
social structure within the neighborhood – alleys peopled by criminals, loafers, and prostitutes separate  
from streets of the working poor and still other streets where an established group of Black middle-class 
homeowners  lived. 

In addition to The Philadelphia Negro (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1899) from which the 
following selection is taken, Du Bois’s writings include Suppression of the Slave Trade to the United States of 
America (New York: Longmans, Green and Co., 1896), Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A.C. McClurg and Co., 
1903), The Negro (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1915), Black Reconstruction (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 
1935), and The World and Africa (New York: Viking Press, 1947). There are many anthologies of Du Bois’s 
writings and speeches. Perhaps the best is David Levering Lewis (ed.), W.E.B. Du Bois: A Reader (New York: 
Henry Holt, 1995). Also by Lewis, and of great interest, is W.E.B. Du Bois: The Fight for Equality and the 
American Century, 1919–1963 (New York: Henry Holt, 1995). 

For more by and about W.E.B. Du Bois see The Autobiography of W.E.B. Du Bois (New York: International 
Publishers, 1968), Francis L. Broderick, W.E.B. Du Bois (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1959), Walter 
Wilson (ed.), The Selected Writings of W.E.B. Du Bois (New York: New American Library, 1970), Henry Lee 
Moon, The Emerging Thought of W.E.B Du Bois (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1972), Marable Manning, 
W.E.B. DuBois, Black Radical Democrat (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1986; new edition published by Paradigm, 
2005), and Patricia and Fredrick McKissack, W.E.B. Du Bois (New York: Franklin Watts, 1990). For readings on 
the current state of Black America, see the bibliographical references in the bibliographies of William Julius 
Wilson, When Work Disappears: The World of he New Urban Poor (New York: Vintage Books, 1997) and The 
Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1987) and, in this volume, the Editors’ Introduction to Elijah Anderson’s “The Code of the Street” and “Decent 
and Street Families” (p. 131). 
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Schuylkill River. The colored population of  this ward 
numbered 3,621 in 1860, 4,616 in 1870, and 8,861 in 
1890. It is a thickly populated district of  varying 
character; north of  it is the residence and business 
section of  the city; south of  it a middle class and 
workingmen’s residence section; at the east end it joins 
Negro, Italian and Jewish slums; at the west end, the 
wharves of  the river and an industrial section separating 
it from the grounds of  the University of  Pennsylvania 
and the residence section of  West Philadelphia.

Starting at Seventh street and walking along 
Lombard, let us glance at the general character of  the 
ward. Pausing a moment at the corner of  Seventh and 
Lombard, we can at a glance view the worst Negro 
slums of  the city. The houses are mostly brick, some 
wood, not very old, and in general uncared for rather 
than dilapidated. The blocks between Eighth, Pine, 
Sixth, and South have for many decades been the 
center of  Negro population. Here the riots of  the 
thirties took place, and here once was a depth of  
poverty and degradation almost unbelievable. Even 
today there are many evidences of  degradation . . . 
The alleys near, as Ratcliffe street, Middle alley, Brown’s 
court, Barclay street, etc., are haunts of  noted criminals, 
male and female, of  gamblers and prostitutes, and at 
the same time of  many poverty-stricken people, decent 
but not energetic. There is an abundance of  political 
clubs, and nearly all the houses are practically lodging 
houses, with a miscellaneous and shifting population. 
The corners, night and day, are filled with Negro loafers 
– able-bodied young men and women, all cheerful, 
some with good natured, open faces, some with traces 
of  crime and excess, a few pinched with poverty. They 
are mostly gamblers, thieves and prostitutes, and few 
have fixed and steady occupation of  any kind. Some 
are stevedores, porters, laborers and laundresses. On 

its face this slum is noisy and dissipated, but not brutal, 
although now and then highway robberies and 
murderous assaults in other parts of  the city are traced 
to its denizens. Nevertheless a stranger can usually 
walk about here day and night with little fear of  being 
molested if  he be not too inquisitive.

Passing up Lombard, beyond Eighth, the atmos-
phere suddenly changes, because these next two 
blocks have few alleys and the residences are good-
sized and pleasant. Here some of  the best Negro fami-
lies of  the ward live. Some are wealthy in a small way, 
nearly all are Philadelphia born, and they represent an 
early wave of  emigration from the old slum section . . . 

[. . .]

The QUeSTiON OF eaRNiNG  
a LiViNG

For a group of  freedmen the question of  economic 
survival is the most pressing of  all questions; the 
problem as to how, under the circumstances of  
modern life, any group of  people can earn a decent 
living, so as to maintain their standard of  life, is not 
always easy to answer. But when the question is com-
plicated by the fact that the group has a low degree of  
efficiency on account of  previous training; is in com-
petition with well-trained, eager and often ruthless 
competitors; is more or less handicapped by a some-
what wide-reaching discrimination; and finally is 
seeking not merely to maintain a standard of  living 
but steadily to raise it to a higher plane – such a situa-
tion presents baffling problems to the sociologist and 
philanthropist.

Of  the men 21 years of  age and over, there were in 
gainful occupations, the following: 

In the learned professions ...............................................................  61  2.0    per cent
Conducting business on their own account ..............................  207  6.5
In the skilled trades ...........................................................................  236  7.0
Clerks, etc. ...........................................................................................  159  5.0
Laborers, better class ...............................................................  602
Laborers, common class .........................................................  852 1454 45.0
Servants ................................................................................................  1079 34.0
Miscellaneous .....................................................................................       11  0.5                 

  3207 100   per cent
Total male population 21 and over ...............................................  3850
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Taking the occupations of  women 21 years of  age and over, we have:

Domestic servants ............................................................................  1262 37.0    per cent
Housewives and day laborers ........................................................  937 27.0
Housewives .........................................................................................  568 17.0
Day laborers, maids, etc. .................................................................  297  9.0
In skilled trades ..................................................................................  221  6.0
Conducting businesses ....................................................................  63  2.0
Clerks, etc. ...........................................................................................  40  1.0
Learned professions .........................................................................       37  1.0                 

  3425 100    per cent

Total female population 21 and over ...........................................  3740

COLOR PReJUdiCe

Incidentally throughout this study the prejudice 
against the Negro has been again and again men- 
tioned. It is time now to reduce this somewhat inde- 
finite term to something tangible. Everybody speaks 
of  the matter, everybody knows that it exists, but in 
just what form it shows itself  or how influential it is  
few agree. In the Negro’s mind, color prejudice in 
Philadelphia is that widespread feeling of  dislike for 
his blood, which keeps him and his children out of  
decent employment, from certain public conveniences 
and amusements, from hiring houses in many sec- 
tions, and in general, from being recognized as a man. 
Negroes regard this prejudice as the chief  cause of  
their present unfortunate condition. On the other hand 
most white people are quite unconscious of  any such 
powerful and vindictive feeling; they regard color 
prejudice as the easily explicable feeling that intimate 
social intercourse with a lower race is not only 
undesirable but impractical if  our present standards 
of  culture are to be maintained, and although they are 
aware that some people feel the aversion more 
intensely than others, they cannot see how such a 
feeling has much influence on the real situation or 
alters the social condition of  the mass of  Negroes.

As a matter of  fact, color prejudice in this city is 
something between these two extreme views: it is not 
today responsible for all, or perhaps the greater part 
of  the Negro problems, or of  the disabilities under 
which the race labors; on the other hand it is a far 
more powerful social force than most Philadelphians 
realize. The practical results of  the attitude of  most of  
the inhabitants of  Philadelphia towards persons of  
Negro descent are as follows:

1. As to getting work:
  No matter how well trained a Negro may be, or 

how fitted for work of  any kind, he cannot in the 
ordinary course of  competition hope to be much 
more than a menial servant.

  He cannot get clerical or supervisory work to do 
save in exceptional cases.

  He cannot teach save in a few of  the remaining 
Negro schools.

  He cannot become a mechanic except for small 
transient jobs, and cannot join a trades union. 

  A Negro woman has but three careers open to her 
in this city: domestic service, sewing, or married life.

2. As to keeping work:
  The Negro suffers in competition more severely 

than white men. 
  Change in fashion is causing him to be replaced  

by whites in the better-paid positions of  domestic 
service.

  Whim and accident will cause him to lose a hard-
earned place more quickly than the same things 
would affect a white man.

  Being few in number compared with the whites 
the crime or carelessness of  a few of  his race is 
easily imputed to all, and the reputation of  the 
good, industrious, and reliable suffer thereby. 

  Because Negro workmen may not often work 
side by side with white workmen, the individual 
black workman is rated not only by his own effi-
ciency, but by the efficiency of  a whole group of  
black fellow workmen which may often be low.

  Because of  these difficulties which virtually 
increase competition in his case, he is forced to take 
lower wages for the same work than white workmen.
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3. As to entering new lines of  work:
  Men are used to seeing Negroes in inferior 

positions; when, therefore, by any chance a Negro 
gets in a better position, most men immediately 
conclude that he is not fitted for it, even before he 
has a chance to show his fitness.

  If, therefore, he set up a store, men will not 
patronize him.

  If  he is put into public position men will complain.
  If  he gain a position in the commercial world, 

men will quietly secure his dismissal or see that a 
white man succeeds him.

4. As to his expenditure:
  The comparative smallness of  the patronage of  

the Negro, and the dislike of  other customers, 
makes it usual to increase the charges or difficulties 
in certain directions in which a Negro must spend 
money.

  He must pay more house-rent for worse houses 
than most white people pay.

  He is sometimes liable to insult or reluctant 
service in some restaurants, hotels and stores, at 
public resorts, theaters and places of  recreation; 
and at nearly all barber shops.

5. As to his children:
  The Negro finds it extremely difficult to rear 

children in such an atmosphere and not have them 
either cringing or impudent: if  he impresses upon 
them patience with their lot, they may grow up 
satisfied with their condition; if  he inspires them 
with ambition to rise, they may grow to despise 
their own people, hate the whites, and become 
embittered with the world.

  His children are discriminated against, often in 
public schools. 

  They are advised when seeking employment to 
become waiters and maids.

  They are liable to species of  insult and temptation 
peculiarly trying to children.

6. As to social intercourse:
  In all walks of  life the Negro is liable to meet 

some objection to his presence or some discour- 
teous treatment; and the ties of  friendship or 
memory seldom are strong enough to hold across 
the color line.

  If  an invitation is issued to the public for any 
occasion, the Negro can never know whether he 

would be welcomed or not; if  he goes he is liable to 
have his feelings hurt and get into unpleasant 
altercation; if  he stays away, he is blamed for 
indifference.

  If  he meet a lifelong white friend on the street, he 
is in a dilemma; if  he does not greet the friend he is 
put down as boorish and impolite; if  he does greet 
the friend he is liable to be flatly snubbed.

  If  by chance he is introduced to a white woman 
or man, he expects to be ignored on the next 
meeting, and usually is.

  White friends may call on him, but he is scarcely 
expected to call on them, save for strictly business 
matters.

  If  he gain the affections of  a white woman and 
marry her he may invariably expect that slurs will be 
thrown on her reputation and on his, and that both 
his and her race will shun their company. When he 
dies he cannot be buried beside white corpses.

7. The result:
  Any one of  these things happening now and then 

would not be remarkable or call for especial 
comment; but when one group of  people suffer all 
these little differences of  treatment and discrimi- 
nations and insults continually, the result is either 
discouragement, or bitterness, or over-sensitiveness, 
or recklessness. And a people feeling thus cannot 
do their best.

Presumably the first impulse of  the average 
Philadelphian would be emphatically to deny any such 
marked and blighting discrimination as the above 
against a group of  citizens in this metropolis. Every 
one knows that in the past color prejudice in the city 
was deep and passionate; living men can remember 
when a Negro could not sit in a street car or walk 
many streets in peace. These times have passed, 
however, and many imagine discrimination against the 
Negro has passed with them. Careful inquiry will con-
vince any such one of  his error. To be sure a colored 
man to-day can walk the streets of  Philadelphia 
without personal insult; he can go to theaters, parks 
and some places of  amusement without meeting 
more than stares and discourtesy; he can be accom-
modated at most hotels and restaurants, although his 
treatment in some would not be pleasant. All this is a 
vast advance and augurs much for the future. And yet 
all that has been said of  the remaining discrimination 
is but too true.
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During the investigation of  1896 there was col-
lected a number of  actual cases, which may illustrate 
the discriminations spoken of. So far as possible these 
have been sifted and only those which seem undoubt-
edly true have been selected:

as to getting work

It is hardly necessary to dwell upon the situation of  the 
Negro in regard to work in the higher walks of  life: the 
white boy may start in the lawyer’s office and work 
himself  into a lucrative practice; he may serve a 
physician as office boy or enter a hospital in a minor 
position, and have his talent alone between him and 
affluence and fame; if  he is bright in school, he may 
make his mark in a university, become a tutor with 
some time and much inspiration for study, and 
eventually fill a professor’s chair. All these careers are 
at the very outset closed to the Negro on account of  
his color; what lawyer would give even a minor case to 
a Negro assistant? What university would appoint a 
promising young Negro as tutor? Thus the young white 
man starts in life knowing that within some limits and 
barring accidents, talent and application will tell. The 
young Negro starts knowing that on all sides his 
advance is made difficult if  not wholly shut off  by his 
color. Let us come, however, to ordinary occupations 
which concern more nearly the mass of  Negroes. 
Philadelphia is a great industrial and business center 
with thousands of  foremen, managers and clerks – the 
lieutenants of  industry who direct its progress. They 
are paid for thinking and for skill to direct, and naturally 
such positions are coveted because they are well paid, 
well thought-of  and carry some authority. To such 
positions Negro boys and girls may not aspire no 
matter what their qualifications. Even as teachers and 
ordinary clerks and stenographers they find almost no 
openings. Let us note some actual instances:

A young woman who graduated with credit from 
the Girls Normal School in 1892 has taught in the 
kindergarten, acted as substitute, and waited in vain 
for a permanent position. Once she was allowed to 
substitute in a school with white teachers; the principal 
commended her work, but when the permanent 
appointment was made a white woman got it.

A girl who graduated from a Pennsylvania high 
school and from a business college sought work in the 
city as a stenographer and typewriter. A prominent 
lawyer undertook to find her a position; he went to 

friends and said, “Here is a girl that does excellent 
work and is of  good character; can you not give her 
work?” Several immediately answered yes. “But,” said 
the lawyer, “I will be perfectly frank with you and tell 
you she is colored”; and not in the whole city could he 
find a man willing to employ her. It happened, however, 
that the girl was so light in complexion that few not 
knowing would have suspected her descent. The 
lawyer therefore gave her temporary work in his own 
office until she found a position outside the city. “But,” 
said he, “to this day I have not dared to tell my clerks 
that they worked beside a Negress.” Another woman 
graduated from the high school and the Palmer 
College of  Shorthand, but all over the city has met 
with nothing but refusal of  work.

Several graduates in pharmacy have sought three 
years’ required apprenticeship in the city and in only 
one case did one succeed, although they offered to 
work for nothing. One young pharmacist came from 
Massachusetts and for weeks sought in vain for work 
here at any price; “I wouldn’t have a darky to clean out 
my store, much less to stand behind the counter,” 
answered one druggist.

A colored man answered an advertisement for a 
clerk in the suburbs. “What do you suppose we’d want 
of  a nigger?” was the plain answer. A graduate of  the 
University of  Pennsylvania in mechanical engineering, 
well recommended, obtained work in the city, through 
an advertisement, on account of  his excellent record. 
He worked a few hours and then was discharged 
because he was found to be colored. He is now a waiter 
at the University Club, where his white fellow graduates 
dine. Another young man attended Spring Garden 
Institute and studied drawing for lithography. He had 
good references from the institute and elsewhere, but 
application at the five largest establishments in the city 
could secure him no work. A telegraph operator has 
hunted in vain for an opening, and two graduates of  the 
Central High School have sunk to menial labor. “What’s 
the use of  an education?” asked one. Mr. A—has else-
where been employed as a traveling salesman. He 
applied for a position here by letter and was told he 
could have one. When they saw him they had no work 
for him.

Such cases could be multiplied indefinitely. But that 
is not necessary; one has but to note that, notwith- 
standing the acknowledged ability of  many colored 
men, the Negro is conspicuously absent from all 
places of  honor, trust, emolument, as well as from 
those of  respectable grade in commerce and industry.
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Even in the world of  skilled labor the Negro is largely 
excluded. Many would explain the absence of  Negroes 
from higher vocations by saying that while a few may 
now and then be found competent, the great mass are 
not fitted for that sort of  work and are destined for 
some time to form a laboring class. In the matter of  the 
trades, however, there can be raised no serious question 
of  ability; for years the Negroes filled satisfactorily the 
trades of  the city, and to-day in many parts of  the South 
they are still prominent. And yet in Philadelphia a 
determined prejudice, aided by public opinion, has 
succeeded nearly in driving them from the field:

A——, who works at a bookbinding establishment 
on Front street, has learned to bind books and often 
does so for his friends. He is not allowed to work at the 
trade in the shop, however, but must remain a porter at 
a porter’s wages.

B——is a brushmaker; he has applied at several 
establishments, but they would not even examine his 
testimonials. They simply said: “We do not employ 
colored people.”

C——is a shoemaker; he tried to get work in some 
of  the large department stores. They “had no place” 
for him.

D——was a bricklayer, but experienced so much 
trouble in getting work that he is now a messenger.

E——is a painter, but has found it impossible to get 
work because he is colored.

F——is a telegraph line man, who formerly worked 
in Richmond, Va. When he applied here he was told 
that Negroes were not employed.

G——is an iron puddler, who belonged to a 
Pittsburgh union. Here he was not recognized as  
a union man and could not get work except as a 
stevedore.

H——was a cooper, but could get no work trials, 
and is now a common laborer.

I——is a candy-maker, but has never been able to 
find employment in the city; he was always told the 
white help would not work with him.

J——is a carpenter; he can only secure odd jobs 
or work where only Negroes are employed.

K——was an upholsterer, but could get no work 
save in the few colored shops which had workmen; he 
is now a waiter on a dining car.

L——was a first-class baker; he applied for work 
some time ago near Green street and was told shortly, 
“We don’t work no niggers here.”

[. . .]



“The Code of the Street”  
and “decent and Street Families” 
from Code of the Street: Decency, Violence,  
and the Moral Life of the Inner City (1999) 

Elijah  Anderson 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Both W.E.B. Du Bois (p. 124), writing as a historian, and Elijah Anderson, a sociologist focusing on policy issues 
affecting inner-city poverty, employ the technique of ethnography – the close observation of people interacting 
in social situations – as an element of their overall analyses. Anderson is an exceptionally accomplished 
ethnographer who looks closely at the minute details of African-American urban experience and culture. He is 
deeply concerned about urban policy issues, but he lets the reality of ghetto life speak for itself in ways that are 
sometimes startling and always brutally honest: in one chapter of Code of the Street, he even describes the 
correct way to survive the experience of being robbed! 

Code of the Street (New York: W.W. Norton, 1999) won the 2000 Komarovsky Award from the Eastern 
Sociological Association and is highly regarded as a signal contribution to urban ethnography and the study of 
urban inequality, race relations, and the policy issues of social control and cultural deviance. In the selections 
here reprinted, Anderson examines two kinds of cultures operating within the African-American inner-city 
community: the “decent” life characterized by adherence to middle-class norms of behavior and the “street” life 
characterized by boisterousness, lawlessness, violence, and disregard of the rights of  others. 

The core problem of ghetto life, writes Anderson, is the pattern of “interpersonal violence and aggression” that 
“wreaks havoc daily on the lives of community residents and increasingly spills over into downtown and residential 
middle-class areas.” The source of this violence is “the circumstances of life among the ghetto poor – the lack of 
jobs . . . limited basic public services . . . the stigma of race . . . rampant drug use and drug trafficking . . . alienation 
and the absence of hope for the future.” Young people in particular are the victims of this system of social 
pathology, and its effects can only be counteracted by “a strong, loving, ‘decent’ (as the inner-city residents put 
it) family that is committed to middle-class values.” But standing against middle-class decency is “the code of  
the street,” which Anderson describes as “a set of informal rules governing interpersonal public behavior, 
particularly violence.” 

For residents of inner-city ghettos, especially youth, the code of the street rules the way life is played. “At the 
heart of the code,” writes Anderson, “is the issue of respect – loosely defined as being treated ‘right’ or granted 
one’s ‘props’ . . . or the deference one deserves.” Sociologically, the code is “a cultural adaptation to a profound 
lack of faith in the police and the judicial system” which is “viewed as representing the dominant white society” 
and an “oppositional culture . . . whose norms are often consciously opposed to those of mainstream society.” 
Such oppositional cultures are completely understandable, given the racism and lack of opportunity that define 
the ghetto and may even be morally justifiable. But tragically, they are not useful to young people striving to rise 
within the larger society. And the code of the street cannot be ignored because “decent” and “street” systems of 
behavior coexist and constantly interact within the ghetto community. Thus, even children from solid and 
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supportive “decent families” need to engage in “code-switching” in order “to handle themselves in a street-
oriented environment.” 

Elijah Anderson was a Distinguished Professor of Social Sciences and Sociology at the University of 
Pennsylvania for many years before moving to Yale where he became the William K. Lanman, Jr. Professor of 
Sociology in 2007. Regarded as a groundbreaking scholar of American urban life, Anderson published A Place 
on the Corner: A Study of Black Street Corner Men (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978; 2nd edn, 
2003) and Streetwise: Race, Class and Change in an Urban Community (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1990) for which he won the American Sociological Association’s Robert E. Park Award. He also wrote 
the introduction to the 1990 re-issue of W.E.B. Du Bois, The Philadelphia Negro (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1990) and edited Against the Wall: Poor, Young, Black and Male (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2008). 

The literature on urban social inequality, welfarism, and the “underclass debate” is vast. Classic studies 
include Richard A. Cloward and Frances Fox Piven, Regulating the Poor: The Functions of Public Welfare, 
2nd edn (New York: Vintage, 1993), Michael B. Katz, In the Shadow of the Poorhouse: A Social History of 
Welfare in America (New York: Basic Books, 1987), The Undeserving Poor: From the War on Poverty to the 
War on Welfare (New York: Random House, 1990), and Christopher Jencks, Rethinking Social Policy:  
Race, Poverty, and the Underclass (New York: Harpers, 1993). More recent studies of interest include 
Benjamin I. Page and James Roy Simmons, What Government Can Do: Dealing with Poverty and  
Inequality (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), R. Kent Weaver and Michael H. Armacost, Ending 
Welfare As We Know It (Washington, DC: Brookings, 2000), and Theda Skocpol and Richard C. Leone, The 
Missing Middle: Working Families and the Future of American Social Policy (New York: W.W. Norton, 2001). 
Two recent studies examine the continued poor economic performance of inner-city Blacks through the 
1990s: Ronald Mincy (ed.), Black Males Left Behind (Washington, DC: Urban Institute Press, 2006)  
and Peter Edelman and Paul Offner, Reconnecting Disadvantaged Young Men (Washington, DC: Urban 
Institute Press, 2006). Also of interest, taking radically different positions, are Douglas Massey and Nancy 
Denton, American Apartheid: Segregation and the Making of the Underclass (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1998) and John McWhorter, Losing the Race: Self-Sabotage in Black America (New York: 
Free Press, 2000). 

The literature specifically on African-American ghetto culture is also vast, but an excellent place to start is Alex 
Haley, The Autobiography of Malcolm X (New York: Grove Press, 1964). The most important and groundbreaking 
academic study is Elliott Liebow, Talley’s Corner: A Study of Negro Streetcorner Men (New York: Little, Brown, 
1967). Also of interest is Mitchell Duneier, Slim’s Table: Race, Respectability, and Masculinity (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994). For a Latino perspective, see Philippe Bourgeois, In Search of Respect: 
Selling Crack in El Barrio, 2nd edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002). And for a youth and 
popular culture perspective, see Bakari Kitwana, The Hip Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in 
African American Culture (New York: Basic Civitas Books, 2003). 

Of especial interest is the extraordinary body of work produced by William Julius Wilson. Beginning with The 
Declining Significance of Race: Blacks and Changing American Institutions, 2nd edn (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1980), which emphasizes the ongoing importance of poverty and social class even after the civil 
rights movement of the 1960s succeeded in eliminating many de jure forms of segregation and discrimination, 
and continuing with The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner City, the Underclass, and Public Policy (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1987) and When Work Disappears: The World of the New Urban Poor (New York: 
Knopf, 1996), Wilson’s contribution to our understanding of the plight of African-Americans – indeed, all racial 
and ethnic minorities – has been exceptional. More recently, a new line of discussion about minority populations 
within urban society – the new phenomenon of cities with “majority-minority” populations – has been developed 
in the work of Albert Camarillo (p. 139) and  others.  
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The COde OF The STReeT

Of  all the problems besetting the poor inner-city black 
community, none is more pressing than that of  inter- 
personal violence and aggression. This phenomenon 
wreaks havoc daily on the lives of  community resi- 
dents and increasingly spills over into downtown and 
residential middle-class areas. Muggings, burglaries, 
carjackings, and drug-related shootings, all of  which 
may leave their victims or innocent bystanders dead, 
are now common enough to concern all urban and 
many suburban residents.

The inclination to violence springs from the 
circumstances of  life among the ghetto poor – the 
lack of  jobs that pay a living wage, limited basic public 
services (police response in emergencies, building 
maintenance, trash pickup, lighting, and other services 
that middle-class neighborhoods take for granted), the 
stigma of  race, the fallout from rampant drug use and 
drug trafficking, and the resulting alienation and 
absence of  hope for the future. Simply living in such 
an environment places young people at special risk of  
falling victim to aggressive behavior. Although there 
are often forces in the community that can counteract 
the negative influences – by far the most powerful is a 
strong, loving, “decent” (as inner-city residents put it) 
family that is committed to middle-class values – the 
the despair is pervasive enough to have spawned an 
oppositional culture, that of  “the street,” whose norms 
are often consciously opposed to those of  mainstream 
society. These two orientations – decent and street – 
organize the community socially, and the way they 
coexist and interact has important consequences for 
its residents, particularly for children growing up in the 
inner city. Above all, this environment means that even 
youngsters whose home lives reflect mainstream 
values – and most of  the homes in the community do 
– must be able to handle themselves in a street-
oriented environment.

This is because the street culture has evolved a 
“code of  the street,” which amounts to a set of  infor- 
mal rules governing interpersonal public behavior, 
particularly violence. The rules prescribe both pro- 
per comportment and the proper way to respond if  
challenged. They regulate the use of  violence and so 
supply a rationale allowing those who are inclined to 
aggression to precipitate violent encounters in an 
approved way. The rules have been established and 
are enforced mainly by the street-oriented; but on the 
streets the distinction between street and decent is 

often irrelevant. Everybody knows that if  the rules are 
violated, there are penalties. Knowledge of  the code is 
thus largely defensive, and it is literally necessary for 
operating in public. Therefore, though families with a 
decency orientation are usually opposed to the values 
of  the code, they often reluctantly encourage their 
children’s familiarity with it in order to enable them to 
negotiate the inner-city environment.

At the heart of  the code is the issue of  respect – 
loosely defined as being treated “right” or being 
granted one’s “props” (or proper due) or the deference 
one deserves. However, in the troublesome public 
environment of  the inner city, as people increasingly 
feel buffeted by forces beyond their control, what one 
deserves in the way of  respect becomes ever more 
problematic and uncertain. This situation in turn 
further opens up the issue of  respect to sometimes 
intense interpersonal negotiation, at times resulting in 
altercations. In the street culture, especially among 
young people, respect is viewed as almost an external 
entity, one that is hard-won but easily lost – and so 
must constantly be guarded. The rules of  the code in 
fact provide a framework for negotiating respect. With 
the right amount of  respect, individuals can avoid 
being bothered in public. This security is important, 
for if  they are bothered, not only may they face 
physical danger, but they will have been disgraced or 
“dissed” (disrespected). Many of  the forms dissing 
can take may seem petty to middle-class people 
(maintaining eye contact for too long, for example), 
but to those invested in the street code, these actions, 
a virtual slap in the face, become serious indications 
of  the other person’s intentions. Consequently, such 
people become very sensitive to advances and slights, 
which could well serve as a warning of  imminent 
physical attack or confrontation.

The hard reality of  the world of  the street can be 
traced to the profound sense of  alienation from 
mainstream society and its institutions felt by many 
poor inner-city black people, particularly the young. 
The code of  the street is actually a cultural adaptation 
to a profound lack of  faith in the police and the judicial 
system – and in others who would champion one’s 
personal security. The police, for instance, are most 
often viewed as representing the dominant white 
society and as not caring to protect inner-city resi- 
dents. When called, they may not respond, which is 
one reason many residents feel they must be prepared 
to take extraordinary measures to defend themselves 
and their loved ones against those who are inclined to 
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aggression. Lack of  police accountability has in fact 
been incorporated into the local status system: the 
person who is believed capable of  “taking care of  
himself ” is accorded a certain deference and regard, 
which translates into a sense of  physical and psy- 
chological control. The code of  the street thus 
emerges where the influence of  the police ends and 
where personal responsibility for one’s safety is felt to 
begin. Exacerbated by the proliferation of  drugs and 
easy access to guns, this volatile situation results in the 
ability of  the street-oriented minority (or those who 
effectively “go for bad”) to dominate the public spaces.

deCeNT aNd STReeT FaMiLieS

Almost everyone residing in poor inner-city neigh- 
borhoods is struggling financially and therefore feels a 
certain distance from the rest of  America, but there 
are degrees of  alienation, captured by the terms 
“decent” and “street” or “ghetto,” suggesting social 
types. The decent family and the street family in a real 
sense represent two poles of  value orientation, two 
contrasting conceptual categories. The labels “decent” 
and “street,” which the residents themselves use, 
amount to evaluative judgments that confer status on 
local residents. The labeling is often the result of  a 
social contest among individuals and families of  the 
neighborhood. Individuals of  either orientation may 
coexist in the same extended family. Moreover, decent 
residents may judge themselves to be so while judging 
others to be of  the street, and street individuals often 
present themselves as decent, while drawing distinc- 
tions between themselves and still other people. There 
is also quite a bit of  circumstantial behavior – that is, 
one person may at different times exhibit both decent 
and street orientations, depending on the circum- 
stances. Although these designations result from 
much social jockeying, there do exist concrete features 
that define each conceptual category, forming a social 
typology.

The resulting labels are used by residents of  inner-
city communities to characterize themselves and one 
another, and understanding them is part of  under- 
standing life in the inner-city neighborhood. Most resi-
dents are decent or are trying to be. The same family 
is likely to have members who are strongly oriented 
toward decency and civility, whereas other members 
are oriented toward the street – and to all that it 
implies. There is also a great deal of  “code-switching”: 

a person may behave according to either set of  rules, 
depending on the situation. Decent people, especially 
young people, often put a premium on the ability to 
code-switch. They share many of  the middle-class 
values of  the wider white society but know that the 
open display of  such values carries little weight on the 
street: it doesn’t provide the emblems that say, “I can 
take care of  myself.” Hence such people develop a 
repertoire of  behaviors that do provide that security. 
Those strongly associated with the street, who have 
less exposure to the wider society, may have difficulty 
code-switching; imbued with the code of  the street, 
they either don’t know the rules for decent behavior or 
may see little value in displaying such knowledge.

At the extreme of  the street-oriented group are 
those who make up the criminal element. People in 
this class are profound casualties of  the social and 
economic system, and they tend to embrace the street 
code wholeheartedly. They tend to lack not only a 
decent education – though some are highly intelligent 
– but also an outlook that would allow them to see far 
beyond their immediate circumstances. Rather, many 
pride themselves on living the “thug life,” actively 
defying not simply the wider social conventions but 
the law itself. They sometimes model themselves after 
successful local drug dealers and rap artists like Tupac 
Shakur and Snoop Doggy Dogg, and they take heart 
from professional athletes who confront the system 
and stand up for themselves. In their view, policemen, 
public officials, and corporate heads are unworthy of  
respect and hold little moral authority. Highly alienated 
and embittered, they exude generalized contempt for 
the wider scheme of  things and for a system they are 
sure has nothing but contempt for them.

Members of  this group are among the most 
desperate and most alienated people of  the inner city. 
For them, people and situations are best approached 
both as objects of  exploitation and as challenges 
possibly “having a trick to them,” and in most situations 
their goal is to avoid being “caught up in the trick bag.” 
Theirs is a cynical outlook, and trust of  others is 
severely lacking, even trust of  those they are close to. 
Consistently, they tend to approach all persons and 
situations as part of  life’s obstacles, as things to subdue 
or to “get over.” To get over, individuals develop an 
effective “hustle” or “game plan,” setting themselves up 
in a position to prevail by being “slick” and outsmarting 
others. In line with this, one must always be wary of  
one’s counterparts, to assume that they are involved 
with you only for what they can get out of  the situation.



135“ T H E  C O D E  O F  T H E  ST R E E T ”

T
W
O

Correspondingly, life in public often features an 
intense competition for scarce social goods in which 
“winners” totally dominate “losers” and in which 
losing can be a fate worse than death. So one must be 
on one’s guard constantly. One is not always able to 
trust others fully, in part because so much is at stake 
socially, but also because everyone else is understood 
to be so deprived. In these circumstances, violence is 
quite prevalent – in families, in schools, and in the 
streets – becoming a way of  public life that is effectively 
governed by the code of  the street.

Decent and street families deal with the code of  
the street in various ways. An understanding of  the 
dynamics of  these families is thus critical to an 
understanding of  the dynamics of  the code. It is 
important to understand here that the family one 
emerges from is distinct from the “family” one finds in 
the streets. For street-oriented people especially, the 
family outside competes with blood relatives for an 
individual’s loyalties and commitments. Nevertheless, 
blood relatives always come first. The folklore of  the 
street says, in effect, that if  I will fight and “take up for” 
my friend, then you know what I will do for my own 
brother, cousin, nephew, aunt, sister, or mother – and 
vice versa. Blood is thicker than mud.

decent families

In decent families there is almost always a real 
concern with and a certain amount of  hope for the 
future. Such attitudes are often expressed in a drive to 
work “to have something” or “to build a good life,” 
while at the same time trying to “make do with what 
you have.” This means working hard, saving money 
for material things, and raising children – any “child 
you touch” – to try to make something out of  
themselves. Decent families tend to accept main- 
stream values more fully than street families, and they 
attempt to instill them in their children. Probably the 
most meaningful description of  the mission of  the 
decent family, as seen by members and outsiders alike, 
is to instill “backbone” and a sense of  responsibility in 
its younger members. In their efforts toward this goal, 
decent parents are much more able and willing than 
street-oriented ones to ally themselves with outside 
institutions such as schools and churches. They value 
hard work and self-reliance and are willing to sacrifice 
for their children: they harbor hopes for a better future 
for their children, if  not for themselves. Rather than 

dwelling on the hardships and inequities facing them, 
many such decent people, particularly the increasing 
number of  grandmothers raising grandchildren, often 
see their difficult situation as a test from God and 
derive great support from their faith and church 
community.

The role of  the “man of  the house” is significant. 
Working-class black families have traditionally placed 
a high value on male authority. Generally, the man is 
seen as the “head of  household,” with the woman as 
his partner and the children as their subjects. His role 
includes protecting the family from threats, at times 
literally putting his body in the line of  fire on the street. 
In return he expects to rule his household and to get 
respect from the other members, and he encourages 
his sons to grow up with the same expectations. Being 
a breadwinner or good provider is often a moral issue, 
and a man unable to provide for a family invites 
disrespect from his partner. Many young men who 
lack the resources to do so often say, “I can’t play 
house,” and opt out of  forming a family, perhaps leav- 
ing the woman and any children to fend for themselves. 
Intact nuclear families, although in the minority in the 
impoverished inner city, provide powerful role models. 
Typically, husband and wife work at low-paying jobs, 
sometimes juggling more than one such job each. 
They may be aided financially by the contributions of  
a teenage child who works part-time. Such families, 
along with other such local families, are often vigilant 
in their desire to keep the children away from the 
streets.

In public such an intact family makes a striking 
picture as the man may take pains to show he is in 
complete control – with the woman and the children 
following his lead. On the inner-city streets this 
appearance helps him play his role as protector, and 
he may exhibit exaggerated concern for his family, 
particularly when other males are near. His actions 
and words, including loud and deep-voiced assertions 
to get his small children in line, let strangers know: 
“This is my family, and I am in charge.” He signals that 
he is capable of  protecting them and that his family is 
not to be messed with.

I witnessed such a display one Saturday afternoon 
at the Gallery, an indoor shopping mall with a primarily 
black, Hispanic, and working- to middle-class white 
clientele. Rasheed Taylor, his wife, Iisha, and their 
children, Rhonda, Jimmy, and Malika, wandered about 
the crowded food court looking for a place to sit down 
to eat. They finally found a table next to mine. Before 
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sitting down, Mr. Taylor asked me if  the seats were 
available, to which I replied they were. He then 
summoned his family, and they walked forward 
promptly and in an orderly way to take the seats. The 
three children sat on one side and the parents on the 
other. Mr. Taylor took food requests and with a stern 
look in his eye told the children to stay seated until he 
and his wife returned with the food. The children 
nodded attentively. After the adults left, the children 
seemed to relax, talking more freely and playing with 
one another. When the parents returned, the kids 
straightened up again, received their food, and began 
to eat, displaying quiet and gracious manners all the 
while. It was very clear to everybody looking on that 
Mr. Taylor was in charge of  this family, with everyone 
showing him utter deference and respect.

Extremely aware of  the problematic and often 
dangerous environment in which they reside, decent 
parents tend to be strict in their child-rearing practices, 
encouraging children to respect authority and walk a 
straight moral line. They sometimes display an almost 
obsessive concern about trouble of  any kind and 
encourage their children to avoid people and situations 
that might lead to it. But this is very difficult, since the 
decent and the street families live in such close 
proximity. . . .

As indicated above, people who define themselves 
as decent tend themselves to be polite and considerate 
of  others and teach their children to be the same way. 
But this is sometimes difficult, mainly because of  the 
social environment in which they reside, and they 
often perceive a need to “get ignorant” – to act 
aggressively, even to threaten violence. For whether a 
certain child gets picked on may well depend not just 
on the reputation of  the child but, equally important, 
on how “bad” the child’s family is known to be. How 
many people the child can gather together for the 
purposes of  defense or revenge often emerges as a 
critical issue. Thus social relations can become 
practical matters of  personal defense. Violence can 
come at any time, and many persons feel a great need 
to be ready to defend themselves.

At home, at work, and in church, decent parents 
strive to maintain a positive mental attitude and a 
spirit of  cooperation. When disciplining their children, 
they tend to use corporal punishment, but unlike street 
parents, who can often be observed lashing out at their 
children, they may explain the reason for the spanking. 
These parents express their care and love for teenage 
children by guarding against the appearance of  any 

kind of  “loose” behavior (violence, drug use, staying 
out very late) that might be associated with the streets. 
In this regard, they are vigilant, observing children’s 
peers as well and sometimes embarrassing their own 
children by voicing value judgments in front of  friends.

These same parents are aware, however, that the 
right material things as well as a certain amount of  
cash are essential to young people’s survival on the 
street. So they may purchase expensive things for their 
children, even when money is tight, in order that the 
children will be less tempted to turn to the drug trade 
or other aspects of  the underground economy for 
money.

The street family

So-called street parents, unlike decent ones, often 
show a lack of  consideration for other people and 
have a rather superficial sense of  family and com- 
munity. They may love their children but frequently 
find it difficult both to cope with the physical and 
emotional demands of  parenthood and to reconcile 
their needs with those of  their children. Members of  
these families, who are more fully invested in the code 
of  the street than the decent people are, may aggres- 
sively socialize their children into it in a normative way. 
They more fully believe in the code and judge 
themselves and others according to its values.

In fact, the overwhelming majority of  families in 
the inner-city community try to approximate the 
decent-family model, but many others clearly repre- 
sent the decent families’ worst fears. Not only are their 
financial resources extremely limited, but what little 
they have may easily be misused. The lives of  the 
street-oriented are often marked by disorganization. 
In the most desperate circumstances, people fre- 
quently have a limited understanding of  priorities and 
consequences, and so frustrations mount over bills, 
food, and, at times, liquor, cigarettes, and drugs. Some 
people tend toward self-destructive behavior; many 
street-oriented women are crack-addicted (“on the 
pipe”), alcoholic, or involved in complicated relation- 
ships with men who abuse them.

In addition, the seeming intractability of  their 
situation, caused in large part by the lack of  well-
paying jobs and the persistence of  racial discrimination, 
has engendered deep-seated bitterness and anger in 
many of  the most desperate and poorest blacks, 
especially young people. The need both to exercise a 
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measure of  control and to lash out at somebody is 
often reflected in the adults’ relations with their 
children. At the very least, the frustrations associated 
with persistent poverty shorten the fuse in such 
people, contributing to a lack of  patience with anyone 
– child or adult – who irritates them.

People who fit the conception of  street are often 
considered to be lowlife or “bad people,” especially by 
the “decent people,” and they are generally seen as 
incapable of  being anything but a bad influence on the 
community and a bother to their neighbors. For 
example, on a relatively quiet block in West Oak Lane, 
on the edge of  a racially integrated, predominantly 
middle-class neighborhood, there is a row of  houses 
inhabited by impoverished people. One of  them is Joe 
Dickens, a heavyset, thirty-two-year-old black man. 
Joe rents the house he lives in, and he shares it with his 
three children – two daughters (aged seven and five) 
and a three-year-old son. With patches on the 
brickwork, an irregular pillar holding up the porch 
roof, and an unpainted plywood front door, his house 
sticks out on the block. The front windows have bars; 
the small front yard is filled with trash and weeds; the 
garbage cans at the side of  the house are continually 
overflowing.

Even more obtrusive is the lifestyle of  the house- 
hold. Dickens’s wife has disappeared from the scene.  
It is rumored that her crack habit got completely out  
of  control, and she gravitated to the streets and 
became a prostitute to support her habit. Dickens 
could not accept this behavior and let her go; he took 
over running the house and caring for the children as 
best he could. And to the extent that the children are 
fed, clothed, and housed under his roof, he might be 
considered a responsible parent.

But many of  the neighbors do not view him as 
responsible. They see him yelling and cursing at the 
kids when he pays attention to them at all. Mostly, he 
allows them to “rip and run” unsupervised up and 
down the street at all hours, riding their Big Wheels and 
making a racket. They are joined by other neighborhood 
children playing on the streets and sidewalks without 
adult supervision. Dickens himself  pays more attention 
to his buddies, who seem always to be hanging out at 
the house – on the porch in warm weather – playing 
loud rap music, drinking beer, and playing cards.

Dickens generally begins his day at about 11 a.m., 
when he may go out for cheesesteaks and videos for 
his visitors. In fact, one gets the impression that the 
house is the scene of  an ongoing party. The noise 

constantly disturbs the neighbors, sometimes prompt-
ing them to call the police. But the police rarely respond 
to the complaints, leaving the neighbors frustrated  
and demoralized. Dickens seems almost completely 
indifferent to his neighbors and inconsiderate of  their 
concerns, a defining trait of  street-oriented people.

Dickens’s decent neighbors are afraid to confront 
him because they fear getting into trouble with him 
and his buddies. They are sure that he believes in the 
principle that might makes right and that he is likely to 
try to harm anyone who annoys him. Furthermore, 
they suspect he is a crack dealer. The neighbors 
cannot confirm this, but some are convinced anyway, 
and activities around his house support this conclusion. 
People come and go at all hours of  the day and night; 
they often leave their car engines running, dash into 
the house, and quickly emerge and drive off. Dickens’s 
children, of  course, see much of  this activity. At times 
the children are made to stand outside on the porch 
while business is presumably being transacted inside. 
These children are learning by example the values of  
toughness and self-absorption: to be loud, boisterous, 
proudly crude, and uncouth – in short, street.

* * *

Street-oriented women tend to perform their motherly 
duties sporadically. The most irresponsible women 
can be found at local bars and crack houses, getting 
high and socializing with other adults. Reports of  
crack addicts abandoning their children have become 
common in drug-infested inner-city communities. 
Typically, neighbors or relatives discover the aban- 
doned children, often hungry and distraught over the 
absence of  their mother. After repeated absences a 
friend or relative, particularly a grandmother, will often 
step in to care for the children, sometimes petitioning 
the authorities to send her, as guardian of  the children, 
the mother’s welfare check, if  she gets one. By this 
time, however, the children may well have learned the 
first lesson of  the streets: you cannot take survival 
itself, let alone respect, for granted; you have to fight 
for your place in the world. Some of  the children learn 
to fend for themselves, foraging for food and money 
any way they can. They are sometimes employed by 
drug dealers or become addicted themselves.

These children of  the street, growing up with little 
supervision, are said to “come up hard.” They often 
learn to fight at an early age, using short-tempered 
adults around them as role models. The street-oriented 
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home may be fraught with anger, verbal disputes, 
physical aggression, even mayhem. The children are 
victimized by these goings-on and quickly learn to hit 
those who cross them.

The people who see themselves as decent refer to 
the general set of  cultural deficits exhibited by people 
like Joe Dickens – a fundamental lack of  social polish 
and commitment to norms of  civility – as “ignorance.” 
In their view ignorance lies behind the propensity to 
violence that makes relatively minor social transgres- 
sions snowball into more serious disagreements, and 
they believe that the street-oriented are quick to resort 
to violence in almost any dispute.

The fact that the decent people, as a rule civilly 
disposed, socially conscious, and self-reliant men and 
women, share the neighborhood streets and other 
public places with those associated with the street, the 
inconsiderate, the ignorant, and the desperate, places 

the “good” people at special risk. In order to live and 
function in the community, they must adapt to a street 
reality that is often dominated by people who at best are 
suffering severely in some way and who are apt to 
resort quickly to violence to settle disputes. This 
process of  adapting means learning and observing the 
code of  the street. Decent people may readily defer to 
people, especially strangers, who seem to be at all 
street-oriented. When they encounter such people at 
theaters and other public places talking loudly or 
making excessive noise, they are reluctant to correct 
them for fear of  verbal abuse that could lead to violence. 
Similarly, they will often avoid confrontations over a 
parking space or traffic error for fear of  a verbal or 
physical altercation. But under their breaths they may 
mutter “street niggers” to a black companion, drawing 
a sharp cultural distinction between themselves and 
such individuals.



“Cities of Color: The New  
Racial Frontier in California’s  
Minority-Majority Cities” 

Albert M.  Camarillo 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Urban populations have been known for social heterogeneity by age, class, gender, and occupation and for 
diversity along the lines of race and ethnicity almost from the beginning of urban history. Even the earliest 
Sumerian cities attracted people from multiple tribal groups within greater Mesopotamia, and classic Greek 
cities included resident foreign minorities from the Asian and African reaches of the larger Mediterranean world. 
The importance of racial, ethnic, and cultural diversity among the people of cities became much more significant, 
however, with the emergence of European colonial empires and the historic immigrations that marked the  
history of the Industrial Revolution. In Great Britain during the industrial age described by Friedrich Engels  
(p. 53), the ethnic immigrant group was Irish. In the United States of the nineteenth century, the immigrants  
were Irish, Italian, Eastern European, Chinese and, of course, Africans originally brought to the New World as 
slaves and then propelled after the Civil War by a series of migrations into the industrial cities of the northern 
states. And today, in the age of urban globalism, immigration has become a worldwide phenomenon: rural 
peasants from central and western provinces into the burgeoning coastal cities of China, North Africans into 
Southern Europe, Turks into Germany, Indians and Southeast Asians into the Persian Gulf states – a massive and 
seemingly endless process of migration within and across national lines into the “arrival cities” described by 
Doug Saunders (p. 677). 

Although the bulk of scholarship addressing minority populations in cities in the United States has focused 
on the history and dynamics of the African-American ghetto, other minority communities – especially so-called 
Chinatowns and Latino barrios – have received close attention as well. Indeed, immigrants from Mexico and 
other nations in Latin America have now become the major new population coming to the cities of the United 
States. It is important to note, however, that although many new immigrant communities may well share something 
in common with those of the earlier European, Asian, and African-American urban populations, each is a unique, 
culturally specific case, deserving its own scrutiny and analysis. And recently a new phenomenon has emerged 
– cities with multiple minority populations becoming “majority-minority” cities where a clear majority of the city’s 
entire population is comprised of people from a number of different minority groups. It is this new development 
in the history of urban diversity that is the subject of Albert Camarillo’s “Cities of Color: The New Racial Frontier 
in California’s Minority-Majority Cities.” Camarillo’s work specifically addresses three small California cities – 
Lynwood, just south of Los Angeles, East Palo Alto on the San Francisco peninsula, and Seaside on the Pacific 
coast near Monterey – but the implications of his analysis are broadly significant, in part because California has 
proven to be a trendsetter for social developments elsewhere and in part because the reality of cosmopolitan 
cities with multiple strong minority presences are emerging throughout the global network of cities that defines 
the contemporary urban  world. 

Each of the cities that Camarillo examines has a unique community experience. Lynwood, over the course 
of forty years since the mid-1960s, was a majority white community that became a majority black community 
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In the past decade or so, the [U.S.] national and local 
print and visual media have made much of  African 
American-Latino conflict at many levels – in politics, 
in education, in gangs, and in other youth violence. 
For example, in a recent article titled “Black versus 

Brown,” Newsweek focused on the contentious politi- 
cal climate in the City of  Lynwood, a municipality 
located between downtown Los Angeles and Long 
Beach that over the past forty years went from a white- 
to a black- to a Latino-majority community. . . . A Time 

and then a majority Latino community in response to multiple forces of change. East Palo Alto, near Stanford 
University and Silicon Valley, was an unincorporated rural enclave that became a distinctly “black city” in the 
1960s and later transformed into a predominantly Latino and Pacific Islander community, all the while struggling 
in the shadow of surrounding high-tech affluence. And Seaside, a community on the Monterey Peninsula that 
is home to Fort Ord, is a military town where the minority populations – black, Latino, and Asian – grew or 
shrank in response to the activation and later deactivation of the army base during and after the war in Vietnam. 
In each case, real estate “redlining” and middle-class “white flight” set the initial tone for expanded minority 
populations, and significant political conflicts arose between the minority communities as black, Latino, and 
Asian forces vied with each other for control of local city halls and school boards. Ending on a note of cautious 
optimism, Camarillo details how in many cases the distinct minority communities over time learned to live with 
each other, form effective coalitions, and turn challenges based on distrust into opportunities based on 
 cooperation. 

Albert Camarillo is a professor of history at Stanford University and an affiliated faculty member of both the 
Program on Urban Studies and the Center for Comparative Studies in Race and Ethnicity (CCSRE). Born and 
raised in the South Central Los Angeles community of Compton, Camarillo became a pioneer in the fields of 
Mexican-American history and Chicano studies and at Stanford he was the founding director of CCSRE, the 
Stanford Center for Chicano Research, and the Inter-University Program in Latino Research. He has also served 
as president of the Pacific Coast branch of the American Historical Association and the president of the 
Organization of American Historians. His is the co-author, with Ray Allen Billington, of The American Southwest: 
Myth and Reality (Los Angeles: Clark Memorial Library Publications, UCLA, 1975) and the author of Chicanos 
in California: A History of Mexican Americans (Boston: Boyd and Fraser, 1984), Chicanos in a Changing 
Society: From Mexican Pueblos to American Barrios, 1850–1930 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1996), and Mexican Americans and Ethnic/Racial Borderhoods in American Cities (Oxford and New York: 
Oxford University Press, forthcoming). 

For additional information about the minority urban populations of California, consult: Robert Self, American 
Babylon: Race and Struggle for Postwar Oakland (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003); Josh 
Sides, LA City Limits: African American Los Angeles from the Great Depression to the Present (Oakland, CA: 
University of California Press, 2006); David Freund, Colored Property: State Policy and White Racial Politics 
in Suburban America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007); Laura Barraclough, Making the San 
Fernando Valley: Rural Landscapes, Urban Development, and White Privilege (Athens, GA: University of 
Georgia Press, 2011); Carol Lynn McKibben, Racial Beachhead, Diversity and Democracy in a Military Town 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2012); and Dawn Bohulano Mabalon, Little Manila Is in the Heart:  
The Making of the Filipina/o American Community in Stockton, California (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2013). 

Note that Camarillo’s work needs to be understood as a new phase of historical and sociological research 
that has documented immigrant urban communities at least as far back as the nineteenth century and in special 
reference to the scholarly literature on African-American ghettos such as the work of W.E.B. Du Bois (p. 124), 
Elijah Anderson (p. 131), William Julius Wilson, and many others. In addition, analyses of the original Jewish 
ghettos in Europe and America, the worldwide Chinatowns of the historic Chinese diaspora, and the more recent 
immigrant communities of Southeast Asians and Middle Eastern and North African Muslims – all constitute parts 
of the vast collective context of the interplay between immigration and urbanization that has characterized the 
growth of cities from the earliest  times.  
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magazine article in 1997, titled “The Next Big Divide? 
Blacks and Hispanics square off  over bilingual 
education – and for control of  schools,” discussed a 
similar environment in East Palo Alto (located on the 
San Francisco peninsula) that erupted in a confron- 
tation between Latino and African American parents 
at a school board meeting, a tense situation that 
required the intervention of  local police. To be sure, 
conflict between Latinos and African Americans, as 
well as other minority groups, is a reality, but it is only 
one aspect of  a much more complicated story in what 
I refer to as the “new frontier” in ethnic and race 
relations in American cities and suburbs of   color. 

Behind stories of  minority-versus-minority conflict, 
often sensationalized in the media, are more impor- 
tant historical trends reshaping urban-metropolitan 
America. The emergence of  minority-majority cities 
throughout California, and the nation in general, signals 
a fundamental demographic shift in American society 
and a seismic change in inter-group relations. One 
could argue that race and ethnic relations in genera- 
tions past were characterized more by interactions 
between whites and non-whites, but, given demo- 
graphic changes in metropolitan areas since the last 
third of  the twentieth century, contemporary ethnic 
and race relations are increasingly defined by interac- 
tions among and between non-whites. As African 
Americans, Latinos, Asian Americans, and other 
groups achieve numerical majorities in city after city 
and suburb after suburb, examples of  conflict, misun- 
derstanding, and tension are manifest almost every- 
where. Less obvious, but just as prevalent, are examples 
of  resourceful ways diverse people are working 
together. Inter-group cooperation, collaboration, and 
coalition building seldom make headline news, yet 
they exist and are a crucial part of  contemporary 
urban history and the new racial frontier sweeping 
across hundreds of  neighborhoods in metropolitan 
 America. 

In many ways, the rapidly emerging minority-
majority cities and suburbs represent old patterns (i.e., 
the long history of  neighborhood change as estab-
lished groups move out and are replaced by newer 
groups) with new twists, but they also reflect  altogether  
new patterns in urban history. This article identifies 
some of  the principal historical and contemporary 
developments that define California’s emerging “cities 
of  color” and the nature of  intergroup dynamics that 
have developed in recent decades . . . using examples 
drawn from several localities, especially three relatively 

small cities – Compton, East Palo Alto, and Seaside – 
located in different metropolitan areas in  California. 

deMOGRaPhiC  TRaNSFORMaTiONS 

The beginning of  the twenty-first century marked an 
unprecedented development in the ethnic and racial 
group composition of  urban America. In 2001, for the 
first time, over half  of  the nation’s 100 largest cities 
were home to more African Americans, Latinos, Asians, 
and other racial minorities than whites. Consider the 
following: The total non-Hispanic white population in 
the 100 largest U.S. cities declined from 52 percent to 
44 percent between 1990 and 2000; among these cities, 
the number with non-Hispanic white majorities fell 
from seventy to fifty-two during the same decade. In 
2006 whites were the minority in thirty-five of  the fifty 
largest cities, and, as people of  color continue to fuel 
the population gains in American suburbs, additional 
cities and suburbs will join the growing category of  
“minority-majority” places. When viewed over the past 
thirty to forty years, these demographic trends are 
nothing less than spectacular. . . . 

hiSTORiCaL aNd CONTeMPORaRy 
 deVeLOPMeNTS 

Numbers provide important snapshots of  stunning 
population changes occurring in California’s cities, 
large and small, and in hundreds of  other areas 
throughout the nation, but they do not tell us how and 
why these demographic transformations came about 
or provide understanding about their impact. The 
story behind the massive movements of  people of  
color in and out of  cities over the past forty years is 
intimately tied to the long history of  racial residential 
segregation, the out-migration of  whites from cities 
and suburbs in the post-Civil Rights Era, the changing 
nature of  regional and national economies, and the 
unprecedented volume of  immigration from Mexico, 
Central America, and Asian countries since the 
mid-1960s. . . . 

Until well after the mid-twentieth century, Los 
Angeles suburbs such as Compton, Lynwood, 
Southgate, Lakewood, Inglewood, and most other 
cities in the region simply did not allow African 
Americans to reside within their boundaries. You 
might find small barrios of  Mexican Americans in 
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some of  these communities, but, if  they existed at all, 
they were usually confined to segregated neighbor- 
hoods. The history of  race and space in Los Angeles 
is an increasingly well-known story of  racial exclusion, 
systematic use of  ubiquitous and restrictive race-
based real estate covenants, reinforced through cus- 
tomary practice among realtors and, sometimes, by 
white homeowners associations intent on keeping 
minorities out of  their communities. The result, over 
time, was a clearly defined pattern of  residential con- 
centration of  the region’s two largest minority groups: 
African Americans in the expanding South Central 
sections of  Los Angeles and Mexican Americans in 
eastside neighborhoods. Asian-origin groups, espe- 
cially Chinese, had an even longer history of  this type 
of  residential separation from whites. Indeed, the 
residential segregation of  people of  color in California 
– most acutely experienced by blacks – was part and 
parcel of  a widespread, national phenomenon, aided 
and abetted by the discriminatory practices of  the 
Federal Housing Administration (FHA) and by private 
mortgage lenders that drew the infamous “redlines.” 

Residential segregation based on race and class 
was replicated in large and small cities up and down 
the state during the first half  of  the twentieth century. 
. . . The local histories of  Compton, East Palo Alto, 
and Seaside reveal many housing patterns that were 
common statewide. Realtors and homeowners alike 
largely kept blacks from penetrating Compton city 
boundaries until the 1950s. Although a small Mexican 
American barrio had formed in the north-central 
section of  the city during the first decades of  the 
1900s . . ., the systematic use of  restrictive racial 
covenants by the 1920s ensured that blacks from 
South Central Los Angeles and new black migrants 
from the South were shut out of  the so-called “hub 
city.” However, by the 1950s hundreds of  black families 
began to move into the northwestern neighborhoods 
of  the city, as realtors, both black and white, engaged 
in “block busting” practices that created opportunities 
for middle-class black homeowners to purchase 
relatively new tract homes in Compton. By the early 
1960s thousands of  African Americans had moved 
into westside homes following the flight of  previous 
white homeowners. White realtors, as a result, divided 
Compton in half, creating a racially bifurcated city – 
west Compton was black and brown while east 
Compton was nearly exclusively white. The Watts 
riots of  1965 destroyed any hope of  the informal 
racial boundary line holding back blacks as white 

flight turned into a white exodus. By 1970 the large 
black majority in the city could proudly lay claim to 
the first city west of  the Mississippi River entirely 
governed and administered by  blacks. 

Although fear of  race riots did not prompt whites 
to flee East Palo Alto in great numbers during the 
1960s, as it had in Compton, discriminatory housing 
practices in the region, block busting, and white flight 
combined to achieve a similar outcome by 1970. A 
small agricultural community through the 1930s, East 
Palo Alto was caught up in the post-World War II era’s 
suburban transformation of  much of  the San Francisco 
Bay Area. From a small hamlet of  about 1,500 shortly 
after the war, the area’s population soared to 12,000 by 
the early 1950s as a result of  the availability of  
inexpensive homes. Predominantly a white community 
through the 1950s, East Palo Alto’s population soon 
shifted as it became one of  the few areas where blacks 
were grudgingly permitted to buy property. Although 
some white Palo Altans clamored against the break in 
the color line, realtors took advantage of  white fears 
as they brought in busloads of  blacks from San 
Francisco and Oakland interested in buying affordable 
homes. The trickle of  black residents turned into a 
tidal wave during the 1960s, making East Palo Alto the 
largest concentration of  African Americans in the 
area beyond San Francisco and Oakland. By 1970 
East Palo Alto and Compton had both become widely 
known as “black cities.” 

During the 1970s when both East Palo Alto and 
Compton acquired reputations as black enclaves, 
Seaside was also increasingly identified as a predo- 
minantly African American community, at least in the 
perception of  many people in the Monterey Bay 
region. Although Seaside’s black population increased 
significantly during the 1970s and 1980s, African 
Americans never accounted for more than 29 percent 
of  the city’s total population. Seaside has always been 
a much more multiracial city than its counterparts in 
the San Francisco Bay Area and in South Central Los 
Angeles. Incorporated in 1954, Seaside, the eastern-
most neighborhood of  the City of  Monterey, was 
home to many poor, working-class, and minority 
people during the first half  of  the twentieth century. 
Literally a dumping ground for Monterey (the county 
refuse dump was located there), the Seaside area from 
the 1920s through the start of  World War II was a 
hodge-podge of  small homes and hastily built shacks 
located on small lots that housed a diverse population 
of  a few thousand souls: poor whites, including some 
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Dust Bowl refugees, Asians (especially Filipinos and 
Japanese), Mexicans, African Americans, and some 
European immigrant families. It was no surprise that 
Seaside contained most of  the region’s people of  
color, since realtors in Monterey worked to exclude 
racial minorities from neighborhoods in the city’s 
central  districts. 

The multiracial diversity of  Seaside was given an 
added boost after the founding of  Fort Ord on adjacent 
lands to the east in 1940. During and after World War 
II this military installation became one of  the largest 
of  its type on the West Coast. . . . As a result, Seaside’s 
history is closely tied to Fort Ord, as the city took on 
the character of  a military town – for better or worse 
– from the 1950s through the early 1990s. As the small 
population of  Seasiders soared to nearly 20,000 by 
1960, so too did the number of  military-related resi- 
dents, a growing percentage of  whom were minorities, 
especially African Americans. . . . In the Vietnam War 
era, Seaside’s population continued to grow, with the 
city’s black population expanding at an even faster 
clip. Despite the fact that some retired and active-duty 
black soldiers were officers and middle-class, resi- 
dential segregation practices in the region kept them 
mostly within Seaside’s boundaries. Despite the 
diverse population of  the city, the ills that are often 
associated with military towns – prostitution, drugs, 
and increased crime rates – reinforced its stigma as an 
impoverished, crime-ridden, black city, an identity that 
retarded the city’s ability to achieve needed economic 
development. Thus, by the 1980s, in the eyes of  the 
public at large, Seaside shared a dubious distinction 
with Compton and East Palo Alto as “depressed black 
suburbs.” 

whiTe FLiGhT aNd ChaNGiNG 
 NeiGhBORhOOdS 

The edifice of  raced-based residential exclusion 
began to break down during the 1950s and finally 
crumbled during the 1960s and 1970s. There were 
many reasons for the breakdown of  racially segregated 
neighborhoods, but the results were the same in most 
localities – white flight. Despite efforts in many cities 
and suburbs to hold the line against the encroachment 
of  people of  color, the combination of  federal laws, 
block-busting real estate practices, and fear led to the 
wholesale departure of  white folks from many for- 
merly segregated communities stretching from San 

Francisco to San Diego. The U.S. Supreme Court held, 
in the case of  Shelley v. Kraemer in 1948, that restrictive 
real estate covenants were not enforceable by law, 
creating the opening public policy salvo targeted at 
the house that Jim Crow had built. Informal practices 
by realtors continued to keep most blacks, Mexicans, 
and Asians from buying and renting property in all-
white communities and neighborhoods, although 
some realtors, both black and white, broke ranks and 
participated in the lucrative practice of  block busting. 
With greater consequences than were achieved by 
any law, formerly white neighborhoods and entire 
suburbs were affected by the initiatives of  realtors who 
encouraged – indeed provoked – whites to sell their 
property before real estate values, they argued, would 
plummet as blacks and others minorities moved 
nearby. Block busting may have spurred white flight to 
outlying suburbs, but in communities in Los Angeles 
that bordered Watts, the riots in 1965 resulted in what 
I refer to as “white exodus.” . . . 

In Seaside, white flight sped up during the 1960s 
and 1970s as the black population more than tripled 
between 1960 and 1980 (from 3,261 to 10,732). The 
1980 U.S. Census revealed that Seaside had become a 
minority-majority city for the first time, with African 
Americans as the largest minority group. Through 
most of  the 1960s, as in many other cities with sub- 
stantial percentages of  people of  color, redlining in 
Seaside had much to do with preventing the federal 
government from funding redevelopment projects and 
allowing realtors to steer prospective middle-class 
white homeowners away from the city. According to a 
city employee, “All of  Seaside was redlined. No one 
could get a FHA or VA [Veterans Administration) loan 
in the whole city until [after] 1964.” According to 
documents in the City Planning Department, the 
reason for the hold-up of  federal funds was the lack of  
proper sewage facilities, but it was commonly believed 
by residents that the government was unwilling to 
support development in a community that was 
increasingly perceived as an African American  city. 

Race-related concerns were not the only reasons 
that whiles fled older suburbs throughout California’s 
large and smaller metropolitan centers. The jobs that 
had once attracted millions of  Americans to the San 
Francisco Bay Area and Los Angeles in the World War 
II and postwar decades foundered during a period of  
economic restructuring that began in the 1970s. For 
example, in Los Angeles, employment in the durable 
manufacturing sectors (such as the auto and related 
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industries) downsized, closed, or migrated either to 
other regions in the United States or overseas. 
California cities did not experience the same degree 
of  deindustrialization that older “smokestack” cities in 
the Northeast encountered, but thousands of  skilled, 
blue-collar jobs disappeared nonetheless. In their 
place were abundant jobs in the expanding service-
sector economy, construction, retail trade, and non-
durable manufacturing, such as the garment and 
furniture industries jobs dominated by growing legions 
of  low-skill and low-wage immigrant workers from 
Latin America and  Asia. 

* * * 

Economic restructuring – including the loss of  well-
paying, unionized jobs, white flight, and the rapidly 
growing service industries – all had a huge impact on 
the status of  cities and suburbs just at the moment 
when minorities were becoming the majorities. Blacks 
and Latinos, in particular, had the dubious distinction of  
inheriting communities increasingly inhabited by poor, 
working-class people and spiraling in downward direc- 
tions, characterized by diminished tax bases, weakened 
institutional infrastructures, mounting crime rates, and 
violence. This “suburban decline” – the corollary to  
the “urban crisis” in the older, industrial cities of  the 
Northeast – remains one of  the chief  challenges facing 
cities of  color in the twenty-first  century. 

Into this new environment entered one of  the 
largest waves of  immigration in American history. 
Latin American immigrants, the great majority from 
Mexico, joined a mass emigration of  people from 
many Asian nations, fueling a niche economy in the 
burgeoning minority-majority cities that increasingly 
depended on foreign-born workers, both legal and 
undocumented. The Hart-Cellar Immigration Act of  
1965 opened the gates to legal immigration for Asians 
and Latin Americans, leading to unprecedented 
numbers that have entered the United States since 
1970. For example, of  the 31.1 million foreign-born 
people in the United States in 2000, those from Asian 
nations comprised 26 percent (the largest number 
from China, the Philippines, India, and Vietnam). 
Those from Latin America account for a much larger 
percentage of  the foreign-born: 52 percent. The 
number of  Mexican immigrants – documented and 
undocumented – far surpassed those of  any other 
single group. For example, Mexican-origin people in 
the United States had numbered only 1.75 million in 

1960, but by 2000 they exceeded 21 million. Together, 
a high birth rate and a steady increase in immigration 
ignited this enormous population explosion. California 
is clearly the state of  preference for Mexican-origin 
people, claiming 8.5 million or about 40 percent of  
their total population in 2000. California is also home 
to the largest number of  undocumented immigrants 
in the nation, an estimated 2.4 million, the great 
majority of  whom were born in Mexico (57 percent of  
all illegal immigrants in the nation) and other Latin 
American countries (24 percent). Latinos, native and 
foreign-born, together with Asians and African 
Americans, are shaping the state’s new minority-
majority cities of  color in momentous ways. Compton, 
East Palo Alto, Seaside, and dozens of  other California 
cities, large and small, have been transformed by this 
new demographic  wave. 

iNTeR-GROUP ReLaTiONS iN New 
CiTieS OF  COLOR 

In the final decades of  the twentieth century, immi-
grants from Latin America and Asia, together with 
their native-born counterparts, increasingly found 
themselves living in many cities and neighborhoods 
where other minorities predominated. In these new 
cities of  color, inter-group relations are playing them-
selves out in ways reminiscent of  earlier eras when 
native-born Americans encountered new immigrants 
and racial minorities as they settled in cities in large 
numbers. However, the new racial frontier of  the late 
1900s and early twenty-first century reveal significant 
differences, not only because the overwhelming 
number of  people are of  color, but also because the 
issues that spark conflict and motivate cooperation 
are deeply influenced by legacies of  a civil rights ide-
ology and a commitment to inter-group collaboration 
in a diverse, multicultural  society. 

American urban history is replete with examples 
of  how the native-born people reacted against new 
immigrants from diverse lands and domestic racial 
minorities as they encountered one another on neigh-
borhood streets, schools, playgrounds, work places, 
and in other settings. New immigrants themselves 
were often as guilty in meting out discriminatory 
behavior toward other immigrants and American 
minorities, especially blacks. Since the 1920s, sociolo-
gists and other scholars have documented intergroup 
relations in myriad ways, both through qualitative 
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research and through the use of  surveys and other 
quantitative measures. Historically, social survey 
research tended to focus on white-black relations, but 
in more recent years, some studies have examined 
African American-Latino relations. This research 
tends to rely on attitudinal surveys and argues that 
negative perceptions, stereotypes, and ideas about 
competition over various types of  resources influence 
the interactions of  these two groups as they increas-
ingly live together in the same cities and neighbor-
hoods. Although several researchers who have focused 
on black-brown relations in Los Angeles conclude that 
no extreme racial polarization exists between African 
Americans and Latinos, they point to attitudes and 
perceptions, especially those held by younger and 
less-educated members of  both groups, that affect 
inter-group  behavior. 

Much of  the conflict that characterizes black and 
Latino relations in California cities such as Compton, 
East Palo Alto, and Seaside . . . can be partly attributed 
to these dynamics. From the perspective of  African 
Americans, it is easy to understand how difficult it is to 
form common bonds with other minority groups, 
especially new immigrants. Over time, blacks watched 
as wave after wave of  immigrant groups arrived in 
America, initially suffering discrimination in employ-
ment and housing but becoming, within a generation 
or two, accepted as part of  mainstream American life, 
with access to jobs, housing, and education that 
Caucasians of  the same class enjoyed. For a majority 
of  African Americans, almost 150 years after the abo-
lition of  slavery, inclusion in American political, social, 
and economic life has been excruciatingly slow and 
painful. In addition, the sense of  belonging to a com-
munity and living in a particular geographic space for 
decades or generations places great strains on inter-
group relations when any new population is perceived 
to usurp power and privilege, threatening the status 
quo. In many minority-majority communities up and 
down the state of  California, both African- Americans 
and Latinos have expressed anxiety over popula- 
tion changes that have upset-their respective group’s 
status  quo. 

Issues over the representation and control of  
resources, especially those involving political and 
educational institutions, are among the most common 
that divide black and brown in many minority-majority 
cities in California. The struggles have surfaced in 
many locales between African Americans, who gained 
control of  city councils and related municipal com- 

mittees and boards during the 1970s and 1980s, and 
new Latino majorities that seek political representa-
tion and a voice in local affairs. In East Palo Alto, for 
example, although blacks gained majority status 
during the 1960s as whites fled neighborhoods in 
great numbers (for example, blacks comprised 22 
percent of  the area’s population in 1960 and 61 
percent in 1970), it was not until the formerly unincor-
porated Santa Clara County area became an official 
municipality that African Americans asserted com-
plete political control of  the city. Since the 1970s the 
Latino population, mostly of  Mexican origin, skyrock-
eted from 14 percent in 1980 to 59 percent in 2000, 
while during the same period the black population 
dropped from 60 percent to 23 percent of  the city’s 
total. The demographic changes in this Bay Area city 
of  color set the stage for Latinos to question their lack 
of  representation in all quarters of  municipal govern-
ment and civic participation as established black 
leaders held tightly onto the reins of  political  power. 

Since the city’s incorporation in 1983, only one 
Latino has held a seat on the city council. Feuds cover 
appointments to important city commissions and 
boards have led to charges of  exclusion by Latino 
leaders and responses by black leaders that suggest the 
newcomers haven’t put enough effort into mobilizing 
themselves in the ways that African Americans 
struggled earlier to achieve political power in the city. 
“They want us to hand them something on a platter,” 
said Barbara Mouton, a long-time activist and the  
city’s first black mayor. “Nobody handed us anything. 
Everything we got we had to struggle for.” Marcelino 
Lopez, a newcomer to civic participation in the  
city, responded, “I know how the African-American 
community worked very hard, how they risked so 
much, how they fought so hard for the power they have. 
But why,” he questioned, “don’t they want to share it 
with us?” An article in the San Jose Mercury News in 
2001, titled “Two ethnic groups collide over cry for 
new leadership,” summed up this matter: “The conflict 
over community board seats between Mouton, one of  
the city’s pioneering black leaders, and Lopez, a 
newcomer to civic affairs, may seem trivial to outsiders. 
But it is no less than a fight for the soul of  the city.” 

A very similar scenario emerged in Compton city 
politics between black and Latino leaders and advo- 
cates beginning in the 1990s in a city that mirrored the 
demographic changes of  East Palo Alto. Frustrated by 
the total absence of  a Latino voice in city hall, a 
Mexican American resident complained that “there’s 
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no one to represent the Latino community . . . [T]he 
mayor is black . . . The city council is black . . . There is 
not a single Latino representative on the council.” 
Addressing the city’s all-black council in 1998 about 
this same issue, another Latino activist evoked the 
history of  black-white politics from the 1960s as she 
stated: “It was not that many years ago when black 
people were at this podium saying the same things of  
white folks. How could you forget?” Commenting on 
the state of  political affairs in the city in 1990, a  
Los Angeles Times journalist reported that “blacks 
control every public and quasi-public institution in 
Compton – the schools, City Hall, the Compton 
Chamber of  Commerce, and the Democratic party 
machine – and show no sign they intend to share their 
power.” . . . 

Unlike Compton and East Palo Alto, Seaside’s 
historic status as a military town provided many 
residents with a common bond. Filipinos, African 
Americans, and Mexican Americans connected to the 
military had much in common for this reason. They 
were thus able to come together over divisive issues 
such as urban renewal in the 1960s and 1970s because 
they accepted one another as members of  a military 
community, not just as communities of  color. However, 
the new and more recent migration of  Mexican 
nationals, who never had an affiliation with the U.S. 
military or Fort Ord, has created some of  the same 
tensions and conflicts that developed in Compton and 
East Palo  Alto. 

Seaside was the one community on the affluent 
Monterey Peninsula where new Mexican immigrants 
could afford to live in the 1990s. Real estate values 
increased dramatically everywhere else, but in Seaside 
the out-migration of  African Americans from the 
poorest sections of  the city kept rents and housing 
prices low, thus attracting Mexican immigrants and 
Mexican Americans to these neighborhoods. The new 
migrant community seized the opportunity to settle, 
to buy homes, and to establish businesses as they 
became integral members of  Seaside, changing the 
face of  the city from black and white to increasingly 
brown. Seaside’s first Latino mayor, Ralph Rubio, put it 
succinctly: “No one gives up political power without a 
fight.” The growth of  the Hispanic population, he 
stated, “put pressure on neighborhoods by increasing 
the density. Hispanics have bigger families, two 
families in a house, more people in small spaces . . . 
Seaside was known for basketball, now soccer is big. 
Blacks come to city council meetings complaining 

about ‘those people’ who have too many kids and 
chickens in their yards.” . . . The mere presence of  “so 
many Mexicans” has elicited almost visceral responses 
from many African Americans but also from Filipinos 
and whites who are struggling to contend with what 
appears to be a dramatic loss of  city identity. Accord- 
ing to a nun at the local Catholic church (a self-
consciously multiethnic, multiracial, multicultural 
church in the heart of  the city), “There’s always ten- 
sion in this community. The thing is the numbers have 
increased, first with the Blacks, now the Mexicans.” 

* * * 

Elsewhere, black-brown contentiousness surfaced in 
other settings, including the public schools, the main 
hospital serving residents in South Central Los 
Angeles, and among street gangs in South Central Los 
Angeles, East Palo Alto, and Compton. The most 
recent tensions involved incidents of  violence pitting 
black students against Latino students mostly, but not 
exclusively, at several formerly predominantly black 
high schools located in South Central Los Angeles in 
2005. A series of  race-instigated fights and melees 
involving black and Latino youth broke out on more 
than twenty high school campuses. Violence also 
erupted at Santa Monica High on the west side of  Los 
Angeles and at Taft High School in the San Fernando 
Valley. When the Los Angeles Times reported that the 
“Mexican Mafia has . . . [directed] Latino gang 
members to target blacks with shootings, beatings, 
and harassment,” and after rumors spread in May 
2005 that Latino gangs planned to massacre blacks, 
parents kept thousands of  students out of  school on 
Cinco de Mayo, the day of  the rumored attacks. Black 
and brown tensions had not been this high since the 
riots of  spring  1992. 

In nonviolent ways, parents and teachers also 
contributed to tensions over various education- 
related issues, especially over the allocation of  scarce 
resources in cash-strapped schools. In East Palo Alto’s 
Ravenswood School District in 2002, many Latino 
parents sided with the California Department of  
Education in requesting a U.S. District judge to order a 
takeover of  the district’s schools, run by a controversial 
African American superintendent, because of  failures 
to serve special education students effectively, the 
majority of  whom were Latino. Similar complaints 
came from Latino parents in Compton in a district that 
had the sad distinction of  being the first in California 
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history, in 1993, to be taken over by the state. The state 
assessment team that routinely reported on the pro- 
gress the district was making toward the goal of  
reinstating local control heard from parents who 
claimed the district was negligent in allocating 
resources for limited-English-proficient students who 
made up 41 percent of  all pupils in Compton schools. 
For some Latinos, the problems were so numerous in 
the Compton schools, which were run mostly by black 
administrators and staffed mostly by black teachers, 
that some filed a complaint with the U.S. Department 
of  Education. They claimed that “school staff  and 
administrators made racially disparaging remarks 
about students and/or treated students differently on 
the basis of  race.” Yet the increasing attention paid to 
the needs of  Spanish-speaking students in local 
districts has been difficult for some African Americans 
to accept. For example, a former Seaside council- 
woman and new school board member expressed 
outrage when she was denied permission to distribute 
flyers for Martin Luther King Day in the public schools 
because they were available only in English and not in 
Spanish. “Is this America, Baby?” she asked, ques- 
tioning whether it was appropriate to give Spanish 
language the same value as English in official school 
 documents. 

In Compton, the ongoing criticism by Latinos of  
the public schools, city hall, and the city’s African 
American leadership prompted Mayor Omar Bradley 
in 1998 to state, “I see this as a well constructed 
attempt to utilize the historical context of  the African 
American Civil Rights Movement for the benefit of  a 
few people, who in fact probably don’t even consider 
themselves nonwhite.” The tensions between African 
Americans and the increasing Latino population in 
cities such as Compton and East Palo Alto remind us, 
in some basic ways, of  similar political tugs-of-war 
among earlier groups of  native-born Americans who 
resisted the entrance of  new European American 
groups into the body politic in the late 1800s and early 
1900s (e.g., first the Irish and later Italians, Jews, and 
others). However, Bradley’s comment regarding civil 
rights is illustrative of  a distinctly new context for 
understanding contemporary relations among people 
of  color. In contrast to conflicts between and among 
white ethnics, which were usually based on struggles 
for power and geographic space and did not draw on 
the language of  rights and past injustices caused by 
prejudice, many black and Latino leaders both use the 
rhetoric and the premises of  group rights as historically 

disadvantaged people to make claims to represen- 
tation, political power, and control of   institutions. 

* * * 

UNdeRSTaNdiNG aNd COOPeRaTiON 
iN MULTiCULTURaL  COMMUNiTieS 

In the post-Civil Rights era, these claims served to 
open the divide even wider among many African 
Americans and Latinos, especially among many poli- 
tical leaders and advocates. Yet conflict and adversarial 
inter-group relations – the issues considered most 
newsworthy and those we tend to hear most about – 
do not tell the other story, one of  cooperation, colla- 
boration, and the possibilities of  coalition building. 
When one looks deeper into cities of  color, many 
examples surface of  African Americans, Latinos, and 
others forging respectful, meaningful, and important 
initiatives of  cooperation. There are many grass-roots 
activists, non-profit organizations, and ordinary citizens 
in nearly every locale that hold a belief  that people of  
color share a common destiny in a diverse society and 
that principles of  fairness, justice, equality, and self-
determination – ideas from the wellsprings of  the civil 
rights and ethnic nationalist movements – are the 
foundations upon which various groups can rally rather 
than fight. Some draw their inspiration from Christian 
religious beliefs, while others base their efforts on a 
realist perspective about how an ethnically and racially 
diverse community can function  effectively. 

Omowale Satterwhite, one of  East Palo Alto’s pio-
neering black community activists, remarked several 
years ago that “The oppressed must free themselves 
. . . but then those that happen to be in power have to 
be open and conscious of  ways to provide opportu-
nity and not be unnecessarily or unduly resistant to 
the process.” Bob Hoover, a resident of  East Palo Alto 
since 1959, who runs an after-school golf  program for 
children in the community, looked back on his days as 
a Stanford graduate student and remembered how he 
was refused rentals in nearby communities because 
he is black: “We [African Americans] ought to be the 
most understanding of  prejudice and denial of  any 
people on the planet . . . We ought to be working to 
create unity. . . .” Many non-profit groups in the city, 
including One East Palo Alto and the East Palo Alto 
Mural Art Project, are about creating understanding, 
communication, trust, and cooperation as they pro- 
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mote and encourage civic unity among African 
Americans, Latinos, and Pacific  Islanders. 

Much like their counterparts in East Palo Alto, 
individuals and organizations in Compton are working 
to counter the black-brown conflict and tensions that 
have characterized the city since the late 1980s. In 
some instances, religious leaders helped pave the  
way for reconciliation between the two groups. For 
example, the Rev. William R. Johnson, head of  the 
Christian Methodist Episcopal Church in the city, 
made the case in 1994 that black city political leaders 
should work to include Latino representation based 
on a common experience of  exclusion by race. “We 
[African Americans] are today the entrenched group 
trying to keep out intruders,” Johnson declared, “just 
as whites were once the entrenched group and we 
were the intruders.” 

* * * 

In Seaside, the Coalition of  Minority Organizations 
was formed explicitly to bring the new Latino 
population into conversation with the NAACP to work 
together for social and political justice. As a result, 
Latinos and African Americans worked together to 
help elect two African American women to the 
Monterey Peninsula Unified School Board. Groups 
such as the Yellow Jackets and the Seaside Concerned 
Citizens Committee (SCCC), organized in the 1990s to 
raise awareness about increasing crime in Seaside, 

included blacks, whites, Asians, and Latinos. A former 
Seaside mayor, Jerry Smith, who is African-American, 
led the SCCC and spearheaded a political coalition 
with the current Latino mayor, Ralph Rubio, to push 
commercial and residential development projects 
forward that are helping Seaside recover economi- 
cally from the losses brought on by the closure of  Fort 
Ord. Under the radar of  news media and out of  the 
public eye are many small but significant acts of  
collaboration between Latinos and African Americans 
in Seaside. . . . 

In the emerging cities of  color in California and 
across the nation, sweeping demographic changes 
have created challenges for communities of  diverse 
people to find ways to coexist in peace in the new mul-
ticultural settings in which they live. These struggling, 
‘working-class cities face many daunting challenges as 
they grapple with multiple problems, typically with 
scarce resources. The inter-group conflicts and ten-
sions we routinely read or hear about are part of  the 
realities of  the new racial frontier in minority-majority 
cities, but so are the efforts engineered by individuals 
and organizations to develop collaboration, coopera-
tion, and understanding among and between diverse 
groups. From East Palo Alto to Seaside to Compton, 
examples of  these efforts abound [and may] . . . fore-
shadow America’s future – one that will increasingly 
see blacks and Latinos fighting, sometimes together 
and sometimes each other, to overcome a history of  
 marginalization.



“The Uses of Sidewalks: Safety” 
from The Death and Life of  
Great American Cities (1961) 

Jane  Jacobs 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Jane Jacobs (1916–2006) started writing about city life and urban planning as a neighborhood activist and as 
associate editor of Architectural Forum, not as a trained planning professional. Dismissed as the original “little 
old lady in tennis shoes” and derided as a political amateur more concerned about personal safety issues than 
state-of-the-art planning techniques, she nonetheless struck a responsive chord with a 1960s public eager to 
believe the worst about arrogant city planning technocrats and just as eager to rally behind movements for 
neighborhood control and community resistance to “bulldozer  redevelopment.” 

The Death and Life of Great American Cities hit the world of city planning like an earthquake when it appeared 
in 1961. The book was a frontal attack on the planning establishment, especially on the massive urban renewal 
projects that were being carried out by powerful redevelopment bureaucrats like Robert Moses in New York. 
Jacobs derided urban renewal as a process that only served to create instant slums. She questioned universally 
accepted articles of faith – for example, that parks were good and that crowding was bad. Indeed she suggested 
that parks were often dangerous and that crowded neighborhood sidewalks were the safest places for children 
to play. Jacobs ridiculed the planning establishment’s most revered historical traditions as “the Radiant Garden 
City Beautiful” – an artful phrase that not only airily dismissed the contributions of Le Corbusier (p. 379), Ebenezer 
Howard (p. 371), and Daniel Burnham but lumped them together as well! Lewis Mumford’s “Home Remedies for 
Urban Cancer” (1962) – reprinted in both Elizabeth McDonald and Michael Larice (eds.), The Urban Design 
Reader (New York and London: Routledge: 2006) and Eugenie Birch’s The Urban and Regional Planning 
Reader (New York and London: Routledge: 2008) – praises Jacobs’s humanity and obvious love of city life but 
savages her attack on city planners like Ebenezer Howard and Patrick Geddes that Mumford had championed 
for  decades. 

The selection from The Death and Life of Great American Cities reprinted here presents Jane Jacobs at her very 
best. In “The Uses of Sidewalks: Safety,” she outlines her basic notions of what makes a neighborhood a community 
and what makes a city livable. Safety – particularly for women and children – comes from “eyes on the street,” the 
kind of involved neighborhood surveillance of public space that modern planning practice in the Corbusian tradition 
had destroyed with its insistence on superblocks and skyscraper developments. A sense of personal belonging and 
social cohesiveness comes from well-defined neighborhoods and narrow, crowded, multi-use streets. And, finally, 
basic urban vitality comes from residents’ participation in an intricate “street ballet,” a diurnal pattern of observable 
and comprehensible human activity that is possible only in places like Jacobs’s own Hudson Street in her beloved 
Greenwich  Village. 

It was this last quality, her unabashed love of cities and urban life, that is Jane Jacobs’s most obvious and 
enduring characteristic. The Death and Life of Great American Cities was a scathing attack on the planning 
establishment – and, in many ways, it was a grassroots political call to arms – but it was also a loving invitation 
to experience the joys of city living that led many young, college-educated people to seek out neighborhoods like 
Greenwich Village as places to live, struggle, and raise families. In one sense the book encouraged and  
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Streets in cities serve many purposes besides carrying 
vehicles, and city sidewalks – the pedestrian parts of  
the streets – serve many purposes besides carrying 
pedestrians. These uses are bound up with circulation 
but are not identical with it and in their own right they 
are at least as basic as circulation to the proper 
workings of  cities.

A city sidewalk by itself  is nothing. It is an 
abstraction. It means something only in conjunction 
with the buildings and other uses that border it, or 
border other sidewalks very near it. The same might 
be said of  streets, in the sense that they serve other 
purposes besides carrying wheeled traffic in their 
middles. Streets and their sidewalks, the main public 
places of  a city, are its most vital organs. Think of  a 
city and what comes to mind? Its streets. If  a city’s 
streets look interesting, the city looks interesting; if  
they look dull, the city looks dull.

More than that, and here we get down to the first 
problem, if  a city’s streets are safe from barbarism and 
fear, the city is thereby tolerably safe from barbarism 
and fear. When people say that a city, or a part of  it, is 

dangerous or is a jungle what they mean primarily is 
that they do not feel safe on the sidewalks. But 
sidewalks and those who use them are not passive 
beneficiaries of  safety or helpless victims of  danger. 
Sidewalks, their bordering uses, and their users, are 
active participants in the drama of  civilization versus 
barbarism in cities. To keep the city safe is a funda- 
mental task of  a city’s streets and its sidewalks.

This task is totally unlike any service that sidewalks 
and streets in little towns or true suburbs are called 
upon to do. Great cities are not like towns, only larger. 
They are not like suburbs, only denser. They differ from 
towns and suburbs in basic ways, and one of  these is 
that cities are, by definition, full of  strangers. To any 
one person, strangers are far more common in big 
cities than acquaintances. More common not just in 
places of  public assembly, but more common at a 
man’s own doorstep. Even residents who live near each 
other are strangers, and must be, because of  the sheer 
number of  people in small geographical compass.

The bedrock attribute of  a successful city district is 
that a person must feel personally safe and secure on 

justified middle-class gentrification of formerly working-class neighborhoods. In another, it found itself oddly 
reflected in the fantasy-nostalgia of “Sesame Street.” But in all ways it was committedly urban, never suburban, 
at a time when inner-city communities were being increasingly abandoned to the forces of poverty, decay,  
and  neglect. 

Contrast Louis Wirth’s theory of how population size, density, and heterogeneity in cities create a distinct 
urban personality (p. 115) with Jacobs’s argument that these very same city characteristics may create 
neighborhood vitality, social cohesion, and the perception and reality of safety. Jacobs’s notion of the “street 
ballet” invites comparison with Lewis Mumford’s idea of the “urban drama” (p. 110), William Whyte’s emphasis 
on the importance of public plazas (p. 587), Robert Putnam’s emphasis on “social capital” (p. 154), and  
Richard Florida’s vision of the urban community as a place for members of the “creative class” (p. 163).  
Jacobs’s community activism in resistance to urban renewal places her within a long tradition that includes  
Paul Davidoff’s “Advocacy and Pluralism in Planning” (p. 481) and Sherry Arnstein’s “A Ladder of Citizen 
Participation” (p. 279). 

Other important works by Jane Jacobs include The Economy of Cities (New York: Random House, 1969) and 
Systems of Survival (New York: Random House, 1992). In the former book, Jacobs again turns conventional 
explanation on its head by arguing that the rise of cities may have proceeded, and even accounted for, rural 
agricultural development. The latter is a Platonic dialogue on “the moral foundations of commerce and politics.” 
More recently, she published Dark Age Ahead (New York: Random House, 2004), a study of contemporary 
cultural decay and a call for renewal of the key institutions of civilization: family, community, education, science, 
and the learned  professions. 

Max Allen, Ideas that Matter: The Worlds of Jane Jacobs (Ontario: Ginger Press, 1997) and Anthony Flint, 
Wrestling with Moses: How Jane Jacobs Took On New York’s Master Builder and Transformed the American 
City (New York: Random House, 2009) are of interest, and Robert A. Caro’s masterful study of Jacobs’s 
archenemy, The Power Broker: Robert Moses and the Fall of New York (New York: Random House, 1975), is 
 essential. 
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the street among all these strangers. He must not feel 
automatically menaced by them. A city district that 
fails in this respect also does badly in other ways and 
lays up for itself, and for its city at large, mountain on 
mountain of  trouble.

Today barbarism has taken over many city streets, 
or people fear it has, which comes to much the same 
thing in the end. “I live in a lovely, quiet residential 
area,” says a friend of  mine who is hunting another 
place to live. “The only disturbing sound at night is the 
occasional scream of  someone being mugged.” It 
does not take many incidents of  violence on a city 
street, or in a city district, to make people fear the 
streets . . . And as they fear them, they use them less, 
which makes the streets still more unsafe.

To be sure, there are people with hobgoblins in 
their heads, and such people will never feel safe no 
matter what the objective circumstances are. But this 
is a different matter from the fear that besets normally 
prudent, tolerant and cheerful people who show 
nothing more than common sense in refusing to 
venture after dark – or in a few places, by day – into 
streets where they may well be assaulted, unseen or 
unrescued until too late. The barbarism and the real, 
not imagined, insecurity that gives rise to such fears 
cannot be tagged a problem of  the slums. The problem 
is most serious, in fact, in genteel-looking “quiet 
residential areas” like that my friend was leaving.

It cannot be tagged as a problem of  older parts of  
cities. The problem reaches its most baffling dimen- 
sions in some examples of  rebuilt parts of  cities, 
including supposedly the best examples of  rebuilding, 
such as middle-income projects. The police precinct 
captain of  a nationally admired project of  this kind 
(admired by planners and lenders) has recently 
admonished residents not only about hanging around 
outdoors after dark but has urged them never to 
answer their doors without knowing the caller. Life 
here has much in common with life for the three little 
pigs or the seven little kids of  the nursery thrillers. The 
problem of  sidewalk and doorstep insecurity is as 
serious in cities which have made conscientious 
efforts at rebuilding as it is in those cities that have 
lagged. Nor is it illuminating to tag minority groups, or 
the poor, or the outcast with responsibility for city 
danger. There are immense variations in the degree of  
civilization and safety found among such groups and 
among the city areas where they live. Some of  the 
safest sidewalks in New York City, for example, at any 
time of  day or night, are those along which poor 

people or minority groups live. And some of  the most 
dangerous are in streets occupied by the same kinds 
of  people. All this can also be said of  other cities.

[. . .]
The first thing to understand is that the public 

peace – the sidewalk and street peace – of  cities is not 
kept primarily by the police, necessary as police are. It 
is kept primarily by an intricate, almost unconscious, 
network of  voluntary controls and standards among 
the people themselves, and enforced by the people 
themselves. In some city areas – older public housing 
projects and streets with very high population turnover 
are often conspicuous examples – the keeping of  
public sidewalk law and order is left almost entirely  
to the police and special guards. Such places are 
jungles. No amount of  police can enforce civiliza- 
tion where the normal, casual enforcement of  it has 
broken down.

The second thing to understand is that the problem 
of  insecurity cannot be solved by spreading people 
out more thinly, trading the characteristics of  cities for 
the characteristics of  suburbs. If  this could solve 
danger on the city streets, then Los Angeles should be 
a safe city because superficially Los Angeles is almost 
all suburban. It has virtually no districts compact 
enough to qualify as dense city areas. Yet Los Angeles 
cannot, any more than any other great city, evade the 
truth that, being a city, it is composed of  strangers not 
all of  whom are nice. Los Angeles’ crime figures are 
flabbergasting. Among the seventeen standard metro- 
politan areas with populations over a million, Los 
Angeles stands so pre-eminent in crime that it is in a 
category by itself. And this is markedly true of  crimes 
associated with personal attack, the crimes that make 
people fear the streets.

[. . .]
This is something everyone already knows: A well-

used city street is apt to be a safe street. A deserted 
city street is apt to be unsafe. But how does this work, 
really? And what makes a city street well used or 
shunned? . . . What about streets that are busy part of  
the time and then empty abruptly?

A city street equipped to handle strangers, and to 
make a safety asset, in itself, out of  the presence of  
strangers, as the streets of  successful city neighbor- 
hoods always do, must have three main qualities:

First, there must be a clear demarcation between 
what is public space and what is private space. Public 
and private spaces cannot ooze into each other as 
they do typically in suburban settings or in projects.
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Second, there must be eyes upon the street, eyes 
belonging to those we might call the natural pro- 
prietors of  the street. The buildings on a street 
equipped to handle strangers and to insure the safety 
of  both residents and strangers must be oriented to 
the street. They cannot turn their backs or blank sides 
on it and leave it blind.

And third, the sidewalk must have users on it fairly 
continuously, both to add to the number of  effective 
eyes on the street and to induce the people in buildings 
along the street to watch the sidewalks in sufficient 
numbers. Nobody enjoys sitting on a stoop or looking 
out a window at an empty street. Almost nobody does 
such a thing. Large numbers of  people entertain 
themselves, off  and on, by watching street activity.

In settlements that are smaller and simpler than big 
cities, controls on acceptable public behavior, if  not on 
crime, seem to operate with greater or lesser success 
through a web of  reputation, gossip, approval, disap- 
proval and sanctions, all of  which are powerful if  
people know each other and word travels. But a city’s 
streets, which must control the behavior not only of  
the people of  the city but also of  visitors from suburbs 
and towns who want to have a big time away from the 
gossip and sanctions at home, have to operate by 
more direct, straightforward methods. It is a wonder 
cities have solved such an inherently difficult problem 
at all. And yet in many streets they do it magnificently.

It is futile to try to evade the issue of  unsafe city 
streets by attempting to make some other features of  a 
locality, say interior courtyards, or sheltered play 
spaces, safe instead. By definition again, the streets of  a 
city must do most of  the job of  handling strangers, for 
this is where strangers come and go. The streets must 
not only defend the city against predatory strangers, 
they must protect the many, many peaceable and well-
meaning strangers who use them, insuring their safety 
too as they pass through. Moreover, no normal person 
can spend his life in some artificial haven, and this 
includes children. Everyone must use the streets.

On the surface, we seem to have here some simple 
aims: to try to secure streets where the public space is 
unequivocally public, physically unmixed with private 
or with nothing-at-all space, so that the area needing 
surveillance has clear and practicable limits; and to 
see that these public street spaces have eyes on them 
as continuously as possible.

But it is not so simple to achieve these objects, 
especially the latter. You can’t make people use streets 
they have no reason to use. You can’t make people 

watch streets they do not want to watch. Safety on the 
streets by surveillance and mutual policing of  one 
another sounds grim, but in real life it is not grim. The 
safety of  the street works best, most casually, and with 
least frequent taint of  hostility or suspicion precisely 
where people are using and most enjoying the city 
streets voluntarily and are least conscious, normally, 
that they are policing.

The basic requisite for such surveillance is a 
substantial quantity of  stores and other public places 
sprinkled along the sidewalks of  a district; enterprises 
and public places that are used by evening and night 
must be among them especially. Stores, bars and 
restaurants, as the chief  examples, work in several 
different and complex ways to abet sidewalk safety.

First, they give people – both residents and 
strangers – concrete reasons for using the sidewalks 
on which these enterprises face.

Second, they draw people along the sidewalks past 
places which have no attractions to public use in 
themselves but which become traveled and peopled 
as routes to somewhere else; this influence does not 
carry very far geographically, so enterprises must be 
frequent in a city district if  they are to populate with 
walkers those other stretches of  street that lack public 
places along the sidewalk. Moreover, there should be 
many different kinds of  enterprises, to give people 
reasons for crisscrossing paths.

Third, storekeepers and other small businessmen 
are typically strong proponents of  peace and order 
themselves; they hate broken windows and holdups; 
they hate having customers made nervous about 
safety. They are great street watchers and sidewalk 
guardians if  present in sufficient numbers.

Fourth, the activity generated by people on errands, 
or people aiming for food or drink, is itself  an attraction 
to still other people.

This last point, that the sight of  people attracts still 
other people, is something that city planners and  
city architectural designers seem to find incomprehen- 
sible. They operate on the premise that city people 
seek the sight of  emptiness, obvious order and quiet. 
Nothing could be less true. People’s love of  watching 
activity and other people is constantly evident in cities 
everywhere.

[. . .]
Under the seeming disorder of  the old city, 

wherever the old city is working successfully, is a 
marvelous order for maintaining the safety of  the 
streets and the freedom of  the city. It is a complex 
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order. Its essence is intricacy of  sidewalk use, bringing 
with it a constant succession of  eyes. This order is all 
composed of  movement and change, and although it 
is life, not art, we may fancifully call it the art form of  
the city and liken it to the dance – not to a simple-
minded precision dance with everyone kicking up at 
the same time, twirling in unison and bowing off  en 
masse, but to an intricate ballet in which the individual 
dancers and ensembles all have distinctive parts which 
miraculously reinforce each other and compose an 
orderly whole. The ballet of  the good city sidewalk 
never repeats itself  from place to place, and in any 
one place is always replete with new improvisations.

The stretch of  Hudson Street where I live is each 
day the scene of  an intricate sidewalk ballet. I make 
my own first entrance into it a little after eight when I 
put out the garbage can, surely a prosaic occupation, 
but I enjoy my part, my little clang, as the droves of  
junior high school students walk by the center of  the 
stage dropping candy wrappers. (How do they eat so 
much candy so early in the morning?)

While I sweep up the wrappers I watch the other 
rituals of  morning: Mr. Halpert unlocking the laundry’s 
handcart from its mooring to a cellar door, Joe 
Cornacchia’s son-in-law stacking out the empty crates 
from the delicatessen, the barber bringing out his 
sidewalk folding chair, Mr. Goldstein arranging the 
coils of  wire which proclaim the hardware store is 
open, the wife of  the tenement’s superintendent 
depositing her chunky 3-year-old with a toy mandolin 
on the stoop, the vantage point from which he is 
learning the English his mother cannot speak. Now 
the primary children, heading for St. Luke’s, dribble 
through to the south; the children for St. Veronica’s 
cross, heading to the west, and the children for P.S. 41, 
heading toward the east. Two new entrances are being 
made from the wings: well-dressed and even elegant 
women and men with briefcases emerge from 
doorways and side streets . . . Most of  these are 
heading for the bus and subways, but some hover on 
the curbs, stopping taxis which have miraculously 
appeared at the right moment, for the taxis are part of  
a wider morning ritual: having dropped passengers 
from midtown in the downtown financial district, they 
are now bringing downtowners up to midtown. 
Simultaneously, numbers of  women in housedresses 
have emerged and as they crisscross with one another 
they pause for quick conversations that sound with 
either laughter or joint indignation; never, it seems, 
anything between. It is time for me to hurry to work 

too, and I exchange my ritual farewell with Mr. Lofaro, 
the short, thick-bodied, white-aproned fruit man who 
stands outside his doorway a little up the street, his 
arms folded, his feet planted, looking solid as earth 
itself. We nod; we each glance quickly up and down 
the street then look back to each other and smile. We 
have done this many a morning for more than ten 
years, and we both know what it means: All is well.

[. . .]
I know the deep night ballet and its seasons best 

from waking; long after midnight to tend a baby and, 
sitting in the dark, seeing the shadows and hearing the 
sounds of  the sidewalk. Mostly it is a sound like infi-
nitely pattering snatches of  party conversation and, 
about three in the morning, singing, very good singing. 
Sometimes there is sharpness and anger or sad, sad 
weeping, or a flurry of  search for a string of  beads 
broken. One night, a young man came roaring along, 
bellowing terrible language at two girls whom he had 
apparently picked up and who were disappointing him. 
Doors opened; a wary semicircle formed around him, 
not too close, until the police came. Out came the heads, 
too, along Hudson Street, offering opinion, “Drunk . . . 
Crazy . . . A wild kid from the suburbs.” (He turned out 
to be a wild kid from the suburbs. Sometimes, on 
Hudson Street, we are tempted to believe the suburbs 
must be a difficult place to bring up children.)

I have made the daily ballet of  Hudson Street sound 
more frenetic than it is, because writing it telescopes it. 
In real life, it is not that way. In real life, to be sure, 
something is always going on, the ballet is never at a 
halt, but the general effect is peaceful and the general 
tenor even leisurely. People who know well such 
animated city streets will know how it is. I am afraid 
people who do not will always have it a little wrong in 
their heads like the old prints of  rhinoceroses made 
from travelers’ descriptions of  rhinoceroses. On 
Hudson Street, the same as in the North End of  Boston 
or in any other animated neighborhoods of  great cities, 
we are not innately more competent at keeping the 
sidewalks safe than are the people who try to live off  
the hostile truce of  Turf  in a blind-eyed city. We are the 
lucky possessors of  a city order that makes it relatively 
simple to keep the peace because there are plenty of  
eyes on the street. But there is nothing simple about 
that order itself, or the bewildering number of  com- 
ponents that go into it. Most of  those components are 
specialized in one way or another. They unite in their 
joint effect upon the sidewalk, which is not specialized 
in the least. That is its strength.
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Robert Putnam has been called “the most influential academic in the world today,” and his work has been praised 
by political leaders as varied as Bill Clinton, Tony Blair, and George W. Bush. As a social critic, he stands in a 
tradition that includes Alexis de Tocqueville (Democracy in America, 1835), Paul Goodman (Growing Up Absurd, 
1960), and Philip Slater (The Pursuit of Loneliness: American Culture at the Breaking Point, 1970). In this article 
from the Journal of Democracy, and in a subsequent book of the same title, Putnam asserts the “bowling alone” 
phenomenon – that more and more people take up bowling as a form of recreation, but fewer and fewer belong 
to organized leagues – as a metaphor for what urban life has become in contemporary middle-class America and 
for millions of others worldwide living in an increasingly materialistic and solipsistic culture of corporate work, 
obsessive consumption, and overdetermined  leisure. 

Whereas cities once held out the promise of a wider, higher form of human community, Putnam argues that 
contemporary urbanites now follow a path of less, not more, civic engagement and that our collective stock of 
“social capital” – the meaningful human contacts of all kinds that characterize true communities – is so 
dangerously eroded that it verges on depletion. In a massive follow-up study seeking the causes of this social 
disengagement, Putnam discovered evidence of a negative correlation between racial and ethnic diversity and 
social capital formation. Although much of this study was completed as early as 2001, Putnam withheld full 
disclosure of the findings until 2008, leading to some criticism that questioned the ethics of suppressing 
information, even temporarily, that might be judged politically  incorrect. 

In some ways, Putnam’s original critique is an updated version of Louis Wirth’s 1938 essay “Urbanism as a 
Way of Life” (p. 115). Urban dwellers are not connected to one another through collective action as they or their 
forbears in small towns or rural areas once were. Instead, virtually all measures of social engagement – voting, 
participation in social organizations, active church membership, even friendships and family ties – seem to grow 
weaker every year. In part, this phenomenon arises from the well-known causes: social and geographic mobility, 
the decreasing importance of families as women join the corporate workforce, and the technological transformation 
of leisure. However understandable, Putnam argues, these forces have now risen to the level of social crisis and 
must be addressed by conscious policies to increase civic engagement of all sorts and to strengthen the 
connection between people in their roles as neighbors, co-workers, and fellow  citizens. 

Putnam’s ideas about urban civic engagement emerge from a deep philosophical tradition that includes Peter 
Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid (New York: Knopf, 1922, originally published in 1902) and John Gardner’s “Building 
Community” (Independent Sector, 1991). They raise questions as to whether any modern urban society can 
hope to regain the intimacy of the ancient Greek polis as described by H.D.F. Kitto (p. 39) or if the planning 
practices of New Urbanists such as Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) and the design strategies of Jan Gehl (p. 608) can 
truly lead to the heightened degrees of “community” that Jane Jacobs describes in The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities (p. 149) and that Sherry Arnstein outlines in “A Ladder of Citizen Participation” (p. 279). These 
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Many students of  the new democracies that have 
emerged over the past decade and a half  have empha-
sized the importance of  a strong and active civil 
society to the consolidation of  democracy. Especially 
with regard to the postcommunist countries, scholars 
and democratic activists alike have lamented the 
absence or obliteration of  traditions of  independent 
civic engagement and a widespread tendency toward 
passive reliance on the state. To those concerned with 
the weakness of  civil societies in the developing or 
postcommunist world, the advanced Western democ-
racies and above all the United States have typically 
been taken as models to be emulated. There is striking 
evidence, however, that the vibrancy of  American civil 
society has notably declined over the past several 
decades.

Ever since the publication of  Alexis de Tocqueville’s 
Democracy in America [1835], the United States has 
played a central role in systematic studies of  the links 
between democracy and civil society. Although this is 
in part because trends in American life are often 

regarded as harbingers of  social modernization, it is 
also because America has traditionally been consi- 
dered unusually “civic” (a reputation that, as we shall 
later see, has not been entirely unjustified).

When Tocqueville visited the United States in the 
1830s, it was the Americans’ propensity for civic 
association that most impressed him as the key to 
their unprecedented ability to make democracy work. 
“Americans of  all ages, all stations in life, and all types 
of  disposition,” he observed, “are forever forming 
associations. There are not only commercial and 
industrial associations in which all take part, but others 
of  a thousand different types – religious, moral, 
serious, futile, very general and very limited, immen- 
sely large and very minute. Nothing, in my view, 
deserves more attention than the intellectual and 
moral associations in America.”

Recently, American social scientists of  a neo-
Tocquevillean bent have unearthed a wide range of  
empirical evidence that the quality of  public life and 
the performance of  social institutions (and not only in 

issues take on increased importance when considering the social and technological futures of urban social life 
in the emerging global economy discussed in Part Eight of this  volume. 

Robert Putnam is the Peter and Isabel Malkin Professor of Public Policy at Harvard University, as well as the 
former dean of the Kennedy School of Government, and has written widely in the fields of politics, comparative 
politics, international relations, and public policy. He attended Swarthmore and Balliol College, Oxford, before 
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Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1993). 
Following the wide popular success of Bowling Alone (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000), Putnam founded 
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makers to develop working plans for increasing civic connectedness in specific urban contexts. He is also the 
editor of Democracies in Flux: The Evolution of Social Capital in Contemporary Society (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2002). 

Other sources of information on the idea of urban social capital include James S. Coleman’s “Social Capital 
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Ivan Light, “Social Capital for What?”, Randy Stoeker, “The Mystery of the Missing Social Capital and the Ghost 
of Social Structure: Why Community Development Can’t Win,” and James DeFilippis, “The Myth of Social Capital 
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The argument in this essay was amplified and to some extent modified in Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 
Revival of  American Community by Robert D. Putnam (New York: Simon and Schuster 2000).
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America) are indeed powerfully influenced by norms 
and networks of  civic engagement. Researchers in 
such fields as education, urban poverty, unemployment, 
the control of  crime and drug abuse, and even health 
have discovered that successful outcomes are more 
likely in civically engaged communities. Similarly, 
research on the varying economic attainments of  
different ethnic groups in the United States has 
demonstrated the importance of  social bonds within 
each group. These results are consistent with research 
in a wide range of  settings that demonstrates the vital 
importance of  social networks for job placement and 
many other economic outcomes.

Meanwhile, a seemingly unrelated body of  research 
on the sociology of  economic development has also 
focused attention on the role of  social networks. Some 
of  this work is situated in the developing countries, and 
some of  it elucidates the peculiarly successful “network 
capitalism” of  East Asia. Even in less exotic Western 
economies, however, researchers have discovered 
highly efficient, highly flexible “industrial districts” 
based on networks of  collaboration among workers 
and small entrepreneurs. Far from being paleoindus-
trial anachronisms, these dense interpersonal and 
interorganizational networks undergird ultramodern 
industries, from the high tech of  Silicon Valley to the 
high fashion of  Benetton.

The norms and networks of  civic engagement also 
powerfully affect the performance of  representative 
government. That, at least, was the central conclusion 
of  my own 20-year, quasi-experimental study of  
subnational governments in different regions of  Italy. 
Although all these regional governments seemed 
identical on paper, their levels of  effectiveness varied 
dramatically. Systematic inquiry showed that the 
quality of  governance was determined by longstanding 
traditions of  civic engagement (or its absence). Voter 
turnout, newspaper readership, membership in choral 
societies and football clubs – these were the hall- 
marks of  a successful region. In fact, historical analysis 
suggested that these networks of  organized recipro- 
city and civic solidarity, far from being an epipheno- 
menon of  socioeconomic modernization, were a 
precondition for it.

No doubt the mechanisms through which civic 
engagement and social connectedness produce such 
results – better schools, faster economic development, 
lower crime, and more effective government – are 
multiple and complex. While these briefly recounted 
findings require further confirmation and perhaps 

qualification, the parallels across hundreds of  em- 
pirical studies in a dozen disparate disciplines and 
subfields are striking. Social scientists in several fields 
have recently suggested a common framework for 
understanding these phenomena, a framework that 
rests on the concept of  social capital. By analogy with 
notions of  physical capital and human capital – tools 
and training that enhance individual productivity – 
“social capital” refers to features of  social organization 
such as networks, norms, and social trust that facilitate 
coordination and cooperation for mutual benefit.

For a variety of  reasons, life is easier in a community 
blessed with a substantial stock of  social capital. In 
the first place, networks of  civic engagement foster 
sturdy norms of  generalized reciprocity and encou- 
rage the emergence of  social trust. Such networks 
facilitate coordination and communication, amplify 
reputations, and thus allow dilemmas of  collective 
action to be resolved. When economic and political 
negotiation is embedded in dense networks of  social 
interaction, incentives for opportunism are reduced. 
At the same time, networks of  civic engagement 
embody past success at collaboration, which can 
serve as a cultural template for future collabora- 
tion. Finally, dense networks of  interaction probably 
broaden the participants’ sense of  self, developing  
the “I” into the “we,” or (in the language of  rational-
choice theorists) enhancing the participants’ “taste” 
for collective benefits.

I do not intend here to survey (much less contribute 
to) the development of  the theory of  social capital. 
Instead, I use the central premise of  that rapidly 
growing body of  work – that social connections and 
civic engagement pervasively influence our public life, 
as well as our private prospects – as the starting point 
for an empirical survey of  trends in social capital in 
contemporary America. I concentrate here entirely 
on the American case, although the developments I 
portray may in some measure characterize many 
contemporary societies.

whaTeVeR haPPeNed TO CiViC 
eNGaGeMeNT?

We begin with familiar evidence on changing patterns 
of  political participation, not least because it is imme-
diately relevant to issues of  democracy in the narrow 
sense. Consider the well-known decline in turnout in 
national elections over the last three decades. From a 
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relative high point in the early 1960s, voter turnout 
had by 1990 declined by nearly a quarter; tens of   
millions of  Americans had forsaken their parents’ 
habitual readiness to engage in the simplest act of   
citizenship. Broadly similar trends also characterize 
participation in state and local elections.

It is not just the voting booth that has been 
increasingly deserted by Americans. A series of  
identical questions posed by the Roper Organization 
to national samples ten times each year over the last 
two decades reveals that since 1973 the number of  
Americans who report that “in the past year” they 
have “attended a public meeting on town or school 
affairs” has fallen by more than a third (from 22 percent 
in 1973 to 13 percent in 1993). Similar (or even greater) 
relative declines are evident in responses to questions 
about attending a political rally or speech, serving on 
a committee of  some local organization, and work- 
ing for a political party. By almost every measure, 
Americans’ direct engagement in politics and govern- 
ment has fallen steadily and sharply over the last 
generation, despite the fact that average levels of  
education – the best individual-level predictor of  
political participation – have risen sharply throughout 
this period. Every year over the last decade or two, 
millions more have withdrawn from the affairs of  their 
communities.

Not coincidentally, Americans have also disen-
gaged psychologically from politics and government 
over this era. The proportion of  Americans who reply 
that they “trust the government in Washington” only 
“some of  the time” or “almost never” has risen stead-
ily from 30 percent in 1966 to 75 percent in 1992.

These trends are well known, of  course, and taken 
by themselves would seem amenable to a strictly 
political explanation. Perhaps the long litany of  
political tragedies and scandals since the 1960s 
(assassinations, Vietnam, Watergate, Irangate, and so 
on) has triggered an understandable disgust for politics 
and government among Americans, and that in turn 
has motivated their withdrawal. I do not doubt that 
this common interpretation has some merit, but its 
limitations become plain when we examine trends in 
civic engagement of  a wider sort.

Our survey of  organizational membership among 
Americans can usefully begin with a glance at the 
aggregate results of  the General Social Survey, a sci-
entifically conducted, national-sample survey that has 
been repeated 14 times over the last two decades. 
Church-related groups constitute the most common 

type of  organization joined by Americans; they are 
especially popular with women. Other types of  organ-
izations frequently joined by women include school-
service groups (mostly parent–teacher associations), 
sports groups, professional societies, and literary soci-
eties. Among men, sports clubs, labor unions, profes-
sional societies, fraternal groups, veterans’ groups, 
and service clubs are all relatively popular.

Religious affiliation is by far the most common 
associational membership among Americans. Indeed, 
by many measures America continues to be (even 
more than in Tocqueville’s time) an astonishingly 
“churched” society. For example, the United States 
has more houses of  worship per capita than any other 
nation on Earth. Yet religious sentiment in America 
seems to be becoming somewhat less tied to 
institutions and more self-defined.

How have these complex crosscurrents played out 
over the last three or four decades in terms of  
Americans’ engagement with organized religion? The 
general pattern is clear: the 1960s witnessed a signifi-
cant drop in reported weekly churchgoing – from 
roughly 48 percent in the late 1950s to roughly 41 
percent in the early 1970s. Since then, it has stagnated 
or (according to some surveys) declined still further. 
Meanwhile, data from the General Social Survey show 
a modest decline in membership in all “church-related 
groups” over the last 20 years. It would seem, then, 
that net participation by Americans, both in religious 
services and in church-related groups, has declined 
modestly (by perhaps a sixth) since the 1960s.

For many years, labor unions provided one of  the 
most common organizational affiliations among 
American workers. Yet union membership has been 
falling for nearly four decades, with the steepest 
decline occurring between 1975 and 1985. Since the 
mid-1950s, when union membership peaked, the 
unionized portion of  the nonagricultural workforce in 
America has dropped by more than half, falling from 
32.5 percent in 1953 to 15.8 percent in 1992. By now, 
virtually all of  the explosive growth in union member-
ship that was associated with the New Deal has been 
erased. The solidarity of  union halls is now mostly a 
fading memory of  aging men.

The parent–teacher association (PTA) has been an 
especially important form of  civic engagement in 
twentieth-century America because parental involve- 
ment in the educational process represents a parti- 
cularly productive form of  social capital. It is, therefore, 
dismaying to discover that participation in parent–
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teacher organizations has dropped drastically over  
the last generation, from more than 12 million in  
1964 to barely 5 million in 1982 before recovering to 
approximately 7 million now.

Next, we turn to evidence on membership in (and 
volunteering for) civic and fraternal organizations. 
These data show some striking patterns. First, mem- 
bership in traditional women’s groups has declined 
more or less steadily since the mid-1960s. For 
example, membership in the national Federation of  
Women’s Clubs is down by more than half  (59 percent) 
since 1964, while membership in the League of  
Women Voters (LWV) is off  42 percent since 1969.

Similar reductions are apparent in the numbers of  
volunteers for mainline civic organizations, such as the 
Boy Scouts (off  by 26 percent since 1970) and the Red 
Cross (off  by 61 percent since 1970). But what about 
the possibility that volunteers have simply switched 
their loyalties to other organizations? Evidence on 
“regular” (as opposed to occasional or “drop-by”) 
volunteering is available from the Labor Department’s 
Current Population Surveys of  1974 and 1989. These 
estimates suggest that serious volunteering declined by 
roughly one-sixth over these 15 years, from 24 percent 
of  adults in 1974 to 20 percent in 1989. The multitudes 
of  Red Cross aides and Boy Scout troop leaders now 
missing in action have apparently not been offset by 
equal numbers of  new recruits elsewhere.

Fraternal organizations have also witnessed a sub-
stantial drop in membership during the 1980s and 
1990s. Membership is down significantly in such groups 
as the Lions (off  12 percent since 1983), the Elks (off  
18 percent since 1979), the Shriners (off  27 percent 
since 1979), the Jaycees (off  44 percent since 1979), 
and the Masons (down 39 percent since 1959). In sum, 
after expanding steadily throughout most of  this 
century, many major civic organizations have experi-
enced a sudden, substantial, and nearly simultaneous 
decline in membership over the last decade or two.

The most whimsical yet discomfiting bit of  
evidence of  social disengagement in contemporary 
America that I have discovered is this: more Americans 
are bowling today than ever before, but bowling in 
organized leagues has plummeted in the last decade 
or so. Between 1980 and 1993 the total number of  
bowlers in America increased by 10 percent, while 
league bowling decreased by 40 percent. (Lest this be 
thought a wholly trivial example, I should note that 
nearly 80 million Americans went bowling at least 
once during 1993, nearly a third more than voted in 

the 1994 congressional elections and roughly the 
same number as claim to attend church regularly. 
Even after the 1980s’ plunge in league bowling, nearly 
3 percent of  American adults regularly bowl in 
leagues.) The rise of  solo bowling threatens the 
livelihood of  bowling-lane proprietors because those 
who bowl as members of  leagues consume three 
times as much beer and pizza as solo bowlers, and  
the money in bowling is in the beer and pizza, not the 
balls and shoes. The broader social significance, 
however, lies in the social interaction and even 
occasionally civic conversations over beer and pizza 
that solo bowlers forgo. Whether or not bowling beats 
balloting in the eyes of  most Americans, bowling 
teams illustrate yet another vanishing form of  social 
capital.

COUNTeRTReNdS

At this point, however, we must confront a serious 
counterargument. Perhaps the traditional forms of  
civic organization whose decay we have been tracing 
have been replaced by vibrant new organizations.  
For example, national environmental organizations 
(like the Sierra Club) and feminist groups (like the 
National Organization for Women) grew rapidly 
during the 1970s and 1980s and now count hundreds 
of  thousands of  dues-paying members. An even more 
dramatic example is the American Association of  
Retired Persons (AARP), which grew exponentially 
from 400,000 card-carrying members in 1960 to 33 
million in 1993, becoming (after the Catholic Church) 
the largest private organization in the world. The 
national administrators of  these organizations are 
among the most feared lobbyists in Washington, in 
large part because of  their massive mailing lists of  
presumably loyal members.

These new mass-membership organizations are 
plainly of  great political importance. From the point 
of  view of  social connectedness, however, they are 
sufficiently different from classic “secondary associa- 
tions” that we need to invent a new label – perhaps 
“tertiary associations.” For the vast majority of  their 
members, the only act of  membership consists in 
writing a check for dues or perhaps occasionally 
reading a newsletter. Few ever attend any meetings of  
such organizations, and most are unlikely ever 
(knowingly) to encounter any other member. The 
bond between any two members of  the Sierra Club is 
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less like the bond between any two members of  a 
gardening club and more like the bond between any 
two Red Sox fans (or perhaps any two devoted Honda 
owners): they root for the same team and they share 
some of  the same interests, but they are unaware of  
each other’s existence. Their ties, in short, are to 
common symbols, common leaders, and perhaps 
common ideals, but not to one another. The theory of  
social capital argues that associational membership 
should, for example, increase social trust, but this 
prediction is much less straightforward with regard to 
membership in tertiary associations. From the point 
of  view of  social connectedness, the Environmental 
Defense Fund and a bowling league are just not in the 
same category.

If  the growth of  tertiary organizations represents 
one potential (but probably not real) counterexample 
to my thesis, a second countertrend is represented by 
the growing prominence of  nonprofit organizations, 
especially nonprofit service agencies. This so-called 
third sector includes everything from Oxfam and the 
Metropolitan Museum of  Art to the Ford Foundation 
and the Mayo Clinic. In other words, although most 
secondary associations are nonprofits, most nonprofit 
agencies are not secondary associations. To identify 
trends in the size of  the nonprofit sector with trends in 
social connectedness would be another fundamental 
conceptual mistake.

A third potential countertrend is much more 
relevant to an assessment of  social capital and civic 
engagement. Some able researchers have argued that 
the last few decades have witnessed a rapid expansion 
in “support groups” of  various sorts. Robert Wuthnow 
reports that fully 40 percent of  all Americans claim to 
be “currently involved in [a] small group that meets 
regularly and provides support or caring for those  
who participate in it.” Many of  these groups are 
religiously affiliated, but many others are not. For 
example, nearly 5 percent of  Wuthnow’s national 
sample claim to participate regularly in a “self-help” 
group, such as Alcoholics Anonymous, and nearly as 
many say they belong to book-discussion groups and 
hobby clubs.

The groups described by Wuthnow’s respondents 
unquestionably represent an important form of  social 
capital, and they need to be accounted for in any 
serious reckoning of  trends in social connectedness. 
On the other hand, they do not typically play the same 
role as traditional civic associations. As Wuthnow 
emphasizes,

Small groups may not be fostering community as 
effectively as many of  their proponents would like. 
Some small groups merely provide occasions for 
individuals to focus on themselves in the presence of  
others. The social contract binding members together 
asserts only the weakest of  obligations. Come if  you 
have time. Talk if  you feel like it. Respect everyone’s 
opinion. Never criticize. Leave quietly if  you become 
dissatisfied . . . We can imagine that [these small 
groups] really substitute for families, neighborhoods, 
and broader community attachments that may 
demand lifelong commitments, when, in fact, they  
do not.

All three of  these potential countertrends – tertiary 
organizations, nonprofit organizations, and support 
groups – need somehow to be weighed against the 
erosion of  conventional civic organizations. One way 
of  doing so is to consult the General Social Survey.

Within all educational categories, total associa- 
tional membership declined significantly between 
1967 and 1993. Among the college-educated, the 
average number of  group memberships per person fell 
from 2.8 to 2.0 (a 26 percent decline); among high-
school graduates, the number fell from 1.8 to 1.2 (32 
percent); and among those with fewer than 12 years of  
education, the number fell from 1.4 to 1.1 (25 percent). 
In other words, at all educational (and hence social) 
levels of  American society, and counting all sorts of  
group memberships, the average number of  asso- 
ciational memberships has fallen by about a fourth 
over the last quarter-century. Without controls for 
educational levels, the trend is not nearly so clear, but 
the central point is this: more Americans than ever 
before are in social circumstances that foster associa- 
tional involvement (higher education, middle age, and 
so on), but nevertheless aggregate associational 
membership appears to be stagnant or declining.

Broken down by type of  group, the downward trend 
is most marked for church-related groups, for labor 
unions, for fraternal and veterans’ organizations, and 
for school-service groups. Conversely, membership in 
professional associations has risen over these years, 
although less than might have been predicted, given 
sharply rising educational and occupational levels. 
Essentially the same trends are evident for both men 
and women in the sample. In short, the available survey 
evidence confirms our earlier conclusion: American 
social capital in the form of  civic associations has 
significantly eroded over the last generation.
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GOOd NeiGhBORLiNeSS  
aNd SOCiaL TRUST

I noted earlier that most readily available quantitative 
evidence on trends in social connectedness involves 
formal settings, such as the voting booth, the union 
hall, or the PTA. One glaring exception is so widely 
discussed as to require little comment here: the  
most fundamental form of  social capital is the family, 
and the massive evidence of  the loosening of  bonds 
within the family (both extended and nuclear) is well 
known. This trend, of  course, is quite consistent  
with – and may help to explain – our theme of  social 
decapitalization.

A second aspect of  informal social capital on 
which we happen to have reasonably reliable time-
series data involves neighborliness. In each General 
Social Survey since 1974 respondents have been 
asked, “How often do you spend a social evening with 
a neighbor?” The proportion of  Americans who 
socialize with their neighbors more than once a year 
has slowly but steadily declined over the last two 
decades, from 72 percent in 1974 to 61 percent in 
1993. (On the other hand, socializing with “friends 
who do not live in your neighborhood” appears to be 
on the increase, a trend that may reflect the growth of  
workplace-based social connections.)

Americans are also less trusting. The proportion of  
Americans saying that most people can be trusted fell 
by more than a third between 1960, when 58 percent 
chose that alternative, and 1993, when only 37 percent 
did. The same trend is apparent in all educational 
groups; indeed, because social trust is also correlated 
with education and because educational levels have 
risen sharply, the overall decrease in social trust is 
even more apparent if  we control for education.

Our discussion of  trends in social connectedness 
and civic engagement has tacitly assumed that all the 
forms of  social capital that we have discussed are 
themselves coherently correlated across individuals. 
This is in fact true. Members of  associations are much 
more likely than nonmembers to participate in politics, 
to spend time with neighbors, to express social trust, 
and so on.

The close correlation between social trust and 
associational membership is true not only across time 
and across individuals, but also across countries. 
Evidence from the 1991 World Values Survey demon-
strates the following: across the 35 countries in this 
survey, social trust and civic engagement are strongly 

correlated; the greater the density of  associational 
membership in a society, the more trusting its citizens. 
Trust and engagement are two facets of  the same 
underlying factor – social capital.

America still ranks relatively high by cross-national 
standards on both these dimensions of  social capital. 
Even in the 1990s, after several decades’ erosion, 
Americans are more trusting and more engaged than 
people in most other countries of  the world. The 
trends of  the past quarter-century, however, have 
apparently moved the United States significantly 
lower in the international rankings of  social capital. 
The recent deterioration in American social capital 
has been sufficiently great that (if  no other country 
changed its position in the meantime) another quarter-
century of  change at the same rate would bring the 
United States, roughly speaking, to the midpoint 
among all these countries, roughly equivalent to  
South Korea, Belgium, or Estonia today. Two genera- 
tions’ decline at the same rate would leave the United 
States at the level of  today’s Chile, Portugal, and 
Slovenia.

why iS US SOCiaL CaPiTaL eROdiNG?

As we have seen, something has happened in  
America in the last two or three decades to diminish 
civic engagement and social connectedness. What 
could that “something” be? Here are several pos- 
sible explanations, along with some initial evidence  
on each.

The movement of  women into the labor force. 
Over these same two or three decades, many millions 
of  American women have moved out of  the home into 
paid employment. This is the primary, though not the 
sole, reason why the weekly working hours of  the 
average American have increased significantly dur- 
ing these years. It seems highly plausible that this 
social revolution should have reduced the time and 
energy available for building social capital. For certain 
organizations, such as the PTA, the League of  Women 
Voters, the Federation of  Women’s Clubs, and the Red 
Cross, this is almost certainly an important part of  the 
story. The sharpest decline in women’s civic parti- 
cipation seems to have come in the 1970s; membership 
in such “women’s” organizations as these has been 
virtually halved since the late 1960s. By contrast, most 
of  the decline in participation in men’s organizations 
occurred about 10 years later; the total decline to date 
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has been approximately 25 percent for the typical 
organization. On the other hand, the survey data imply 
that the aggregate declines for men are virtually as 
great as those for women. It is logically possible, of  
course, that the male declines might represent the 
knock-on effect of  women’s liberation, as dishwashing 
crowded out the lodge, but time-budget studies 
suggest that most husbands of  working wives have 
assumed only a minor part of  the housework. In short, 
something besides the women’s revolution seems to 
lie behind the erosion of  social capital.

Mobility: The “re-potting” hypothesis

Numerous studies of  organizational involvement have 
shown that residential stability and such related 
phenomena as homeownership are clearly associated 
with greater civic engagement. Mobility, like frequent 
re-potting of  plants, tends to disrupt root systems, and 
it takes time for an uprooted individual to put down 
new roots. It seems plausible that the automobile, 
suburbanization, and the movement to the Sun Belt 
have reduced the social rootedness of  the average 
American, but one fundamental difficulty with this 
hypothesis is apparent: the best evidence shows that 
residential stability and homeownership in America 
have risen modestly since 1965, and are surely higher 
now than during the 1950s, when civic engagement 
and social connectedness by our measures was 
definitely higher.

Other demographic transformations

A range of  additional changes have transformed the 
American family since the 1960s – fewer marriages, 
more divorces, fewer children, lower real wages, and 
so on. Each of  these changes might account for some 
of  the slackening of  civic engagement, since married, 
middle-class parents are generally more socially 
involved than other people. Moreover, the changes in 
scale that have swept over the American economy in 
these years – illustrated by the replacement of  the 
corner grocery by the supermarket and now perhaps 
of  the supermarket by electronic shopping at home, 
or the replacement of  community-based enterprises 
by outposts of  distant multinational firms – may 
perhaps have undermined the material and even 
physical basis for civic engagement.

The technological transformation of leisure

There is reason to believe that deep-seated tech- 
nological trends are radically “privatizing” or “indivi- 
dualizing” our use of  leisure time and thus disrupting 
many opportunities for social-capital formation. The 
most obvious and probably the most powerful 
instrument of  this revolution is television. Time-
budget studies in the 1960s showed that the growth in 
time spent watching television dwarfed all other 
changes in the way Americans passed their days and 
nights. Television has made our communities (or, 
rather, what we experience as our communities) wider 
and shallower. In the language of  economics, electro- 
nic technology enables individual tastes to be satisfied 
more fully, but at the cost of  the positive social exter- 
nalities associated with more primitive forms of  enter- 
tainment. The same logic applies to the replacement 
of  vaudeville by the movies and now of  movies by the 
VCR. The new “virtual reality” helmets that we will 
soon don to be entertained in total isolation are merely 
the latest extension of  this trend. Is technology thus 
driving a wedge between our individual interests and 
our collective interests? It is a question that seems 
worth exploring more systematically.

whaT iS TO Be dONe?

The last refuge of  a social-scientific scoundrel is to 
call for more research. Nevertheless, I cannot forbear 
from suggesting some further lines of  inquiry.

We must sort out the dimensions of  social capital, 
which clearly is not a unidimensional concept, despite 
language (even in this essay) that implies the contrary. 
What types of  organizations and networks most 
effectively embody – or generate – social capital, in 
the sense of  mutual reciprocity, the resolution of  
dilemmas of  collective action, and the broadening  
of  social identities? In this essay I have emphasized 
the density of  associational life. In earlier work I 
stressed the structure of  networks, arguing that 
“horizontal” ties represented more productive social 
capital than vertical ties.

Another set of  important issues involves macro- 
sociological crosscurrents that might intersect with 
the trends described here. What will be the impact, for 
example, of  electronic networks on social capital? My 
hunch is that meeting in an electronic forum is not the 
equivalent of  meeting in a bowling alley – or even in a 
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saloon – but hard empirical research is needed. What 
about the development of  social capital in the work- 
place? Is it growing in counterpoint to the decline of  
civic engagement, reflecting some social analogue  
of  the first law of  thermodynamics – social capital is 
neither created nor destroyed, merely redistributed? 
Or do the trends described in this essay represent a 
deadweight loss?

A rounded assessment of  changes in American 
social capital over the last quarter-century needs to 
count the costs as well as the benefits of  community 
engagement. We must not romanticize small-town, 
middle-class civic life in the America of  the 1950s. In 
addition to the deleterious trends emphasized in this 
essay, recent decades have witnessed a substantial 
decline in intolerance and probably also in overt 
discrimination, and those beneficent trends may be 
related in complex ways to the erosion of  traditional 
social capital. Moreover, a balanced accounting of   
the social-capital books would need to reconcile  
the insights of  this approach with the undoubted 
insights offered by Mancur Olson and others who 
stress that closely knit social, economic, and political 
organizations are prone to inefficient cartelization and 
to what political economists term “rent seeking” and 
ordinary men and women call corruption.

Finally, and perhaps most urgently, we need to 
explore creatively how public policy impinges on (or 
might impinge on) social-capital formation. In some 
well-known instances, public policy has destroyed 
highly effective social networks and norms. American 
slum-clearance policy of  the 1950s and 1960s, for 
example, renovated physical capital, but at a very high 
cost to existing social capital. The consolidation of  

country post offices and small school districts has 
promised administrative and financial efficiencies,  
but full-cost accounting for the effects of  these policies 
on social capital might produce a more negative 
verdict. On the other hand, such past initiatives as  
the county agricultural-agent system, community 
colleges, and tax deductions for charitable contribu- 
tions illustrate that government can encourage social-
capital formation. Even a recent proposal in San  
Luis Obispo, California, to require that all new  
houses have front porches illustrates the power of  
government to influence where and how networks  
are formed.

The concept of  “civil society” has played a central 
role in the recent global debate about the preconditions 
for democracy and democratization. In the newer 
democracies this phrase has properly focused attention 
on the need to foster a vibrant civic life in soils tradi- 
tionally inhospitable to self-government. In the esta- 
blished democracies, ironically, growing numbers of  
citizens are questioning the effectiveness of  their 
public institutions at the very moment when liberal 
democracy has swept the battlefield, both ideologically 
and geopolitically. In America, at least, there is reason 
to suspect that this democratic disarray may be linked 
to a broad and continuing erosion of  civic engagement 
that began a quarter-century ago. High on our scholarly 
agenda should be the question of  whether a com- 
parable erosion of  social capital may be under way in 
other advanced democracies, perhaps in different 
institutional and behavioral guises. High on America’s 
agenda should be the question of  how to reverse these 
adverse trends in social connectedness, thus restoring 
civic engagement and civic trust.



“The Creative Class” 
from The Rise of the Creative Class: And How  
It’s Transforming Work, Leisure, Community  
and Everyday Life (2004) 

Richard  Florida 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

In The Condition of the Working Class in 1844 (p. 53), and in subsequent collaborations with his partner Karl 
Marx, Friedrich Engels announced the emergence of a new social class – the proletariat or industrial working 
class – that was destined to have a world-historical impact on the shape and content of human society at the time 
of the Industrial Revolution and the rise of the industrial city. In The Rise of the Creative Class, Richard Florida 
describes the emergence of a new socio-economic class, one that creates ideas and innovations rather than 
products and is the driving force of post-industrialism rather than industrialism. Florida asks us to ask ourselves: 
Will the new “creative class” have as important and revolutionary an impact on the twenty-first-century information-
based economy and society as the working class had in the nineteenth and twentieth  centuries? 

According to Florida, there are two layers to the creative class. First, there is a “Super-Creative Core” 
consisting of “scientists and engineers, university professors, poets and novelists, artists, entertainers, actors, 
designers and architects, as well as the thought leadership of modern society: nonfiction writers, editors, cultural 
figures, think-tank researchers, analysts and other opinion-makers.” Second, there are “creative professionals” 
– those who “work in a wide range of knowledge-intensive industries such as high-tech sectors, financial services, 
the legal and health care profes sions, and business management” – as well as many technicians and 
paraprofessionals who now add “creative value” to an enterprise by having to think for themselves. All these, 
taken together, constitute a true economic class that “both underpins and informs its members’ social, cultural 
and lifestyle choices.” 

Florida is quick to note that he is not using the term class to denote “the ownership of property, capital or the 
means of production.” On the contrary, he argues, if we use those old Marxist categories, we are still talking about 
old-style, bourgeoisie-and-proletarian capitalism. In the new postmodern, post-industrial economic order, the 
“members of the Creative Class do not own and control any significant property in the physical sense. Their 
property – which stems from their creative capacity – is an intangible because it is literally in their heads.” Insofar 
as the Creative Class represents a new, rising generation, what is also “in their heads” is a familiarity, from an 
early age, of the new digitalized communications media, and there are clear connections between the people 
Florida is describing and those that Manuel Castells references in “Space of Flows, Space of Places” (p. 229). 

Many cities have embraced Florida’s thesis about the creative class. Eager to attract “creative class” residents, 
some cities have sponsored special arts districts and diversity festivals as a part of their redevelopment policies 
in an attempt to jump-start lagging economies. In some cases, such as Denver’s LoDo neighborhood, arts-
friendly policies – along with new light-rail transit and a downtown baseball stadium – succeeded in revivifying 
what had been a decaying warehouse district. In other cases, such as San Francisco’s adoption of planning 
regulations supporting the building of “live-work” lofts for artists and other creatives, was arguably just another 
ploy on the part of housing developers with connections at City  Hall. 
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The rise of  the Creative Economy has had a profound 
effect on the sorting of  people into social groups or 
classes. Others have speculated over the years on  
the rise of  new classes in the advanced industrial 
economies. During the 1960s, Peter Drucker and Fritz 
Machlup described the growing role and importance 
of  the new group of  workers they dubbed “knowledge 
workers.” Writing in the 1970s, Daniel Bell pointed to 
a new, more meritocratic class structure of  scientists, 
engineers, managers and administrators brought on 
by the shift from a manufacturing to a “postindustrial” 
economy. The sociologist Erik Olin Wright has written 
for decades about the rise of  what he called a new 
“professional-managerial” class. Robert Reich more 
recently advanced the term “symbolic analysts” to 
describe the members of  the workforce who mani- 
pulate ideas and symbols. All of  these observers 
caught economic aspects of  the emerging class 
structure that I describe here.

Others have examined emerging social norms and 
value systems. Paul Fussell presciently captured many 
that I now attribute to the Creative Class in his theory 
of  the “X Class.” Near the end of  his 1983 book  

Class – after a witty romp through status markers that 
delineate, say, the upper middle class from “high 
proles” – Fussell noted the presence of  a growing “X” 
group that seemed to defy existing categories:

[Y]ou are not born an X person . . . you earn 
X-personhood by a strenuous effort of  discovery in 
which curiosity and originality are indispensable. . . . 
The young flocking to the cities to devote themselves 
to “art,” “writing,” “creative work” – anything, virtually, 
that liberates them from the presence of  a boss or 
superior – are aspirant X people. . . . If, as [C. Wright] 
Mills has said, the middle-class person is “always 
somebody’s man,” the X person is nobody’s. . . . X 
people are independent-minded. . . . They adore the 
work they do, and they do it until they are finally carried 
out, “retirement” being a concept meaningful only to 
hired personnel or wage slaves who despise their work.

Writing in 2000, David Brooks outlined the blending 
of  bohemian and bourgeois values in a new social 
grouping he dubbed the Bobos. My take on Brooks’s 
synthesis . . . is rather different, stressing the very 

Inevitably, a critical opposition to “creative class” theory has developed. Some have called Florida “elitist,” and 
Steven Malanga, a senior fellow at the conservative Manhattan Institute, writing in the Wall Street Journal, has 
called Florida the peddler of “economic snake oil” and the developer of “trendy, New Age theories” that are just 
“plain wrong.” It is lower taxes and public safety, not arts festivals and lively gay neighborhoods, according to 
Malanga, that attract the industries that bring high employment and robust tax revenues for  municipalities. 

Richard Florida is the director of the Martin Prosperity Institute at the Rotman School of Management at the 
University of Toronto. He has taught at MIT, Harvard, and Carnegie Mellon and is the founder of the Creative 
Group and Catalytix, two business communications and strategy consulting firms. The Rise of the Creative 
Class received the Washington Monthly’s Political Book Award for 2002 and was praised by the Harvard 
Business Review as one of the most important “breakthrough ideas” of recent socio-economic analysis. Florida 
has also published The Flight of the Creative Class: The New Global Competition for Talent (New York: 
HarperCollins, 2005), Cities and the Creative Class (New York and London: Routledge, 2005), Who’s Your 
City? (New York: Basic Books, 2009), and The Great Reset: How New Ways of Living and Working Drive Post-
Crash Prosperity (New York: HarperCollins, 2010). 

For intellectual sources of Florida’s thesis about the creative class, see Fritz Machlup, The Production and 
Distribution of Knowledge in the United States (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1962), Daniel Bell, 
The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (New York: Basic Books, 1973), and Peter Drucker, Post-Capitalist 
Society (New York: Harper Business, 1995). For recent critiques of the Florida thesis, see Allen J. Scott, “Creative 
Cities: Conceptual Issues and Policy Questions” (Journal of Urban Affairs, 28, 2006) and Michele Heyman and 
Christopher Farticy, “It Takes a Village: A Test of the Creative Class, Social Capital and Human Capital Theories” 
(Journal of Urban Affairs, 44, 2009). For the creative class as a new tech-savvy generation – the “Millennial 
Generation” – see Frederic Stout, “The Automobile, the City, and the New Urban Mobilities” (p. 696) and Paul 
Taylor, The Next America: Boomers, Millennials and the Looming Generational Showdown (New York: Public 
Affairs, 2014). 
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transcendence of  these two categories in a new 
creative ethos.

The main point I want to make here is that the basis 
of  the Creative Class is economic. I define it as an 
economic class and argue that its economic function 
both underpins and informs its members’ social, 
cultural and lifestyle choices. The Creative Class 
consists of  people who add economic value through 
their creativity. It thus includes a great many knowledge 
workers, symbolic analysts and professional and 
technical workers, but emphasizes their true role in the 
economy. My definition of  class emphasizes the way 
people organize themselves into social groupings and 
common identities based principally on their econo- 
mic function. Their social and cultural preferences, 
consumption and buying habits, and their social 
identities all flow from this.

I am not talking here about economic class in terms 
of  the ownership of  property, capital or the means of  
production. If  we use class in this traditional Marxian 
sense, we are still talking about a basic structure of  
capitalists who own and control the means of  pro- 
duction, and workers under their employ. But little 
analytical utility remains in these broad categories of  
bourgeoisie and proletarian, capitalist and worker. Most 
members of  the Creative Class do not own and control 
any significant property in the physical sense. Their 
property – which stems from their creative capacity – is 
an intangible because it is literally in their heads. And it 
is increasingly clear from my field research and 
interviews that while the members of  the Creative Class 
do not yet see themselves as a unique social grouping, 
they actually share many similar tastes, desires and 
preferences. This new class may not be as distinct in 
this regard as the industrial Working Class in its heyday, 
but it has an emerging coherence.

The New CLaSS STRUCTURe

The distinguishing characteristic of  the Creative Class 
is that its members engage in work whose function is 
to “create meaningful new forms.” I define the Creative 
Class as consisting of  two components. The Super-
Creative Core of  this new class includes scientists and 
engineers, university professors, poets and novelists, 
artists, entertainers, actors, designers and architects, 
as well as the thought leadership of  modern society: 
nonfiction writers, editors, cultural figures, think- 
tank researchers, analysts and other opinion-makers. 

Whether they are software programmers or engineers, 
architects or filmmakers, they fully engage in the crea-
tive process. I define the highest order of  creative 
work as producing new forms or designs that are 
readily transferable and widely useful – such as design-
ing a product that can be widely made, sold and used; 
coming up with a theorem or strategy that can be 
applied in many cases; or composing music that can 
be performed again and again. People at the core of  
the Creative Class engage in this kind of  work regu-
larly; it’s what they are paid to do. Along with problem 
solving, their work may entail problem finding: not just 
building a better mousetrap, but noticing first that a 
better mousetrap would be a handy thing to have.

Beyond this core group, the Creative Class also 
includes “creative professionals” who work in a wide 
range of  knowledge-intensive industries such as high-
tech sectors, financial services, the legal and health 
care professions, and business management. These 
people engage in creative problem solving, drawing 
on complex bodies of  knowledge to solve specific 
problems. Doing so typically requires a high degree of  
formal education and thus a high level of  human 
capital. People who do this kind of  work may 
sometimes come up with methods or products that 
turn out to be widely useful, but it’s not part of  the 
basic job description. What they are required to do 
regularly is think on their own. They apply or combine 
standard approaches in unique ways to fit the situation, 
exercise a great deal of  judgment, perhaps try some- 
thing radically new from time to time. Creative Class 
people such as physicians, lawyers and managers do 
this kind of  work in dealing with the many varied 
cases they encounter. In the course of  their work, they 
may also be involved in testing and designing new 
techniques, new treatment protocols, or new manage- 
ment methods and even develop such things them- 
selves. As a person continues to do more of  this latter 
work, perhaps through a career shift or promotion, 
that person moves up to the Super-Creative Core: 
producing transferable, widely usable new forms is 
now their primary function.

[. . .]
As the creative content of  other lines of  work 

increases – as the relevant body of  knowledge becomes 
more complex, and people are more valued for their 
ingenuity in applying it – some now in the Working 
Class or Service Class may move into the Creative 
Class and even the Super-Creative Core. Alongside the 
growth in essentially creative occupations, then, we are 
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also seeing growth in creative content across other 
occupations. A prime example is the secretary in 
today’s pared-down offices. In many cases this person 
not only takes on a host of  tasks once performed by  
a large secretarial staff, but becomes a true office 
manager – channeling flows of  information, devising 
and setting up new systems, often making key decisions 
on the fly. This person contributes more than “intelli- 
gence” or computer skills. She or he adds creative 
value. Everywhere we look, creativity is increasingly 
valued. Firms and organizations value it for the results 
that it can produce and individuals value it as a route  
to self-expression and job satisfaction. Bottom line:  
As creativity becomes more valued, the Creative  
Class grows.

Not all workers are on track to join, however. For 
instance in many lower-end service jobs we find  
the trend running the opposite way; the jobs continue 
to be “de-skilled” or “de-creatified.” For a counter 
worker at a fast-food chain, literally every word and 
move is dictated by a corporate template: “Welcome 
to Food Fix, sir, may I take your order? Would you  
like nachos with that?” This job has been thoroughly 
taylorized – the worker is given far less latitude for 
exercising creativity than the waitress at the old, 
independent neighborhood diner enjoyed. Worse  
yet, there are many people who do not have jobs,  
and who are being left behind because they do not 
have the background and training to be part of  this 
new system.

[. . .]

COUNTiNG The CReaTiVe CLaSS

It is one thing to provide a compelling description of  
the changing class composition of  society, as writers 
like Bell, Fussell or Reich have done. But I believe it  
is also important to calibrate and quantify the 
magnitude of  the change at hand. . . . Let’s take a look 
at the key trends.

j The Creative Class now includes some 38.3 million 
Americans, roughly 30 percent of  the entire U.S. 
workforce. It has grown from roughly 3 million 
workers in 1900, an increase of  more than tenfold. 
At the turn of  the twentieth century, the Creative 
Class made up just 10 percent of  the workforce, 
where it hovered until 1950 when it began a slow 
rise; it held steady around 20 percent in the 1970s 

and 1980s. Since that time, this new class has 
virtually exploded, increasing from less than 20 
million to its current total, reaching 25 percent of  
the working population in 1991 before climbing to 
30 percent by 1999.

j At the heart of  the Creative Class is the Super-
Creative Core, comprising 15 million workers, or 12 
percent of  the workforce. It is made up of  people 
who work in science and engineering, computers 
and mathematics, education, and the arts, design 
and entertainment, people who work in directly 
creative activity, as we have seen. Over the past 
century, this segment rose from less than 1 million 
workers in 1900 to 2.3 million in 1950 before 
crossing 10 million in 1991. In doing so, it increased 
its share of  the workforce from 2.5 percent in 1900 
to 5 percent in 1960, 8 percent in 1980 and 9 percent 
in 1990, before reaching 12 percent by 1999.

j The traditional Working Class has today 33 million 
workers, or a quarter of  the U.S. workforce. It 
consists of  people in production operations, 
transportation and materials moving, and repair 
and maintenance and construction work. The 
percentage of  the workforce in working-class 
occupations peaked at 40 percent in 1920, where it 
hovered until 1950, before slipping to 36 percent in 
1970, and then declining sharply over the past two 
decades.

j The Service Class includes 55.2 million workers or 
43 percent of  the U.S. workforce, making it the 
largest group of  all. It includes workers in lower-
wage, lower-autonomy service occupations such 
as health care, food preparation, personal care, 
clerical work and other lower-end office work. 
Alongside the decline of  the Working Class, the 
past century has seen a tremendous rise in the 
Service Class, from 5 million workers in 1900 to its 
current total of  more than ten times that amount.

It’s also useful to look at the changing composite 
picture of  the U.S. class structure over the twentieth 
century. In 1900, there were some 10 million people in 
the Working Class, compared to 2.9 million in the 
Creative Class and 4.8 million in the Service Class. 
The Working Class was thus larger than the two other 
classes combined. Yet the largest class at that time 
was agricultural workers, who composed nearly  
40 percent of  the workforce but whose numbers 
rapidly declined to just a very small percentage today. 
In 1920, the Working Class accounted for 40 percent 
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of  the workforce, compared to slightly more than  
12 percent for the Creative Class and 21 percent for 
the Service Class.

In 1950, the class structure remained remarkably 
similar. The Working Class was still in the majority, 
with 25 million workers, some 40 percent of  the 
workforce, compared to 10 million in the Crea- 
tive Class (16.5 percent) and 18 million in the Service 
Class (30 percent). In relative terms, the Working 
Class was as large as it was in 1920 and bigger than it 
was in 1900. Though the Creative Class had grown 
slightly in percentage terms, the Service Class had 
grown considerably, taking up much of  the slack 
coming from the steep decline in agriculture.

The tectonic shift in the U.S. class structure has 
taken place over the past two decades. In 1970, the 
Service Class pulled ahead of  the Working Class, and 
by 1980 it was much larger (46 versus 32 percent), 
marking the first time in the twentieth century that the 
Working Class was not the dominant class. By 1999, 
both the Creative Class and the Service Class had 
pulled ahead of  the Working Class. The Service Class, 
with 55 million workers (43.4 percent), was bigger in 
relative terms than the Working Class had been at any 
time in the past century.

These changes in American class structure reflect 
a deeper, more general process of  economic and 
social change. The decline of  the old Working Class is 
part and parcel of  the decline of  the industrial 
economy on which it was based, and of  the social and 
demographic patterns upon which that old society 
was premised. The Working Class no longer has the 
hand it once did in setting the tone or establishing the 
values of  American life – for that matter neither does 
the 1950s managerial class. Why, then, have the social 
functions of  the Working Class not been taken over by 
the new largest class, the Service Class? As we have 
seen, the Service Class has little clout and its rise in 
numbers can be understood only alongside the rise  
of  the Creative Class. The Creative Class – and the 
modern Creative Economy writ large – depends on 
this ever-larger Service Class to “outsource” functions 
that were previously provided within the family. The 
Service Class exists mainly as a supporting infrastruc- 
ture for the Creative Class and the Creative Economy. 
The Creative Class also has considerably more 
economic power. Members earn substantially more 
than those in other classes. In 1999, the average salary 
for a member of  the Creative Class was nearly $50,000 
($48,752) compared to roughly $28,000 for a Working 

Class member and $22,000 for a Service Class 
worker. . . .

I see these trends vividly played out in my own life. 
I have a nice house with a nice kitchen but it’s often 
mostly a fantasy kitchen – I eat out a lot, with 
“servants” preparing my food and waiting on me. My 
house is clean, but I don’t clean it, a housekeeper does. 
I also have a gardener and a pool service; and (when I 
take a taxi) a chauffeur. I have, in short, just about all 
the servants of  an English lord except that they’re not 
mine full-time and they don’t live below stairs; they are 
part-time and distributed in the local area. Not all of  
these “servants” are lowly serfs. The person who cuts 
my hair is a very creative stylist much in demand, and 
drives a new BMW. The woman who cleans my house 
is a gem: I trust her not only to clean but to rearrange 
and suggest ideas for redecorating; she takes on these 
things in an entrepreneurial manner. Her husband 
drives a Porsche. To some degree, these members of  
the Service Class have adopted many of  the functions 
along with the tastes and values of  the Creative Class, 
with which they see themselves sharing much in 
common. Both my hairdresser and my housekeeper 
have taken up their lines of  work to get away from the 
regimentation of  large organizations; both of  them 
relish creative pursuits. Service Class people such as 
these are close to the mainstream of  the Creative 
Economy and prime candidates for reclassification.

CReaTiVe CLaSS VaLUeS

The rise of  the Creative Class is reflected in powerful 
and significant shifts in values, norms and attitudes. 
Although these changes are still in process and 
certainly not fully played out, a number of  key trends 
have been discerned by researchers who study values, 
and I have seen them displayed in my field research 
across the United States. Not all of  these attitudes 
break with the past: Some represent a melding  
of  traditional values and newer ones. They are also 
values that have long been associated with more 
highly educated and creative people. On the basis of  
my own interviews and focus groups, along with a 
close reading of  statistical surveys conducted by 
others, I cluster these values along three basic lines.

Individuality. The members of  the Creative Class 
exhibit a strong preference for individuality and  
self-statement. They do not want to conform to 
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organizational or institutional directives and resist 
traditional group-oriented norms. This has always 
been the case among creative people from “quirky” 
artists to “eccentric” scientists. But it has now become 
far more pervasive. In this sense, the increasing non- 
conformity to organizational norms may represent a 
new mainstream value. Members of  the Creative 
Class endeavor to create individualistic identities that 
reflect their creativity. This can entail a mixing of  
multiple creative identities.

Meritocracy. Merit is very strongly valued by the 
Creative Class, a quality shared with Whyte’s class of  
organization men. The Creative Class favors hard work, 
challenge and stimulation. Its members have a propen- 
sity for goal-setting and achievement. They want to get 
ahead because they are good at what they do.

Creative Class people no longer define themselves 
mainly by the amount of  money they make or their 
position in a financially delineated status order. While 
money may be looked upon as a marker of  achieve- 
ment, it is not the whole story. In interviews and focus 
groups, I consistently come across people valiantly 
trying to defy an economic class into which they were 
born. This is particularly true of  the young descendants 
of  the truly wealthy – the capitalist class – who fre- 
quently describe themselves as just “ordinary” creative 
people working on music, film or intellectual endeavors 
of  one sort or another. Having absorbed the Creative 
Class value of  merit, they no longer find true status in 
their wealth and thus try to downplay it.

There are many reasons for the emphasis on merit. 
Creative Class people are ambitious and want to move 
up based on their abilities and effort. Creative people 
have always been motivated by the respect of  their 
peers. The companies that employ them are often 
under tremendous competitive pressure and thus 
cannot afford much dead wood on staff: everyone has 
to contribute. The pressure is more intense than ever 
to hire the best people regardless of  race, creed, 
sexual preference or other factors.

But meritocracy also has its dark side. Qualities 
that confer merit, such as technical knowledge and 
mental discipline, are socially acquired and cultivated. 
Yet those who have these qualities may easily start 
thinking they were born with them, or acquired them 
all on their own, or that others just “don’t have it.” By 
papering over the causes of  cultural and educational 
advantage, meritocracy may subtly perpetuate the 
very prejudices it claims to renounce. On the bright 

side, of  course, meritocracy ties into a host of  values 
and beliefs we’d all agree are positive – from faith that 
virtue will be rewarded, to valuing self-determination 
and mistrusting rigid caste systems. Researchers have 
found such values to be on the rise, not only among 
the Creative Class in the United States, but throughout 
our society and other societies.

Diversity and Openness. Diversity has become a 
politically charged buzzword. To some it is an ideal 
and rallying cry, to others a Trojan-horse concept that 
has brought us affirmative action and other liberal 
abominations. The Creative Class people I study use 
the word a lot, but not to press any political  
hot buttons. Diversity is simply something they  
value in all its manifestations. This is spoken of  so 
often, and so matter-of-factly, that I take it to be a 
fundamental marker of  Creative Class values. As my 
focus groups and interviews reveal, members of  this 
class strongly favor organizations and environments  
in which they feel that anyone can fit in and can get 
ahead.

Diversity of  peoples is favored first of  all out of  
self-interest. Diversity can be a signal of  meritocratic 
norms at work. Talented people defy classification 
based on race, ethnicity, gender, sexual preference or 
appearance. One indicator of  this preference for 
diversity is reflected in the fact that Creative Class 
people tell me that at job interviews they like to ask if  
the company offers same-sex partner benefits, even 
when they are not themselves gay. What they’re 
seeking is an environment open to differences. Many 
highly creative people, regardless of  ethnic background 
or sexual orientation, grew up feeling like outsiders, 
different in some way from most of  their schoolmates. 
They may have odd personal habits or extreme styles 
of  dress. Also, Creative Class people are mobile and 
tend to move around to different parts of  the country; 
they may not be “natives” of  the place they live even  
if  they are American-born. When they are sizing up  
a new company and community, acceptance of  
diversity and of  gays in particular is a sign that reads 
“nonstandard people welcome here.” It also registers 
itself  in changed behaviors and organizational policies. 
For example, in some Creative Class centers like Silicon 
Valley and Austin, the traditional office Christmas party 
is giving way to more secular, inclusive celebrations. 
The big event at many firms is now the Halloween 
party: Just about anyone can relate to a holiday that 
involves dressing up in costume.
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While the Creative Class favors openness and diver- 
sity, to some degree it is a diversity of  elites, limited to 
highly educated, creative people. Even though the rise 
of  the Creative Class has opened up new avenues of  
advancement for women and members of  ethnic mino- 
rities, its existence has certainly failed to put an end to 
long-standing divisions of  race and gender. Within 
high-tech industries in particular these divisions still 
seem to hold. The world of  high-tech creativity doesn’t 
include many African-Americans. Several of  my inter- 
viewees noted that a typical high-tech company “looks 
like the United Nations minus the black faces.” This is 
unfortunate but not surprising. For several reasons, U.S. 
blacks are under-represented in many professions, and 
this may be compounded today by the so-called digital 
divide – black families in the United States tend to be 

poorer than average, and thus their children are less 
likely to have access to computers. My own research 
shows a negative statistical correlation between con- 
centrations of  high-tech firms in a region and nonwhites 
as a percentage of  the population, which is particularly 
disturbing in light of  my other findings on the positive 
relationship between high-tech and other kinds of  
diversity – from foreign-born people to gays.

There are intriguing challenges to the kind of  
diversity that the members of  the Creative Class are 
drawn to. Speaking of  a small software company that 
had the usual assortment of  Indian, Chinese, Arabic 
and other employees, an Indian technology profes- 
sional said: “That’s not diversity! They’re all software 
engineers.” Yet despite the holes in the picture, 
distinctive value changes are indeed afoot. . . .
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Urban space

PART THREE
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iNTROdUCTiON TO PaRT ThRee

The size, density, spatial distribution of functions, and physical form of cities described in Part One on the 
evolution of cities ranged from Ur’s mud brick walls and ziggurat (p. 30) to the marble agora of the Greek 
polis (p. 39); from the polluted slums of nineteenth-century Manchester (p. 53) to the high-tech research 
campuses, malls, and residential areas of today’s technoburbs and the world city network (p. 92). The 
cultural and social characteristics of cities described in Part Two display an astonishing variety over time 
from the authoritarian theocracy of Ur as described by V. Gordon Childe (p. 30), to the vibrant democratic 
culture of the Green polis as described by H.D.F. Kitto (p. 39), the complex Black society W.E.B. Dubois 
documented in late nineteenth-century Philadelphia’s Seventh Ward (p. 124), the impersonal world of early 
twentieth-century Chicago immigrant culture that formed the basis for Louis Wirth’s theory of urbanism as 
a way of life (p. 115), the street and Black culture Elijah Anderson describes, majority-minority social 
relations in contemporary California described by Albert Camarillo (p. 139) and the yuppie “creative class” 
culture that Richard Florida argues is important to advanced urban  economies. 

This part of The City Reader builds on the insights of Parts One and Two to describe both the physical 
and social aspects of urban space. It contains classic and contemporary writings on the spatial distribution 
of functions and social groups in metropolitan areas and poly-centric city  regions. 

Of all the social science disciplines and applied professional fields that deal with cities, geography is 
most centrally concerned with urban space. This part introduces material on urban geography that is much 
more fully developed in another reader in the Routledge Urban Reader Series: Nicholas Fyfe and Judith 
Kenny (eds.), The Urban Geography Reader (2005). For millennia physical geographers have studied and 
mapped physical features of cities, cultural geographers have studied spatial aspects of cultural and social 
phenomena in cities, and political geographers have mapped voting behavior, power relationships, and 
other spatial aspects of politics. But it was not until the 1950s that urban geography emerged as an 
important subfield of geography. Today most geography departments teach one or more courses on urban 
geography, there is an urban geography specialty group in the American Association of Geography (AAG), 
an academic journal titled Urban Geography, and hundreds of books and scholarly articles each year 
advance our understanding of urban geography. Urban geography has been reinvigorated by a new 
generation of geographers who define the discipline broadly and, along with other natural and social 
scientists and planners, use Geographical Information Systems (GIS) software to perform computerized 
spatial analysis with a power and precision unimaginable in the past. The selection by law professor Myron 
Orfield (p. 338), for example, describes how he used GIS to analyze metropolitan spatial inequality and 
develop proposals for greater spatial fiscal equity.

Scholars from many disciplines other than geography have also contributed to our understanding of 
urban space. In addition to writings by geographers, this part of The City Reader includes writings from the 
disciplines of sociology (Ernest W. Burgess, p. 178) and history (Robert Bruegmann, p. 218), and the 
professional fields of urban planning (Daphne Spain, p. 193), and urban design (Ali Madanipour, p. 203). 
Writers from these and other disciplines throughout this book inform our understanding of urban  space. 

Parts Five, Six, and Seven of this reader on Urban Planning, History and Visions; Urban Planning Theory 
and Practice; and Urban Design and Placemaking return to material on urban space to extend the discussion 
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to interventions to shape the physical form and design of cities and regions. Part Eight discusses spatial 
aspects of cities in different parts of the world and the global systems of cities. 

Most cities grew organically with little or no explicit overall plan or centrally controlled regulation for much 
of their existence. They contain vernacular architecture created by ordinary people without specialized 
training in the design professions. The great historian of the American landscape, J.B. Jackson has written 
extensively about the cultural basis for the form of ordinary American places. Only a few cities have been 
built from the outset according to a consistent master plan. These include national capitals like Washington, 
DC, Brasilia, the capital of Brazil, and Canberra, the capital of Australia; cities built as havens for religious 
groups like Savannah, Georgia, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Salt Lake City, Utah; the Garden Cities of 
Letchworth and Welwyn in England, and company towns like Pullman, Illinois, and Port Sunlight in England. 
Today most cities display a mix of organic growth and development planned at different periods in their 
history. The old crooked streets and irregular lots that constitute most of central Boston, Massachusetts, 
contrast with the regularity of Boston’s Back Bay. There a swampy area was developed during the latter part 
of the nineteenth century following a plan by landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted. Disorderly districts 
of London that have evolved since the Middle Ages contrast with the area rebuilt after the great London fire 
of 1666 that destroyed much of the city, and the discerning tourist will pick out planned neighborhoods in 
Paris, Edinburgh, Lisbon, and many other cities that were newly built at different times in  history. 

It was sociologists, not geographers, who pioneered the modern field of urban geography. In academia, 
schools of thought are sometimes identified with the work of a group of individuals in the same general 
location, who work together to some extent on a common project. One of the most celebrated examples is 
the Chicago School of sociology formed around the pioneering work of a group of American sociologists 
based at the University of Chicago in the 1920s and 1930s. A slim volume of ten essays titled The City: 
Suggestions for Investigation of Human Behavior in the Urban (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1925) 
expresses core ideas of the Chicago School. In addition to path-breaking work on the social structure of 
cities by Louis Wirth (p. 115), Robert Park, Ernest W. Burgess, and others, members of the Chicago 
School of urban sociology developed the first systematic theory about the physical form of cities since 
Aristotle (p. 249). The first selection in this part, Ernest W. Burgess’s “The Growth of the City” (p. 178), 
advances many provocative  hypotheses. 

Burgess was interested in understanding the internal structure of a single city; not the way in which 
multiple cities were related to each other. Burgess argued that there was an underlying social and economic 
logic to the physical form of cities. In his view they were organized in a series of concentric rings moving out 
from a central business district (CBD). Each ring had a distinct set of residents and functions. Physical form 
and human life were intimately linked. According to Burgess, cities were not static. Chicago School 
sociologists were strongly influenced by theory about the way in which plant and animal communities evolved 
and changed. Drawing on the social ecology perspective, Burgess envisioned cities as dynamic organisms 
with a constant flow of new residents coming into the inner rings and a flow from these rings outward over 
time. According to Burgess and other social ecologists, processes of invasion and succession, similar to 
what occurred in plant and animal communities, occurred in cities as different ethnic groups, races, and 
classes, competed for space. Each part of an urban system had distinct characteristics and played a unique 
role in the total system. Each was related to the others and the whole system was in a state of constant  flux. 

Geographers, sociologists, land economists, and others inspired by Burgess, have studied city form 
during the eighty plus years since Burgess’s classic essay on the growth of the city was published. It is 
often juxtaposed with theories developed by real estate economist Homer Hoyt in the 1930s postulating 
an organization of cities in sectors radiating out along transportation corridors from a CBD, with an essay 
by University of Chicago geographers Chauncy Harris and Edward Ullman written in 1945 concluding that 
most cities have multiple nuclei rather than either a concentric zone or sectoral organization, and most 
recently with the competing paradigm developed by Michael Dear (p. 187) and other members of the Los 
Angeles school of  urbanism. 

In the late 1980s a group of loosely associated scholars, professionals, and advocates based in 
Southern California became convinced that what was happening in the region was symptomatic of a 
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broader sociogeographic transformation taking place in many cities worldwide. Geographers Michael 
Dear, Steven Flusty, academics at the University of California Los Angeles and the University of Southern 
California, and other like-minded scholars in Southern California developed a robust and controversial 
school of thought referred to as the Los Angeles School of  urbanism. 

The LA school substitutes a postmodern view of urban process in place of the Chicago School’s 
modernist perspectives on the city. Dear and Flusty use the term “Keno capitalism” – derived from a game 
in which outcomes are determined largely by chance – to describe new postmodern urban processes. 
They see urban evolution as a nonlinear, chaotic process; not the rational, deterministic process the 
Chicago School describes. Global capital touches down as if by chance on a parcel of land. Land values 
soar in the area near the favored parcel. Other similar neighborhoods that were not selected for new 
development decline. New developments are noncontiguous. Most take place on the periphery of the city. 
Sometimes city centers are grafted onto the landscape as an afterthought. Suburbanization bears no 
relationship to a core-related decentralization. Urban peripheries are organizing what remains of the center 
rather than the other way around. The global economy largely determines urban economic  functions. 

Burgess and Dear wrote about the way in which a single metropolitan area is organized. A related topic 
in the study of urban form concerns the way in which cities relate to one another in systems of cities. The 
seminal work related to systems of cities was written by the German economic geographer Walter 
Christaller in 1933. Based on meticulous empirical research on telephone communications in Southern 
Germany, Christaller developed central place theory. In his view there is a hierarchy of economic functions 
from the most common – such as mom-and-pop grocery stores that are found even in the smallest human 
settlements – to very specialized functions such as an opera house or stock exchange that is likely to be 
found only in the largest city of a country or an entire region of the world. Part Eight on cities in a global 
society picks up the debate on world city systems with descriptions by sociologist Saskia Sassen (p. 650) 
and interdisciplinary urbanists Neil Brenner and Roger Keil (p. 666) about today’s global city  network. 

The debates about the internal structure of the city initiated by Burgess and his Chicago School 
colleagues and is still raging today thanks to Michael Dear and the LA school, and the debate about world 
systems of cities initiated by Walter Christaller continues in the work of writers like Peter Taylor et. al.  
(p. 92), Saskia Sassen (p. 650) and Neil Brenner and Roger Keil (p. 666), which deal with economic and 
social aspects of spatial process at work on cities and regions. But what is the relationship between the 
physical form of cities and social groups defined by income, race, religion, citizenship, gender, or sexual 
orientation? University of Virginia urban planning professor Daphne Spain asks and answers the provocative 
question “what happened to gender relations on the way from Chicago to Los Angeles?” (p. 193). 

Spain takes both Burgess and Dear and their colleagues in the Chicago and LA schools to task for 
neglecting gender as a factor shaping the internal structure of cities. She notes that the role that women 
played in 1925 when Burgess’s celebrated article was written – mostly as homemakers who were not 
employed outside of the home – had a profound impact on urban structure at that time. Single wage-earner 
households then, when usually only the husband was paid, had less disposable income to afford single 
family homes than two wage-earner households today in which both husband and wife contribute to 
household income – contributing to the denser form of cities at that time compared to today. At that time 
women cooked, looked after children, and took care of extended families, reducing the need for fast food 
restaurants, professional childcare, and nursing homes for the elderly. At home much of the day, women 
reduced the need for formal security systems and gated communities. With a majority of women in  
the workforce today the impact on metropolitan form is enormous. Higher income in two wage-earner 
families contributes to urban sprawl. Women drive to work, school, and other destinations, contributing to 
the kind of spread-out urban form Bruegmann (p. 218) and Dear (p. 187) describe. New institutions such 
as fast food restaurants and professional childcare centers perform roles individual women performed in 
former  times. 

Perhaps the most important question of all in this Part on urban society and culture is understanding 
relationships between social groups – particularly privileged dominant groups and racial, ethnic, religious, 
migrant, and other minority groups. In his essay in this part, University of Newcastle, England, urban design 
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professor Ali Madanipour analyzes the way in which Europeans knowingly or unwittingly exclude people 
from other cultures from the full benefits of their societies (p. 203). Madanipour distinguishes between 
economic discrimination, in which members of a group are excluded from access to employment, political 
discrimination, in which they are excluded from political power, and cultural exclusion, in which the group 
members are marginalized from the symbols, meanings, rituals, and discourses of the dominant culture. 
Since exclusion often has a spatial dimension, Madanipour suggests a number of strategies to break down 
spatial exclusion and increase inclusion. Subsidized housing, for example, may permit low-income foreign 
immigrants to live in parts of a city they could not otherwise afford, giving them access to job opportunities 
and better education for their  children. 

In “Fortress L.A.” (p. 212), social critic Mike Davis – another member of the Los Angeles school of 
urbanism – addresses the dark side of the postmodern metropolis. Like Michael Dear, Davis uses Los 
Angeles as his exemplar city. Davis describes a built environment complete with surveillance cameras, 
barrel-shaped park benches designed to keep people from sleeping on them, overhead sprinklers to douse 
the homeless, windowless concrete hotel walls facing streets, entrances to public buildings reminiscent of 
the fortifications in front of medieval European castles, and gated communities where the rich can be (or at 
least feel) safe from outsiders. All these artifacts provide a disturbing glimpse of Los Angeles and, by 
implication, postmodern cities emerging around the  world. 

The final selection in this part by urban sociologist/urban planner/global polymath Manuel Castells 
provides one of the most original and provocative analyses of urban space today: his analysis of the 
distinction between what he calls the “space of places” – conventional physical geographical space – and 
the “space of flows”: the flow of information, ideas, and goods in the Information  Age. 

The internal structure of cities, systems of cities, and the world city network have always been profoundly 
affected by the transportation and communication technologies of their time. Boats and roads for horse-
drawn chariots linked the earliest Mesopotamian cities into an embryonic system of cities more than 5,000 
years ago. Greek triremes (ships with both sails and a triple bank of oars) facilitated communication among 
the Greek polei. The Romans built a system of roads linking the entire Roman Empire from Syria to North 
Africa to England. Quipas – a kind of letter composed of knotted strings carried by runners – allowed the 
Incas to consolidate their South American empire in the fifteenth century. The pony express made it possible 
to send letter by horseback between St. Louis and San Francisco in less than a week. But only in the past 
two centuries have transportation and communication technologies exploded, and it is only in the past few 
decades that the digital information revolution has made instantaneous communication everywhere in the 
world possible – with profound impacts on cities. First wood- and coal-powered steamboats and railroads, 
then cable cars and streetcars, and, in the twentieth century, automobiles and trucks expanded the historic 
walking city. As urban historian Sam Bass Warner describes (p. 63), one of these innovations – the electric 
streetcar – made it possible to expand the commuting boundary of cities by threefold in the space of a 
decade as “streetcar suburbs” sprang up around electric streetcar lines radiating out from Boston and 
other cities. Similarly communications technology, telegraph lines, the phone, and the internet increased 
the speed of communication  exponentially. 

Castells argues that the most recent of these technologies – digital communication via the internet – 
fundamentally alters the meaning of space and cities relationships in space. Until very recently, people 
developed personal, familial relationships and individual identities and business was conducted largely in 
the traditional physical world of neighborhoods and local business nodes. People met their family and 
friends face-to-face. Businesses located in cities to take advantage of agglomeration economies largely 
because they were close enough to suppliers, customers, financiers and others to get together in person. 
What Castells calls “the space of places” was all-important. But today the electronic, computerized 
network of telecommunications arguably makes this kind of contact unnecessary. People can interact with 
their friends on Facebook or Twitter. Businesses can send massive amounts of data to remote locations 
over the internet. It is easier to order a book on Amazon.com than to drive ten minutes to the local bookstore. 
The Greeks that Kitto describes (p. 39) lived in pre-industrial cities where factories did not exist,  
the proletariat that Engels describes (p. 53) lived in in industrial cities, by the mid-twentieth century the 
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economy of cities in the developed world was post-industrial – largely based on economic activities other 
than manufacturing, and to describe the fundamental nature of cities today Castells uses the words 
“informational city” the way “industrial city” has long been used in urban studies scholarship. Individuals 
and businesses are connected in what Castells calls “the network society.” 

Many of the themes that Castells has pioneered are further developed in the concluding part of this 
book on cities in a global society. Frederic Stout (p. 696) describes how today’s transportation and 
communications technologies have evolved and where they may be going. Saskia Sassen (p. 650) 
describes the impact of new technologies – particularly information technologies – on cities, and the 
emergence of a global hierarchy of  cities. 

In sum, considerations of space profoundly affect the social, economic, and political dimensions of city-
regions. As with other aspects of the study of cities, including spatial considerations in interdisciplinary 
analysis of any topic and any policy prescription is  essential. 



“The Growth of the City: an  
introduction to a Research Project” 
from Robert Park, ernest w. Burgess,  
and Roderick d. McKenzie, The City (1925) 

Ernest W.  Burgess 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Ernest W. Burgess was a member of the famed sociology department at the University of Chicago in the 1920s 
and 1930s that set out to reinvent modern sociology by taking academic research to the streets and by using the 
city of Chicago itself as a “living laboratory” for the study of urban problems and social  dynamics. 

Throughout a long and productive career, Burgess addressed a whole series of issues that connected the 
social dynamics of the city with the lives of its citizens. He wrote extensively on issues related to marriage and the 
family, the relation of personality to social groups, and, in the final decades of his life, problems of the elderly. His 
most famous contribution to the study of the city was the 1925 essay reprinted here: “The Growth of the City.” 

Burgess’s seminal analysis of the interrelation of the social growth and the physical expansion of modern 
cities helped foster the subfield of urban geography as well as urban sociology. Burgess focused on patterns 
within a single city (the internal structure of the city), rather than relationships among cities (systems of cities). 

In the expansion of the city, Burgess wrote, a process of distribution takes place, which sifts and sorts and 
relocates individuals and groups by residence and occupation. It was this dynamic process – “process” was one 
of Burgess’s favorite words – that gives form and character to the  city. 

Chicago, at the time this selection was written, was a dynamic, rapidly growing city of recent immigrants. 
Chicago’s wealth was built on its location as the receiving center for natural resources from the developing 
American frontier. Rail lines from the parts of the United States that developed in the latter half of the nineteenth 
and first part of the twentieth century converged in Chicago and then continued to the older, more populous 
cities in the east. Grain from the west, lumber from the north, and cattle from the southwest all came into Chicago 
to be sorted, processed, and shipped east. Miles of grain elevators, enormous lumberyards, and huge 
slaughterhouses were able to employ hundreds of thousands of unskilled immigrant workers. Traders, factory 
owners, and entrepreneurs grew rich. First- and second-generation immigrants who had prospered in the 
booming economy formed a middle  class. 

Central to Burgess’s analysis of urban growth was his famous model based on a series of concentric 
circles that divided the city into five zones. The concentric zone model looks like a static map of Chicago’s 
economic demography (a cross-sectional analysis), but the model was also a theoretical diagram  
of a dynamic process illustrating how urban social and economic structure changes over time (a longitudinal 
analysis). Burgess called the process of neighborhood change “succession,” a term he borrowed from the 
science of plant ecology. By borrowing terminology from the natural sciences, and by drawing analogies 
between the urban and the natural worlds, Burgess helped establish the study of social ecology as a distinct 
approach to understanding the underlying patterns of urban growth and  development. 

For all the problems and pathologies of urban life, Burgess saw cities as progressing. Within a generation, 
Chicago had morphed from a frontier town to a booming world metropolis. His model is systematic and rational. 
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He was convinced that there was an underlying logic to the social and economic structure of cities that could be 
understood scientifically. He saw the city itself as the driving force behind the region of which it was a part. While 
Chicago was a world city at the time, he believed Chicago’s growth patterns were primarily endogenous – 
governed by local, rather than global,  forces. 

Following the publication of Burgess’s essay, a number of urban theorists offered modifications and refutations 
of the simple elegance of the concentric zone model. In 1939, real estate economist Homer Hoyt proposed a 
sectoral model for modern capitalist cities based on wedges of activity extending outward from the city center 
along transportation corridors. In 1945, geographers Chauncy Harris and Edward Ullman suggested a multiple 
nuclei model, arguing that cities developed around several centers of economic activity, not just  one. 

The Burgess model remains essential reading in urban geography and urban sociology courses and is still 
recognized as a brilliant and provocative piece of theoretical writing. Both Burgess’s applied fieldwork methods and 
his concentric zone model continue to inspire modern scholars and influence important works on urban space. 
Elijah Anderson (p. 131) received his PhD in Sociology from the University of Chicago. Ali Madanipour’s analysis  
of social exclusion and space (p. 203) owes a profound debt to  Burgess. 

The Burgess model has also been widely criticized. Michael Dear (p. 187) and many other modern writers 
either reject the Burgess model altogether or argue that if it accurately described urban processes in mid-
twentieth century cities, it no longer does today. Burgess’s model is in the modernist tradition. It assumed a 
logical, rational set of processes with the central business district at the center emanating outward in concentric 
rings to the edge of the city and the suburbs beyond. But does this model adequately describe the process of 
urban change today? A competing, postmodernist school of thought, the Los Angeles school of urbanism thinks 
not. The selection in by Michael Dear (p. 187) argues that growth in Los Angeles today is largely determined by 
development in the periphery of the region, not what happens in the CBD as Burgess argued. Global structural 
forces, Dear and other LA school theorists argue, determine metropolitan spatial structure, not decisions made 
by individuals acting as free agents as Burgess  believed. 

In criticizing Burgess for his lack of attention to gender issues, Daphne Spain (p. 193) and other writers 
question the premises of social ecology in which some social groups (Blacks, immigrants, women) are relegated 
to inferior status by deterministic forces beyond their control. She and other activist scholars argue that changes 
in consciousness and political action can change deterministic  processes. 

Computer technology, including statistical packages and Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software, 
now makes it possible for present-day geographers and sociologists to summarize vast amounts of data and map 
the internal structure of cities in ever more sophisticated ways. Thus, understanding of the relationship between 
social groups and urban form pioneered by Burgess continues to advance by leaps and  bounds. 

Ernest W. Burgess (1886–1966) was a professor of sociology at the University of Chicago and one of the 
most influential members of the Chicago School of sociology that included such luminaries as his officemate 
Louis Wirth, author of “Urbanism as a Way of Life” (p. 115), and Robert E. Park who developed important 
sociological theory about immigration, assimilation, and social ecology. Burgess served as chair of the University 
of Chicago sociology department and as president of the American Sociological Society (1934), Sociological 
Research Association (1942), and the Social Science Research Council (1945–1946). He was the editor of the 
American Journal of Sociology from 1936 to  1940. 

This selection is taken from Robert E. Park, Ernest W. Burgess, and Roderick D. McKenzie, The City (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1984) – originally published in  1925. 

Burgess’s most important writings are reprinted in Donald J. Bogue (ed.), Basic Writings of Ernest W. 
Burgess (Chicago: Community and Family Study Center, University of Chicago, 1974. The University of Chicago 
maintains Burgess’s papers in its Special Collections Research  Center. 

Nicholas Fyfe and Elizabeth Kenny’s Urban Geography Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 2005) in 
the Routledge Urban Reader Series contains writings by the other most important twentieth-century theorists of 
the internal structure of the city: Homer Hoyt on his sector model and Chauncy Harris and Edward Ullman on 
their multiple nuclei theory of the internal structure of  cities. 
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The outstanding fact of  modern society is the growth 
of  great cities. Nowhere else have the enormous 
changes which the machine industry has made in our 
social life registered themselves with such obvious- 
ness as in the cities. In the United States the transition 
from a rural to an urban civilization, though beginning 
later than in Europe, has taken place, if  not more 
rapidly and completely, at any rate more logically in its 
most characteristic forms.

All the manifestations of  modern life which are 
peculiarly urban – the skyscraper, the subway, the 
department store, the daily newspaper, and social work 
– are characteristically American. The more subtle 
changes in our social life, which in their cruder mani- 
festations are termed “social problems,” problems that 
alarm and bewilder us, such as divorce, delinquency, 
and social unrest, are to be found in their most acute 
forms in our largest American cities. The profound and 
“subversive” forces which have wrought these changes 
are measured in the physical growth and expansion of  
cities. That is the significance of  the comparative 
statistics of  Weber, Bucher, and other students.

These statistical studies, although dealing mainly 
with the effects of  urban growth, brought out into 
clear relief  certain distinctive characteristics of  urban 
as compared with rural populations. The larger pro- 
portion of  women to men in the cities than in the open 
country, the greater percentage of  youth and middle-
aged, the higher ratio of  the foreign-born, the increased 
heterogeneity of  occupation increase with the growth 
of  the city and profoundly alter its social structure. 
These variations in the composition of  population are 
indicative of  all the changes going on in the social 
organization of  the community. In fact, these changes 
are a part of  the growth of  the city and suggest the 
nature of  the processes of  growth.

The only aspect of  growth adequately described 
by Bucher and Weber was the rather obvious process 
of  the aggregation of  urban population. Almost as 
overt a process, that of  expansion, has been investi- 
gated from a different and very practical point of  view 
by groups interested in city planning, zoning, and 
regional surveys. Even more significant than the 
increasing density of  urban population is its correlative 
tendency to overflow, and so to extend over wider 

areas, and to incorporate these areas into a larger 
communal life. This paper, therefore, will treat first of  
the expansion of  the city, and then of  the less-known 
processes of  urban metabolism and mobility which 
are closely related to expansion.

exPaNSiON aS PhySiCaL GROwTh

The expansion of  the city from the standpoint of  the 
city plan, zoning, and regional surveys is thought of  
almost wholly in terms of  its physical growth. Traction 
studies have dealt with the development of  trans- 
portation in its relation to the distribution of  population 
throughout the city. The surveys made by the Bell 
Telephone Company and other public utilities have 
attempted to forecast the direction and the rate of  
growth of  the city in order to anticipate the future 
demands for the extension of  their services. In the city 
plan the location of  parks and boulevards, the widen- 
ing of  traffic streets, the provision for a civic center, are 
all in the interest of  the future control of  the physical 
development of  the city.

This expansion in area of  our largest cities is now 
being brought forcibly to our attention by the Plan for 
the Study of  New York and Its Environs, and by the 
formation of  the Chicago Regional Planning Asso- 
ciation, which extends the metropolitan district of  the 
city to a radius of  50 miles, embracing 4,000 square 
miles of  territory. Both are attempting to measure 
expansion in order to deal with the changes that 
accompany city growth. In England, where more than 
one-half  of  the inhabitants live in cities having a 
population of  100,000 and over, the lively appreciation 
of  the bearing of  urban expansion on social organi- 
zation is thus expressed by C.B. Fawcett:

One of  the most important and striking developments 
in the growth of  the urban populations of  the more 
advanced peoples of  the world during the last few 
decades has been the appearance of  a number of  
vast urban aggregates, or conurbations, far larger and 
more numerous than the great cities of  any preced- 
ing age. These have usually been formed by the 
simultaneous expansion of  a number of  neighboring 
towns, which have grown out toward each other until 

Burgess, Ernest W., “The Growth of  the City: An Introduction to a Research Project,” from Robert E. Park, 
Ernest W. Burgess, and Roderick D. McKenzie, (eds), The City (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1925). 
Copyright © 1925 by the University of  Chicago. Reprinted by permission of  the University of  Chicago  Press. 
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they have reached a practical coalescence in one 
continuous urban area. Each such conurbation still 
has within it many nuclei of  denser town growth, most 
of  which represent the central areas of  the various 
towns from which it has grown, and these nuclear 
patches are connected by the less densely urbanized 
areas which began as suburbs of  these towns. The 
latter are still usually rather less continuously occupied 
by buildings, and often have many open spaces.

These great aggregates of  town dwellers are a 
new feature in the distribution of  man over the earth. 
At the present day there are from thirty to forty of  
them, each containing more than a million people, 
whereas only a hundred years ago there were, outside 
the great centers of  population on the waterways of  
China, not more than two or three. Such aggregations 
of  people are phenomena of  great geographical and 
social importance; they give rise to new problems in 
the organization of  the life and well-being of  their 
inhabitants and in their varied activities. Few of  them 
have yet developed a social consciousness at all 
proportionate to their magnitude, or fully realized 
themselves as definite groupings of  people with many 
common interests, emotions and thoughts.

In Europe and America the tendency of  the great 
city to expand has been recognized in the term “the 
metropolitan area of  the city,” which far overruns its 
political limits, and, in the case of  New York and 
Chicago, even state lines. The metropolitan area may 
be taken to include urban territory that is physically 
contiguous, but it is coming to be defined by that 
facility of  transportation that enables a business man 
to live in a suburb of  Chicago and to work in the loop, 
and his wife to shop at Marshall Field’s and attend 
grand opera in the Auditorium.

exPaNSiON aS a PROCeSS

No study of  expansion as a process has yet been 
made, although the materials for such a study and 
intimations of  different aspects of  the process are con- 
tained in city planning, zoning, and regional surveys. 
The typical processes of  the expansion of  the city  
can best be illustrated, perhaps, by a series of  con- 
centric circles, which may be numbered to designate 
both the successive zones of  urban extension and  
the types of  areas differentiated in the process of  
expansion [Figure 1].

[Figure 1] represents an ideal construction of  the 
tendencies of  any town or city to expand radially from 
its central business district – on the map “the Loop” 
(I). Encircling the downtown area there is normally an 
area in transition, which is being invaded by business 
and light manufacture (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: suburban areas, or satellite 
cities, within a thirty- to sixty-minute ride of  the 
central business district.

This [figure] brings out clearly the main fact  
of  expansion, namely, the tendency of  each inner 
zone to extend its area by the invasion of  the next 
outer zone. This aspect of  expansion may be called 
succession, a process which has been studied in detail 
in plant ecology. If  this [figure] is applied to Chicago, 
all four of  these zones were in its early history included 
in the circumference of  the inner zone, the present 
business district. The present boundaries of  the area 
of  deterioration were not many years ago those of  the 
zone now inhabited by independent wage-earners, 
and within the memories of  thousands of  Chicagoans 
contained the residences of  the “best families.” It 
hardly needs to be added that neither Chicago nor any 
other city fits perfectly into this ideal scheme. 
Complications are introduced by the lake front, the 
Chicago River, railroad lines, historical factors in  
the location of  industry, the relative degree of  the 
resistance of  communities to invasion, etc.

Besides extension and succession, the general 
process of  expansion in urban growth involves the 
antagonistic and yet complementary processes of  
concentration and decentralization. In all cities there 
is the natural tendency for local and outside trans- 
portation to converge in the central business district. 
In the downtown section of  every large city we expect 
to find the department stores, the skyscraper office 
buildings, the railroad stations, the great hotels, the 
theaters, the art museum, and the city hall. Quite 
naturally, almost inevitably, the economic, cultural, 
and political life centers here. The relation of  cen- 
tralization to the other processes of  city life may be 
roughly gauged by the fact that over half  a million 
people daily enter and leave Chicago’s “loop.” More 
recently sub-business centers have grown up in 
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outlying zones. These “satellite loops” do not, it seems, 
represent the “hoped for” revival of  the neighborhood, 
but rather a telescoping of  several local communi- 
ties into a larger economic unity. The Chicago of  
yesterday, an agglomeration of  country towns and 
immigrant colonies, is under-going a process of  re- 
organization into a centralized decentralized system 
of  local communities coalescing into sub-business 
areas visibly or invisibly dominated by the central 
business district. The actual processes of  what may  
be called centralized decentralization are now being 
studied in the development of  the chain store, which is 
only one illustration of  the change in the basis of  the 
urban organization.

Expansion, as we have seen, deals with the physi- 
cal growth of  the city, and with the extension of  the 

technical services that have made city life not only 
livable, but comfortable, even luxurious. Certain  
of  these basic necessities of  urban life are possible 
only through tremendous development of  communal 
existence. Three millions of  people in Chicago are 
dependent upon one unified water system, one giant 
gas company, and one huge electric light plant.  
Yet, like most of  the other aspects of  our communal 
urban life, this economic co-operation is an example 
of  co-operation without a shred of  what the “spirit of  
co-operation” is commonly thought to signify. The 
great public utilities are a part of  the mechanization of  
life in great cities, and have little or no other meaning 
for social organization.

Yet the processes of  expansion, and especially the 
rate of  expansion, may be studied not only in the 
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physical growth and business development, but also  
in the consequent changes in the social organization 
and in personality types. How far is the growth of  the 
city, in its physical and technical aspects, matched  
by a natural but adequate readjustment in the social 
organization? What, for a city, is a normal rate of  
expansion, a rate of  expansion with which controlled 
changes in the social organization might successfully 
keep pace?

SOCiaL ORGaNiZaTiON aNd 
diSORGaNiZaTiON aS PROCeSSeS  
OF MeTaBOLiSM

These questions may best be answered, perhaps, by 
thinking of  urban growth as a resultant of  organization 
and disorganization analogous to the anabolic and 
katabolic processes of  metabolism in the body. In 
what way are individuals incorporated into the life of  
a city? By what process does a person become an 
organic part of  his society? The natural process of  
acquiring culture is by birth. A person is born into a 
family already adjusted to a social environment – in 
this case the modern city. The natural rate of  increase 
of  population most favorable for assimilation may 
then be taken as the excess of  the birth-rate over the 
death-rate, but is this the normal rate of  city growth? 
Certainly, modern cities have increased and are 
increasing in population at a far higher rate. However, 
the natural rate of  growth may be used to measure the 
disturbances of  metabolism caused by any excessive 
increase, as those which followed the great influx of  
southern Negroes into northern cities since the war. In 
a similar way all cities show deviations in composition 
by age and sex from a standard population such as 
that of  Sweden, unaffected in recent years by any 
great emigration or immigration. Here again, marked 
variations, as any great excess of  males over females, 
or of  females over males, or in the proportion of  
children, or of  grown men or women, are symptomatic 
of  abnormalities in social metabolism.

Normally the processes of  disorganization and 
organization may be thought of  as in reciprocal 
relationship to each other, and as co-operating in a 
moving equilibrium of  social order toward an end 
vaguely or definitely regarded as progressive. So far as 
disorganization points to reorganization and makes for 
more efficient adjustment, disorganization must be 
conceived not as pathological, but as normal. Disorga- 

nization as preliminary to reorganization of  attitudes 
and conduct is almost invariably the lot of  the new- 
comer to the city, and the discarding of  the habitual, 
and often of  what has been to him the moral, is not 
infrequently accompanied by sharp mental conflict 
and sense of  personal loss. Oftener, perhaps, the 
change gives sooner or later a feeling of  emancipation 
and an urge toward new goals.

In the expansion of  the city a process of  distribu- 
tion takes place which sifts and sorts and relocates 
individuals and groups by residence and occupation. 
The resulting differentiation of  the cosmopolitan 
American city into areas is typically all from one 
pattern, with only interesting minor modifications. 
Within the central business district or on an adjoining 
street is the “main stem” of  “hobohemia,” the teeming 
Rialto of  the homeless migratory man of  the Middle 
West. In the zone of  deterioration encircling the 
central business section are always to be found the 
so-called “slums” and “bad lands,” with their sub- 
merged regions of  poverty, degradation, and disease, 
and their underworlds of  crime and vice. Within a 
deteriorating area are rooming-house districts, the 
purgatory of  “lost souls.” Nearby is the Latin Quarter, 
where creative and rebellious spirits resort. The slums 
are also crowded to over flowing with immigrant 
colonies – the Ghetto, Little Sicily, Greek town, 
Chinatown – fascinatingly combining old world 
heritages and American adaptations. Wedging out 
from here is the Black Belt with its free and disorderly 
life. The area of  deterioration, while essentially one of  
decay, of  stationary or declining population, is also 
one of  regeneration, as witness the mission, the 
settlement, the artists’ colony, radical centers – all 
obsessed with the vision of  a new and better world.

The next zone is also inhabited predominantly by 
factory and shop workers, but skilled and thrifty. This 
is an area of  second immigrant settlement, generally 
of  the second generation. It is the region of  escape 
from the slum, the Deutschland of  the aspiring Ghetto 
family. For Deutschland (literally “Germany”) is the 
name given, half  in envy, half  in derision, to that region 
beyond the Ghetto where successful neighbors appear 
to be imitating German Jewish standards of  living.  
But the inhabitant of  this area in turn looks to the 
“Promised Land” beyond, to its residential hotels, its 
apartment-house region, its “satellite loops,” and its 
“bright light” areas.

This differentiation into natural economic and 
cultural groupings gives form and character to the city. 
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For segregation offers the group, and thereby the 
individuals who compose the group, a place and a role 
in the total organization of  city life. Segregation limits 
development in certain directions, but releases it in 
others. These areas tend to accentuate certain traits, 
to attract and develop their kind of  individuals, and so 
to become further differentiated.

The division of  labor in the city likewise illustrates 
disorganization, reorganization and increasing differ-
entiation. The immigrant from rural communities  
in Europe and America seldom brings with him eco-
nomic skill of  any great value in our industrial, com-
mercial, or professional life. Yet interesting occupa-
tional selection has taken place by nationality, explain-
able more by racial temperament or circumstance 
than by old-world economic background as Irish 
policemen, Greek ice-cream parlors, Chinese laun-
dries, Negro porters, Belgian janitors, etc.

The facts that in Chicago one million (996,589) 
individuals gainfully employed reported 509 occupa- 
tions, and that over 1,000 men and women in Who’s 
Who gave 116 different vocations give some notion of  
how in the city the minute differentiation of  occupation 
“analyzes and sifts the population, separating and 
classifying the diverse elements.” These figures also 
afford some intimation of  the complexity and compli- 
cation of  the modern industrial mechanism and  
the intricate segregation and isolation of  divergent 
economic groups. Interrelated with this economic 
division of  labor is a corresponding division into 
social classes and into cultural and recreational 
groups. From this multiplicity of  groups, with their 
different patterns of  life, the person finds his congenial 
social world and – what is not feasible in the narrow 
confines of  a village – may move and live in widely 
separated, and perchance conflicting, worlds. Personal 
disorganization may be but the failure to harmonize 
the canons of  conduct of  two divergent groups.

If  the phenomena of  expansion and metabolism 
indicate that a moderate degree of  disorganization 
may and does facilitate social organization, they indi- 
cate as well that rapid urban expansion is accompanied 
by excessive increases in disease, crime, disorder, 
vice, insanity and suicide, rough indexes of  social dis- 
organization. But what are the indexes of  the causes, 
rather than of  the effects, of  the disordered social 
metabolism of  the city? The excess of  the actual over 
the natural increase of  population has already been 
suggested as a criterion. The significance of  this 
increase consists in the immigration into a metro- 

politan city like New York and Chicago of  tens of  
thousands of  persons annually. Their invasion of  the 
city has the effect of  a tidal wave inundating first the 
immigrant colonies, the ports of  first entry, dislodging 
thousands of  inhabitants who overflow into the next 
zone, and so on and on until the momentum of  the 
wave has spent its force on the last urban zone. The 
whole effect is to speed up expansion, to speed up 
industry, to speed up the “junking” process in the area 
of  deterioration (II). These internal movements of  the 
population become the more significant for study. 
What movement is going on in the city, and how may 
this movement be measured? It is easier, of  course, to 
classify movement within the city than to measure it. 
There is the movement from residence to residence, 
change of  occupation, labor turnover, movement to 
and from work, movement for recreation and adven- 
ture. This leads to the question: what is the signifi- 
cant aspect of  movement for the study of  the changes 
in city life? The answer to this question leads directly 
to the important distinction between movement and 
mobility.

MOBiLiTy aS The PULSe  
OF The COMMUNiTy

Movement, per se, is not an evidence of  change or  
of  growth. In fact, movement may be a fixed and 
unchanging order of  motion, designed to control a 
constant situation, as in routine movement. Movement 
that is significant for growth implies a change of  
movement in response to a new stimulus or situation. 
Change of  movement of  this type is called mobility. 
Movement of  the nature of  routine finds its typical 
expression in work. Change of  movement, or mobility, 
is characteristically expressed in adventure. The great 
city, with its “bright lights,” its emporiums of  novelties 
and bargains, its palaces of  amusement, its underworld 
of  vice and crime, its risks of  life and property from 
accident, robbery, and homicide, has become the 
region of  the most intense degree of  adventure and 
danger, excitement and thrill.

Mobility, it is evident, involves change, new experi-
ence, stimulation. Stimulation induces a response of  
the person to those objects in his environment which 
afford expression for his wishes. For the person, as for 
the physical organism, stimulation is essential to 
growth. Response to stimulation is wholesome so long 
as it is a correlated integral reaction of  the entire 
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personality. When the reaction is segmental, that is, 
detached from, and uncontrolled by, the organization 
of  personality, it tends to become disorganizing or 
pathological. That is why stimulation for the sake  
of  stimulation, as in the restless pursuit of  pleasure, 
partakes of  the nature of  vice.

The mobility of  city life, with its increase in the 
number and intensity of  stimulations, tends inevitably 
to confuse and to demoralize the person. For an 
essential element in the mores and in personal morality 
is consistency, consistency of  the type that is natural in 
the social control of  the primary group. Where mobility 
is the greatest, and where in consequence primary 
controls break down completely, as in the zone of  
deterioration in the modern city, there develop areas of  
demoralization, of  promiscuity, and of  vice.

In our studies of  the city it is found that areas of  
mobility are also the regions in which are found 
juvenile delinquency, boys’ gangs, crime, poverty, wife 
desertion, divorce, abandoned infants, vice.

These concrete situations show why mobility is 
perhaps the best index of  the state of  metabolism of  
the city. Mobility may be thought of, in more than a 
fanciful sense, as the “pulse of  the community.” Like the 
pulse of  the human body, it is a process which reflects 
and is indicative of  all the changes that are taking place 
in the community, and which is susceptible of  analysis 
into elements which may be stated numerically.

The elements entering into mobility may be 
classified under two main heads: (1) the state of  
mutability of  the person, and (2) the number and kind 
of  contacts or stimulations in his environment. The 
mutability of  city populations varies with sex and age 
composition, and the degree of  detachment of  the 
person from the family and from other groups. All these 
factors may be expressed numerically. The new 
stimulations to which a population responds can be 
measured in terms of  change of  movement or of  
increasing contacts. Statistics on the movement of  
urban population may only measure routine, but an 
increase at a higher ratio than the increase of  popula- 
tion measures mobility. In 1860 the horse-car lines of  
New York City carried about 50,000,000 passengers; in 
1890 the trolley cars (and a few surviving horse-cars) 
transported about 500,000,000; in 1921, the elevated, 
subway, surface, and electric and steam suburban lines 
carried a total of  more than 2,500,000,000 passengers. 
In Chicago the total annual rides per capita on the 
surface and elevated lines were 164 in 1890; 215 in 
1900; 320 in 1910; and 338 in 1921. In addition, the 

rides per capita on steam and electric suburban lines 
almost doubled between 1916 (23) and 1921 (41), and 
the increasing use of  the automobile must not be 
overlooked. For example, the number of  automobiles 
in Illinois increased from 131,140 in 1915 to 833,920  
in 1923.

Mobility may be measured not only by these 
changes of  movement, but also by increase of  contacts. 
While the increase of  population of  Chicago in 
1912–22 was less than 25 percent (23.6 percent),  
the increase of  letters delivered to Chicagoans was 
double that (49.6 percent) – from 693,048,196 to 
1,038,007,854. In 1912 New York had 8.8 telephones; 
in 1922, 16.9 per 100 inhabitants. Boston had, in 1912, 
10.1 telephones; ten years later, 19.5 telephones  
per 100 inhabitants. In the same decade the figures  
for Chicago increased from 12.3 to 21.6 per 100 
population. But increase of  the use of  the telephone is 
probably more significant than increase in the number 
of  telephones. The number of  telephone calls in 
Chicago increased from 606,131,928 in 1914 to 
944,010,586 in 1922, an increase of  55.7 percent, 
while the population increased only 13.4 percent.

Land values, since they reflect movement, afford 
one of  the most sensitive indexes of  mobility. The 
highest land values in Chicago are at the point of  
greatest mobility in the city, at the corner of  State and 
Madison streets, in the Loop. A traffic count showed 
that at the rush period 31,000 people an hour, or 
210,000 men and women in sixteen and one-half  
hours, passed the southwest corner. For over ten years 
land values in the Loop have been stationary but in the 
same time they have doubled, quadrupled and even 
sextupled in the strategic corners of  the “satellite 
loops,” an accurate index of  the changes which have 
occurred. Our investigations so far seem to indicate 
that variations in land values, especially where cor- 
related with differences in rents, offer perhaps the  
best single measure of  mobility, and so of  all the 
changes taking place in the expansion and growth of  
the city.

In general outline, I have attempted to present the 
point of  view and methods of  investigation which  
the department of  sociology is employing in its studies 
in the growth of  the city, namely, to describe urban 
expansion in terms of  extension, succession, and 
concentration; to determine how expansion disturbs 
metabolism when disorganization is in excess of  
organization; and, finally, to define mobility and to 
propose it as a measure both of  expansion and meta- 
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bolism, susceptible to precise quantitative formulation, 
so that it may be regarded almost literally as the pulse 
of  the community. In a way, this statement might serve 
as an introduction to any one of  five or six research 
projects under way in the department. The project, 
however, in which I am directly engaged is an attempt 
to apply these methods of  investigation to a cross-
section of  the city – to put this area, as it were, under 
the microscope, and so to study in more detail and 
with greater control and precision the processes 
which have been described here in the large. For this 
purpose the West Side Jewish community has been 
selected. This community includes the so-called 
“Ghetto,” or area of  first settlement, and Lawndale, 

the so-called “Deutschland,” or area of  second 
settlement. This area has certain obvious advantages 
for this study, from the standpoint of  expansion, 
metabolism, and mobility. It exemplifies the tendency 
to expansion radially from the business center of  the 
city. It is now relatively a homogeneous cultural group. 
Lawndale is itself  an area in flux, with the tide of  
migrants still flowing in from the Ghetto and a constant 
egress to more desirable regions of  the residential 
zone. In this area, too, it is also possible to study how 
the expected outcome of  this high rate of  mobility in 
social and personal disorganization is counteracted in 
large measure by the efficient communal organization 
of  the Jewish community.



“The Los angeles School of  
Urbanism: an intellectual history” 

Michael  Dear 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

In this provocative essay, University of California Berkeley professor of City and Regional Planning Michael Dear 
summarizes a radically different model of the logic behind the spatial structure of regions than Ernest Burgess’s 
classical concentric zone model. Dear’s model reflects postmodernist thinking – particularly ideas of an important 
group of Southern California intellectuals identified as the Los Angeles school of urbanism. One good way to 
think about the internal structure of city-regions is by contrasting the Chicago school model (as described by 
Burgess) with the LA school model (as described by Dear). 

Schools of thought come into being when a group of individuals at some place and time develop a reasonably 
consistent body of ideas that is different enough from other ideas at the time that it qualifies as something special. 
Members of the “Dutch school” of painters in the Netherlands in the fifteenth and sixteenth century, for example, 
worked in a distinct style that set them apart from other artists of the time. Within the Dutch school, Rembrandt’s 
style was different from Johannes Vermeer’s, but anyone comparing a painting from the Dutch school would 
immediately see that it is dramatically different from, for example, a landscape painted by a painter in the 
nineteenth-century French impressionist school of art. Similarly, the Los Angeles school of urbanism consists of 
the work of a group of intellectual mavericks with different approaches, but who share enough in common that 
they self-identify and are identified by others as a distinct school of urbanist thought. Dear correctly argues that 
their point of view is radically different from earlier modernist points of view, including Burgess’s. 

The LA school of urbanism includes neo-Marxist geographers, left-wing urban sociologists, postmodernist 
architectural critics, labor historians and other Southern California intellectuals. Mike Davis, the author  
of “Fortress L.A.” (p. 212) is a member and coined the term “LA school.” Their methods are qualitative. Members 
of the LA school are to the left of the American political spectrum. Neo-Marxist members of the LA  
school generally agree with Engels that urban development is driven by capitalist self-interest, albeit in a 
contemporary  form. 

LA school members consider themselves postmodernists. They distinguish their approach to cities from 
modernists like Le Corbusier (p. 379). In the selection that follows, Dear characterizes the Burgess concentric 
zone model of the internal structure of the city as in the modernist  tradition. 

According to Dear, key differences between modernist and postmodernist views as represented by the 
Burgess and LA school models are  that: 

j Burgess and other modernists view city-regions as coherent regional systems in which the central business 
district (CBD) organizes the rest of city space and the metropolitan hinterland beyond the formal city limits. In 
contrast, postmodernist members of the LA school view city-regions as fragmented, with different areas 
influenced largely by global, rather than purely local, forces. LA school theorists argue that CBDs no longer 
act as centers defining the city-region. Rather, they argue that urban peripheries tend to organize what remains 
of the urban  center. 
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j According to Dear, Burgess believed that the personal choices of individuals shape overall urban conditions. 
In contrast, Dear and LA theorists believe that great global structural forces determine metropolitan spatial 
structure. They believe that global corporate-dominated connectivity is balancing or even offsetting individual-
centered agency in urban  processes. 

j Burgess and his Chicago School colleagues held an essentially teleological view of urban evolution. They 
believed cities were evolving to ever more advanced and modern levels; that, despite their problems, cities 
were becoming better over time. The LA school questions that assumption. They see the evolution of cities as 
a nonlinear, chaotic process. They see many pathological aspects of postmodern LA that make it arguable a 
much less advanced city than many earlier cities. LA school members generally share Mike Davis’s 
dystopianism (p. 212). 

j Postmodernist concepts include the world city (a few urban centers controlling the world economy), the dual 
city (increasingly polarized by race, class, income, and gender), the hybrid city (characterized by new hybrid 
communities), and cybercity (in which digital connectivity shapes all aspects of urban life). 

The most compelling metaphor Dear and his colleague Steven Flusty use to describe the LA school paradigm is 
“Keno capitalism.” Keno is a game of chance in which a square in a rectangular grid is selected randomly by 
chance. That event triggers activity in squares closest to the selected square. Different random squares on the 
board may be in play at any time. Squares that are furthest from the selected square(s) have little or activity. Players 
with “winning” squares, selected by chance, win; players with squares furthest from the selected squares lose the 
game. Substituting a real-world land parcel for the Keno square, Dear and Flusty argue that in Los Angeles and 
other of the world’s most dynamic metropolitan regions, global development consortia choose a land parcel for 
development nearly at random and inject a huge amount of capital to develop megaprojects there. Often they 
might as well have chosen a different parcel. Land values close to the chosen parcel skyrocket and the selection 
of the parcels touches off a whole string of development activities nearby. Other parcels in the metropolitan region 
– often in the periphery rather than the city itself – are also being selected, and frantic development activity occurs 
close to them as well. In between the winning parcels, little development activity occurs, or neighborhoods decline. 
A metropolitan region experiencing this form of development becomes, in Dear’s words, “a noncontiguous collage 
of parcelized, consumption-oriented landscapes linked only by the (dis)information superhighway.” An aerial 
photograph of such a region would look like a Keno board with apparently random spots of intense development 
here and there and little activity elsewhere. Dear notes that existing (modernist) forms are not completely irrelevant. 
Their past influence is discernible in postmodern landscapes and they continue to modestly influence the emerging 
spaces of postmodernity. Yasser Elshestawy’s description of megaprojects for the rich built by Emaar, a real estate 
development corporation owned by the government of Dubai (p. 328), dropped down in the middle of poor 
informal settlements in Cairo is an excellent example of Keno capitalism at  work. 

Dear is an excellent writer and he and other members of the LA school use compelling images to describe 
what they perceive to be the new reality. Postmodern urbanism as described by the LA school is characterized 
by edge cities, privatopias, minoritization, theme park environments, fortification, containment centers, and 
 technopoles. 

Michael Dear is a professor of City and Regional Planning at the University of California, Berkeley, where he 
teaches courses on urban theory, the state, social theory, and borderlands. He is an honorary professor at the 
Bartlett School of Planning, University College London. Dear has degrees in geography, town planning, and 
regional science. His current research focuses on comparative urbanism and the future of US–Mexico 
borderlands. Dear’s research interests include homelessness, postmodern theory, Los Angeles, comparative 
urbanism, and the cultural geography of the US–Mexico borderlands. He was a founding editor of the journal 
Society and Space: Environment and Planning  D. 

Dear’s books include Why Walls Won’t Work: Repairing the US-Mexico Divide (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), From Chicago to LA: Making Sense of Urban Theory (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2001), 
Postborder City: Cultural Spaces of Bajalata California, co-authored with Gustavo LeClerk (New York and 
London: Routledge, 2003), The Postmodern Urban Condition (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001), The Spaces of 
Postmodernity, co-authored with Steven Flusty (London and New York: Wiley-Blackwell, 2000), Rethinking Los 
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The basic primer of  the Chicago School was The City. 
Originally published in 1925, the book retains a tre-
mendous vitality far beyond its interest as a historical 
document. I regard the book as emblematic of  a mod-
ernist analytical paradigm that remained popular for 
most of  the 20th century. Its assumptions included:

j a modernist view of  the city as a unified whole, i.e., 
a coherent regional system in which the center 
organizes its hinterland;

j an individual-centered understanding of  the urban 
condition; urban process in The City is typically 
grounded in the individual subjectivities of  urba- 
nites, their personal choices ultimately explaining 
the overall urban condition, including spatial 
structure, crime, poverty, and racism; and

j a linear evolutionist paradigm, in which processes 
lead from tradition to modernity, from primitive  
to advanced, from community to society, and  
so on.

There may be other important assumptions of  the 
Chicago School, as represented in The City, that are 
not listed here. Finding them and identifying what is 
right or wrong about them is one of  the tasks at hand, 
rather than excoriating the book’s contributors for not 
accurately foreseeing some distant future.

The most enduring of  the Chicago School models 
was the zonal or concentric ring theory, an account of  
the evolution of  differentiated urban social areas by E. 
W. Burgess. Based on assumptions that included a 
uniform land surface, universal access to a single-
centered city, free competition for space, and the 
notion that development would take place outward 
from a central core, Burgess concluded that the city 
would tend to form a series of  concentric zones. The 
main ecological metaphors invoked to describe this 
dynamic were invasion, succession, and segregation, 
by which populations gradually filtered outward from 
the center as their status and level of  assimilation 

progressed. The model was predicated on continuing 
high levels of  immigration to the city.

At the core of  Burgess’ schema was the Central 
Business District (CBD), which was surrounded by a 
transitional zone, where older private houses were 
being converted to offices and light industry, or sub- 
divided to form smaller dwelling units. This was the 
principal area to which new immigrants were attracted 
and it included areas of  vice and unstable or mobile 
social groups. The transitional zone was succeed by a 
zone of  working-men’s homes, which included some 
of  the city’s oldest residential buildings inhabited by 
stable social groups. Beyond this, newer and larger 
dwellings were to be found, occupied by the middle 
classes. Finally, the commuters’ zone was separate 
from the continuous built-up area of  the city, where 
much of  the zone’s population was employed. Burgess’ 
model was a broad generalization, and not intended  
to be taken too literally. He anticipated, for instance, 
that his schema would apply only in the absence of  
“opposing factors” such as local topography (in the 
case of  Chicago, Lake Michigan). He also anticipated 
considerable internal variation within the different 
zones.

Other urbanists subsequently noted the tendency 
for cities to grow in star-shaped rather than concentric 
form, along highways that radiate from a center with 
contrasting land uses in the interstices. This obser- 
vation gave rise to a sector theory of  urban structure, 
an idea advanced in the late 1930s by Homer Hoyt 
(1933, 1939), who observed that once variations arose 
in land uses near the city center, they tended to persist 
as the city expanded. Distinctive sectors thus grew out 
from the CBD, often organized along major highways. 
Hoyt emphasized that “nonrational” factors could 
alter urban form, as when skillful promotion influenced 
the direction of  speculative development. He also 
understood that older buildings could still reflect a 
concentric ring structure, and that sectors may not be 
internally homogeneous at one point in time.

Angeles (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1996), and Landscapes of Despair, co-authored with Jennifer Wolch 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992). 

Other writings on postmodernist urban theory include Edward W. Soja, Postmodern Geographies: The 
Reassertion of Space in Critical Social Theory, 2nd edn (New York: Verso, 2011), Doreen Massey, For Space 
(Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2005), Neil Smith, Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of 
Space, 3rd edn (Athens, GA: University of Georgia, 2008), and David Harvey, Limits to Capital, updated version 
(New York: Verso, 2007). 
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The complexities of  real-world urbanism were 
further taken up in the multiple nuclei theory of  
Chauncey Harris and Edward Ullman (1945). They 
proposed that cities have a cellular structure in which 
land uses develop around multiple growth-nuclei 
within the metropolis as a consequence of  accessibility-
induced variations in the land-rent surface and 
agglomeration (dis)economics. Harris and Ullman 
also allowed that real-world urban structure is deter- 
mined by broader social and economic forces, the 
influence of  history, and international influences. But 
whatever the precise reasons for their origin, once 
nuclei have been established, general growth forces 
reinforce their preexisting patterns.

Much of  the urban research agenda of  the 20th 
century has been predicated on the precepts of  the 
concentric zone, sector, and multiple nuclei theories 
of  urban structure. Their influences can be seen 
directly in factorial ecologies of  intra-urban structure, 
land-rent models, studies of  urban economies and 
diseconomies of  scale, and designs for ideal cities and 
neighborhoods. The specific and persistent popularity 
of  the Chicago concentric ring model is harder to 
explain, however, given the proliferation of  evidence in 
support of  alternative theories. The most likely 
reasons for its endurance are related to its beguiling 
simplicity and the enormous volume of  publications 
produced by adherents of  the Chicago School . . . .

In the final chapter of  The City, Louis Wirth (1925) 
provided a magisterial review of  the field of  urban 
sociology, titled (with deceptive simplicity, and astonish- 
ing self-effacement) “A Bibliography of  the Urban 
Community.” But what Wirth did in this chapter, in a 
remarkably prescient way, was to summarize the funda- 
mental premises of  the Chicago School, and to isolate 
two fundamental features of  the urban condition that 
were to rise to prominence at the beginning of  the 21st 
century. Specifically, Wirth established that the city lies 
at the center of, and provides the organizational logic 
for, a complex regional hinterland based on trade:

Far from being an arbitrary clustering of  people and 
buildings, the city is the nucleus of  a wider zone of  
activity from which it draws its resources and over 
which it exerts its influence. The city and its hinterland 
represent two phases of  the same mechanism which 
may be analyzed from various points of  view . . . .

He also noted that the development of  satellite cities 
is characteristic of  the latest phases of  city growth, 

and that the location of  such satellites can exert a 
determining influence upon the direction of  growth:

One of  the latest phases of  city growth is the develop-
ment of  satellite cities. These are generally industrial 
units growing up outside of  the boundaries of  the 
administrative city, which, however, are depen- 
dent upon the city proper for their existence. Often 
they become incorporated into the city proper after 
the city has inundated them, and thus lose their iden-
tity. The location of  such satellites may exert a deter-
mining influence upon the direction of  the city’s 
growth. These satellites become culturally a part of  
the city long before they are actually incorporated 
into it . . . .

Wirth further observed that modern communications 
have transformed the world into a single mechanism, 
where the global and the local intersect decisively and 
continuously:

With the advent of  modern methods of  commu- 
nication the whole world has been transformed into a 
single mechanism of  which a country or a city is 
merely an integral part. The specialization of  function, 
which has been a concomitant of  city growth, has 
created a state of  interdependence of  world-wide 
proportions. Fluctuations in the price of  wheat on the 
Chicago Grain Exchange reverberate to the remotest 
part of  the globe, and a new invention anywhere will 
soon have to be reckoned with at points far from its 
origin. The city has become a highly sensitive unit in 
this complex mechanism, and in turn acts as a 
transmitter of  such stimulation as it receives to a local 
area. This is a true of  economic and political as it is of  
social and intellectual life. . . .

And there, in a sense, you have it. From a few, relatively 
humble first steps, we gaze out over the abyss – the 
yawning gap of  an intellectual fault line separating 
Chicago from Los Angeles. In a few short paragraphs, 
Wirth anticipated the pivotal moments that charac- 
terize Chicago-style urbanism – those primitives that 
eventually will separate it from an LA-style urbanism. 
He effectively foreshadowed avant la lettre the shift 
from what I term a “modern” to a “postmodern” city, 
and, in so doing, the necessity of  the transition from 
the Chicago to the LA School. For it is no longer the 
center that organizes the urban hinterlands, but the 
hinterlands that determine what remains of  the center. 
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The imperatives of  fragmentation have become the 
principal dynamic in contemporary cities; the 21st 
century’s emerging world cities (including LA) are 
ground-zero loci in a communications-driven global- 
izing political economy.

The shift toward an LA School may be regarded as 
a move away from modernist perspectives on the city 
(à la Chicago School) to a postmodern view of  urban 
process. We are all by now aware that the tenets  
of  modernist thought have been undermined, dis- 
credited; in their place, a multiplicity of  new ways of  
knowing have been substituted. Analogously, in post-
modern cities, the logics of  previous urbanisms have 
evaporated; and, in the absence of  a single new 
imperative, multiple (ir)rationalities clamor to fill the 
vacuum. The LA School is distinguishable from the 
Chicago precepts (as noted above) by the following 
counterpropositions:

j Traditional concepts of  urban form imagine the 
city organized around a central core; in a revised 
theory, the urban peripheries are organizing what 
remains of  the center.

j A global, corporate-dominated connectivity is 
balancing, even offsetting, individual-centered 
agency in urban processes.

j A linear evolutionist urban paradigm has been 
usurped by a nonlinear, chaotic process that 
includes pathological forms such as common-
interest developments (CIDs), and life-threatening 
environmental degradation (e.g. global warming).

In empirical terms, the urban dynamics driving these 
tendencies are by now well known. They include: 
World City: the emergence of  a relatively few centers 
of  command and control in a globalizing economy; 
Dual City: an increasing social polarization, i.e., the 
increasing gap between rich and poor, between 
nations, between the powerful and the powerless, 
between different ethnic, racial, and religious group- 
ings, and between genders; Hybrid City: the ubiquity of  
fragmentation both in material and cognitive life, 
including the collapse of  conventional communities, 
and the rise of  new cultural categories and spaces, 
including especially cultural hybrids; and Cybercity: the 
challenges of  the information age, especially the 
seemingly ubiquitous capacity of  connectivity to 
supplant the constraints of  place.

“Keno capitalism” is the synoptic term that Steven 
Flusty and I have adopted to describe the spatial 

manifestations that are consequent upon the (post- 
modern) urban condition implied by these assump- 
tions. Urbanization is occurring on a quasi-random 
field of  opportunities in which each space is (in 
principle) equally available through its connection 
with the information superhighway. . . . Capital touches 
down as if  by chance on a parcel of  land, ignoring the 
opportunities on intervening lots, thus sparking  
the development process. The relationship between 
development of  one parcel and nondevelopment of  
another is a disjointed, seemingly unrelated affair. 
While not truly a random process, it is evident that  
the traditional, center-driven agglomeration econo- 
mies that have guided urban development in the past 
no longer generally apply. Conventional city form, 
Chicago-style, is sacrificed in favor of  a noncontiguous 
collage of  parcelized, consumption-oriented land- 
scapes devoid of  conventional centers yet wired into 
electronic propinquity and nominally unified by the 
mythologies of  the (dis)information superhighway. In 
such landscapes, “city centers” become almost an 
externality of  fragmented urbanism; they are fre- 
quently grafted onto the landscape as a (much later) 
afterthought by developers and politicians concerned 
with identity and tradition. Conventions of  “suburba- 
nization” are also redundant in an urban process that 
bears no relationship to a core-related decentralization.

I am insisting on the term “postmodern” as a 
vehicle for examining LA urbanism for a number of  
reasons, even though many protagonists in the debates 
surrounding the LA School have explicitly distanced 
themselves from the precepts of  postmodernism. I 
have long understood postmodernism as a concept 
that embraces three principal referents:

j A series of  distinctive cultural and stylistic prac- 
tices that are in and of  themselves intrinsically 
interesting;

j The totality of  such practices, viewed as a cultu- 
ral ensemble characteristic of  the contemporary 
epoch of  capitalism (often referred to as postmo-
dernity); and

j A set philosophical and methodological discourses 
antagonistic to the precepts of  Enlightenment 
thought, most particularly the hegemony of  any 
single intellectual persuasion.

Implicit in each of  these approaches is the notion  
of  a “radical break,” i.e., a discontinuity between past  
and present political, sociocultural and economic 
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trends. My working hypothesis is that there is sufficient 
evidence to support the notion that we are witnessing 
a radical break in each of  these three categories. This is 
the fundamental promise of  the revolution prefigured 
by the LA School; this is why it is so revolutionary in its 
recapitulation of  urban theory.

The localization (sometimes literally the concreti- 
zation) of  these diverse dynamics is creating the 
emerging time-space fabric of  a postmodern society. 
This is not to suggest that existing (modernist) 
rationalities have been obliterated from the urban 
landscape or from our mind-sets; on the contrary, they 
persist as palimpsests of  earlier logics, and continue 
to influence the emerging spaces of  postmodernity. 
For instance, they are presently serving to consolidate 
the power of  existing place-based centers of  commu- 
nication technologies, even as such technologies are 
supposed to liberate development from the constraints 
of  place. However, newer urban places, such as LA, 
are being created by different intentionalities, just as 
older places such as Chicago are being overlain by the 
altered intentionalities of  postmodernity. Nor am I 
suggesting that earlier theoretical logics have been (or 
should be) entirely usurped. For instance, in his 
revision of  the Chicago School, Andrew Abbott . . . 
claimed that the “variables paradigm” of  quantitative 
sociology has been exhausted, and that the 
“cornerstone of  the Chicago vision was location” – 
points of  departure that I regard as totally consistent 
with the time-space obsessions of  the LA School of  
postmodern urbanism. Another example of  overlap 
between modern and postmodern in current urban 

sociology is Michael Peter Smith’s evocation of  a 
transnational urbanism . . . .
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“what happened to Gender  
Relations on the way from  
Chicago to Los angeles?” 
City and Community (2002) 

Daphne  Spain 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The important and controversial theories by Burgess (p. 178) and other members of the University of Chicago 
school of sociology and Dear (p. 187) and others in the LA school of urbanism propose many different reasons 
why cities are organized as they are. In the first selection in this section – written in 1925 – University of Chicago 
sociology professor Ernest W. Burgess proposed his concentric zone model for the logic underlying the internal 
structure of cities based on his observations of Chicago (p. 178). In the second selection, University of California, 
Berkeley, urban planning professor Michael Dear proposed a radically different explanation of the logic underlying 
the spatial organization of metropolitan regions today based on his observations of the Los Angeles region  
(p. 187). In the following essay, University of Virginia urban planning professor Daphne Spain takes both schools 
to task for neglecting the role of women in their respective models. Spain argues that a gender perspective can 
make a valuable contribution to this debate (and by extension to all of urban theory). She proposes adding 
changing gender relations to the list of reasons behind the transformation of urban space from the modernist 
monocentric city to the postmodern polycentric  metropolis. 

The Chicago School faculty was nearly entirely male and almost all core members of the LA school are men. 
Not only were women not included in the two schools, Spain notes that both schools ignored women who were 
working on the same issues in the same city at the same time. For example Ernest Burgess dismissed the work 
of his Chicago contemporary Jane Addams, the director of Hull House in one of Chicago’s poorest communities. 
Addams knew first-hand the needs of poor immigrant women (as well as men) from years providing social 
services to them; she published articles in scholarly sociological journals and is recognized today as a seminal 
thinker. But Burgess and his colleagues dismissed her work as merely practical, rather than theoretical. Spain 
notes a similar failure of Los Angeles school intellectuals to reference the important work of their female 
 colleagues. 

When Park and Burgess were writing about Chicago at the beginning of the twentieth century, middle-class 
women were expected to stay home while their husbands or fathers went to work. As late as 1940, less than a 
quarter of all US women were in the labor force. But when Spain wrote her article in 2001, 60 percent of all US 
women aged sixteen or older were in the labor force, and it is the rare woman who does not work at some point 
in her  life. 

Spain’s gender perspective provides important insights into the way in which women’s entry into the labor 
market affects the spatial structure of cities and urban processes. The huge increase in female employment 
contributes to sprawl by increasing the demand for vehicles. The transfer of domestic services from the home to 
the public sphere has exacerbated suburban sprawl as the demand for housing has increased and most new 
construction occurs at the urban periphery. Dual wage-earner families are better able to purchase low-density 
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single-family homes on large lots than families with only one wage-earner. The majority of working women drive 
to work alone. In addition to their commutes to work, women are likely to drive to take children to school, take 
care of elderly parents, and shop. As women’s time is increasingly occupied in paid employment, important 
services once performed by women at home are now performed by fast food restaurants, childcare centers, and 
assisted-living institutions for the elderly. “Family” restaurants and fast food franchises have proliferated over the 
past twenty years as a substitute for the individual family kitchen and dining room. Every strip development 
leading into every American city of any size has fast food outlets staffed by immigrants, teenagers, and retirees. 
While some private market-oriented theorists like Robert Bruegmann (p. 218) accept or even favor sprawl 
development, most theorists deplore this  pattern. 

Spain’s gender perspective provides interesting contrasts to Mike Davis’s theories (p. 212). As Spain points 
out, it helps explain the increase in gated communities (“privatopias”), which has occurred since the 1980s. 
Davis blames gated communities on racial and class prejudice and fear of crime. Spain notes that the increase 
correlates with the increase in women’s labor force participation. Few middle-class families sought gated living 
when women were home all day to provide informal security, but as more and more women now work outside the 
home, more and more households seek the security of a gated community with paid security personnel. Gated 
communities are common in China, Indonesia, and other countries with large divisions between rich and poor 
and increasing numbers of women entering the labor force. Mike Davis focuses on mean streets and dangerous 
communities as the primary cause of fortress LA and what he calls, with characteristic bombast, “the carceral 
city” (city of prisons). Davis identifies one LA public housing project as a fenced-off war zone requiring 
identification for entry. Viewing this issue through her gender perspective, Spain reminds us that public housing 
in the US is occupied predominantly by women. Davis identifies prisons as “containment centers” in the urban 
landscape, the masculine counterpart to public  housing. 

Female householders have created homes from which the man is (sometimes, Spain notes, only technically) 
absent. The growth in female householders has changed the metropolitan landscape primarily by creating a 
demand for more and different housing units. Women seeking to form their own households, for example, often 
need help getting established. Looking at the needs of residents in a city, an urban planner sensitive to Spain’s 
gender perspective consciously plans for temporary shelters for female victims of domestic violence that a 
planner looking at data and formulating plans without thinking about gender would simply not be aware of. A 
planner for a redevelopment agency, public housing authority, or nonprofit housing development corporation 
using a gender perspective might advocate for buildings or units within buildings designed specifically to 
accommodate single women or female-headed  households. 

Dolores Hayden, a feminist architect/planner who has written extensively about alternative building designs 
and plans that better accommodate women, has documented a variety of innovative designs of this type. Looking 
at low-rise residential development through a gender perspective Claire Cooper Marcus and Wendy Sarkissian 
describe a variety of common-sense design principles that women residents themselves feel make housing fit 
their needs. Arranging kitchen areas in such a way that they look out onto playgrounds so that women can watch 
children while they prepare meals, for example, is a helpful design principle easily overlooked by architects and 
planners who do not consider gender  issues. 

In summary, Spain proposes that theorizing about gender relations and urban structure are similar. At the time 
Burgess was writing, women’s natural place was seen as at the center of the home. Burgess perceived the city 
as a centered organism around which various functions were rationally organized. Both those images are 
outdated. Women now fill a variety of roles both inside and outside the home, and the metropolitan area has 
become the site of scattered activities. What happened to gender relations on the way from Chicago to Los 
Angeles? According to Spain, the same thing that happened to urban form. They became less predictably 
centered and more  diverse. 

Daphne Spain is James M. Page Professor and chair of Urban and Environmental Planning at the University 
of Virginia. In 2013 she was named recipient of the University of Virginia’s Cavalier’s Distinguished Teaching 
Professorship: the highest award the University of Virginia bestows on faculty members. She is interested in the 
way in which groups of women change the urban environment. Spain is a member of the governing board of  
the Society for American Regional and Planning History, and a member of the editorial boards of the Journal  



“ G E N D E R  R E L AT I O N S  F R O M  C H I CAG O  TO  LO S  A N G E L E S ” 195

T
H
R
E
E

. . . [T]he Chicago human ecologists described the 
monocentric city as an organism driven by popula- 
tion invasion and succession, while the Los Angeles 
postmodernists interpret globalization and economic 
restructuring as forces shaping the contemporary 
metropolis. In the intervening years numerous theories 
focused on transportation and communication tech- 
nology, cultural practices, the political economy, 
growth coalitions, and public-private regimes as the 
key processes driving urban development. Curiously 
missing from this list of  explanations, however, is the 
role of  gender relations. The purpose of  this essay is 
to bring the issue of  gender into the debate about 
urban theory.

Neither the Chicago School at the beginning of  the 
20th century nor the Los Angeles School at its end 
adequately incorporated gender relations into theories 
of  urban structure. Yet women’s options in 1900 
centered around the home, while their options in 2000 
incorporated the workplace as well. The “walking city” 
of  urban nostalgia still existed after home and work 
were separated for men. Only when women began to 
leave the home as well (in conjunction with the advent 
of  the automobile) did the real spatial revolution begin.

World War II marked a turning point in the 
transformation of  the monocentric industrial city  
into the polycentric informational metropolis. Central 
cities typically experienced growth before the War 

and declined thereafter. World War II also signaled  
the beginning of  the “third period of  crisis-generated 
urban restructuring”. Soon thereafter, women’s  
ability to achieve economic independence increased 
dramatically.

The subsequent restructuring of  power within the 
home was surely as powerful an agent of  urban change 
as the global economy. Indeed, the social movement 
for women’s equality in industrialized nations has been 
called “the most important revolution because it goes 
to the roots of  society and to the heart of  who we are”. 
Such a movement cannot change society without 
changing its cities as well.

a GeNdeR PeRSPeCTiVe

Gender relations are determined by women’s status, 
which often responds to demographic changes. 
“Gender relations” refer to the beliefs, expectations, 
and behavior that characterize interactions between 
women and men. Traditional gender relations in the 
U.S. made women economically dependent on men 
because men engaged in paid labor while women 
performed unpaid work and bore primary responsi- 
bility for childcare. When Park and Burgess were 
writing about Chicago at the beginning of  the 20th 
century, for example, middle-class women were 
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expected to stay home while their husbands or fathers 
went to the office (Park, Burgess and McKenzie 1925). 
That is what they did; until 1940 less than one-quarter 
of  all women were in the labor force. Many poor and 
minority women were employed in factories or as 
domestics, of  course, but the ideal of  separate spheres 
prevailed. Now, with 60 percent of  all women in the 
labor force, it is the rare woman who does not work 
outside the home. For all races and ethnicities, the 
change in women’s ability to earn a living affected 
gender relations by granting women greater economic 
power within, and outside, families.

Feminist scholars have long recognized the spatial 
consequences of  gender relations for cities. . . . The 
separation between gender issues and urban theory is 
nothing new. Its seeds were sown nearly one hundred 
years ago in Chicago.

FROM ChiCaGO TO LOS aNGeLeS

Gender relations at the beginning of  the 20th century 
idealized separate spheres in which wives maintained 
the home and family while men earned a living. 
Domestic architecture reinforced these stereotypes by 
designating separate rooms for feminine and masculine 
activities. A woman’s status was determined largely by 
whom she married. Relatively ineffective contraception 
made for large families, high maternal mortality, and 
short life expectancy. Few women attended college  
or earned professional degrees, and the one-fifth of  
women who were in the labor force in 1900 were 
typically unmarried, low-paid immigrants and African 
Americans. As a group, then, women’s potential for 
economic independence was relatively low. Their 
options centered primarily around the home.

Some women were exceptions to this profile. They 
lived in cities, away from their families while they 
worked for wages, and they publicly demonstrated  
for the vote. A small minority of  college-educated 
women created their own profession of  settlement 
work, a combination of  social work and progressive 
urban reform. The most notable settlement worker of  
all, Jane Addams, lived in Chicago’s Hull House at the 
same time Robert Park and Ernest Burgess were 
developing their urban theories [p. 161]. Addams and 
Julia Lathrop documented deplorable conditions 
among immigrants in Hull-House Maps and Papers 
(1895). Yet Burgess considered their work only “the 
second stage in the trend of  neighborhood work 

toward a scientific basis.” Jane Addams published in 
sociological journals and her contemporaries in the 
University of  Chicago’s School of  Social Service 
Administration wrote extensively about housing 
reform. The department of  sociology dismissed their 
work, however, defining it as practical rather than 
theoretical.

Subsequent research has revealed a Chicago 
terrain invisible to Park and Burgess. Hull House and 
other settlements established public baths, play- 
grounds, kitchens, libraries, and kindergartens in the 
midst of  Burgess’s zone of  transition. Boarding homes 
for “women adrift”, YWCA-sponsored residences and 
vocational schools, and Catholic shelters for women 
and girls occupied the same landscape. But with the 
exception of  the taxi-dance hall, where male patrons 
bought tickets to dance with women, members of  the 
Chicago School virtually ignored gendered aspects of  
the city.

They could have learned something from Jane 
Addams. Her memoirs, published in 1910 as Twenty 
Years at Hull House, included astute observations 
about the impact of  immigration on the city (Addams 
1910). Addams and her colleagues provided care for 
children whose mothers worked in factories, organized 
women to demand better garbage disposal and street 
cleaning, taught adults how to speak English, and 
sponsored festivals celebrating ethnic heritage. Hull 
House met so many needs that it grew from an 
individual residence to an entire city block. Eventually 
within its walls were a gymnasium, nursery, music 
school, coffee house, theater, and rooms for working 
girls (Spain 2001). In the midst of  the mundane, 
Addams recognized the sociological importance of  
her endeavor:

The Settlement . . . is an experimental effort to aid in 
the solution of  the social and industrial problems 
which are engendered by the modern conditions of  
life in a great city. It insists that these problems are not 
confined to any one portion of  a city. It is an attempt 
to relieve, at the same time, the overaccumulation at 
one end of  society and the destitution at the other.

This sounds like theory combined with practice, or 
praxis, in Marxist terms. In fact, Jane Addams and 
other settlement workers were decidedly leftist 
politically, which may be one reason their ideas failed 
to gain currency with members of  the Chicago School.

[. . .]
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Edward Soja (2000) and Michael Dear (2000), among 
others . . . propose that the absence of  a central urban 
core is indicative of  a fractured postmodern society. 
As society has become more fragmented by racial, 
ethnic, and gender diversity, the metropolis has 
assumed the form of  a crazy quilt lacking a central 
focus. Los Angeles has eclipsed Chicago as the pro- 
totypical American city. Postmodern urban theory 
discards the human ecological models of  the Chicago 
School, along with its positivist methodology, in favor 
of  a philosophical, subjective interpretation of  cities. 
Where Chicago sociologists saw the cooperation and 
benign competition characteristic of  the industrial 
assembly line, the L.A. School sees the conflict and 
chaos associated with mobile capital and labor. 
According to Steven Flusty and Michael Dear, 
postmodern urbanism is characterized by edge cities, 
“privatopias” of  homeowners’ associations, “minoriti- 
zation” (where the majority of  the population is the 
non-white “other”), theme park environments, for- 
tification, and “technopoles” (geographical loci of  
high-tech production). “Containment centers” (prisons) 
promote the image of  the carceral city. Flusty and 
Dear invoke a gaming board metaphor they call “Keno 
capitalism” to describe a seemingly random pattern 
of  development (Flusty and Dear 1999). They con- 
clude that “conventional city form, Chicago style, is 
sacrificed in favor of  a noncontiguous collage of  
parcelized, consumption-oriented landscapes devoid 
of  conventional centers. . .”. The processes accounting 
for all these changes include economic restructuring, 
globalization, and environmental politics.

Like Park and Burgess, Flusty and Dear could  
have learned something from women working in  
the same city at the same time they were developing 
their postmodern perspective. Architectural historian 
Dolores Hayden and urban planner Jacqueline Leavitt, 
both then teaching at UCLA, recognized the impli- 
cations of  the contemporary Women’s Movement for 
gender and the city (Hayden 1980, 1981, 1984; Leavitt 
1980). They wrote about space and gender, and they 
also engaged in the life of  Los Angeles, as Jane 
Addams had in Chicago. Hayden was active in creating 
the Los Angeles Woman’s Building in 1973, the same 
year in which David Harvey published Social Justice 
and the City (Harvey 1973). The Woman’s Building 
was founded to provide “a social and physical place in 
the public world in which women can re-evaluate and 
re-create their gender identity, crossing boundaries of  
age, race, class, or ethnic origin”.

While involved with the Woman’s Building and 
other local projects, Hayden was publishing as well. In 
a 1980 essay titled “What would a non-sexist city be 
like?” (Hayden 1980), she advocated a Homemakers 
Organization for a More Egalitarian Society (HOMES). 
HOMES was a program through which existing 
suburban blocks of  single-family houses could be 
modified to create accessory apartments, laundries, 
day care centers, and collective open space. Her later 
work dealt specifically with the mismatch between 
suburban housing built after World War II and 
women’s changing status. Hayden’s most recent book, 
The Power of  Place (Hayden 1995), documents how 
she and others restored the history of  women and 
minorities to Los Angeles’s urban landscape.

UCLA professor Jacqueline Leavitt was a pioneer 
in the field of  planning and gender. She challenged the 
gender bias in urban planning in the early 1980s, citing 
the small number of  female planning professionals 
(Leavitt 1980). The lack of  affordable housing for low-
income women was also one of  her priorities. For a 
national competition, Leavitt worked with architect 
Troy West to design cooperative housing for the 
elderly and single mothers. Some of  Leavitt’s most 
important research documented how women public 
housing residents in Los Angeles acquired the skills to 
make their spaces safer.

What did Chicago in 1900 have in common with 
Los Angeles in 2000 besides a disconnect between 
men and women studying the same city? Demogra- 
phically quite a lot. Both cities were magnets for the 
major international immigration streams of  their era. 
Immigrants moved through successive zones in 
Chicago, whereas they form a “heteropolis” in Los 
Angeles. Both cities attracted significant numbers of  
African Americans. “Race riots” in Chicago’s Black 
Belt became “civil disturbances” in L.A.’s Watts. Both 
cities are stages on which the important issues of  
minority ethnic and racial status have been dramatized. 
In respect to women’s status, though, Chicago and Los 
Angeles are a century apart. Women were still fighting 
for the franchise in 1900; by 2000 they could control 
their own fertility as well as vote. This crucial difference 
has implications for urban form.

Chicago in 1900 and Los Angeles in 2000 differed 
on at least four spatial dimensions: the presence of  one 
center versus two or more; the location of  activities; the 
level of  density; and the direction of  development. The 
industrial city a century ago had one Central Business 
District, mixed land uses that juxtaposed slaughter- 
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houses and tenements, high population density, and the 
vertical profile of  smokestacks and skyscrapers. In 
contrast, the contemporary informational metropolis 
consists of  multiple centers, single-use zoning, low 
density, and a strong horizontal axis (see Table 1 and 
Figure 1). Most women’s lives now include the home 
and workplace, which are separated by low-density, 
single-use zoning that contributes to suburban sprawl. 
As women have become more economically inde- 
pendent, their activities have both shaped and reflected 
the contemporary metropolis.

Figure 1 is an oversimplification to which there are 
obvious exceptions. Yet it serves well enough to 
summarize basic spatial differences before and after 
World War II. The War had an impact on more than 
urban form, however. It created a shortage of  men, 
and thus had implications for gender relations. An 
imbalance in the sex ratio has certain predictable 
consequences for women’s status. The absence of  
men during World War II opened new jobs for women, 
allowing them to receive the training and wages that 
eventually fostered independence. That independence 
was temporarily sidetracked by the economic and 
political necessity to employ thousands of  returning 
veterans. During the 1950s women’s labor force 
participation declined, the birth rate rose, and far more 
men than women attended college. But by the 1970s 

women’s status began to change. Birth rates dropped, 
educational attainment rose, full-time labor force 
attachment increased, and more women headed their 
own households. These changes were facilitated by 
several federal policies.

POST-wORLd waR ii ChaNGeS  
iN wOMeN’S STaTUS

As economic restructuring began to alter urban form, 
federal intervention involving reproductive rights and 
equal opportunity legislation started to enhance 
women’s status. Highly effective oral contraception 
was introduced during the 1960s, and abortion was 
legalized with the Supreme Court decision of  Roe v. 
Wade in 1973. Women became capable of  making 
their own decisions about childbearing for the first 
time in history. This was a watershed. Demographers 
called it a “contraceptive revolution”. The ability to 
control their fertility was only women’s first step 
toward independence. The second step involved 
access to educational and financial resources.

Congress passed four significant pieces of  equal 
opportunity legislation during the 1960s and 1970s. 
The Equal Pay Act of  1963 made it illegal to pay 
women and men different wages for the same job. 
Title IX of  the Educational Amendments Act of  1972 
prohibited sex discrimination in all public and private 
colleges receiving federal funds. The Equal Credit 
Opportunity Act of  1974 barred sex and marital-sta-
tus discrimination in the credit process, and Section 
303(b) of  the Housing and Community Development 
Act of  1974 was amended to eliminate sex discrimi-
nation in housing and housing finance.

Combined with reproductive rights reform, equal 
opportunity laws provided women with powerful 
avenues for change. The first was rising educational 
attainment. In 1960 only six percent of  adult women 
had a college degree; now nearly one-quarter of  
American women have graduated from college. As 
more women graduated from college, more joined  
the labor force. Gradually the schools and work- 
places women shared with men became less spatially 
segregated. The history of  education and employ- 
ment in the U.S., in fact, has been characterized by 
declining spatial gender segregation and rising status 
for women.

The second change was women’s entry into the labor 
force. So many women, including mothers, joined  

Circa 1900 Circa 2000

Prototype Industrial  
city

Informational 
metropolis

Number of  centers One Two or more
Location of  activities Mixed Separated
Density of  population High Low 
Direction of  

development
Vertical Horizontal

Table 1 Spatial characteristics of  urban form

Figure 1 Alternative models of  urban form
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the labor force so rapidly that it soon became the norm 
for women to be employed outside the home. Between 
1950 and the end of  the century, the proportion of  
women in the labor force nearly doubled. Among 
married mothers with preschoolers, the proportion in 
the labor force rose from 12 to 64 percent between 
1950 and 1997. The third trend to emerge was the 
growth of  female householders. Prior to World War II, 
women maintained less than 15 percent of  all 
households. By the end of  the 20th century it was 
nearly 30 percent. Delayed marriage, longer life 
expectancy, high divorce rates, and rising rates of  out-
of-wedlock births all contributed to the increase in the 
number of  female householders (see Table 2).

The modern Women’s Movement that fueled these 
changes in women’s status qualifies as one of  those 
social movements that arise occasionally to “challenge 
the meaning of  spatial structure and therefore attempt 
new functions and new forms”. Manuel Castells 
defines an urban social movement as “collective 
actions consciously aimed at the transformation of  
the social interests and values embedded in the forms 
and functions of  a historically given city” (Castells 
1983). The Women’s Movement met these criteria. It 
challenged the adage that a woman’s place is in the 
home. The Women’s Movement seems to have been 
overlooked as an agent of  urban change, however. But 
why are gender relations any less powerful than 
economic restructuring or globalization as agents of  
spatial transformation?

New GeNdeR ReLaTiONS CReaTe  
New URBaN SPaCeS

Having taken the L.A. School to task for ignoring 
gender, the next step is to incorporate gender into 
postmodern urban theory. Consider the concept of  
“privatopia”, or gated communities administered by 
homeowners’ associations. Dear estimates there are 
currently 150,000 homeowners’ associations, and 
common-interest developments (CIDs) account for 
nearly ten percent of  the American housing stock 
(Dear 2000). The U.S. currently has at least 20,000 
gated communities, the vast majority of  which have 
been built since the 1980s. Their increase correlates 
fairly strongly with the history of  women’s labor force 
involvement. Few middle-class families sought gated 
living when women were home all day to provide 
informal security. Whereas husbands once earned the 
income and wives had time to supervise children’s 
play, most wives now have traded time at home for 
money. One of  the costs has been the absence of  
neighborhood surveillance. Furthermore, services 
provided by homeowners’ associations in gated 
communities are reminiscent of  the work women 
volunteers performed one hundred years ago: lands- 
caping of  common grounds, garbage pickup, street 
cleaning, and maintaining parks and playgrounds 
were all part of  the municipal housekeeping agenda 
that encouraged women to apply their domestic skills 
to the public sphere.

Mike Davis’s (1990) concept of  the city as a fortress 
presents another opportunity to incorporate gender. 
He focuses on mean streets and dangerous commu- 
nities, identifying public housing as part of  the carceral 
city. The Imperial Courts Housing Project in Los 
Angeles, for example, is a fenced-off  war zone requir- 
ing identification for entry. He neglects to mention, 
however, that public housing is occupied predominantly 
by women and children. Thus danger is distributed 
disproportionately by both geography and gender. 
Leavitt’s work with Los Angeles public housing resi- 
dents recognized this and illustrated how resourceful 
women have been in creating a sense of  safety and 
community. Davis also identifies prisons as “contain- 
ment centers” in the urban landscape, the masculine 
counterpart to public housing. A gendered view of  
containment centers, however, might also include 
daycare centers and retirement homes as places  
that hold economically marginal populations under 
supervision.

Circa 1900 Circa 2000

Prototype Wife/mother Employed mother
Fertility control Ineffective Effective
Percent with 

college degree
< 5% 25% 

Percent in 
households  
labor force

20% 60% 

Percent of  
maintained by 
women

13% 28% 

Potential for 
independence

Low High

Table 2 Indicators of  women’s status

Source: Solomon 1985, 64; U.S. Bureau of  the Census 1975, 
42 & 128; 1998, 61 & 167.
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Edge cities, a primary component of  the post- 
modern metropolis, have evolved from the confluence 
of  three conditions: (1) the dominance of  automobiles 
and the need for parking; (2) the communications 
revolution; and (3) the entry of  women in large 
numbers into the labor market. How, exactly, does 
women’s market labor contribute to the formation of  
edge cities? One way, of  course, is by increasing the 
demand for vehicles. The majority of  Americans drive 
alone to work, and women are no exception. Most 
employed women also face two other issues: how to 
care for children or elderly parents and how to feed a 
family. Individual women’s efforts to balance their 
family and work lives have collectively shaped the 
metropolitan area in significant ways. Important 
services once performed by women in the privacy (or 
seclusion) of  the home have moved into the public 
arena: care of  dependents and meal preparation. 
Childcare facilities, assisted care institutions for the elderly, 
and eating establishments all are providing services that 
were once a private responsibility.

When the proportion of  married mothers with 
preschoolers nearly tripled in two decades, childcare 
became a public issue. The majority of  working 
mothers in the 1960s depended on in-home babysitting 
provided by a relative or someone else; group care 
centers were rare. Over the decades, however, the 
childcare industry expanded to meet growing demand. 
By 1998 the U.S. had nearly 100,000 licensed child- 
care centers where 31 percent of  preschoolers spent 
some part of  their day.

Employed women with responsibility for elderly 
parents face similar concerns about care for depen- 
dents. Increased life expectancy means parents are 
living longer just as their daughters are committing 
more fully to the labor force. Employed women have 
less time (although theoretically more money) than 
their grandmothers had, making it possible to pay 
others to adopt tasks they once were expected to 
perform. In the last twenty-five years alone, the 
number of  skilled nursing facilities has tripled.  
The “old-age home” of  the last century has been 
replaced by nursing homes, retirement homes, and 
“assisted living” facilities, each label becoming  
more euphemistic as people live longer. Although  
few of  the elderly currently live in one of  these 
institutions, their numbers will surely grow as the 
population ages.

Housework can usually wait, and most studies of  
the division of  household labor suggest that it does. 

But people have to eat several times a day. “Family” 
restaurants and fast food franchises have proliferated 
over the last twenty years as a substitute for the kitchen 
and dining room. Married couples with children now 
spend more than one-third of  their food budget on 
meals outside the home. Every strip development 
leading into every American city of  any size has its 
own assortment of  food outlets staffed by immigrants, 
teenagers, or retirees – those who are marginal to the 
mainstream economy, just as women were when they 
prepared meals at home.

The transfer of  domestic services from the home 
to the public sphere has exacerbated suburban sprawl 
since new construction occurs at the urban peri- 
phery. Zoning regulations that separate residential 
neighborhoods from commercial activities also have 
an impact on metropolitan form. Women typically 
need a car to get to work, deliver kids to daycare or 
soccer practice, and run household errands. The 
result has been a significant increase in the number of  
vehicles on the road. Since 1969, the rate of  increase 
in household vehicles has been more than six times 
the rate of  population growth.

One other type of  urban space has been created by 
women’s greater independence. Female householders 
have created homes from which the man is (some- 
times only technically) absent. The growth in female 
householders has changed the metropolitan landscape 
primarily by creating a demand for more and different 
housing units. Young women who once moved straight 
from their parents’ home into marriage now live inde- 
pendently for some years. Unless an unwed mother 
stays with her parents, she also must find a place to 
live. Every divorce splits one household into two. 
Women’s longer life expectancy and lower remar- 
riage rates mean they live alone longer after widow- 
hood than men. Each of  these new household types 
demands new housing.

Women seeking to form their own households often 
need help getting established. For example, temporary 
shelters for victims of  domestic violence are a new 
addition to the urban landscape, although, to insure 
residents’ safety, they are seldom identified as such. 
Boston and Minneapolis established transitional 
housing developments during the 1980s to bridge the 
gap between emergency shelter and permanent 
affordable housing for low-income women. Women 
and their children can live there for six months to two 
years while receiving childcare and job counseling. 
Women in Toronto developed and managed housing 
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cooperatives to meet the needs of  single mothers and 
elderly women.

New gender relations have transformed urban 
spaces in both the public realm and the private domain 
of  the home. One hundred years ago, women were 
less visible in colleges and workplaces than they are 
today, while men were more visible in the typical 
home. Now women have moved into public spaces, 
and men have moved out of  many private homes.

iNTeGRaTiNG GeNdeR iNTO  
URBaN TheORy

Many factors have contributed to the transformation 
of  urban space from the modernist monocentric city 
to the postmodern polycentric metropolis. According 
to Michael Dear, economic restructuring, globaliza- 
tion, and environmental politics are among the most 
important reasons. This essay proposes that changing 
gender relations should be added to the list. Ample 
opportunities existed in Chicago at the beginning  
of  the 20th century, and in Los Angeles at the end  
of  the century, to incorporate gender into urban 
theory. Yet work on gender and urban space has 
remained largely isolated in a parallel world of  feminist 
scholarship.

Changing gender relations have shaped the 
metropolis in several ways. Women’s ability to control 
fertility and achieve economic independence follow- 
ing World War II eventually had spatial implications. 
Care of  dependents and meal preparation have moved 
out of  the home and into the metropolis as women’s 
labor force activity has increased. Childcare centers, 
assisted living facilities for the elderly, and franchise 
food chains have all contributed to suburban sprawl 
and the proliferation of  edge cities. Although nurseries, 
old-age homes, and restaurants all existed at the 
beginning of  the 20th century, only at its end did they 
become ubiquitous. The labor performed in these 
facilities is underpaid and relies on marginal workers 
– just what women were before World War II.

A gender perspective applied to current urban 
theory would count day care centers and retirement 
homes among the “containment centers” identified by 
Davis as part of  the postmodern metropolis. It would 
also interpret the growth of  gated communities 
(privatopias) as a consequence of  women’s entry into 
the labor force. Americans are not seeking a fortress 
to separate themselves from others as much as they 

are trying to replicate an era when mothers were 
home all day.

Some tenets of  postmodern urban theory have 
direct corollaries with gender relations. Take one 
aspect of  economic restructuring, that employees 
experience less job security than they once did. During 
the 1970s, when divorce rates were high, many wives 
also discovered that they received less job security 
than they had bargained for. These displaced home- 
makers were the rehearsal for downsizing and job lay-
offs in the paid economy. The broken marriage 
contract that released women from the securities and 
responsibilities of  marriage was a precursor to broken 
corporate loyalties. Or take the “dual city” metaphor 
of  the underclass and overclass. A gender analysis 
would point out that there has always been a dual  
city consisting of  women’s free labor and men’s paid 
labor. It was invisible because it existed under the 
same roof. The rise of  the service sector has merely 
taken unpaid work out of  the home and turned it into 
underpaid occupations throughout the metropolis.

Theorists of  the Los Angeles School like to distance 
themselves from their Chicago ancestors, but they share 
one inescapable similarity. They both ignored the 
women who were working on the same issues in the 
same city at the same time. Just as Robert Park and 
Ernest Burgess barely acknowledged Jane Addams and 
Julia Lathrop, Michael Dear and Edward Soja have inte-
grated little of  Dolores Hayden’s or Jacqueline Leavitt’s 
perspectives into their own. After nearly a century, 
gender remains largely marginalized in urban theory.

In closing, I would like to propose that the way we 
think about gender relations and the way we theorize 
urban structure are similar. When we thought women’s 
natural place was at the center of  the home, we 
perceived the city as a centered organism around 
which various functions were rationally organized. 
Both those images are outdated. Women now fill a 
variety of  roles both inside and outside the home, and 
the metropolitan area has become the site of  scattered 
activities. What happened to gender relations on the 
way from Chicago to Los Angeles? The same thing 
that happened to urban form. They became less 
predictably centered and more diverse.
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“Social exclusion and Space”
from ali Madanipour, Goran Cars, and Judith  
allen (eds.), Social Exclusion in European  
Cities: Processes, Experiences, and Responses (1998) 

Ali  Madanipour 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Exclusion of groups of city residents from access to all that the city has to offer on the basis of race, class, 
religion, income, gender, national origin, sexual orientation, or some other characteristic has been and continues 
to be a pressing problem in cities throughout the world. University of Newcastle urban design professor Ali 
Madanipour’s observations on spatial aspects of social exclusion in contemporary European cities is relevant to 
understanding social exclusion in cities everywhere in the world both today and in the past. It is also a finely 
nuanced piece that illustrates how urban space is related to social, cultural, economic, and political forces that 
urban planners and designers should consider in their plans and  designs. 

Throughout history, many of the most dynamic urban societies have welcomed foreigners and included them 
in the life of the city. H.D.F. Kitto notes that twenty-five centuries ago foreigners (metics) participated in most 
aspects of the life of the Greek polis (p. 39). They lived throughout the polis rather than in geographically 
segregated foreigners’ neighborhoods, worked as merchants and tradesmen on an equal footing with Athenian 
citizens, and contributed significantly to the philosophical, scientific, literary, and artistic achievements of Athens’s 
golden age. But they were not Athenian citizens and were excluded from participation in Athens’s otherwise 
extraordinarily inclusive and democratic political  institutions. 

In his magisterial study titled Cities and Civilization, British planning professor Sir Peter Hall argues that the 
presence of a diverse group of foreigners or outsiders from the dominant culture has been a crucial ingredient in 
short periods of great cultural and technical efflorescence that characterize cities’ golden ages. Hall describes, 
for example, how Jewish entrepreneurs who had previously worked in New York City’s garment industry were 
largely responsible for creating the motion picture industry. They were able to transfer understanding of how to 
respond quickly to the changing tastes of America’s large lower-income urban immigrant population they had 
learned in New York City’s garment industry and quickly turn advances in technology to good advantage. 
Migrating to Hollywood in the early twentieth century, they created a new industry providing silent movies to a 
mass audience willing to spend a hard-earned nickel for Saturday night entertainment. Another of Hall’s examples 
involves Blacks from the impoverished Mississippi River delta. As they migrated up the Mississippi to Chicago 
during the twentieth century, Blacks from the Delta brought blues music with them. Little blues clubs in Chicago’s 
Black belt reflected their sadness and helped them cope with discrimination and the unsettling conditions of 
urban life. Blues music morphed into rock and roll and made a huge contribution to popular culture worldwide. 
Today Indian programmers in Silicon Valley, Chinese scientists in London, and Latin American novelists in New 
York City continue to enrich their host cultures and the entire  world. 

In many cities, law and/or cultural norms have excluded some social groups at some time in history, including 
the present day. Racial discrimination was, and remains, an acute problem in many cities throughout the world. 
Friedrich Engels describes the brutal effect of class discrimination on the working class in Manchester, England 
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in 1844 (p. 53). Black sociologist W.E.B. Du Bois describes in painful detail how Blacks in late nineteenth-
century Philadelphia were spatially isolated in just a few wards of the city and systematically barred from white 
schools, most public facilities, and well-paying jobs for which they were well qualified (p. 124). Members of the 
Chicago School of sociology like Louis Wirth (p. 115) described the psychological damage spatial separation 
and social exclusion caused for immigrants from central and southern Europe in early twentieth -century Chicago. 
Mike Davis describes discrimination against poor, minorities, and immigrants in contemporary Los Angeles  
(p. 212). Albert Camarillo describes exclusion of Blacks and Latinos in contemporary majority-minority Los 
Angeles (p. 139). David Harvey describes how some groups are denied the “right to the city” in cities throughout 
the world (p. 270). Discrimination on the basis of ethnicity, religion, gender, and national origin continues in 
Europe and North America not only against Blacks and Hispanics, Jews and Muslims, but against Algerian, 
Pakistani, Turkish, East European, and other  groups. 

As globalization continues to bring people from throughout the world into closer contact, and as the pace of 
immigration increases, the issue of exclusion becomes ever more pressing. In what different ways are some 
people excluded from participation in the life of the cities where they live? How is exclusion expressed in urban 
space? What can be done about it? These are questions Madanipour  addresses. 

Madanipour distinguishes between economic discrimination, in which members of a group are excluded from 
employment, political discrimination, in which they are excluded from political power by being denied voting 
rights or full political representation, and cultural exclusion, in which the group members are marginalized from 
the symbols, meanings, rituals, and discourses of the dominant culture. Just as Sherry Arnstein (p. 279) sees 
citizen participation in decision-making as a “ladder” with rungs ascending from degrees of nonparticipation to 
full citizen power, Madanipour sees social exclusion as a continuum from complete lack of integration at one end 
of the spectrum to full integration into society at the  other. 

While some societal rules about exclusion are benign – the right of strangers to enter a person’s home at will 
is unacceptable in almost all cultures and few would deny a women’s support group the right to exclude males 
– Madanipour argues that exclusion of groups from the opportunities and advantages that cities possess is both 
painful to members of the group and damaging to the society at large, which fails to take full advantage of talent 
available to it and wastes resources on conflict and social  control. 

Exclusion frequently has a spatial dimension. Members of a group are sometimes excluded from areas of a city 
by law as when medieval Venetian Jews were restricted to a neighborhood on one Venetian island where a 
foundry (ghetto) existed. While reports of a sign saying “No dogs or Chinese” in Huangpu Park in the British 
concession of Shanghai is apocryphal, exclusion of Chinese from the park (along with dogs and bicycles) in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century was not. Even when people are legally free to enter areas of the city, 
as Mike Davis (p. 212) points out, subtle and not-so-subtle signs and cues may signal that members of a particular 
group are not  welcome. 

Madanipour suggests two potentially promising theoretical approaches to promote greater inclusion of 
marginalized groups into urban space – decommodifying space so that the private real estate market plays a less 
decisive role in where different groups are located within the city and deliberate city planning to de-spatialize 
social exclusion. Both are easier said than done. Most public council housing in England, provided by liberal 
governments as a necessity rather than a market commodity, has now been privatized. Rich and poor in the 
People’s Republic of China live in separate  neighborhoods. 

Madanipour concludes his analysis by advocating inclusionary practices – to assure that outsiders are more 
fully included in urban societies based on his broad approaches. Building inclusionary housing units for low- and 
moderate- income households in neighborhoods they could otherwise not afford is an example of the first 
strategy. As director of a nonprofit organization named the Suburban Action Institute, Paul Davidoff put into 
practice the advocacy planning he advocated (p. 481) and succeed in getting racially integrated subsidized 
housing projects built in previously middle and upper income all white suburban neighborhoods, but only a few 
dozen units. Inclusionary zoning ordinances in the United States require condominium developers to set aside a 
percentage of new units for low- and moderate income households to purchase for less than their market value 
– effectively decommodifying space, an example of Madanipour’s second strategy. But few cities have local laws 
like this, they apply only to new construction, and for a narrow segment of the population that needs assistance. 
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Paradoxically, Singapore, a vibrant capitalist country, is the great exception. Three quarters of all the housing in 
Singapore was built by the government and sold at prices well below market value on the condition that every 
building would have a mix of Chinese, Malay, and Indian residents proportional to the total of each ethnic group’s 
share of the total Singapore population – and that on resale the units would continue to pass to the ethnic group 
originally specified. Singapore has much better housing units than most of the region, affordable to Singapore 
citizens, and ethnically integrated down to the building  level. 

Ali Madanipour is a professor of urban design and founder and director of the Global Urban Research Unit at 
the School of Architecture, Planning, and Landscape at the University of Newcastle in England where he also 
teaches architecture and urban planning. His work has been translated into French, German, Italian, Japanese, 
Mandarin, Persian, and Spanish. In 2010 he was the City of Vienna Senior Visiting Professor at the Technical 
University of Vienna and in 2011 the Wits-Claude Leon Distinguished Scholar at the University of Witwatersrand 
in  Johannesburg. 

Madanipour was born in Iran and practiced architecture before his academic career. His interests include 
design, development and management of cities, the social and psychological significance of urban space, 
processes that shape urban space, agencies of urban change, and implications of change for disadvantaged 
social groups and the  environment. 

This selection is from Social Exclusion in European Cities: Processes, Experiences, and Responses (London: 
Jessica Kingsley, 1996), which Madanipour co-edited with Goran Cars and Judith Allen. Madanipour’s most 
recent book is Shaping Places for People: Rethinking Urban Design (London: Palgrave-Macmillan 2014). Other 
of Madanipour’s recent books – all published by Routledge – include Public Space and the Challenges of Urban 
Transformation in Europe (2013), Knowledge Economy and the City (2011), Whose Public Space? (2010), 
Designing the City of Reason (2007), Public and Private Spaces of the City (2003), and an edited book, Whose 
Public Space? International Case Studies in Urban Design and Development (2010). 

For historical background on social exclusion in America, see Jon Gjerde, Major Problems in American 
Immigration and Ethnic History (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1998). Studies of contemporary race, class, and 
gender issues in the United States include Margaret L. Andersen and Patricia Hill Collins, Race, Class, and 
Gender: An Anthology, 7th edn (New York: Wadsworth, 2008), Roberta Fiske-Rusciano, Experiencing Race, 
Class, and Gender in the United States (New York: Wadsworth, 2008), Conrad Kottak and Kathryn Kozaitis, On 
Being Different: Diversity and Multiculturalism in the North American Mainstream (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
2008) and Paula S. Rothenberg, Race, Class, and Gender in the United States: An Integrated Study, 7th edn 
(New York: Worth Publishers, 2006). A classic study of European immigration to the east coast is Oscar Lewis, 
The Uprooted (New York: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1951). Ronald Takaki, Strangers from a Different Shore 
(Boston: Back Bay Books, 2003) is an excellent study of the Asian-American immigration experience. Takaki’s A 
Different Mirror: A History of Multicultural America, revised edition (Boston: Back Bay Books, 2008) expands 
and elaborates on his earlier  work. 

Books on social exclusion in Europe include Joan Wallach Scott, The Politics of the Veil (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2010), Katherine Ewing, Stolen Honor: Stigmatizing Muslim Men in Berlin (Palo 
Alto: Stanford University Press, 2008), Sako Musterd, Alan Murie, and Christian Kesteloot (eds.), Neighbourhoods 
of Poverty: Urban Social Exclusion and Integration in Comparison (London: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2006), Hans 
Lucht, Darkness before Daybreak: African Migrants Living on the Margins in Southern Italy Today (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 2011), Trica Danielle Keaton, Muslim Girls and the Other France: Race, 
Identity Politics, and Social Exclusion (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2006), and Steen Paul 
Mangeen, Social Exclusion and Inner City Europe (New York: Palgrave-MacMillan, 2004). 

This chapter concentrates on the relationship  
between social exclusion and space, exploring some 
of  the frameworks which institute barriers to spatial 
practices. Its particular emphasis is on the way these 

barriers to movement are intertwined with social 
exclusionary processes. This shows that exclusion 
should be regarded as a socio-spatial phenomenon.

[. . .]
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diMeNSiONS OF SOCiaL exCLUSiON

There is little disagreement on some of  the major 
problems facing European cities. Challenges of  com- 
petition from a global economy marked by a 
multiplicity of  competitors and the European response 
in the form of  moving into an integrative partnership 
are both aspects of  globalization which have reshaped 
the social and spatial geography of  cities. The restruc- 
turing of  cities and societies, however, has been a 
costly exercise, as it has been parallel with a growing 
social divide, long-term unemployment and jobless- 
ness, especially for men, and casualization of  work, 
undermining the quality of  life for large groups of  the 
population. These symptoms have led to concerns for 
the fragmentation of  the social world, where some 
members of  society are excluded in the ‘mainstream’ 
and where this exclusion is painful for the excluded 
and harmful for society as a whole.

Yet the concept of  social exclusion still appears to 
be in need of  clarification due to the variety of  the 
cultural and political contexts in which it has been 
used. For some it is the question of  poverty which 
should remain the focus of  attention, while for others 
social exclusion makes sense in the broader perspec- 
tive of  citizenship and integration into the social 
context. Social exclusion, therefore, is not necessarily 
equated with economic exclusion, although this form 
of  exclusion is often the cause of  a wider suffering and 
deprivation.

As a concept, social exclusion still suffers from a 
lack of  clarity, as it is interpreted and analysed differ-
ently. We come across a degree of  ambiguity espe-
cially between poverty and social exclusion. Some 
researchers, who have concentrated on the problems 
of  poverty, find social exclusion a vague concept 
which, for whatever reason, takes attention away from 
poverty and deprivation. Furthermore, it is argued 
that the concept of  social exclusion is rooted in a 
certain intellectual and cultural tradition (Catholic, 
solidarity) and a particular welfare regime (corporat-
ist) and as such is not shared by other (especially 
liberal) cultures and welfare regimes. On the other 
hand, those who find social exclusion a useful con- 
cept criticize an emphasis on poverty as too narrow. 
They seek to open the discussion to accommo- 
date the general issues of  social integration and  
citizenship. To confront this ambiguity and contra- 
diction, we need to clarify the concept of  social  
exclusion first.

The overall constitution of  the social world is such 
that different forms of  exclusion are fundamental to 
any social relationship. For example, the division of  
social life into public and private spheres means 
drawing boundaries round some spatial and temporal 
domains and excluding others from these domains. In 
this way, exclusion becomes an operating mecha- 
nism, an institutionalized form of  controlling access: 
to places, to activities, to resources and information. 
Individual actions as well as legal, political and cultural 
structures rely heavily upon this operating mechanism 
and reproduce it constantly. Institutionally organized 
or individually improvised, it appears that we are all 
engaged in exclusionary processes that are essential 
for our social life.

Yet we know that, whatever their importance, these 
exclusionary processes work in close relationship with 
inclusionary activities to maintain a social fabric. 
Maintaining the continuity of  the social world is only 
possible through a combination of  and a fine balance 
between these two processes. At the individual level, 
seeking privacy without seeking social interaction 
would lead to isolation. At the social level, exclusion 
without inclusion would lead to a collapse of  social 
structures. What is a negative state of  affairs, therefore, 
is not exclusion in all its forms but an absence of  
inclusionary processes, a lack of  a balance between 
exclusion and inclusion.

But what are the dimensions of  the social world in 
which inclusion and exclusion take place? It is often 
mentioned that social exclusion is multidimensional. 
To be able to identify and analyse these dimensions, 
we should look at the dimensions of  the social world 
in which exclusion and inclusion take place. We can 
identify economic, political and cultural arenas as the 
three broad spheres of  social life in which social 
inclusion and exclusion are manifested and, therefore, 
can be analysed and understood.

In the economic arena, the main form of  inclusion 
is access to resources, which is normally secured 
through employment. The main form of  exclusion, 
therefore, is a lack of  access to employment. Margi- 
nalization and long-term exclusion from the labour 
market lead to an absence of  opportunity for 
production and consumption, which can in turn lead 
to acute forms of  social exclusion.

Exclusion from the economic arena is often con- 
sidered to be a crucial and painful form of  exclusion. 
Poverty and unemployment are therefore frequently at 
the heart of  most discussions of  social exclusion, to 



“ S O C I A L  E XC L U S I O N  A N D  S PAC E ” 207

T
H
R
E
E

the extent that poverty and economic exclusion are 
equated with social exclusion. There is a tendency in 
the literature to use these terms interchangeably. It is 
true that long-term economic exclusion can break 
down the political and cultural ties of  the affected 
individuals and social groups. It is important, however, 
to note that there are other forms of  social exclusion 
in political and cultural spheres.

In the political arena, the main form of  inclusion  
is to have a stake in power, to participate in deci- 
sion making. In European liberal democracies, inclu-
sion is often ensured through voting and other  
processes associated with it. The most obvious form 
of  social exclusion, therefore, is lack of  political repre-
sentation. This may take various forms: from the 
under-representation of  women in parliaments and 
governments, to the complete exclusion of  immigrant 
groups from political decision making; from the argu-
ment by smaller political parties for a new system of  
representation which would allow them a fairer share 
of  power, to a withdrawal from political participation 
by those excluded in the economic and cultural arenas.

In the cultural arena, the main form of  inclusion is 
to share a set of  symbols and meanings. The most 
powerful of  these have historically been language, 
religion and nationality. Some of  the new sets of  
symbolic relationships include the way individual and 
group identities are formed through association with 
patterns of  consumption, from necessities of  daily life 
to cultural products. For example, in what has been 
termed a visual culture, aesthetics of  social behaviour 
has become an essential part of  social life. The main 
form of  exclusion in the cultural arena, therefore, 
becomes a marginalization from these symbols, mean- 
ings, rituals and discourses. The forms of  cultural 
exclusion vary widely, as experienced by minorities 
whose language, race, religion and lifestyle are diffe- 
rent from those of  the larger society.

Different social groups may experience varying 
degrees of  these different but highly interrelated 
forms of  social exclusion. The most acute forms of  
social exclusion, however, are those that simultaneously 
include elements of  economic, political and cultural 
exclusion. The other end of  the spectrum is occupied 
by citizens who are fully integrated in the mainstream 
of  society through these three dimensions. Between 
these two extremes, there is a wide range of  varia- 
tions in which individuals and groups are included in 
some areas but excluded in others. A major trend is 
that more and more people suffer from anxiety and 

uncertainty, as there are ever larger numbers in 
transition from inclusion to exclusion.

SPaTiaLiTy OF SOCiaL exCLUSiON

Social exclusion, therefore, should be understood in its 
political, economic and cultural dimensions. Exclusion 
from the political arena, i.e. the denial of  participation 
in decision making, can alienate individuals and social 
groups. In the cultural arena, exclusion from common 
channels of  cultural communication and integration 
can have similar effects. The exclusion from work and 
its impacts are widely known as undermining the 
ability of  individuals and households to participate 
actively in social processes. When combined, these 
forms of  exclusion can create an acute form of  social 
exclusion which keeps the excluded at the very 
margins of  the society, a phenomenon all too often 
marked by a clear spatial manifestation in deprived 
inner city or peripheral areas . . .

[. . .]
In the past, this spatiality of  social exclusion had 

led to attempts to dismantle such pockets of  depri- 
vation without necessarily dismantling the causes of  
deprivation or the forces bringing them together in 
particular enclaves. The dismantling of  spatial con- 
centrations of  deprivation has been a continuous 
trend: from Baron Haussmann’s wide boulevards in 
the middle of  poor neighbourhoods in the nineteenth 
century, to the slum clearance programmes and more 
subtle forms of  housing management in the twentieth 
century. These have been attempts to despatialize 
social exclusion, which is evidence of  its inherent and 
re-emerging spatiality. The latest form of  despatiali- 
zation and re-spatialization of  social exclusion is 
homelessness, a process in which some groups are cut 
off  from their previous socio-spatial contexts and are 
apparently without a home base. They, however, have 
clustered in particular parts of  cities, spatializing again 
what was thought to be despatialized.

SPaTiaLiTy aNd diFFeReNCe

The absence of  homogeneity is most apparent in 
cities, as they are sites of  difference. Large cities have 
often grown by attracting people from around the 
country in which they are located or even from around 
the world. Cities have always been known as the 
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meeting places of  different people. As Aristotle noted: 
‘A city is composed of  different kinds of  men; similar 
people cannot bring a city into existence.’ The 
unprecedented growth of  cities since the nineteenth 
century has permanently brought forward the issue of  
difference in the city as a feature of  urban life. Wirth, 
in his celebrated theory of  urbanism, saw hetero-
geneity as a determining feature of  the city, along with 
population size and density. For him, the city was a 
‘melting-pot of  races, peoples, and cultures, and a 
most favourable breeding-ground of  new biological 
and cultural hybrids’. In the city, individual differences 
have ‘not only [been] tolerated but rewarded’. Such 
emphasis on the heterogeneity of  cities has led to 
conceiving it as a world of  strangers.

Two sets of  reactions to the diversity in the city can 
be identified: there are those who have tried to impose 
an order onto it so that it becomes understandable 
and manageable and those who promote a celebration 
of  diversity. However, both these reactions, which 
indeed represent modernist and postmodernist 
thinking, have been unable to deal with the issue of  
social marginalization and exclusion. Concentrations 
of  disadvantage have remained in cities, despite the 
large-scale redevelopment schemes of  the rationalist 
tendency and the more sensitive spatial transfor- 
mations which followed. On the one hand, emphasis 
on the eradication of  difference and seeing the city as 
a melting pot has led to undermining sensitivities and 
to disruption of  lives. On the other hand, the emphasis 
on difference has led to social fragmentation and 
tribalism. Both have failed to cure the wounds of  those 
living on the edge of  the society.

BaRRieRS TO SPaTiaL PRaCTiCeS

But how do we analyse space? There are many gaps 
and dilemmas associated with understanding space. 
From the centuries-old philosophical divide between 
absolute and relational space, to the gap between 
mental and real space, between physical and social 
space, between abstract and differential space, to the 
relationship between space and mass, space and time, 
and the variety of  perspectives from which space can 
be studied, all bear the possibility of  confusion and 
collision. It is possible to show, however, that to avoid 
the gaps and dilemmas associated with understanding 
space, we need to concentrate on the processes which 
produce the built environment. By analysing the 

intersection between space production and everyday 
life practices, we will be able to arrive at a dynamic 
understanding of  space. We will then be able to 
understand and explain material space and its social 
and psychological contexts and attributes.

The question of  social exclusion and integration, it 
can be argued, largely revolves around access. It is 
access to decision making, access to resources, and 
access to common narratives, which enable social 
integration. Many of  these forms of  access have clear 
spatial manifestations, as space is the site in which 
these different forms of  access are made possible or 
denied. There is a direct relationship between our 
general sense of  freedom and well-being with the 
choices open to us in our spatial practices. The more 
restricted our social options, the more restricted will 
be our spatial options, and the more excluded we feel 
or become. On the other hand, if  we have a wide range 
of  social options, we would have a wide range of  
places to go to, places for living, working and entertain- 
ment. Two extreme cases of  the existence or absence 
of  spatial freedom may be jetsetting executives versus 
prisoners. Whereas for one, the world may be shrinking 
to seem like a global village open for communication 
and interaction, for the other the world outside is large 
and out of  reach. For most of  us, however, our spaces 
are a continuum from accessible to non-accessible 
places. The space around us is a collection of  open, 
closed or controlled places.

But how is the urban space organized and how are 
spatial practices controlled and regulated? We all have 
an understanding of  the places where we can or 
cannot go, as over the years through our spatial 
practices, we have accumulated a knowledge about 
places and their patterns of  accessibility. The physical 
organization of  space, using elements from the natural 
or the built environment, has been socially and 
symbolically employed to put visible and strict limits 
on our spatial practices. For example, topography has 
always been used to institute difference and segre- 
gation, from ancient times when the hilltops were the 
place of  gods for Greeks and Mesopotamians, to our 
own time when they are the living places of  the rich 
and powerful. There is also a mental space, our per- 
ceptions of  space. This may be regulated through 
codes and signs, preventing us from entering some 
spaces through outright warning or more subtle 
deterrents. Mental space may also be controlled 
through our fears and perceptions of  activities in 
places. For example, we may be hesitant to enter an 
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expensive-looking shopping centre if  we do not have 
access to the resources needed for the activities there, 
even though there may not be any physical barriers 
which would prevent us from going there. A third form 
of  barrier to our spatial behaviour is social control, 
which can range from legal prohibitions on entering 
places to constructing formal barriers along publicly 
recognized borders. National borders and public–
private boundaries are examples of  this form. A 
combination of  formalized rules and regulations, 
informal codes and signs, and fears and desires control 
our spatial behaviour and alert us to the limitations on 
our access. Through these, we have come to know 
whether we can enter a place, are welcomed in 
another and excluded from others. More restrictions 
on our access to our surroundings would bring about 
the feeling of  being trapped, alienated and excluded 
from our social space.

Space has, therefore, a major role in the integration 
or segregation of  urban society. It is a manifestation of  
social relationships while affecting and shaping the 
geometries of  these relationships. This leads us to the 
argument that social exclusion cannot be studied 
without also looking at spatial segregation and 
exclusion. Social cohesion or exclusion, therefore, are 
indeed socio-spatial phenomena . . . We know that all 
human societies have their own forms of  social and 
spatial exclusion. So exclusionary processes per se are 
not the source of  social fragmentation and disinte- 
gration. It is the absence of  social integration which 
causes social exclusion, as individuals do not find  
the possibility and channels of  participating in the 
mainstream society.

GLOBaL aNd NaTiONaL SPaCe

National borders are the largest means of  socio-
spatial exclusion. The modern nation state exerts  
an exclusionary process along its boundaries, from  
lines on maps to barbed wires on the landscape. 
Those who are left outside need to go through special 
checks and controls to be allowed in. The same 
applies to those who are in and want to go out. The 
control of  cross-border movement by the nation  
state, or by blocks of  nation states as in the European 
Union, is a form of  exclusion legitimated openly 
through political processes. A national territory, 
therefore, is a spatial manifestation of  an institutio- 
nalized exclusionary process.

Other administrative boundaries, although poten- 
tially exclusionary, do not have such a forceful charac- 
ter, nor are they associated with such a degree  
of  public awareness, such historical significance, or 
guarded by military might. No other form of  exclusion 
has been associated with such high costs in human 
life, sacrifice and misery. Attempts to change or to 
protect national borders have inflicted the highest cost 
in human lives in the twentieth century, as experienced 
by two world wars and many regional conflicts. The 
birth of  a nation state, when the multi-ethnic empires 
and states break up, can be a bloody process in which 
every means is used to exclude others. The surgical 
subdivision of  national space, whether through exter- 
nal forces as in postwar Germany or by exploding 
internal forces as in the former Yugoslavia, has been 
equally difficult for those excluded from what they 
have regarded as their home.

In the national space enclosed within these boun- 
daries, narratives of  nationalism have been employed 
to legitimize the exclusion of  others beyond these 
boundaries. Indeed, exclusionary narratives, which 
determine how ‘we’ are different from others, are often 
essential in binding individuals together as a group. 
The most dangerous of  these narratives has been the 
rhetoric of  hatred against other nations, races and 
groups. But there are many such exclusionary narra- 
tives which do not necessarily promote violence and 
hatred and still have a binding power. With these 
narratives, which often rely on a common historical 
experience, large groups of  people have been asso- 
ciated with each other. The focal point of  this 
association has been the nation state, which holds the 
power of  controlling the national borders.

The narratives of  nationalism attempt to create 
homogeneity out of  an enormous diversity. As indivi- 
duals have come together to create a democratic civil 
society, such narratives have helped the organization 
of  modern democratic states . . .

[. . .]

NeiGhBOURhOOdS, MaRKeTS  
aNd ReGULaTiON

At the local level, by following two processes, land and 
property development on the one hand and spatial 
planning on the other hand, we can see how a socio-
spatial geometry of  difference and segregation, which 
is the foundation of  exclusion, emerges. We come 
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across the term neighbourbood in a variety of  distinct 
but interrelated usages. In one sense, the term is used 
loosely to address a locality. This daily usage is based 
on the images and understandings by individuals and 
groups of  their surroundings. This is a view from 
below and, as such, can lead us to see a city as a 
collection of  overlapping neighbourhoods. Research 
on people’s perception of  neighbourhood shows 
major differences according to age, gender, class and 
ethnicity. At the other end of  the scale, there is a 
concept of  neighbourhood from above, from the 
viewpoint of  such experts as managers, planners  
and designers. Here neighbourhood refers to a parti- 
cular part of  a town and is used to understand  
urban structure and change in urban society. It is  
also used as a tool for management. From this view- 
point, the city is seen as a collection of  segregated 
neighbourhoods.

Neighbourhoods as constituent parts of  cities have 
long been the focus of  attention by urban designers 
and planners. Drawing upon historic precedents and 
for practical reasons, neighbourhood has provided 
them with an intimate scale of  the urban whole to 
understand and to deal with. Historically, neighbour- 
hoods have been the sites and physical manifestations 
of  close social relationships and so have been praised 
by town planners, especially those who have looked 
nostalgically to the feudal bonds of  the medieval 
towns and the communal bonds of  working-class 
neighbourhoods in the industrial city. A dichotomy 
emerged as a result of  the unprecedented growth of  
the cities: between gesellschaft and gemeinschaft, 
between the alienation of  the big city and the roman-
ticized, small communities of  towns and villages. To 
recreate the social cohesion of  these small communi-
ties, it was thought, cities should be broken into smaller 
parts, into neighbourhoods. On the other hand, it was 
thought that the communitarianism of  small neigh-
bourhoods could overcome the individualism of  the 
suburbs, those bourgeois utopias.

It is this association of  neighbourhood as a physi-
cal entity with neighbourhood as a cohesive social 
unit that led to a series of  reformist ideas throughout 
the twentieth century. From the widely used, and dis-
credited, concept of  neighbourhood unit, to Lynch’s 
districts, which are still promoted to make cities 
legible, and today’s urban villages and new urbanist 
neighbourhoods, there has been a long line of  mana-
gerial attempts to promote social cohesion by spatial 
organization.

Along with this promotion of  spatial subdivision by 
town planning, there has been a promotion of  socio-
spatial segregation by market forces through the ways 
in which space is produced, exchanged and used. The 
producers of  space, such as volume housebuilders, 
tend to build in large-scale housing estates, creating 
an urban fabric which is a collection of  different 
subdivisions. The land and property markets have 
operated so as to ensure the segregation of  income 
groups and social classes. Commodification of  space 
has led to different patterns of  access to space and 
hence a differential spatial organization and town- 
scape. Wherever there has been a tendency to 
decommodify space, as in the postwar social housing 
schemes, town planners and designers have ensured 
that a degree of  spatial subdivision still prevailed.

We can therefore identify two processes: a land 
and property market which sees space as a commodity 
and tends to create socio-spatial segregation through 
differential access to this commodity, and a town 
planning and design tendency to regulate and ratio- 
nalize space production by the imposition of  some 
form of  order. When we look at these two processes 
together, the picture which emerges is a collectiviza- 
tion of  difference, of  exclusion, which can lead to 
enclaves for the rich and the creation of  new ghettos 
for the poor.

[. . .]

PUBLiC aNd PRiVaTe SPaCe

Another form of  socio-spatial exclusion, which is 
enforced with a rigour somewhat similar to the pro- 
tection of  national borders, is the separation between 
public and private territories. We guard our private 
spheres from intruders by whatever means, in some 
countries even legitimately by firearms. Privacy, pri- 
vate property and private space are intertwined, 
demarcated through a variety of  objects and signs: 
from subtle variations of  colour and texture to fences 
and high walls. Those who are in are entitled to be, 
excluding those who are not. This is an exclusionary 
process legitimized through public discourse, through 
custom or law. Violation of  this exclusionary process 
is regarded as, at best, inconvenience and, at worst, 
crime. Public space, which is one of  the manifestations 
of  society’s public sphere, is maintained by public 
agencies in the public interest and is accessible to the 
public. Access to public space, however, is subject to 
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exclusionary processes. Public space is guarded from 
intrusion by private interests, a process which is 
regarded as essential for the health of  the society. 
Some of  the main currents in social and political 
thought that offer concepts of  public space appear to 
stress the need to keep the public and private spheres 
distinctive and apart, despite the criticism that this 
idealizes the distinction.

[. . .]
The changing nature of  development companies 

and the entry of  the finance industry into built 
environment production and management has partly 
led to what is widely known as the privatization of  
space. Large-scale developers and financiers expect 
their commodities to be safe for investment and 
maintenance, hence their inclination to reduce as 
much as possible all the levels of  uncertainty which 
could threaten their interests. This trend is parallel 
with the increasing fear of  crime, rising competition 
from similar developments, and the rising expectations 
of  the consumers, all encouraging the development of  
totally managed environments. What has emerged is 
an urban space where increasingly large sections are 
managed by private companies, as distinctive from 
those controlled by public authorities. Examples of  
these fragmented and privatized spaces are gated 
neighbourhoods, shopping malls and city centre 
walkways, under heavy private surveillance and 
separated from the public realm by controlled access 
and clear boundaries. This total management of  parts 
of  the city is in part an attempt to control crime. Crime 
acts as a counter-claim to space and as such is itself  
an exclusionary force, keeping many groups vulnerable 
and marginalized.

CONCLUSiON: SOCiaL iNTeGRaTiON 
aNd SPaTiaL FReedOM

Social exclusion combines lack of  access to resources, 
to decision making, and to common narratives. The 

multidimensional phenomenon of  social exclusion 
finds spatial manifestation, in its acute forms, in 
deprived inner or peripheral urban areas. This spa- 
tiality of  social exclusion is constructed through the 
physical organization of  space as well as through the 
social control of  space, as ensured by informal codes 
and signs and formal rules and regulations. These 
formal channels act at all scales of  space. Global 
space is fragmented by national spaces, which have a 
tendency to deny difference and homogenize social 
groups. At the scale of  local space, spatialization of  
social exclusion takes place through land and pro- 
perty markets. These markets tend to fragment, 
differentiate and commodify space through town 
planning mechanisms which tend to fragment, 
rationalize and manage space, and also through  
the legal and customary distinctions between the 
public and private spheres, with a constant tension 
between the two and a tendency for the privatization 
of  space.

To break the trap of  socio-spatial exclusion, one 
strategy could be to challenge these deep-seated 
forms of  differentiation. We know, however, that 
wholesale challenges can be problematic themselves, 
as exemplified by attempts to redefine the public–
private relationship in Eastern Europe. Furthermore, 
we know that any human society is likely to have some 
form of  exclusionary process in its constitution. 
Nevertheless, it is true that the form of  these exclusio- 
nary processes changes over time. A reflexive revisit- 
ing of  the processes of  differentiation is therefore a 
constantly necessary task. At the same time what is 
necessary and urgent is to institute and promote 
inclusionary processes, to strike a balance between 
exclusion and integration, to provide the possibility of  
integration and to break the trap of  socio-spatial 
exclusion. We have seen that space is a major 
component part of  social exclusion. Revisiting spatial 
barriers and promoting accessibility and more spatial 
freedom can therefore be the way spatial planning can 
contribute to promoting social integration.



“Fortress L.a.” 
from City of Quartz: Excavating the  
Future in Los Angeles (1990) 

Mike  Davis 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

In this “visionary rant” acerbic Southern California social critic Mike Davis presents a dark vision of racial, ethnic, 
and class divisions and social conflict that he argues characterize urban space in the prototypical metropolis of 
the future. Davis makes his working-class sympathies and anti-establishment bias perfectly clear on every  page. 

Mike Davis is to contemporary Los Angeles what Friedrich Engels (p. 53) was to mid-nineteenth-century 
Manchester, England. Engels was a kind of explorer, reporting to an educated, middle-class audience about the 
horrors of Manchester and the miserable lives of the new industrial proletarian class of early modern capitalism. 
Similarly, 146 years later in 1990, neo-Marxist Davis explores the dark side of Los Angeles and reports on the 
hopelessness and despair of the post-industrial underclass – now largely defined by race, ethnicity, immigrant 
status, and gender – to an audience largely comprised of young, disaffected intellectuals and academics. The 
parallels are striking. Davis is the heir to Engels because the contemporary metropolis – characterized by wealth 
and homelessness and divided against itself along the fault lines that separate gated communities and suburban 
enclaves from inner-city slums – is the heir to the geographical and social class divisions of the cities of the 
Industrial  Revolution. 

In The Condition of the Working Class in England in 1844 (p. 53), Engels noted the boulevards that intersected 
Manchester and how the façades of those broad thoroughfares served to mask and disguise the teeming slums of 
the poor that lay beyond the view of middle-class commuters. Davis makes a similar point about contemporary Los 
Angeles. LA’s freeways allow middle-class suburbanites to navigate the city without encountering the lives of the 
residents of the inner-city neighborhoods. Davis agrees with Ali Madanipour (p. 203) that the city itself has become 
a vast and continuous system of exclusionary signs that residents read and obey, mostly on a subconscious level. 
“Today’s upscale, pseudo-public spaces”, Davis writes, “are full of invisible signs warning off the underclass ‘Other.’ 
Although architectural critics are usually oblivious to how the built environment contributes to segregation, pariah 
groups – poor Latino families, young Black men, or elderly homeless white females – read the meaning immediately”: 
they do not have, what David Harvey would call “the right to the city” (p. 270). 

As both Engels and Davis described their respective paradigm cities, both reach the limits of language’s 
ability to describe the physical and psychological conditions reported. Both writers were bitterly critical of the 
destruction of the physical environment they witnessed. Engels’s description of the coal-blackened air and 
bubbling green miasma of industrial waste in Manchester’s River Irk presage Davis’s descriptions of ecological 
destruction and man-made disasters in contemporary Los Angeles. Engels compiled a mountain of personal 
observations, journalistic reports, and official survey data to create a catalog of social horror. Davis provides 
equally shocking examples and even more vitriolic  language. 

Both men turned out to be prophets. During the twentieth century, the oppressed proletariat in Russia, China, 
and much of the world revolted against the capitalist ruling class. The ghettos and barrios of South Central Los 
Angeles erupted into open rebellion in racially based riots two years after the publication of City of Quartz after 
a video showed LA police beating Rodney King, a Black resident of the South Central neighborhood. Whereas 
Engels saw massive social dislocations and systematically set about to fashion a theory of revolutionary socialism 
in response to the observed reality, Davis offers no similar  solution. 
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Compare Davis’s insights regarding the underclass “Other” with analysts of ghettoization W.E.B. Du Bois  
(p. 124) and Elijah Andersen (p. 131) describe. Revisit Daphne Spain’s criticism of Davis for neglecting women’s 
issues (p. 193) and her comments on what a gender perspective would add. Consider liberal solutions to the urban 
problems Davis discusses proposed by Ali Madanipour (p. 203), Robert Putnam (p. 154), Harvey Molotch (p. 293), 
and Paul Davidoff (p. 481) and the conservative approaches Michael Porter (p. 314) describes. Each of these writers 
proposes ways in which government officials, urban designers, and city planners might reduce social  divisions. 

Davis is in the tradition of writers who employ an eclectic culture studies approach to understanding cities. 
Other chapters in City of Quartz, from which this selection is taken, deal with aspects of Los Angeles as varied 
as the role of the Catholic Church and noir mystery novels. The culture studies approach to cities was pioneered 
by Scottish biologist Patrick Geddes before World War I. Geddes believe that every city’s evolution should be 
understood in relation to the city’s unique history and culture and that plans should be based on them. Geddes 
disciple, Lewis Mumford (p. 110), popularized this approach in The Culture of Cities (New York: Harcourt Brace, 
1938) and his best-selling The City in History (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1961). Sir Peter Hall’s Cities in 
Civilization (New York: Pantheon, 1998) continues the culture studies  tradition. 

Mike Davis is a Los Angeles-based writer, social critic, and educator. He is a member of the Los Angeles school 
of urbanism – a like-thinking group of left wing Los Angeles academics and activists that Michael Dear describes 
(p. 187). Davis coined the term “Los Angeles school” at the founding meeting of the group in 1987. Davis dropped 
out of Reed College in the mid-1960s to work as a truck driver, meat cutter, and anti-war activist. He got BA and 
MA degrees in history from the University of California, Los Angeles, in the 1970s. In 1992, two years after City of 
Quartz was published, Davis became a celebrity – and his book a bestseller – as Americans sought an explanation 
for race-related rioting in Los Angeles after a jury acquitted four white police officers who had been videotaped 
beating a black motorist named Rodney King. Six days of rioting left fifty-three Los Angeles residents dead and 
more than a billion dollars in property damage. Since that time, Davis has continued to write and lecture. He is a 
distinguished professor of creative writing at the University of California, Riverside, and has taught at the University 
of California, Los Angeles, University of California, Irvine, and the Southern California Institute for Architecture. He 
is an editor of The New Left Review and contributes to the British monthly Socialist Review, the journal of Great 
Britain’s Socialist Workers Party. Davis’s many awards include appointment as a Getty Scholar at the Getty 
Research Institute (1996–1997), the Lannan Literary Award for Nonfiction (2007), and a prestigious MacArthur 
Fellowship (1998). MacArthur Fellowships – popularly referred to as “genius awards” – provide a select group of 
recipients an unrestricted $ 500,000 grant over the course of five years to pursue creative work of their  choosing. 

While Davis has a large popular following and established scholars have generously borrowed from his insights 
and often quote his colorful prose, Davis has many critics. Much of the criticism is based on his negativity and 
extreme left-wing views. Writings by W.E.B. Du Bois (p. 124), Elijah Anderson (p. 131), and Albert Camarillo  
(p. 139) deal with sensitive issues of racial and ethnic inequality and conflict, but are more solidly grounded in  
the authors’ years of empirical research. While each of these authors cares passionately about these important 
issues, they employ solid social science  methods. 

This selection is from Mike Davis, City of Quartz: Excavating the Future in Los Angeles (London and New 
York: Verso, 1990). City of Quartz was named the best book in urban politics for 1990 by the American Political 
Science Association, won the Isaac Deutscher Award from the London School of Economics, and was selected 
by a San Francisco Examiner poll as one of the ten best non-fiction books on the US West published in the 
twentieth century. It has been translated into eight  languages. 

Davis has written more than twenty books and one hundred articles about topics as varied as car bombs, 
avian flu, Las Vegas casinos, and – in two books of fiction for young adults – pirates, bats, mammoths, and 
dragons. Other of Davis’s books about cities include Evil Paradises: Dreamworlds of Neoliberalism, co-edited 
with Daniel Bertrand Monk (New York: New Press, 2011), Governments of the Poor: Politics and Survival in the 
Global Slum, co-authored with Forrest Hylton (London: Verso, 2007), Planet of Slums (London: Verso, 2006), 
Under The Perfect Sun: The San Diego Tourists Never See, co-authored with Kelly Mayhew and Jim Miller (New 
York: New Press, 2005), Dead Cities: A Natural History (New York: New Press, 2002), Las Vegas: The Grit 
Beneath the Glitter: Tales from the Real Las Vegas, co-edited with Hal Rothman (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 2002), and Magical Urbanism: Latinos Reinvent the US Big City (London: Verso, 2001). 

For more on the history and culture of Los Angeles and Southern California, consult Carey McWilliams’s classic 
book Southern California: An Island on the Land, 9th edn (Los Angeles: Gibbs Smith, 1980), David Ulin, Kevin 
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Starr, and Jim Heimann (eds.), Los Angeles, Portrait of a City (Los Angeles: Taschen America, 2009), Anthony 
Lovett and Matt Maranian, LA Bizarro: The All-New Insider’s Guide to the Obscure, the Absurd, and the Perverse 
in Los Angeles, 2nd edn (San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2009), William Fulton, The Reluctant Metropolis: The 
Politics of Urban Growth in Los Angeles (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2001), and Robert Gottlieb, 
Reinventing Los Angeles: Nature and Community in the Global City (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2007). 

For analyses of Los Angeles’ troubled race relations see Janet Abu-Lughod, Race, Space, and Riots in 
Chicago, New York, and Los Angeles (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), Laura Pulido, 
Black, Brown, Yellow, and Left: Radical Activism in Los Angeles (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
2006), Min Song, Strange Future: Pessimism and the 1992 Los Angeles Riots (Durham, NC: Duke University 
Press, 2005), Lou Cannon, Official Negligence : How Rodney King and the Riots Changed Los Angeles and 
the LAPD (New York: Basic Books, 1999), and Mark Baldassare (ed.), The Los Angeles Riots: Lessons for the 
Urban Future (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1994). 

The carefully manicured lawns of  Los Angeles’ West- 
side sprout forests of  ominous little signs warning: 
“Armed Response!” Even richer neighborhoods in the 
canyons and hillsides isolate themselves behind walls 
guarded by gun-toting private police and state-of-the-
art electronic surveillance. Downtown, a publicly 
subsidized “urban renaissance” has raised the nation’s 
largest corporate citadel, segregated from the poor 
neighborhoods around it by a monumental architec- 
tural glacis. In Hollywood, celebrity architect Frank 
Gehry, renowned for his “humanism,” apotheosizes the 
siege look in a library designed to resemble a foreign-
legion fort. In the Westlake district and the San 
Fernando Valley the Los Angeles Police barricade 
streets and seal off  poor neighborhoods as part of  their 
“war on drugs.” In Watts, developer Alexander Haagen 
demonstrates his strategy for recolonizing inner-city 
retail markets: a panopticon shopping mall surrounded 
by staked metal fences and a substation of  the LAPD in 
a central surveillance tower. Finally, on the horizon of  
the next millennium, an ex-chief  of  police crusades for 
an anti-crime “giant eye” – a geo-synchronous law 
enforcement satellite – while other cops discreetly tend 
versions of  “Garden Plot,” a hoary but still viable 1960s 
plan for a law-and-order armageddon.

Welcome to post-liberal Los Angeles, where the 
defense of  luxury lifestyles is translated into a prolif-
eration of  new repressions in space and movement, 
undergirded by the ubiquitous “armed response.”  
This obsession with physical security systems, and, 
collaterally, with the architectural policing of  social 
boundaries, has become a zeitgeist of  urban restructur- 
ing, a master narrative in the emerging built environ- 
ment of  the 1990s. Yet contemporary urban theory, 
whether debating the role of  electronic technologies 
in precipitating “postmodern space,” or discussing the 

dispersion of  urban functions across poly-centered 
metropolitan “galaxies,” has been strangely silent 
about the militarization of  city life so grimly visible at 
the street level. Hollywood’s pop apocalypses and 
pulp science fiction have been more realistic, and 
politically perceptive, in representing the programmed 
hardening of  the urban surface in the wake of  the 
social polarizations of  the Reagan era. Images of  
carceral inner cities (Escape from New York, Running 
Man), high-tech police death squads (Blade Runner), 
sentient buildings (Die Hard), urban bantustans (They 
Live!), Vietnam-like street wars (Colors), and so on, 
only extrapolate from actually existing trends.

Such dystopian visions grasp the extent to which 
today’s pharaonic scales of  residential and commer-
cial security supplant residual hopes for urban reform 
and social integration. The dire predictions of  Richard 
Nixon’s 1969 National Commission on the Causes 
and Prevention of  Violence have been tragically  
fulfilled: we live in “fortress cities” brutally divided 
between “fortified cells” of  affluent society and 
“places of  terror” where the police battle the criminal-
ized poor. The “Second Civil War” that began in the 
long hot summers of  the 1960s has been institutional-
ized into the very structure of  urban space. The old 
liberal paradigm of  social control, attempting to 
balance repression with reform, has long been super-
seded by a rhetoric of  social warfare that calculates 
the interests of  the urban poor and the middle classes 
as a zero-sum game. In cities like Los Angeles, on the 
bad edge of  postmodernity, one observes an unprec-
edented tendency to merge urban design, architecture 
and the police apparatus into a single, comprehensive 
security effort.

This epochal coalescence has far-reaching conse-
quences for the social relations of  the built environment. 
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In the first place, the market provision of  “security” gen-
erates its own paranoid demand. “Security” becomes a 
positional good defined by income access to private 
“protective services” and membership in some hard-
ened residential enclave or restricted suburb. As a pres-
tige symbol – and sometimes as the decisive borderline 
between the merely well-off  and the “truly rich” – “secu-
rity” has less to do with personal safety than with the 
degree of  personal insulation, in residential, work, con-
sumption and travel environments, from “unsavory” 
groups and individuals, even crowds in general.

Secondly, as William Whyte has observed of  social 
intercourse in New York, “fear proves itself.” The 
social perception of  threat becomes a function of  the 
security mobilization itself, not crime rates. Where 
there is an actual rising arc of  street violence, as in 
Southcentral Los Angeles or Downtown Washington 
D.C., most of  the carnage is self-contained within 
ethnic or class boundaries. Yet white middle-class 
imagination, absent from any firsthand knowledge of  
inner-city conditions, magnifies the perceived threat 
through a demonological lens. Surveys show that 
Milwaukee suburbanites are just as worried about 
violent crime as inner-city Washingtonians, despite a 
twentyfold difference in relative levels of  mayhem. 
The media, whose function in this arena is to bury and 
obscure the daily economic violence of  the city, 
ceaselessly throw up spectres of  criminal underclasses 
and psychotic stalkers. Sensationalized accounts of  
killer youth gangs high on crack and shrilly racist 
evocations of  marauding Willie Hortons foment the 
moral panics that reinforce and justify urban apartheid.

Moreover, the neo-military syntax of  contemporary 
architecture insinuates violence and conjures imagi- 
nary dangers. In many instances the semiotics of  so-
called “defensible space” are just about as subtle as a 
swaggering white cop. Today’s upscale, pseudo-public 
spaces – sumptuary malls, office centers, culture acrop-
olises, and so on – are full of  invisible signs warning off  
the underclass “Other.” Although architectural critics 
are usually oblivious to how the built environment con-
tributes to segregation, pariah groups – whether poor 
Latino families, young Black men, or elderly homeless 
white females – read the meaning immediately.

The deSTRUCTiON OF PUBLiC SPaCe

The universal and ineluctable consequence of  this 
crusade to secure the city is the destruction of  acces- 
sible public space. The contemporary opprobrium 

attached to the term “street person” is in itself  a har-
rowing index of  the devaluation of  public spaces. To 
reduce contact with untouchables, urban redevelop-
ment has converted once vital pedestrian streets  
into traffic sewers and transformed public parks  
into temporary receptacles for the homeless and 
wretched. The American city, as many critics have 
recognized, is being systematically turned inside out 
– or, rather, outside in. The valorized spaces of  the 
new megastructures and super-malls are concen-
trated in the center, street frontage is denuded, public 
activity is sorted into strictly functional compart-
ments, and circulation is internalized in corridors 
under the gaze of  private police.

The privatization of  the architectural public realm, 
moreover, is shadowed by parallel restructurings of  
electronic space, as heavily policed, pay-access 
“information orders,” elite databases and subscription 
cable services appropriate parts of  the invisible agora. 
Both processes, of  course, mirror the deregulation of  
the economy and the recession of  non-market 
entitlements. The decline of  urban liberalism has been 
accompanied by the death of  what might be called the 
“Olmstedian vision” of  public space. Frederick Law 
Olmsted, it will be recalled, was North America’s 
Haussmann, as well as the Father of  Central Park. In 
the wake of  Manhattan’s “Commune” of  1863, the 
great Draft Riot, he conceived public landscapes  
and parks as social safety-valves, mixing classes and 
ethnicities in common (bourgeois) recreations and 
enjoyments. As Manfredo Tafuri has shown in his well-
known study of  Rockefeller Center, the same principle 
animated the construction of  the canonical urban 
spaces of  the La Guardia–Roosevelt era.

This reformist vision of  public space – as the 
emollient of  class struggle, if  not the bedrock of  the 
American polis – is now as obsolete as Keynesian 
nostrums of  full employment. In regard to the “mixing” 
of  classes, contemporary urban America is more like 
Victorian England than Walt Whitman’s or La Guardia’s 
New York. In Los Angeles, once-upon-a-time a demi-
paradise of  free beaches, luxurious parks, and “cruising 
strips,” genuinely democratic space is all but extinct. 
The Oz-like archipelago of  Westside pleasure domes – 
a continuum of  tony malls, arts centers and gourmet 
strips – is reciprocally dependent upon the social 
imprisonment of  the third-world service proletariat 
who live in increasingly repressive ghettoes and barrios. 
In a city of  several million yearning immigrants, public 
amenities are radically shrinking, parks are becoming 
derelict and beaches more segregated, libraries and 
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playgrounds are closing, youth congregations of  
ordinary kinds are banned, and the streets are becoming 
more desolate and dangerous.

Unsurprisingly, as in other American cities, munici-
pal policy has taken its lead from the security offensive 
and the middle-class demand for increased spatial and 
social insulation. De facto disinvestment in traditional 
public space and recreation has supported the shift of  
fiscal resources to corporate-defined redevelopment 
priorities. A pliant city government – in this case ironi-
cally professing to represent a bi-racial coalition of  
liberal whites and Blacks – has collaborated in the 
massive privatization of  public space and the subsidiza-
tion of  new, racist enclaves (benignly described as 
“urban villages”). Yet most current, giddy discussions of  
the “postmodern” scene in Los Angeles neglect entirely 
these overbearing aspects of  counter-urbanization and 
counter-insurgency. A triumphal gloss – “urban renais-
sance,” “city of  the future,” and so on – is laid over the 
brutalization of  inner-city neighborhoods and the 
increasing South Africanization of  its spatial relations. 
Even as the walls have come down in Eastern Europe, 
they are being erected all over Los Angeles.

The observations that follow take as their thesis the 
existence of  this new class war (sometimes a conti- 
nuation of  the race war of  the 1960s) at the level of  the 
built environment. Although this is not a compre- 
hensive account, which would require a thorough anal-
ysis of  economic and political dynamics, these images 
and instances are meant to convince the reader that 
urban form is indeed following a repressive function in 
the political furrows of  the Reagan–Bush era. Los 
Angeles, in its usual prefigurative mode, offers an espe-
cially disquieting catalogue of  the emergent liaisons 
between architecture and the American police state.

The FORBiddeN CiTy

The first militarist of  space in Los Angeles was 
General Otis of  the Times. Declaring himself  at war 
with labor, he infused his surroundings with an 
unrelentingly bellicose air:

He called his home in Los Angeles the Bivouac. 
Another house was known as the Outpost. The Times 
was known as the Fortress. The staff  of  the paper was 
the Phalanx. The Times building itself  was more 
fortress than newspaper plant, there were turrets, 
battlements, sentry boxes. Inside he stored fifty rifles.

A great, menacing bronze eagle was the Times’s 
crown; a small, functional cannon was installed on the 
hood of  Otis’s touring car to intimidate onlookers. Not 
surprisingly, this overwrought display of  aggression 
produced a response in kind. On 1 October 1910 the 
heavily fortified Times headquarters – citadel of  the 
open shop on the West Coast – was destroyed in a 
catastrophic explosion blamed on union saboteurs.

Eighty years later, the spirit of  General Otis has 
returned to subtly pervade Los Angeles’ new “post-
modern” Downtown: the emerging Pacific Rim finan-
cial complex which cascades, in rows of  skyscrapers, 
from Bunker Hill southward along the Figueroa corri-
dor. Redeveloped with public tax increments under the 
aegis of  the powerful and largely unaccountable Com- 
munity Redevelopment Agency (CRA), the Downtown 
project is one of  the largest postwar urban designs in 
North America. Site assemblage and clearing on a vast 
scale, with little mobilized opposition, have resurrected 
land values, upon which big developers and off-shore 
capital (increasingly Japanese) have planted a series of  
billion-dollar, block-square megastructures: Crocker 
Center, the Bonaventure Hotel and Shopping Mall, the 
World Trade Center, the Broadway Plaza, Arco Center, 
CitiCorp Plaza, California Plaza, and so on. With his-
torical landscapes erased, with megastructures and 
superblocks as primary components, and with an 
increasingly dense and self-contained circulation 
system, the new financial district is best conceived as a 
single, demonically self-referential hyperstructure, a 
Miesian skyscape raised to dementia.

Like similar megalomaniac complexes, tethered to 
fragmented and desolated Downtowns (for instance, 
the Renaissance Center in Detroit, the Peachtree and 
Omni Centers in Atlanta, and so on), Bunker Hill and 
the Figueroa corridor have provoked a storm of  liberal 
objections against their abuse of  scale and compo- 
sition, their denigration of  street landscape, and their 
confiscation of  so much of  the vital life activity of  the 
center, now sequestered within subterranean 
concourses or privatized malls. Sam Hall Kaplan, the 
crusty urban critic of  the Times, has been indefatigable 
in denouncing the anti-pedestrian bias of  the new 
corporate citadel, with its fascist obliteration of  street 
frontage. In his view the superimposition of  “herme- 
tically sealed fortresses” and air-dropped “pieces of  
suburbia” has “dammed the rivers of  life” Downtown.

Yet Kaplan’s vigorous defense of  pedestrian demo- 
cracy remains grounded in hackneyed liberal com- 
plaints about “bland design” and “elitist planning 
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practices.” Like most architectural critics, he rails 
against the oversights of  urban design without re- 
cognizing the dimension of  foresight, of  explicit 
repressive intention, which has its roots in Los Angeles’ 
ancient history of  class and race warfare. Indeed, 
when Downtown’s new “Gold Coast” is viewed en 
bloc from the standpoint of  its interactions with other 
social areas and landscapes in the central city, the 
“fortress effect” emerges, not as an inadvertent failure 
of  design, but as deliberate socio-spatial strategy.

The goals of  this strategy may be summarized as  
a double repression: to raze all association with 
Downtown’s past and to prevent any articulation with 
the non-Anglo urbanity of  its future. Everywhere on 
the perimeter of  redevelopment this strategy takes the 
form of  a brutal architectural edge or glacis that 
defines the new Downtown as a citadel vis-à-vis the 
rest of  the central city. Los Angeles is unusual amongst 
major urban renewal centers in preserving, however 
negligently, most of  its circa 1900–30 Beaux Arts com-
mercial core. At immense public cost, the corporate 
headquarters and financial district was shifted from the 
old Broadway–Spring corridor six blocks west to the 
greenfield site created by destroying the Bunker Hill 
residential neighborhood. To emphasize the “security” 
of  the new Downtown, virtually all the traditional 
pedestrian links to the old center, including the famous 
Angels’ Flight funicular railroad, were removed.

The logic of  this entire operation is revealing. In 
other cities developers might have attempted to 
articulate the new skyscape and the old, exploiting the 
latter’s extraordinary inventory of  theaters and his- 
toric buildings to create a gentrified history – a gaslight 
district, Faneuil Market or Ghirardelli Square – as a 
support to middle-class residential colonization. But 
Los Angeles’ redevelopers viewed property values in 
the old Broadway core as irreversibly eroded by the 
area’s very centrality to public transport, and especially 
by its heavy use by Black and Mexican poor. In the 
wake of  the Watts rebellion, and the perceived Black 
threat to crucial nodes of  white power (spelled out  
in lurid detail in the McCone Commission Report), 
resegregated spatial security became the para- 
mount concern. The Los Angeles Police Department 
abetted the flight of  business from Broadway to the 
fortified redoubts of  Bunker Hill by spreading scare 
literature typifying Black teenagers as dangerous gang 
members.

As a result, redevelopment massively reproduced 
spatial apartheid. The moat of  the Harbor Freeway 
and the regraded palisades of  Bunker Hill cut off   
the new financial core from the poor immigrant 
neighborhoods that surround it on every side. Along 
the base of  California Plaza, Hill Street became a local 
Berlin Wall separating the publicly subsidized luxury 
of  Bunker Hill from the lifeworld of  Broadway, now 
reclaimed by Latino immigrants as their primary 
shopping and entertainment street. Because politically 
connected speculators are now redeveloping the 
northern end of  the Broadway corridor (sometimes 
known as “Bunker Hill East”), the CRA is promising to 
restore pedestrian linkages to the Hill in the 1990s, 
including the Angels’ Flight incline railroad. This, of  
course, only dramatizes the current bias against 
accessibility – that is to say, against any spatial interac- 
tion between old and new, poor and rich, except in  
the framework of  gentrification or recolonization. 
Although a few white-collars venture into the Grand 
Central Market – a popular emporium of  tropical 
produce and fresh foods – Latino shoppers or Saturday 
strollers never circulate in the Gucci precincts above 
Hill Street. The occasional appearance of  a destitute 
street nomad in Broadway Plaza or in front of  the 
Museum of  Contemporary Art sets off  a quiet panic; 
video cameras turn on their mounts and security 
guards adjust their belts.

Photographs of  the old Downtown in its prime 
show mixed crowds of  Anglo, Black and Latino pedes-
trians of  different ages and classes. The contempo-
rary Downtown “renaissance” is designed to make 
such heterogeneity virtually impossible. It is intended 
not just to “kill the street” as Kaplan fears, but to “kill 
the crowd,” to eliminate that democratic admixture on 
the pavements and in the parks that Olmsted believed 
was America’s antidote to European class polariza-
tions. The Downtown hyperstructure – like some 
Buckminster Fuller post-Holocaust fantasy – is pro-
grammed to ensure a seamless continuum of  middle-
class work, consumption and recreation, without 
unwonted exposure to Downtown’s working-class 
street environments. Indeed the totalitarian semiotics 
of  ramparts and battlements, reflective glass and ele-
vated pedways, rebukes any affinity or sympathy 
between different architectural or human orders. As in 
Otis’s fortress Times building, this is the archisemiotics 
of  class war.



“The Causes of Sprawl” 
from Sprawl: A Compact History (2006)

Robert  Bruegmann 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON

No spatial policy issue has preoccupied urbanists more than urban sprawl. Spread out, low density, suburban 
development patterns are the norm in virtually every American metropolitan area. Each decennial US census since 
World War II shows that new residential development is occurring at average densities lower than the average 
density of already built-up areas of metropolitan regions. As Robert Fishman (p. 83) describes, the eastern  
seaboard of the United States now has stretches of low-density technoburbia stretching from north of Boston to 
the tip of Florida. While European cities are generally more compact than their North American counterparts, the 
same pattern is discernable in Europe. Shlomo Angel’s extensive mapping and analysis of world cities in Planet of 
Cities and his companion Atlas of Urban Expansion (Cambridge, MA: Lincoln Institute, 2012) demonstrates that 
cities everywhere in the world are spreading out to cover much larger areas and new development in the peri-urban 
areas surrounding existing urban cores at lower than average density is a worldwide  phenomenon. 

Why do we have sprawl? Is sprawl good or bad? Should we do something to control it? You may likely to be 
surprised by Bruegmann’s opinions on these  questions. 

Most people hate sprawl – at least when asked their opinion of sprawl in the abstract rather than how it might 
affect their own ability to own a single-family home with a large yard and one car for each adult member of their 
family. They deplore the loss of open space and farmland, long drives, traffic congestion, and the boring uniformity 
of suburban tract developments. Most academic social scientists, environmentalists, urban planners landscape 
architects, and architects also condemn sprawl for using up prime farmland, threatening plant and animal communi-
ties, contributing to air pollution and global climate change, requiring expensive new infrastructure, increasing 
commute times, fostering racial and class segregation, isolating women, and contributing to a host of other  ills. 

Bruegmann does not agree. He argues that we have sprawl because that is what people want: a natural 
market response to the desires of millions of individuals. In this selection Bruegmann describes and then attacks 
most of the liberal explanations for why sprawl occurs and in the process advances a defense of  sprawl. 

Do Americans have sprawl because of their frontier roots and anti-urban bias? That’s one common explanation. 
Bruegmann disagrees. He notes that the amount of space per capita in European cities and American cities is 
converging, despite the fact that Europeans never experienced a frontier of unlimited land. For all their pride in 
lovely urban places, Bruegmann says, the French and Italians today are exhibiting the same kind of anti-urban 
bias as  Americans. 

How about racism? Do Americans have sprawl because middle- and upper-income whites have fled central 
cities to get away from poor Blacks? Hispanics or other foreign immigrants? Maybe in some cases. But 
Bruegmann makes three counter arguments: (a) that relatively homogenous cities like Minneapolis – where most 
residents come from Scandinavian stock and there are few Blacks – are sprawling about as much as other US 
cities, (b) middle- and upper-income Blacks have been just as eager as their white counterparts to move out to 
suburbs, and many have done so, and (c) spatial ethnic and income segregation is prevalent  worldwide. 

At the core of the disagreement between Bruegmann and critics of sprawl is differing degrees of acceptance 
of private market forces. One of the arguments in favor of public intervention in cities that economist Wilbur 
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Thompson advances (p. 305) is in cases of “market failure” where, left unfettered, private markets fail to meet 
human needs. According to this line of argument, the private market fails because self-serving individuals maximize 
their individual well-being at the expense of others. Everyone seeks to own a single-family house in a low-density 
suburb regardless of how his or her cumulative decisions will affect the region. Greedy developers force people 
to live in suburbs in order to maximize their own profits. Bruegmann questions all these common views. He notes 
that at the turn of the century, housing advocates attacked greedy developers for crowding people into city 
neighborhoods like New York’s lower east side. At that time reformers like Clarence Perry (p. 563) and Ebenezer 
Howard (p. 371) advocated housing at much lower densities on the fringes of big cities like New York and London. 
In other words early reformers favored sprawl to meet peoples’ needs. Bruegmann rejects the notion that residents 
of suburbs have been forced or duped into living in low-density suburban developments rather than choosing to 
live there. In his view, developers build suburbs because that is what people  want. 

Another set of explanations blame government for sprawl. Proponents of this view argue that spending large 
amounts of federal money on highways (rather than subways, light rail lines, or other public transportation that 
would make compact city-centered development possible) made auto-dependent sprawl development inevitable. 
Low interest rate, government-backed mortgage loans for single-family homes were a carrot for lower-middle 
income people to settle in low-density suburbs rather than cities. Allowing homeowners to write off their mortgage 
interest payments induced marginal homebuyers to buy suburban homes. Government’s failure to regulate redlining 
(when private banks refused to make mortgage loans in risky inner-city neighborhoods) and even engaging in 
redlining themselves, provided sticks forcing people to abandon viable inner-city neighborhoods. The relatively low 
cost of gasoline in the United States and artificially low gasoline prices in countries where gasoline is subsidized 
contribute to sprawl and the relatively higher price of gasoline (including gasoline taxes) helps explain why European 
cities are generally more compact than their counterparts in the United States and  elsewhere. 

But are these arguments true? Bruegmann notes that the mortgage interest write-off applies to inner-city 
housing equally to housing in suburbs. He argues that banks are happy to invest wherever they can make money. 
As evidence that highway construction is not an anti-urban conspiracy, Bruegmann notes that many cities had 
highway construction plans long before the federal aid highway program of the 1950s and most cities welcomed 
highway  construction. 

Finally Bruegmann rejects the argument that technology – specifically the invention of the automobile – is 
responsible for sprawl. He notes that Los Angeles had already assumed its low density, polycentric form by 1920 
before mass auto ownership. Los Angeles’ electric streetcar system made this  possible. 

If all of these liberal explanations – a frontier ethic, anti-urban bias, racism, greedy individuals and greedy 
developers, bad government policies, fiscal and regulatory carrots and sticks that punished people who sought 
to live in cities and rewarded people who did not, and the automobile – are not convincing explanations, what 
then is the reason we have  sprawl? 

Bruegmann gives two fundamental explanations: affluence and democratic institutions. In his view people 
want to live in low-density suburbs. As incomes rise, more people can afford to do so. Democratic institutions 
allow people to choose for themselves, and people choose to live in low-density, sprawling  developments. 

While Bruegmann’s analysis is focused on the United States the pattern he describes is common everywhere 
in the world. One of the most compelling images in Ebenezer Howard’s Garden Cities of Tomorrow is a magnet 
showing people pulled towards towns, also pulled towards the countryside with a third, stronger, magnet – the 
town–country magnet – drawing them to Garden Cities that combine the best features of both. Frederic Stout 
(p. 696) describes how deeply a combination of urban and rural values permeates American literature and 
philosophy. Shlomo Angel, an adjunct professor of urban planning at New York University, used computerized 
statistical packages and Geographical Information Systems (GIS) software to map historical and current 
population and area data for all 4,000 world cities with populations of 100,000 people or more (p. 537). His data 
set (available free from the web) makes it possible to compare urban areas everywhere and see how fast they are 
expanding and how densities have changed over time. The data and maps shed light on patterns of centrality and 
dispersion, fragmentation, compactness, loss of agricultural land, the relation of residences and transportations 
systems, and many other important issues. Angel concludes that everywhere in the world the population of cities 
is growing, and cities are spreading outward, consuming more land area. The average density of newly developing 
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peri-urban land is almost everywhere lower than the density of existing urban cores. Angel does not take as 
provocative a free market, pro-sprawl stance as Bruegmann. Rather he challenges the conventional containment 
paradigm that favors increased core densities and compact city development and argues, instead for a “make 
room” paradigm that would accommodate inevitable expansion in more intelligent ways. Angel believes city 
governments should keep densities within a sustainable range but not allow them to become too high, make 
available land to assure decent housing for all, and secure the necessary land for public streets, public 
infrastructure networks, and public open spaces in advance of  development. 

Robert Bruegmann is a distinguished professor emeritus of Art History, Architecture, and Urban Planning in 
the College of Architecture and Planning at the University of Illinois, Chicago. He is a historian and critic of 
architecture, landscape, preservation, urban development, and the built environment. His fields of research and 
teaching are architectural, urban, landscape, and planning history and historic preservation. Professor Bruegmann 
has taught at the University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia College of the Arts, the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology, and Columbia University. He has worked for the Historic American Buildings Survey and Historic 
American Engineering Record of the National Park  Service. 

This selection is from Robert Bruegmann, Sprawl: A Compact History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2006). Other of Bruegmann’s books include The Architecture of Harry Weese (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2010) and The Architects and the City: Holabird and Roche of Chicago 1880–1918 (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1997). 

University of Southern California planning professors Peter Gordon and Harry W. Richardson agree with 
Bruegmann that sprawl is a rational market response and essentially desirable. Their views are summarized in 
“The Debate on Sprawl and Compact Cities: Thoughts Based on the Congress of New Urbanism Charter” in 
H.S. Geyer (ed.), Handbook of Urban Policy (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2010). 

Most urbanists and planners disagree with Bruegmann. Dolores Hayden and Jim Wark, A Field Guide to 
Sprawl (New York: W.W. Norton, 2006) is a readable overview with photographs that illustrate the extent and 
variety of  sprawl. 

A good statement of the position that sprawl is economically inefficient and produces severe negative 
externalities for commuting, the environment, and society is Robert Burchell, Anthony Downs, Sahan Mukherji, 
and Barbara McCann, Sprawl Costs: Economic Impacts of Unchecked Development (Washington, DC: Island 
Press 2005). See also Anthony Flint, This Land: The Battle over Sprawl and the Future of America (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006). A description of state growth management programs to reduce sprawl 
is Jerry Weitz, Sprawl Busting: State Programs to Guide Growth (Chicago: Planners Press, 1999). 

Histories of American suburbanization (and the resultant sprawl) include Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass 
Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 
Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, and Jeff Speck, Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline 
of the American Dream (Boston: North Point Press, 2001), and Dolores Hayden, Building Suburbia: Green 
Fields and Urban Growth, 1820–2000 (New York: Vintage, 2004). 

A book describing urban sprawl along the US–Mexico border, in Mexico, Brazil, and (briefly) the rest of the 
world is Lawrence A. Hertzog, Global Suburbs: Urban Sprawl from the Rio Grande to Rio de Janeiro (Oxford 
and New York: Routledge, 2014). 

. . . What causes sprawl? The answers to this question 
have been remarkably varied and contradictory. Let’s 
consider briefly several of  these, starting first with 
those that assume that sprawl is peculiarly American 
and attempt to explain why the United States is 
different from other places and then moving to more 
general explanations.

aNTi-URBaN aTTiTUdeS aNd  
RaCiSM aS a CaUSe

A number of  observers, usually highbrow Europeans 
or Americans who live and work in the central city, 
account for the massive amount of  sprawl in the 
United States by claiming that it is the result of  national 
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character traits. American cities are so different from 
European cities, they say, because Americans are at 
heart anti-urban, attached to unfettered individualism, 
low-density living, and automobile usage. But . . . the 
history of  urban decentralization seems to suggest 
that many of  the supposed differences in American 
and European cities and suburbs are less the result of  
inherent differences in these societies than a matter of  
timing. Cities on both continents are, if  anything, 
converging when it comes to space used per capita, 
automobile ownership, or other similar measures. All 
of  this casts considerable doubt on the theory that 
Americans are uniquely anti-urban.

In fact, it is probably only possible to call Americans 
anti-urban if  one accepts a specific set of  assumptions 
about urbanity made by members of  a small cultural 
elite. This group likes to think of  urbanity as the kind 
of  life lived by people in apartments in dense city 
centers that contain major highbrow cultural institu- 
tions. In these dense centers, they believe, citizens are 
more tolerant and cosmopolitan because of  their 
constant interaction with other citizens unlike them- 
selves. It is this definition of  urbanity – in many cases 
based on an idealized vision of  the European city of  
the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – that 
many Americans and, increasingly, citizens throughout 
the world reject or, more often, simply ignore. If  they 
thought about it at all, they wouldn’t agree that 
highbrow culture is necessarily better than their own 
middle-class culture, and they would probably have 
little patience with the argument that they would be 
more tolerant if  they lived in apartment buildings on 
densely built city streets or were forced to interact 
with people they would rather avoid. Most Americans 
do not like the dirt and disorder that characterized 
historic nineteenth-century industrial cities, and they 
may be indifferent if  not hostile to the clubby culture 
of  the downtown elite cultural groups, but there is little 
evidence that suburbanites are opposed to urbanity. 
They only want to rearrange the physical elements to 
make life more convenient and pleasant for themselves 
and to avoid the things that made nineteenth-century 

industrial cities so unpleasant for people who did not 
have a great deal of  money.

It is true that some suburbanites see their environ-
ment as the opposite of  the old central city, peripheral 
to their everyday lives and just another exit on the 
freeway. However, it is likely that the majority consid-
ers these two places as good for different things. For 
them, suburbia is a good place to live, work, and raise 
children, while downtown is a place to see ballgames, 
go to a nightclub, visit a museum, or do some special 
Christmas shopping. As the old downtowns remake 
themselves as tourist destinations and places of  enter-
tainment, it appears that they have, if  anything, 
become a more valued part of  the larger urban world.

Another common explanation of  the growth of  
American suburbs and the rise of  sprawl is that it was 
caused by white flight fueled by racism. Although no 
one would deny that race has played a key role in 
many aspects of  American life, it is significant that 
urban areas with small minority populations like 
Minneapolis have sprawled in much the same way  
as urban areas with large minority populations  
like Chicago. It is also the case that when they have 
become affluent enough to do so, African Americans 
have been just as willing as their white counterparts to 
move out to the suburbs. The suburbs they choose are 
often ones with largely African American population. 
This suggests that there is no simple relationship 
between race and sprawl.

Nor is it plausible to suggest that the segregating 
out by income level, race, and ethnicity is peculiarly 
American. These kinds of  segregation have been 
visible not just in American suburbs but in cities and 
suburbs all over the world, particularly when large 
disparities in income is a major factor. It was certainly 
the case in all nineteenth-century industrial cities  
and today, whether in the old public housing of  
suburban Stockholm or Paris or the favelas and 
shantytowns of  São Paulo or Istanbul, segregation  
of  immigrants and poorer residents by skin color, 
religion, and income level is a pervasive feature of  
contemporary urban life.

Bruegmann, Robert, “The Causes of  Sprawl,” from Sprawl: A Compact History (Chicago: University of  Chicago 
Press, 2005). Copyright © 2005 University of  Chicago Press. Reprinted by permission of  the University of  
Chicago  Press. 
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eCONOMiC FaCTORS aNd The 
CaPiTaLiST SySTeM aS a CaUSe

Probably the single most common explanation of  
sprawl is that it has been a direct by-product of  an 
insufficiently regulated capitalist system. This argu- 
ment rests in great part on two dubious propositions. 
The first is that economic forces are the prime factor 
in human interactions, the driving force in most 
aspects of  life, and everything else is secondary. In 
fact, although economic conditions have always had a 
strong relationship to urban forms, the history we have 
reviewed suggests that this influence is much less 
direct and obvious than many people believe. Similar 
urban forms can evolve in very different economic 
circumstances; different urban forms can accompany 
similar economic circumstances. Further, the history 
we have reviewed suggests that urban form is not just 
an effect but also a cause of  economic conditions. 
Every decision by every individual about where he or 
she lives or works or plays will have repercussions 
throughout the system.

The second dubious notion is that there are many 
circumstances in which the capitalist system inherently 
doesn’t work well, leading to “market failure” and 
unhappy results on the ground. Many individuals have 
claimed that sprawl is a logical result of  capitalism 
because this kind of  economic system induces buyers 
and sellers to act in ways to further their own good 
even at the expense of  their neighbors or the common 
good. So, for example, many families, each acting to 
secure for themselves a location at the very edge of  
the urban area so they can enjoy proximity to nature, 
could produce a situation where only a handful will be 
able to enjoy the view, and even they will soon be 
outflanked. Or, it has often been claimed, developers, 
left to themselves, will maximize their profits by 
building at low densities no matter what their custo- 
mers might actually want because building detached 
single-family houses is more profitable than building 
apartment buildings. Some observers claim that this 
fixation with the bottom line will inexorably produce 
settlement patterns that are inefficient, socially and 
environmentally harmful, ugly, or all of  these. There- 
fore, government must intervene to produce better 
results. The kind of  behavior that puts personal advan- 
tage over common good is hardly limited to matters 
economic, however. The same homebuyers who 
might try to maximize their personal advantage in 
buying a suburban house are the voters who elect 

government officials and who push for land-use 
regulations that will benefit them, often at the price of  
other parts of  the population. Is it logical to think that 
landowners would suddenly act in a completely diffe- 
rent fashion when they engage in political rather than 
economic transactions? Nor is the kind of  behavior 
that puts personal interest above community welfare 
peculiar to low-density settlements. The resident of  a 
central city who tries to block the badly needed 
expansion of  a hospital next door to his apartment 
building because it would block his view is acting in a 
similar fashion. So it seems illogical to make any close 
link between the capitalist system and sprawl.

The notion that sprawl is the inevitable unhappy 
result of  laissez-faire capitalism, moreover, turns on its 
head the analysis of  reformers in the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries who were convinced that 
unregulated private forces would lead inexorably to 
excessively high densities. Housing advocate Benjamin 
Marsh, for example, bitterly attacked developers in 
1910 for crowding as many people as possible into a 
single acre in order to maximize their profits. He was 
particularly indignant over the claim of  some develo- 
pers who argued that high density helped create 
community. He considered this to be no more than a 
cynical justification for greed and stated that the best 
solution for people of  modest incomes was to move 
out of  dense cities into detached houses surrounded 
by their own gardens.

Another problem with the private-market-as-
cause-of-sprawl argument is that places like London 
were already sprawling in the seventeenth century, 
long before there was a fully developed consumer 
market for land. Or, looked at from a different vantage 
point, there is the fact that the development patterns 
in many cities and villages at the end of  the nineteenth 
century, all widely admired by anti-sprawl activists 
today, were achieved primarily by private builders with 
relatively little governmental intervention while during 
the last several decades, during a period when the 
amount of  intervention by government agencies in the 
land development process has increased dramatically, 
there has been a rising chorus of  complaint. This 
might suggest that although there may indeed be 
market failures they are not necessarily more harmful 
than the “government failures” that have been caused 
by attempts to regulate the market.

Despite some basic problems with the argument, 
the theme of  capitalism causing sprawl has led to the 
creation of  a major edifice of  historical argument. 
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One recurrent theme of  anti-sprawl reformers in the 
United States is that Americans never really chose to 
live in the suburbs. In the extreme form of  this 
argument, Americans were forced to settle there by 
some powerful cabal of  big business with the com- 
plicity of  government. A remarkable case of  the 
willingness of  anti-sprawl critics to believe this despite 
all evidence to the contrary can be found in the 
persistence of  the urban myth of  the General Motors 
conspiracy.

This theory, popularized by a man named Bradford 
Snell in the 1970s, was an attempt to prove that 
American cities lost their streetcar systems because 
General Motors deliberately bought up the lines in 
order to close them down. As many authors have dem-
onstrated, this theory was never plausible. General 
Motors may indeed have bought streetcar lines in a few 
cities, and some individuals at General Motors may 
conceivably have wanted to destroy a given streetcar 
system, but in the larger picture, the role of  the auto-
mobile company was almost certainly insignificant. 
The streetcar has yielded to the less expensive and 
more flexible bus in virtually every city in the devel-
oped world, and most affluent cities, European and 
American, abandoned their streetcar systems with or 
without any intervention by General Motors.

The persistence of  this story as the explanation of  
the demise of  public transportation, as reinterpreted, 
for example, in the movie Who Framed Roger Rabbit, is 
explained by how conveniently it seems to encapsulate 
an entire worldview. From this point of  view, the needs 
of  ordinary city dwellers have been systematically 
denied in favor of  the interests of  greedy private 
entrepreneurs in league with corrupt public officials. 
Now greedy entrepreneurs and corrupt public officials 
there certainly are, and at times they undoubtedly 
have run roughshod over the needs of  ordinary citizens. 
However, blaming greedy entrepreneurs, particularly 
real estate developers, for sprawl is highly problematic. 
Developers, if  they possess anything like the guile 
attributed to them by the anti-sprawl crusaders, would 
be perfectly able to make money in the city as well as 
in the suburbs.

They would certainly be able to make money 
building at high density, as Benjamin Marsh believed, 
and as the condominium-conversion boom of  the 
1970s seems to prove. In fact, developers have often 
been the group most vocally opposed to large-lot 
zoning; they know that raising densities on a given 
piece of  land can result in more units and higher profits.

A recent version of  the attempt to explain urban 
form by the inherent nature of  the capitalist system is 
the widespread idea that sprawl has some relation to 
the increasing globalization of  markets. Of  course it is 
true that changes in market conditions will have 
repercussions on the land, but attempts to describe 
the built environment of  a particular city or part of  a 
city as the result of  globalization have, to date, rarely 
been very useful. In the end, whether a bank is owned 
locally or by a multinational corporation headquartered 
in a distant country, the dynamics of  local real estate 
markets seem to play out in similar ways.

GOVeRNMeNT aS a CaUSe

Another group of  observers, particularly in the United 
States, has tended to look at the other side of  the 
equation and blame government failure, meaning bad 
policies at the local, state, and national level, for 
fostering sprawl. The federal government, they say, 
fueled sprawl through homeowner subsidies, highway 
programs, infrastructure subsidies, and federal income 
tax deductions. Some anti-sprawl reformers go so far 
as to say that it was federal policies, not the private 
market, that all but forced tens of  millions of  
Americans to live in the suburbs in single-family 
houses. According to this line of  reasoning, if  the 
federal government had not built superhighways, 
subsidized suburban infrastructure, fostered long-
term self-amortized mortgages, initiated federal mort- 
gage insurance, allowed “redlining” of  neighborhoods, 
and provided massive tax breaks for suburban 
homeowners, many city dwellers would have preferred 
to remain in large multistory apartment buildings in 
the dense central city rather than move to a single-
family house in the suburbs.

None of  these arguments is very convincing. First 
of  all, the notion that the federal government, through 
the Interstate Highway Act, was responsible for 
advocating and planning these roads is misleading. 
Most cities and urban areas had extensive plans for 
superhighways in place already in the 1930s; many of  
them had allocated large sums of  county and state 
money to begin construction of  these roads long 
before the federal interstate highway program of  the 
mid-1950s. These roads were heavily supported by 
central city interests because they were considered an 
important way to rejuvenate the city. Given the strong 
rebound of  many of  these cities in recent years, it is 
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altogether possible that, at some point in the near 
future, most people will conclude that they were 
actually largely beneficial for central cities.

Another common assertion is that federal agencies 
starting in the 1930s specifically discriminated against 
city neighborhoods by introducing new low-interest 
self-amortizing mortgages that were made available to 
suburbanites but denied to many city dwellers. In fact, 
while agencies of  the federal government helped to 
bolster the popularity of  the long-term self-amortizing 
mortgage, this was not a new government invention of  
the 1930s or one that was specifically aimed at 
suburbanites. The self-amortizing mortgage had been 
used by private savings and loan associations in the 
early twentieth century and was common by the end 
of  the 1920s. It is a policy that could have benefited 
any homeowner, whether in the central city or the 
suburbs. Nor was governmental “redlining” as impor- 
tant as anti-sprawl historians have claimed. The term 
“redlining” refers to a practice a line was drawn around 
certain neighborhoods, particularly poor and racially 
changing neighborhoods, that were considered too 
risky to lend in. The reason banks started this kind of  
policy was quite logical: to prevent financial losses in 
places where houses were likely to lose value. Federal 
agencies undoubtedly played a role in continuing and 
systematizing redlining. But neither the government 
nor the banks were doing anything either new or 
necessarily prejudicial to urban neighborhoods. Most 
banks, like most businesses, were perfectly happy to 
invest money in any part of  the city or suburbs where 
they could make a profit. Their conclusion that older 
and racially changing neighborhoods, whether in the 
city or the suburbs, would inevitably see a drop in  
real estate values may have been too sweeping, and 
there probably was prejudice involved in rating the 
neighborhoods, but there was, in fact, a great deal of  
evidence over many years indicating that property 
values did tend to drop as neighborhoods got older 
and experienced ethnic or racial turnover. No amount 
of  regulatory control would have altered this fact of  
life or made this kind of  loan less risky.

In fact, for a great many relatively poor buyers – 
white or black – throughout urban America, redlining 
wasn’t an issue at all because the option of  a bank loan 
for them was never a serious possibility. Instead 
buyers, whether Polish immigrant workers in the Back 
of  the Yards neighborhood of  Chicago or the African 
Americans living in central Saint Louis, were forced to 
rely on help from their extended families or from 

institutions like churches or they turned to “contract 
buying,” a practice where the seller provides the 
financing. The terms imposed on contract buyers 
were often onerous and unfair to the purchasers, but 
for many buyers, in neighborhoods with or without 
formal redlining, it was often the only way they could 
own property. It did allow many poor families to buy 
their own houses and apparently was an important 
mechanism in achieving an unprecedented rate of  
nearly 50 percent homeownership in the United States 
before World War I.

The final, and most important, federal policy 
blamed for sprawl has been homeowner deductions  
in the federal income tax. These deductions have 
undoubtedly had a major impact on all aspects of  
American life. However, the United States is far from 
the only country with such provisions. Many other 
nations have instituted similar incentives. Furthermore, 
these tax incentives were clearly not part of  any plot 
to entice city dwellers to the suburbs. They were part 
of  the federal tax code from its earliest days. The 
intention of  the deduction for mortgage interest and 
for local property taxes, for example, was to avoid the 
taxing of  money that was arguably not part of  income 
because it either was already going for taxes or would 
go to other parties who would pay tax on it. Other 
observers have argued that homeowners reap another 
windfall in the tax code because they don’t have to pay 
taxes on the “rent” that they would have to pay to a 
landlord if  they didn’t own the property. According to 
this line of  thought, for tax purposes homeowners 
should be treated both as investors and occupants.  
For their investment in the property to be treated the 
same as any other investment, they would have to  
pay taxes on their investment income, in this case  
the net income that would remain after they deduct all 
expenses from income, which would be primarily the 
rent they pay themselves.

There is little doubt that homeowner tax deduc- 
tions have fueled a great deal of  suburban residential 
construction, but this does not mean that it inherently 
favors the suburbs or larger lots in the suburbs. That 
the American tax code favors wealthy homeowners 
over poorer homeowners and all homeowners over 
renters is quite true, and perhaps should be amended 
or repealed on those grounds, but the advantages of  
the deduction are not tied to any geographical 
location. The deduction could have been used for any 
house, whether in city or suburbs. It is conspicuous, for 
example, that these tax deductions only became 
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important for many people when incomes and tax 
rates increased dramatically after World War II. By the 
1960s, when these deductions had became a really 
significant feature for many Americans, legislation 
was already in place to allow the deductions on any 
kind of  single-family unit, whether a house in the 
suburbs or a condominium in a high-rise downtown. 
Most large American cities in the 1960s had a 
considerable supply of  vacant land or land with 
relatively inexpensive buildings that could have been 
redeveloped at higher densities. In just these years, 
moreover, there was a boom in conversions of  rental 
housing to condominiums.

Thus, if  the demand had existed, construction in 
American cities could have outpaced construction in 
the suburbs, and mortgage interest deductions taken 
by city dwellers could have dwarfed those taken by 
residents of  suburban areas. The reason that they did 
not is probably because most middle-class Americans 
in the late twentieth century had little interest in 
staying in the city if  they could buy a larger and less 
expensive home in the suburbs. It is quite likely that 
the homeowner deductions have fueled some of  the 
growth in house sizes since World War II by making 
them relatively more affordable. It might be logical to 
assume that the deductions would also have led to 
similar, automatic increases in lot sizes, but the fact 
that the total value of  the deductions has risen 
dramatically while the average size of  suburban lots 
has declined over the last fifty years suggests that  
the link between homeowner deductions and sprawl  
is weak.

In short, none of  these governmental policies 
connected with home ownership explain sprawl. For 
this reason, it is not surprising that already by the end 
of  the twenties, well before any of  the federal policies 
that supposedly favored homeowners in the suburbs 
took hold, the move to the suburbs was in full swing, 
and close to half  of  all American families were able to 
own their own home. Even more striking is that, even 
with the mushrooming value of  these incentives for 
homeowners, the rate of  homeownership increased 
only from 50 to 67 percent during the second half   
of  the twentieth century despite two of  the most 
important boom periods in American history and the 
massive growth of  low-density suburbs.

Another favorite explanation of  the federal influ-
ence on sprawl is that it was caused by the govern-
ment spending more federal dollars in the suburbs 
than in the central cities. In fact, it might be true that 

more money in recent decades has been spent on 
infrastructure projects in suburban areas than ones 
that are located in the central city. This is not surpris-
ing, however, since this is where the vast majority of  
metropolitan residents now live and where the vast 
majority of  growth is taking place. To prove that this is 
inequitable would require a much more elaborate 
accounting than the typical studies to date in which a 
piece of  freeway that was constructed in a suburban 
area gets entered into the one column and any road 
built in the city shows up in the other. For one thing, 
most transportation networks still converge on the 
central city and serve it. For another, this accounting 
would fail to consider the value of  total federal expen-
ditures over history. In any such accounting, the 
spending by the federal government since the eight-
eenth century for ports and railroads, bridges and 
highways, universities and hospitals located primarily 
in the central cities would have to be factored in. 
Looking beyond infrastructure, if  all spending by the 
federal government is taken into account, federal 
spending today goes more heavily per capita to 
central cities than to suburbs, primarily because of  the 
enormous price tag of  social security payments, 
which go primarily to an older population that remains 
disproportionately in the central cities.

Other observers lay the blame for sprawl more with 
the states and local governments. The states, they say, 
have mostly refused to invoke the authority over land 
use reserved to them by the Constitution to compel 
local governments to plan rationally. In the case of  
local governments, it has been argued, building codes, 
zoning regulations, subdivision ordinances, and 
municipal rivalries fuel sprawl. In the most cynical 
interpretation of  the evidence, some observers sug- 
gest that sprawl is all but inevitable in the current 
system because developers merely buy local politi- 
cians who will vote for sprawl. However, even if  one 
believed that developers were this powerful, this 
conclusion would only be plausible if  sprawl were 
inherently more profitable than building at higher 
densities, which is far from self-evident.

More moderate critics point especially to the use 
of  zoning provisions that segregate land uses, restrict 
mixed-use developments, and impose minimum lot-
size requirements. It is true that if  all land-use restric- 
tions were abolished, American cities might redevelop 
at somewhat higher densities and with more mixed 
use. Knowing exactly how this would play out, however, 
is virtually impossible because the cause-and-effect 
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factors here are so difficult to disentangle. For 
example, it is clear that zoning itself  cannot be blamed 
for most of  the sprawl that has occurred because 
sprawl was well underway long before zoning became 
common in American cities, which only started to 
happen in the 1920s. Most early zoning ordinances, 
moreover, did not try to foster any new pattern of  
development. Instead, they extrapolated from his- 
torical patterns. This included the kind of  sorting out 
of  land uses in neighborhoods that had been underway 
for at least a century, as those who could afford to do 
so increasingly left crowded neighborhoods with 
incompatible land uses at the center to settle in 
neighborhoods at the edge where residential land was 
better protected by deed restrictions and other private 
covenants against industrial pollution and noxious 
land uses. What most zoning did was to take these 
private tools, make them public, rationalize them, and 
extend them across the entire city.

For this reason, most parts of  Houston, which has 
historically been hostile to zoning, look and function 
very much like corresponding parts of  other cities 
developed at the same time. In Houston, rather than 
zoning, it has been subdivision regulations and building 
codes that have mandated many of  the features 
commonly found in suburban developments. But, like 
zoning, these provisions were mostly an extension and 
regularization of  earlier private practices. Were these 
regulations the cause of  urban form or were they the 
result of  many years of  experimentation with the kind 
of  building patterns that city dwellers wanted? An 
important piece of  testimony on this subject can be 
found in the history of  private mechanisms to control 
the communities. In Houston, as elsewhere, the most 
important of  these was the deed covenant, which 
could regulate everything from the size and shape of  
the building to the kind of  people who could buy the 
property. Even when there was no zoning at all, 
wealthy individuals could and did protect their single-
family neighborhoods by going to the courts at the 
first sign of  what they considered an undesirable land 
use. One of  the chief  functions of  zoning was to give 
a much larger part of  the population the same kinds of  
control over their environment that the wealthy had 
always enjoyed.

A final reason that zoning has not had the effect 
that many people have claimed for it is that, so often 
when there has been a conflict between market 
demand and the zoning code, it has been the zoning 
codes that have given way. Because these changes 

have happened incrementally, typically a few parcels 
at a time and over many years, it has been difficult to 
document the overall effect of  these changes. Still, it is 
quite possible to make some educated guesses. For 
example, given the current situation of  rising density 
and declining lot sizes at the suburban edge of  many 
American cities, it is clear either that zoning was not 
what caused such large lot sizes in earlier decades or 
that zoning has changed as necessary to accommodate 
market realities. Ironically, one place where many 
people now agree that zoning has genuinely had an 
effect in increasing sprawl is precisely in those 
suburban and exurban jurisdictions where anti-sprawl 
advocates were successful in introducing large-lot 
zoning in an effort to try to stop sprawl by making 
subdivision more difficult. Large-lot zoning, parti- 
cularly favored since the 1960s, almost certainly 
forced many homeowners to buy more land than they 
otherwise would have wanted, leading to lower 
densities than would have been the case without the 
regulations. In short, the role of  zoning in sprawl is 
much more ambiguous than the existing anti-sprawl 
literature would imply.

Another charge has been that the fragmentation of  
governments in metropolitan areas into many 
municipal jurisdictions has led to a situation where 
these governments compete with each other for new 
development rather than working together to plan for 
a less sprawling future. However, the idea that a 
fragmentation of  local governments causes sprawl is 
not at all clear in actual practice. It is true that Saint 
Louis, which has a relatively small central city and a 
large number of  suburban districts, has become one 
of  the most decentralized cities in the United States 
and has experienced widespread abandonment in  
the central city and massive sprawl. By way of  
contrast, Melbourne or Sydney, Australia, places with 
even smaller central cities, have been held up as 
models of  anti-sprawl. At the opposite end of  the 
spectrum, central cities that occupy most of  their 
urban region are not necessarily more compact. 
Tucson, Indianapolis, and Jacksonville, for example, 
occupy large parts of  their metropolitan area, but they 
are all very low in density and are dispersed.

TeChNOLOGy aS a CaUSe

Another favored explanation for sprawl is that it was 
caused by new communications and transportation 
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technologies. One of  the most common explanations 
of  the changes in city form in the past two centuries is 
the notion that the railroad tended to concentrate 
growth then the automobile dispersed it. This is,  
we are told, the primary reason the dense city of  the 
early twentieth century yielded to the highly dispersed 
postwar city in the same period as mass transportation 
yielded to the automobile. This argument, plausible as 
it sounds at first glance, actually leaves a great deal 
unexplained. In the first place, as we have seen, the 
automobile did not directly replace any sort of  mass 
transportation; what it more directly replaced was the 
private carriage. In fact, it would be more accurate to 
say that private transportation and mass transportation 
have coexisted and developed together through the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries as the automobile 
replaced the private carriage and as the bus replaced 
the streetcar, which in turn replaced the cable car and 
horse-drawn street railway.

It is true that the use of  private means of  trans- 
portation has soared while the use of  mass transpor- 
tation has remained steady or declined in the same 
period of  time that the population dispersed in 
virtually every major metropolitan area in the 
twentieth century. But this does not prove any simple 
cause-and-effect relationship. There is no more reason 
to think that the automobile causes decentralization 
than to believe that rail transportation can only work 
to centralize cities. As we have seen, the outward 
dispersal of  urban population started centuries before 
the advent of  the automobile. Certainly by the early 
twentieth century, suburbanization was in full swing 
using rail transportation as a principal means of  
dispersal. The Los Angeles region had become one of  
the most decentralized, dispersed, multicentered 
urban places the world had seen already by the time 
of  the First World War, well before the impact of  the 
private automobile was felt in any really significant 
way. It was the steam railroad, the cable car, the 
streetcar, and the interurban rail system that had made 
this possible. Even more important, the Los Angeles 
region has become dramatically denser since the 
1950s in an era when the vast majority of  people have 
relied on the private automobile. The fast-increasing 
rate of  automobile ownership at the very heart of  
some of  the densest urban regions in the affluent 
world today offers proof  that high automobile owner- 
ship does not automatically lead to low densities.

In a similar way, it is not really logical to blame 
postwar urban freeways for sprawl. These roads were 

heavily supported by central-city interests because 
these individuals believed that these roads, like the 
railroads before them, would reinforce the centrality 
of  the downtown and make it easier for people from 
throughout the region to get to it. In fact, they did 
make getting downtown much quicker. Also like the 
railroads, they made leaving town simpler, but there is 
no particular reason to think that the decentralization 
caused by roads has been any different in kind than 
that caused by the railroads. In fact, both caused some 
dispersal and both caused some centralization. The 
amount of  each depended on a great many other 
factors and millions of  individual choices.

If  one were willing to believe in simple cause-and-
effect relationships in urban development, one could 
turn the entire transportation argument on its head. 
From this perspective, the individual desires of  large 
numbers of  families wishing to live at lower densities 
could be seen as the primary cause of  the growth in 
the successive development of  the carriage industry, 
the railroad, public transportation, and finally the 
automobile industry. Each of  these means of  transpor- 
tation did, in fact, give families increased mobility. It is 
this enormous increase in mobility, and not any 
specific means of  transport, that has been a key factor 
in the large population dispersal that we have chro- 
nicled. What we can conclude is that although this 
increase in mobility certainly made sprawl possible it 
did not necessarily cause it.

aFFLUeNCe aNd deMOCRaTiC 
iNSTiTUTiONS aS a CaUSe

Perhaps a better way of  looking at the causes of  
sprawl is to leave aside for the moment the question of  
why cities sprawled and instead to ask what were the 
forces that worked against sprawl and kept cities from 
dispersing even more than they did before the mid-
nineteenth century. After all, in many ways it is puzzling 
that so many people would have chosen to live 
uncomfortably on top of  one another in walled cities 
for such a long time when there was attractive land all 
around the city. According to Thomas Sieverts, this 
would seem to be a very unnatural condition, quite 
opposed to the “natural” habitat for man that appears 
to be neither the completely open field nor the 
enclosed forest but the areas that lie at the border 
between the two. [In Cities without Cities German archi- 
tect Thomas Sieverts] addresses the decentralization 
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of  the compact historical European city and examines 
the new form of  urbanity which has spread across the 
world describable as the urbanized landscape or the 
landscaped city. Sieverts calls this the Zwischenstadt, 
or “in-between city”. In like fashion, he suggests, 
humans seem to favor neither a high degree of  
compaction nor a high degree of  diffusion but a 
moderate clustering. If  so, the compact historical city, 
such as seen in Europe before the nineteenth century, 
may turn out to have been an aberration, a short 
“interlude” in urban history. What sustained the 
compact city even beyond the period when it was 
necessary for defense, Sieverts suggests, was the 
concerted effort of  a small elite of  individuals and 
institutions who erected a system of  “priest kings and 
religious associations, temples and churches, walls 
and markets, feudalism and the guilds.” It was perhaps 
the wane of  these forces in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries even more than the advent of  the 
railroad, telecommunications, and other innovations 
of  the nineteenth century that really made sprawl 
possible.

Although sprawl has developed differently at 
different times and in different places, the history of  
sprawl suggests that the two factors that seem to track 
most closely with sprawl have been increasing 
affluence and political democratization. In places 
where citizens have become more affluent and have 
enjoyed basic economic and political rights, more 
people have been able to gain for themselves the 
benefits once reserved for wealthier citizens. I believe 
that the most important of  these can be defined as 
privacy, mobility, and choice.

By privacy, I mean the ability to control one’s own 
surroundings. This might take the form of  a co-op 
apartment on Fifth Avenue in New York with a door-
man at the sidewalk and a chauffeured car at the ready, 
or it could take the form of  a modest house on a small 
plot of  ground in the suburb. One of  the major reasons 
the suburban house has been so successful is that it 
has been a way to obtain many of  the advantages of  
privacy enjoyed by the millionaire on Fifth Avenue at 
much less cost.

By mobility I mean both personal and social 
mobility. Where, in the nineteenth century, only the 
richest and most powerful urban dwellers could 
maintain their own carriages and get around urban 
areas on their own power at will, by the end of  the 
1920s private transportation was in reach of  tens of  
millions of  middle-class suburbanites particularly in 

the United States. The option of  using an automobile 
has given city dwellers around the world an enormously 
increased mobility. City dwellers everywhere travel on 
average vastly more than they did at the beginning of  
twentieth century. This physical mobility has allowed a 
dramatic expansion of  educational and employment 
opportunities. In turn, this has led to increased social 
and economic mobility.

Finally there is choice, perhaps the most important 
element of  all and the most hotly disputed. Many 
members of  cultural elites are not interested in hearing 
about the benefits of  increased choice for the 
population at large because they believe that ordinary 
citizens, given a choice, will usually make the wrong 
one. Sprawl has certainly increased choices for 
ordinary citizens. At the turn of  the century, it was 
primarily wealthy families who had multiple options in 
their living, working, and recreational settings. An 
affluent New York banker and his family could live in 
many different communities in the city or its suburbs. 
They could summer in the Adirondacks or at Newport, 
winter in Florida or on the French Riviera. They had 
the luxury of  ignoring their neighbors and choosing 
their friends elsewhere. Today, even the most humble 
American middle-class family enjoys many of  these 
choices. And even if  the alternatives aren’t thrilling, 
the very fact of  having choices at all makes virtually 
any situation more tolerable. The most convincing 
answer to the question of  why sprawl has persisted 
over so many centuries seems to be that a growing 
number of  people have believed it to be the surest way 
to obtain some of  the privacy, mobility, and choice 
that once were available only to the wealthiest and 
most powerful members of  society.

It would not be wise to conclude from this, however, 
that affluence causes sprawl. The fact that some of  the 
wealthiest individuals in every large city continue to 
live at very high densities at the center suggests that 
affluence is compatible with many different settlement 
patterns. If  everyone became wealthy enough, it is 
quite possible that a large number might want to live in 
places like Park Avenue in New York or an apartment 
in the sixteenth arrondissement in Paris and that new 
urban districts would be built to accommodate this 
demand. In the case of  urban areas and sprawl, as in 
the case of  virtually any vast and complicated human 
or natural system, there is very little simple cause and 
effect. Rather, there are innumerable forces, always 
acting on each other in complex and unpredictable 
ways.



“Space of Flows, Space of  
Places: Materials for a Theory of 
Urbanism in the information age” 

Manuel  Castells 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

As the internet and computer and mobile device software make it possible for individuals and groups everywhere 
in the world to communicate instantaneously and fast, computerized information systems connect the planet, our 
conception of “space” is changing. This reality profoundly affects cities. No theorist has thought more deeply or 
written more profoundly about the new reality than Spanish sociologist/urban planner/communications professor 
Manuel  Castells. 

For Castells the concept of space is a fundamental dimension that “expresses” urban society. The spatial 
experience of contemporary city life is expressed in part through the traditional physical world of neighborhoods 
and local business nodes within metropolitan regions where people live their day-to-day lives and develop 
personal, familial relationships and individual identities: what Castells calls “the space of places.” But increasingly 
city life and the work of the new global economy is conducted is in “the space of flows” – the electronic, 
computerized network of  telecommunications. 

The world has entered “a new age, the Information Age,” characterized by what Castells terms a new “network 
society.” “Industrial cities” such as Engels described (p. 53) in the nineteenth century and “postindustrial cities” 
characterized by services rather than production are morphing into “informational cities.” Some aspects of the 
network society and informational cities are merely continuations of earlier developments: for example, rapid 
urbanization and metropolitan regionalism, a breakdown of the patriarchal family, increasingly multi-ethnic urban 
communities, and a social segregation spurred in part by a growing criminal culture of urban violence and 
paranoia. Others are totally new developments: a “new geography of networks and urban nodes” based on 
telecommunications technologies. These in turn are related to transportation technologies and, as Frederic Stout 
describes (p. 696), information technologies and transportation technologies are linked. Key to competition in 
the global economy is digital logistics support for logistics centers where parts and finished products can be 
tracked efficiently. Millions of iPad components arriving in Chengdu, China, from Korea, Japan, the United States 
and other countries all over the world can be inventoried and shipped immediately to the right department in a 
factory that assembles iPads, and finished iPads can be shipped all over the world with all the inventory control, 
export licenses, and tax documents processed immediately. Just-in-time supply chains like this linking 
transportation and logistical information are a key to success in the new global economy. Castells argues that 
mega-metropolitan regions without a name, culture, or effective institutions are becoming less important than 
local governments. “The network state” integrates supranational institutions made up of national governments, 
nation-states, regional government, local governments, and non-governmental  organizations. 

Castells builds his theoretical approach to cities along three axes that he calls function, meaning, and form. 
By function Castells means the dynamic opposition between the electronic global and the face-to-face local. By 
meaning he implies a complex relationship between “individuation” (personal identity) and “communalism” (the 
shared identities of ethnicity, social class, and culture). And form is a product of the interaction and conflict 
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between the physical and online dimensions of space. The “space of flows” links up separate locations 
 electronically. 

Castells argues that the organization of society in the Information Age involves both centralization and 
decentralization as cities are simultaneously structured and destructured by the competing logics of the space 
of flows and the space of  places. 

Important aspects of the world economy constitute trans-territorial networks as described by Peter Taylor  
(p. 92) and Saskia Sassen (p. 650). On the other hand, Castells observes exclusion by spatial separation that 
leads to the fortress quality of Los Angeles as described by Mike Davis (p. 212) and the forms of social exclusion 
Ali Madanipour describes (p. 203). 

Castells, like Neil Brenner and Roger Keil (p. 666), is committed to the idea that the social inequalities of the 
new global cities must be challenged by new forms of social and political activism. While he notes that grassroots 
movements come in all kinds of formats and ideologies from protesters seeking Western democracy to religious 
groups who want a theocracy; from high-minded young environmentalists, feminists, and modernizers to terrorists 
and members of authoritarian movements). This selection proved prophetic, as it was written before the enormous 
wave of uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Bahrain, and Turkey during the Arab Spring, uprisings in Brazil and 
elsewhere in Latin America, and grassroots demonstrations in Turkey, the Ukraine, and elsewhere. In all these 
varied settings activists used Facebook, Twitter, and other social media to mobilize mass demonstrations and 
challenge authority around issues as local as reduction of open space and expensive bus fares to religious and 
ideological views on the nature of  society. 

The theory that Castells constructs has direct application to issues of urban planning, architecture, urban 
design, and governance. Some of his themes are new wine in old bottles. Castells’s argument that “urbanity, 
street life, [and] civic culture” should be as important to urban planners as “economic competitiveness” echoes 
Lewis Mumford’s idea of “the urban drama” (p. 110), and Castells himself notes that his emphasis on the social 
importance of public spaces merely restates and updates the ideas of Kevin Lynch (p. 576) and Allan Jacobs  
(p. 596) and is congruent with the ideas of William H. Whyte (p. 587), and Jan Gehl (p. 608). But Castells 
recognizes that the new urban world of networks and spatial oppositions calls for a complete recasting of our 
ideas about cities and urban life. Cities can now only be understood on the scale of metropolitan regions, and 
the challenge of urban planning, design, and governance is to create a meaningful and effective “connectivity” 
between the very different urban worlds where people now live their lives: the electronic space of flows and the 
physical space of  places. 

Manuel Castells is a true internationalist. Born in Spain in 1942, he fled the country while still a teenager 
because of his anti-Franco political activities and studied (and later taught) sociology at the University of Paris. 
In 1979, he came to the University of California, Berkeley, where he taught in the departments of city and regional 
planning and sociology for twenty-four years. He is now based at the University of Southern California where he 
holds the Wallis Annenberg chair of Communication Technology and Society and also teaches each year in 
Barcelona, where he is a research professor at the Open University of Catalonia. He is also the Marvin and 
Joanne Grossman distinguished professor of technology and society at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
and a distinguished visiting professor of internet studies at Oxford  University. 

In the 1980s, the period that Peter Hall (p. 431) terms “the Marxist ascendancy” in urban planning theory, 
Castells crafted sophisticated neo-Marxian theories on the role of the capitalist state, grassroots urban protest 
movements, and urban planning. These early interests in the relationship between individuals and the state, 
grassroots protest movements, and urban planning continue to inform his research and writing as a professor of 
 communications. 

As the author of some twenty books, fifteen co-authored books, and more than one hundred journal articles, 
Castells is one of the most influential and frequently cited social scientists in the world. The selection reprinted 
here is an expanded and revised version of two lectures that Castells delivered in 2001 and 2002. His magnum 
opus is the Information Age trilogy: The Rise of the Network Society (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996), The Power of 
Identity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), and The End of the Millennium (Oxford: Blackwell, 1998). Other books on 
information technology and cities by Castells are The Informational City: Information Technology, Economic 
Restructuring, and the Urban-Regional Process (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), an edited anthology High Tech, 
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We have entered a new age, the Information Age. 
Spatial transformation is a fundamental dimension of  
the overall process of  structural change. We need a 
new theory of  spatial forms and processes, adapted to 
the new social, technological, and spatial context 
where we live. I will attempt here to propose some 
elements of  this theory, a theory of  urbanism in the 
Information Age. . . .

I will not build theory from other theories, but from 
the observation of  social and spatial trends in the 
world at large. Thus, I will start with a summary 
characterization of  the main spatial trends at the onset 
of  the 21st century. Then I will propose a tentative 
theoretical interpretation of  observed spatial trends. 
Subsequently I will highlight the main issues arising in 
cities in the information age, with particular emphasis 
on the crisis of  the city as a socio-spatial system of  
cultural communication. I will conclude by drawing 
some of  the implications of  my analysis for planning, 
architecture and urban design.

The TRaNSFORMaTiON OF URBaN 
SPaCe iN The eaRLy 21ST CeNTURy

Spatial transformation must be understood in the 
broader context of  social transformation: space does 
not reflect society, it expresses it, it is a fundamental 
dimension of  society, inseparable of  the overall pro- 
cess of  social organization and social change. Thus, 
the new urban world arises from within the process  
of  formation of  a new society, the network society, 
characteristic of  the Information Age. The key devel-
opments in spatial patterns and urban processes asso-
ciated with these macro-structural changes, can be 
summarized under the following headings:

j Because commercial agriculture has been, by  
and large, automated, and a global economy has 
integrated productive networks throughout the 
planet, the majority of  the world’s population is 
already living in urban areas, and this will be 
increasingly the case: we are heading towards a 
largely urbanized world, which will comprise 
between two-thirds and three-quarters of  the total 
population by the middle of  the century;

j This process of  urbanization is concentrated dis- 
proportionately in metropolitan areas of  a new 
kind: urban constellations scattered throughout 
huge territorial expanses, functionally integrated 
and socially differentiated, around a multi-centered 
structure. I call these new spatial forms metropoli-
tan regions;

j Advanced telecommunications, Internet, and fast, 
computerized transportation systems allow for 
simultaneous spatial concentration and decentrali-
zation, ushering in a new geography of  networks 
and urban nodes throughout the world, throughout 
countries, between and within metropolitan areas;

j Social relationships are characterized simultane-
ously by individuation and communalism, both 
processes using, at the same time, spatial pattern-
ing and on-line communication. Virtual communi-
ties and physical communities develop in close 
interaction, and both processes of  aggregation are 
challenged by increasing individualization of  work, 
social relationships, and residential habits;

j The crisis of  the patriarchal family, with different 
manifestations depending on cultures and levels of  
economic development, gradually shifts sociability 
from family units to networks of  individualized 
units (most often, women and their children, but 
also individualized co-habiting partnerships), with 

Space, and Society (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1985), and Technopoles of the World (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1994), jointly authored with Sir Peter Hall. His most important earlier writings on urban social 
movements and Marxist urban theory are The City and the Grassroots (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 1983), and The Urban Question (London: Edward Arnold, 1977). His most recent book — synthesizing 
interests he has developed throughout his career — is about the relationship between information technology  
and grassroots urban protest movements is Networks of Outrage and Hope: Social Movements in the Internet 
Age (Cambridge: Polity, 2012). 

An anthology of works from Castells’s early neo-Marxists writings through writings about the informational city 
and the network society completed before 2002 is Ida Susser (ed.), The Castells Reader on Cities and Social 
Theory (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002). For addition readings on cities in the Information Age city, see Steven Graham 
(ed.), The Cybercities Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 2005). 



M A N U E L   CAST E L LS 232

considerable consequences in the uses and forms 
of  housing, neighborhoods, public space, and 
transportation systems;

j The emergence of  the network enterprise as a new 
form of  economic activity, with its highly decen- 
tralized, yet coordinated, form of  work and mana- 
gement, tends to blur the functional distinction 
between spaces of  work and spaces of  residence. 
The work–living arrangements characteristic of  
the early periods of  industrial craft work are back, 
often taking over the old industrial spaces, and 
transforming them into informational production 
spaces. This is not just New York’s Silicon Alley or 
San Francisco’s Multimedia Gulch, but a pheno- 
menon that also characterizes London, Tokyo, 
Beijing, Taipei, Paris, or Barcelona, among many 
other cities. Transformation of  productive uses 
becomes more important than residential succes- 
sion to explain the new dynamics of  urban space;

j Urban areas around the world are increasingly 
multi-ethnic, and multi-cultural. An old theme of  
the Chicago School, now amplified in terms of  its 
extremely diverse racial composition;

j The global criminal economy is solidly rooted in 
the urban fabric, providing jobs, income, and social 
organization to a criminal culture, which deeply 
affects the lives of  low-income communities, and 
of  the city at large. It follows rising violence and/or 
widespread paranoia of  urban violence, with the 
corollary of  defensive residential patterns;

j Breakdowns of  communication patterns between 
individuals and between cultures, and the emer- 
gence of  defensive spaces, leads to the formation 
of  sharply segregated areas: gated communities 
for the rich, territorial turfs for the poor;

j In a reaction against trends of  suburban sprawl and 
the individualization of  residential patterns, urban 
centers and public space become critical expres- 
sions of  local life, benchmarking the vitality of  any 
given city. Yet, commercial pressures and artificial 
attempts at mimicking urban life often transform 
public spaces into theme parks where symbols 
rather than experience create a life-size, urban 
virtual reality, ultimately destined to mimic the real 
virtuality projected in the media. It follows increas-
ing individualization, as urban places become con-
sumption items to be individually appropriated;

j Overall, the new urban world seems to be 
dominated by the double movement of  inclusion 
into transterritorial networks, and exclusion by the 

spatial separation of  places. The higher the value 
of  people and places, the more they are connected 
into interactive networks. The lower their value, the 
lower their connection. In the limit, some places 
are switched off, and bypassed by the new geo- 
graphy of  networks, as it is the case of  depressed 
rural areas and urban shanty towns around the 
world. Splintering urbanism operates on the basis 
of  segregated networks of  infrastructure . . .;

j The constitution of  mega-metropolitan regions, 
without a name, without a culture, and without 
institutions, weakens the mechanism of  political 
accountability, of  citizen participation, and of  
effective administration. On the other hand, in the 
age of  globalization, local governments emerge as 
flexible institutional actors, able to relate at the 
same time to local citizens and to global flows of  
power and money. Not because they are powerful, 
but because most levels of  government, including 
the nation states, are equally weakened in their 
capacity of  command and control if  they operate 
in isolation. Thus, a new form of  state emerges, the 
network state, integrating supra-national institu- 
tions made up of  national governments, nation-
states, regional governments, local governments, 
and even non-governmental organizations. Local 
governments become a node of  the chain of  
institutional representation and management, able 
to input the overall process, yet with added value in 
terms of  their capacity to represent citizens at a 
closer range. Indeed in most countries, opinion 
polls show the higher degree of  trust people have 
in their local governments, relative to other levels 
of  government.

j Urban social movements have not disappeared, by 
any means. But they have mutated. In an extremely 
schematic representation they develop along two 
main lines. The first is the defense of  the local 
community, affirming the right to live in a particular 
place, and to benefit from adequate housing and 
urban services in their place. The second is the 
environmental movement, acting on the quality of  
cities within the broader goal of  achieving quality 
of  life: not only a better life but a different life. 
Often, the broader goals of  environmental 
mobilizations become translated into defensive 
reactions to protect one specific community, thus 
merging the two trends. Yet, it is only by reaching 
out to the cultural transformation of  urban life as 
proposed by ecological thinkers and activists that 
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urban social movements can transcend their limits 
of  localism. Indeed, enclosing themselves in their 
communities, urban social movements may con- 
tribute to further spatial fragmentation, ultimately 
leading to the breakdown of  society.

It is against the background of  these major trends of  
urban social change that we can understand new 
spatial forms and processes, thus re-thinking architec- 
ture, urban design and planning in the 21st century.

a TheOReTiCaL aPPROaCh TO  
SPaTiaL TRaNSFORMaTiON

To make the transition from the observation of  urban 
trends to the new theorization of  cities, we need to 
grasp, at a more analytical level, the key elements of  
socio-spatial change. I think the transformation of  
cities in the information age can be organized around 
three bipolar axes. The first relates to function, the 
second to meaning, the third to form.

Function

Functionally speaking the network society is organized 
around the opposition between the global and the 
local. Dominant processes in the economy, technology, 
media, institutionalized authority are organized in 
global networks. But day-to-day work, private life, 
cultural identity, political participation, are essentially 
local. Cities, as communication systems, are supposed 
to link up the local and the global, but this is exactly 
where the problems start since these are two 
conflicting logics that tear cities from the inside when 
they try to respond to both, simultaneously.

Meaning

In terms of  meaning, our society is characterized by 
the opposing development of  individuation and 
communalism. By individuation I understand the 
enclosure of  meaning in the projects, interests, and 
representations of  the individual, that is a biologically 
embodied personality system (or, if  you want, 
translating from French structuralism, a person). By 
communalism I refer to the enclosure of  meaning in a 
shared identity, based on a system of  values and 

beliefs to which all other sources of  identity are subor- 
dinated. Society, of  course, exists only in-between, in 
the inter-face between individuals and identities 
mediated by institutions, at the source of  the consti- 
tution of  civil society. . . .

Trends I observe in the formative stage of  the 
network society indicate the increasing tension and 
distance between personality and culture, between 
individuals and communes. Because cities are large 
aggregates of  individuals, forced to coexist, and com- 
munes are located in the metropolitan space, the split 
between personality and commonality brings extraor- 
dinary stress upon the social system of  cities as 
communicative and institutionalizing devices. The 
problematic of  social integration becomes again para- 
mount, albeit under new circumstances and in terms 
radically different from those of  early industrial cities. 
This is mainly because of  the role played in urban 
transformation by a third, major axis of  opposing 
trends, this one concerning spatial forms.

Forms

There is a growing tension and articulation between 
the space of  flows and the space of  places.

The space of  flows links up electronically separate 
locations in an interactive network that connects 
activities and people in distinct geographical contexts. 
The space of  places organizes experience and activity 
around the confines of  locality. Cities are structured, 
and destructured simultaneously by the competing 
logics of  the space of  flows and the space of  places. 
Cities do not disappear in the virtual networks. But 
they are transformed by the interface between 
electronic communication and physical interaction, 
by the combination of  networks and places. . . . The 
informational city is built around this double system of  
communication. Our cities are made up, at the same 
time, of  flows and places, and of  their relationships. 
Two examples will help to make sense of  this 
statement, one from the point of  view of  the urban 
structure, another in terms of  the urban experience.

Turning to urban structure, the notion of  global 
cities was popularized in the 1990s. Although most 
people assimilate the term to some dominant urban 
centers, such as London, New York and Tokyo, the 
concept of  global city does not refer to any particular 
city, but to the global articulation of  segments of  
many cities into an electronically linked network of  
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functional domination throughout the planet. The 
global city is a spatial form rather than a title of  
distinction for certain cities, although some cities have 
a greater share of  these global networks than others. 
In a sense, most areas in all cities, including New York 
and London, are local, not global. And many cities are 
sites of  areas, small and large, which are included in 
these global networks, at different levels. This con- 
ception of  global city as a spatial form resulting from 
the process of  globalization is closer to the pioneering 
analysis by Saskia Sassen than to its popularized 
version by city marketing agencies. Thus, from the 
structural point of  view, the role of  cities in the global 
economy depends on their connectivity in transpor- 
tation and telecommunication networks, and on the 
ability of  cities to mobilize effectively human resources 
in this process of  global competition. As a consequence 
of  this trend, nodal areas of  the city, connecting to the 
global economy, will receive the highest priority in 
terms of  investment and management, as they are the 
sources of  value creation from which an urban node 
and its surrounding area will make their livelihood. 
Thus, the fate of  metropolitan economies depends on 
their ability to subordinate urban functions and forms 
to the dynamics of  certain places that ensure their 
competitive articulation in the global space of  flows.

From the point of  view of  the urban experience, 
we are entering a built environment that is increasingly 
incorporating electronic communication devices 
everywhere. Our urban life fabric . . . becomes an 
e-topia, a new urban form in which we constantly 
interact, deliberately or automatically, with on-line 
information systems, increasingly in the wireless 
mode. Materially speaking the space of  flows is folded 
into the space of  places. Yet, their logics are distinct: 
on-line experience and face-to-face experience 
remain specific, and the key question then is to assure 
their articulation in compatible terms.

* * *

The URBaN TheMeS OF  
The iNFORMaTiON aGe

The issue of  social integration comes again at the 
forefront of  the theory of  urbanism, as was the case 
during the process of  urbanization in the industrial 
era. Indeed, it is the very existence of  cities as commu- 
nication artifacts that is called into question, in spite of  

the fact that we live in a predominantly urban world. 
But what is at stake is a very different kind of  
integration. In the early 20th century the quest was for 
assimilation of  urban subcultures into the urban 
culture. In the early 21st century the challenge is the 
sharing of  the city by irreversibly distinct cultures and 
identities. There is no more dominant culture, because 
only global media have the power to send domi- 
nant messages, and the media have in fact adapted to 
their market, constructing a kaleidoscope of  variable 
content depending on demand, thus reproducing cul- 
tural and personal diversity rather than overimposing 
a common set of  values. The spread of  horizontal 
communication via the Internet accelerates the 
process of  fragmentation and individualization of  
symbolic interaction. Thus, the fragmented metropolis 
and the individualization of  communication reinforce 
each other to produce an endless constellation of  
cultural sub-sets. The nostalgia of  the public domain 
will not be able to countervail the structural trends 
towards diversity, specification, and individualization 
of  life, work, space and communication, both face to 
face, and electronic. On the other hand, communalism 
adds collective fragmentation to individual segmenta- 
tion. Thus, in the absence of  a unifying culture, and 
therefore of  a unifying code the key question is not the 
sharing of  a dominant culture but the communicability 
of  multiple codes.

The notion of  communication protocols is central 
here. Protocols may be physical, social, and electronic, 
with additional protocols being necessary to relate 
these three different planes of  our multidimensional 
experience.

Physically, the establishment of  meaning in these 
nameless urban constellations relates to the emer- 
gence of  new forms of  symbolic nodality which will 
identify places, even through conflictive appropriation 
of  their meaning by different groups and individuals.

The second level of  urban interaction refers to 
social communication patterns. Here, the diversity of  
expressions of  local life, and their relationship to 
media culture, must be integrated into the theory of  
communication by doing rather than by saying. In 
other words, how messages are transmitted from one 
social group to another, from one meaning to another 
in the metropolitan region requires a redefinition of  
the notion of  public sphere moving from institutions 
to the public place. . . . Public places, as sites of  spon- 
taneous social interaction, are the communicative 
devices of  our society, while formal, political institu- 
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tions have become a specialized domain that hardly 
affects the private lives of  people, that is what most 
people value most. Thus, it is not that politics, or local 
politics, does not matter. It is that its relevance is 
confined to the world of  instrumentality, while expres- 
siveness, and thus communication, refers to social 
practice, outside institutional boundaries. Therefore, 
in the practice of  the city, its public spaces, including 
the social exchangers (or communication nodes) of  its 
transportation networks become the communicative 
devices of  city life. How people are, or are not, able to 
express themselves, and communicate with each 
other, outside their homes and off  their electronic 
circuits, that is, in public places, is an essential area of  
study for urbanism. I call it the sociability of  public 
places in the individualized metropolis.

The third level of  communication refers to the pre- 
valence of  electronic communication as a new form 
of  sociability. Studies by a growing legion of  social 
researchers have shown the density and intensity of  
electronic networks of  communication, providing 
evidence to sustain the notion that virtual communities 
are often communities, albeit of  a different kind than 
face to face communities. Here again, the critical 
matter is the understanding of  the communication 
codes between various electronic networks, built 
around specific interests or values, and between these 
networks and physical interaction. There is no esta- 
blished theory yet on these communication processes, 
as the Internet as a widespread social practice is still 
in its infancy. But we do know that on-line sociability is 
specified, not downgraded, and that physical location 
does contribute, often in unsuspected ways, to the 
configuration of  electronic communication networks. 
Virtual communities as networks of  individuals are 
transforming the patterns of  sociability in the new 
metropolitan life, without escaping into the world of  
electronic fantasy.

Fourth, the analysis of  code sharing in the new 
urban world requires also the study of  the inter-face 
between physical layouts, social organisation, and 
electronic networks. It is this interface that William 
Mitchell considers to be at the heart of  the new urban 
form, what he calls e-topia. . . . In other words, we must 
understand at the same time the process of  communi- 
cation and that of  in-communication.

The contradictory and/or complementary rela- 
tionships between new metropolitan centrality, the 
practice of  public space, and new communication 
patterns emerging from virtual communities, could 

lay the foundations for a new theory of  urbanism – the 
theory of  cyborg cities or hybrid cities made up by the 
intertwining of  flows and places.

Let us go farther in this exploration of  the new 
themes for urban theory. We know that telecommuting 
– meaning people working full time on-line from their 
home – is another myth of  futurology. Many people, 
including you and me, work on-line from home part of  
the time, but we continue to go to work in places, as 
well as moving around (the city or the world) while we 
keep working, with mobile connectivity to our network 
of  professional partners, suppliers, and clients. The 
latter is the truly new spatial dimension of  work. This 
is a new work experience, and indeed a new life 
experience. Moving physically while keeping the 
networking connection to everything we do is a new 
realm of  the human adventure. . . . The analysis of  
networked spatial mobility is another frontier for the 
new theory of  urbanism. To explore it in terms that 
would not be solely descriptive we need new concepts. 
The connection between networks and places has to 
be understood in a variable geometry of  these 
connections. The places of  the space of  flows, that is 
the corridors and halls that connect places around the 
world, will have to be understood as exchangers and 
social refuges, as homes on the run, as much as offices 
on the run. The personal and cultural identification 
with these places, their functionality, their symbolism, 
are essential matters that do not concern only the 
cosmopolitan elite. Worldwide mass tourism, interna- 
tional migration, transient work, are experiences that 
relate to the new huddled masses of  the world. How 
we relate to airports, to train and bus stations, to 
freeways, to customs buildings, are part of  the new 
urban experience of  hundreds of  millions. We can 
build on an ethnographic tradition that addressed 
these issues in the mature industrial society. But here 
again, the speed, complexity, and planetary reach of  
the transportation system have changed the scale and 
meaning of  the issues. Furthermore, the key reminder 
is that we move physically while staying put in our 
electronic connection. We carry flows and move 
across places.

Urban life in the 21st century is also being trans- 
formed by the crisis of  patriarchalism. This is not a 
consequence of  technological change, but I have 
argued in my book The Power of  Identity that it is an 
essential feature of  the Information Age. To be sure, 
patriarchalism is not historically dead. Yet, it is con- 
tested enough, and overcome enough so that everyday 
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life for a large segment of  city dwellers has already 
been redefined vis-à-vis the traditional patterns of  an 
industrial society based on a relatively stable patriar- 
chal nuclear family. Under conditions of  gender 
equality, and under the stress suffered by traditional 
arrangements of  household formation, the forms and 
rhythms of  urban life are dramatically altered. Patterns 
of  residence, transportation, shopping, education, and 
recreation evolve to adjust to the multidirectionality 
of  individual needs that have to share household needs. 
This transformation is mediated by variable confi- 
gurations of  state policies. For instance, how child care 
is handled by government, by firms, by the market, or 
by individual networking largely conditions the time 
and space of  daily lives, particularly for children.

We have documented how women are discrimi- 
nated against in the patriarchal city. We can empirically 
argue that women’s work makes possible the function- 
ing of  cities – an obvious fact rarely acknowledged in 
the urban studies literature. Yet, we need to move 
forward, from denunciation to the analysis of  specific 
urban contradictions resulting from the growing 
dissonance between the de-gendering of  society and 
historical crystallization of  patriarchalism in the 
patterns of  home and urban structure. How do these 
contradictions manifest themselves as people develop 
strategies to overcome the constraints of  a gendered 
built environment? How do women, in particular, 
re-invent urban life, and contribute to re-design the 
city of  women, in contrast to the millennial heritage  
of  the city of  men? These are the questions to  
be researched, rather than stated, by a truly post-
patriarchal urban theory.

Grass-roots movements continue to shape cities, 
as well as societies at large. They come in all kinds of  
formats and ideologies, and one should keep an open 
mind on this matter, not deciding in advance which 
ones are progressive, and which ones are regressive, 
but taking all of  them as symptoms of  society in the 
making. We should also keep in mind the most 
fundamental rule in the study of  social movements. 
They are what they say they are. They are their own 
consciousness. We can study their origins, establish 
their rules of  engagement, explore the reasons for 
their victories and defeats, link their outcomes to 
overall social transformation, but not to interpret 
them, not to explain to them what they really mean by 
what they say. Because, after all, social movements are 
nothing else than their own symbols and stated goals, 
which ultimately means their words.

Based on the observation of  social movements in 
the early stage of  the network society, two kinds of  
issues appear to require privileged attention from 
urban social scientists. The first one is what I called 
some time ago the grass-rooting of  the space of  flows, 
that is the use of  Internet for networking in social 
mobilization and social challenges. This is not simply 
a technological issue, because it concerns the orga- 
nization, reach, and process of  formation of  social 
movements. Most often these on-line social move- 
ments connect to locally based movements, and they 
converge, physically, in a given place at a given time. A 
good example was the mobilization against the World 
Trade Organization meeting in Seattle in December 
1999, and against subsequent meetings of  globalizing 
institutions, which, arguably, set a new trend of  grass-
roots opposition to uncontrolled globalization, and 
redefined the terms of  the debate on the goals and 
procedures of  the new economy. The other major 
issue in the area of  social movements is the exploration 
of  the environmental movement, and of  an ecological 
view of  social organization, as urban areas become 
the connecting point between the global issues posed 
by environmentalism and the local experience through 
which people at large assess their quality of  life. To 
redefine cities as eco-systems, and to explore the 
connection between local eco-systems and the global 
eco-system lays the ground for the overcoming of  
localism by grass-roots movements.

On the other hand, the connection cannot be 
operated only in terms of  ecological knowledge. 
Implicit in the environmental movement, and clearly 
articulated in the deep ecology theory . . . is the notion 
of  cultural transformation. A new civilization, and not 
simply a new technological paradigm, requires a new 
culture. This culture in the making is being fought over 
by various sets of  interests and cultural projects. 
Environmentalism is the code word for this cultural 
battle, and ecological issues in the urban areas 
constitute the critical battleground for such struggle.

Besides tackling new issues, we still have to reckon 
in the 21st century with the lingering questions of  
urban poverty, racial and social discrimination, and 
social exclusion. In fact, recent studies show an 
increase of  urban marginality and inequality in the 
network society. Furthermore, old issues in a new 
context, become in fact new. Thus, Ida Susser . . . has 
shown the networking logic underlying the spread of  
AIDS among New York’s poor along networks of  
destitution, stigma, and discrimination. Eric Klinenberg, 
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in his social anatomy of  the devastating effects of  the 
1995 heat wave in Chicago, shows why dying alone in 
the city, the fate of  hundreds of  seniors in a few days, 
was rooted in the new forms of  social isolation 
emerging from people’s exclusion from networks of  
work, family, information and sociability. The dialectics 
between inclusion and exclusion in the network society 
redefines the field of  study of  urban poverty, and forces 
us to consider alternative forms of  inclusion (e.g. social 
solidarity or, else, the criminal economy), as well as 
new mechanisms of  exclusion technological apartheid 
in era of  Internet.

The final frontier for a new theory of  urbanism, 
indeed for social sciences in general, is the study of  new 
relationships between time and space in the Information 
Age. In my analysis of  the new relationships of  time 
and space I proposed the hypothesis that in the network 
society, space structures time, in contrast to the time-
dominated constitution of  the industrial society, in 
which urbanization, and industrialization were consi- 
dered to be part of  the march of  universal progress, 
erasing place-rooted traditions and cultures. In our 
society, the network society, where you live determines 
your time frame of  reference. If  you are an inhabitant 
of  the space of  flows, or if  you live in a locality that is in 
the dominant networks, timeless time (epitomized by 
the frantic race to beat the clock) will be your time as in 
Wall Street or Silicon Valley. If  you are in a Pearl River 
Delta factory town, chronological time will be imposed 
upon you as in the best days of  Taylorism in Detroit. 
And if  you live in a village in Mamiraua, in Amazonia, 
biological time, usually a much shorter life-span, will 
still rule your life. Against this spatial determination of  
time, environmental movements assert the notion of  
slow-motion time, the time of  the long now, in the 
words of  Stewart Brand, by broadening the spatial 
dimension to its planetary scale in the whole complexity 
of  its interactions thus including our great-grand 
children in our temporal frame of  reference.

Now, what is the meaning of  this multidimensional 
transformation for planning, architecture, and urban 
design?

PLaNNiNG, aRChiTeCTURe,  
aNd URBaN deSiGN iN The 
ReCONSTRUCTiON OF The CiTy

The great urban paradox of  the 21st century is that we 
could be living in a predominantly urban world without 

cities – that is without spatially based systems of  
cultural communication and sharing of  meaning, even 
conflictive sharing. Signs of  the social, symbolic, and 
functional disintegration of  the urban fabric multiply 
around the world. So do the warnings from analysts 
and observers from a variety of  perspectives.

But societies are produced, and spaces are built,  
by conscious human action. There is no structural 
determinism. So, together with the emphasis on the 
economic competitiveness of  cities, on metropolitan 
mobility, on privatization of  space, on surveillance and 
security, there is also a growing valuation of  urbanity, 
street life, civic culture, and meaningful spatial forms 
in the metropolitan areas around the world The 
process of  reconstruction of  the city is under way. 
And the emphasis of  the most advanced urban pro- 
jects in the world is on communication, in its multidi- 
mensional sense: restoring functional communication 
by metropolitan planning; providing spatial meaning 
by a new symbolic nodality created by innovative 
architectural projects; and re-instating the city in its 
urban form by the practice of  urban design focused on 
the preservation, restoration, and construction of  
public space as the epitome of  urban life.

However, the defining factor in the preservation of  
cities as cultural forms in the new spatial context will 
be the capacity of  integration between planning, 
architecture, and urban design. This integration  
can only proceed through urban policy influenced  
by urban politics. Ultimately, the management of  
metropolitan regions is a political process, made of  
interests, values, conflicts, debates, and options that 
shape the interaction between space and society. 
Cities are made by citizens, and governed on their 
behalf. Only when democracy is lost can technology 
and the economy determine the way we live. Only 
when the market overwhelms culture and when 
bureaucracies ignore citizens can spatial conurbations 
supersede cities as living systems of  multidimensional 
communication.

Planning

The key endeavor of  planning in the metropolitan 
regions of  the information age is to ensure their 
connectivity, both intra-metropolitan and inter-
metropolitan. Planning has to deal with the ability of  
the region to operate within the space of  flows. The 
prosperity of  the region and of  its dwellers will greatly 
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depend on their ability to compete and cooperate in 
the global networks of  generation/appropriation of  
knowledge, wealth, and power. At the same time 
planning must ensure the connectivity of  these metro- 
politan nodes to the space of  places contained in the 
metropolitan region. In other words, in a world of  
spatial networks, the proper connection between 
these different networks is essential to link up the 
global and the local without opposing the two planes 
of  operation.

This means that planning should be able to act on 
a metropolitan scale, ensuring effective transportation, 
accepting multinodality, fighting spatial segregation 
by acting against exclusionary zoning, providing 
affordable housing, and desegregated schooling. 
Ethnic and social diversity is a feature of  the metro- 
politan region, and ought to be protected. Planning 
should seek the integration of  open space and natural 
areas in the metropolitan space, going beyond the 
traditional scheme of  the greenbelt. The new metro- 
politan region embraces a vast territorial expanse, 
where large areas of  agricultural land and natural land 
should be preserved as a key component of  a balanced 
metropolitan territory. The new metropolitan space is 
characterized by its multifunctionality, and this is a 
richness that supersedes the functional specialization 
and segregation of  modernist urbanism. New planning 
practice induces a simultaneous process of  decenter- 
ing and recentering of  population and activities, 
leading to the creation of  multiple subcenters in the 
region.

The social and functional diversity of  the metro- 
politan region requires a multimodal approach to 
transportation, by mixing the private automobile/
highway system with public metropolitan transpor- 
tation (railways, subways, buses, taxis), and with local 
transportation (bicycles, pedestrian paths, specialized 
shuttle services). Furthermore, in a post-patriarchal 
world, childcare becomes a critical urban service, and 
therefore must be integrated in the schemes of  
metropolitan planning. In the same way that some 
cities require additional housing and transportation 
investment per each new job created in certain areas, 
child care provision should be included in these 
planning standards.

Overall, most metropolitan planning nowadays  
is geared towards the adaptation of  the space of  
places of  the metropolitan region to the space of  
flows that conditions the economic competitiveness 
of  the region. The challenge would be to use planning, 

instead, to structure the space of  places as a living 
space, and to ensure the connection and comple- 
mentarity between the economy of  the metropolitan 
region and the quality of  life of  its dwellers.

architecture

Restoring symbolic meaning is a most fundamental 
task in a metropolitan world in crisis of  communication. 
This is the role that architecture has traditionally 
assumed. It is more important than ever. Architecture, 
of  all kinds, must be called to the rescue in order to 
recreate symbolic meaning in the metropolitan region, 
marking places in the space of  flows. In recent years, 
we have observed a substantial revival of  architectural 
meaningfulness that in some cases has had a direct 
impact in revitalizing cities and regions, not only 
culturally but economically as well. To be sure, archi- 
tecture per se cannot change the function, or even the 
meaning, of  a whole metropolitan area. Symbolic 
meaning has to be inserted in the whole fabric of  the 
city, and this is, as I will argue below, the key role of  
urban design. But we still need meaningful forms, 
resulting from architectural intervention, to stir a 
cultural debate that makes space a living form. Recent 
trends in architecture signal its transformation from an 
intervention on the space of  places to an intervention 
on the space of  flows, the dominant space of  the 
Information Age by acting on spaces dedicated to 
museums, convention centers, and transportation 
nodes. These are spaces of  cultural archives, and of  
functional communication that become transformed 
into forms of  cultural expression and meaningful 
exchange by the act of  architecture.

The most spectacular example is Frank Gehry’s 
Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, that symbolized the 
way of  life of  a city immersed in a serious economic 
crisis and a dramatic political conflict. . . . Ricardo 
Bofill’s Barcelona airport, Rafael Moneo’s AVE railway 
station in Madrid and Kursaal Convention Center in 
San Sebastian, Richard Meier’s Modern Art Museum 
in Barcelona, or Rem Koolhaas’s Lille Grand Palais, 
are all examples of  these new cathedrals of  the 
Information Age, where the pilgrims gather to search 
for the meaning of  their wandering. Critics point at the 
disconnection between many of  these symbolic 
buildings and the city at large. The lack of  integration 
of  this architecture of  the space of  flows into the 
public space would be tantamount to juxtapose 
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symbolic punctuation and spatial meaninglessness. 
This is why it is essential to link up architecture with 
urban design, and with planning. Yet, architectural 
creation has its own language, its own project that 
cannot be reduced to function or to form. Spatial 
meaning is still culturally created. But their final 
meaning will depend on its interaction with the 
practice of  the city organized around public space.

Urban design

The major challenge for urbanism in the Information 
Age is to restore the culture of  cities. This requires a 
socio-spatial treatment of  urban forms, a process that 
we know as urban design. But it must be an urban 
design able of  connecting local life, individuals, 
communes, and instrumental global flows through the 
sharing of  public places. Public space is the key 
connector of  experience, opposed to private shopping 
centers as the spaces of  sociability.

It is public space that makes cities as creators of  
culture, organizers of  sociability, systems of  commu- 
nication, and seeds of  democracy, by the practice of  
citizenship. This is in opposition to the urban crisis 
characterized by the dissolution, fragmentation, and 
privatization of  cities. . . .

This is in fact a long tradition in urban design, 
associated with the thinking and practice of  Kevin 
Lynch, and best represented nowadays by Allan 
Jacobs. Jacobs’ work on streets, and, with Elizabeth 
McDonald, on boulevards as urban forms able to 
integrate transportation mobility and social meaning 
in the city, shows that there is an alternative to the 
edge city, beyond the defensive battles of  suburbanism 
with a human face. The success of  the Barcelona 
model of  urban design is based on the ability to plan 
public squares, even mini-squares in the old city, that 
bring together social life, meaningful architectural 
forms (not always of  the best taste, but this does not 
matter), and the provision of  open space for people’s 
use. That is, not just open space, but marked open 
space, and street life induced by activities, such as the 
tolerance of  informal trade, street musicians etc.

The reconquest of  public space operates through- 
out the entire metropolitan region, highlighting par- 
ticularly the working class peripheries, those that need 
the most attention at socio-spatial reconstruction. 
Some times the public space is a square, some times  
a park, some times a boulevard, some times a few 

square meters around a fountain or in front of  a library 
or a museum. Or an outdoor café colonizing the 
sidewalk. In all instances what matters is the spon- 
taneity of  uses, the density of  the interaction, the 
freedom of  expression, the multifunctionality of  
space, and the multiculturalism of  the street life. This 
is not the nostalgic reproduction of  the medieval 
town. In fact, examples of  public space (old, new, and 
renewed) dot the whole planet. . . . It is the dissolution 
of  public space under the combined pressures of  
privatization of  the city and the rise of  the space of  
flows that is an historical oddity. Thus, it is not the past 
versus the future, but two forms of  present that fight 
each other in the battleground of  the emerging 
metropolitan regions. And the fight, and its outcome, 
is of  course, political, in the etymological sense: it is 
the struggle of  the polis to create the city as a 
meaningful place.

The GOVeRNMeNT OF CiTieS  
iN The iNFORMaTiON aGe

The dynamic articulation between metropolitan 
planning, architecture, and urban design is the domain 
of  urban policy. Urban policy starts with a strategic 
vision of  the desirable evolution of  the metropolitan 
space in its double relationship to the global space of  
flows and to the local space of  places. This vision, to 
be a guiding tool, must result from the dynamic 
compromise between the contradictory expression of  
values and interests from the plurality of  urban actors. 
Effective urban policy is always a synthesis between 
the interests of  these actors and their specific projects. 
But this synthesis must be given technical coherence 
and formal expression, so that the city evolves in  
its form without submitting the local society to the 
imperatives of  economic constraints or technological 
determinism.

The constant adjustment between various struc- 
tural factors and conflictive social processes is imple- 
mented by the government of  cities. This is why good 
planning or innovative architecture cannot do much to 
save the culture of  cities unless there are effective city 
governments, based on citizen participation and the 
practice of  local democracy. Too much to ask for? 
Well, in fact, the planet is dotted with examples of  
good city government that make cities livable by 
harnessing market forces and taming interest groups 
on behalf  of  the public good. Portland, Toronto, 
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Barcelona, Birmingham, Bologna, among many other 
cities, are instances of  the efforts of  innovative urban 
policy to manage the current metropolitan transfor- 
mation. However, innovative urban policy does not 
result from great urbanists (although they are indeed 
needed), but from courageous urban politics able  
to mobilize citizens around the meaning of  their 
environment.

iN CONCLUSiON

The new culture of  cities is not the culture of  the end 
of  history. Restoring communication may open the 
way to restore meaningful conflict. Currently, social 
injustice and personal isolation combine to induce 
alienated violence. So, the new culture of  urban 
integration is not the culture of  assimilation into the 
values of  a single dominant culture, but the culture of  
communication between an irreversibly diverse local 

society connected/disconnected to global flows of  
wealth, power, and information.

Architecture and urban design are sources of  
spatio-cultural meaning in an urban world in dramatic 
need of  communication protocols and artifacts of  
sharing. It is commendable that architects and urban 
designers find inspiration in social theory, and feel as 
concerned citizens of  their society. But first of  all, they 
must do their job as providers of  meaning by the 
cultural shaping of  spatial forms. Their traditional 
function in society is more critical than ever in the 
Information Age, an age marked by the growing gap 
between splintering networks of  instrumentality and 
segregated places of  singular meaning. Architecture 
and design may bridge technology and culture by 
creating shared symbolic meaning and reconstruct- 
ing public space in the new metropolitan context.  
But they will only be able to do so with the help  
of  innovative urban policy supported by democratic 
urban politics.



Plate 12 Street in Seaside, Florida. Designed by the firm of  Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, a 
postmodernist streetscape recaptures the sense and scale of  the traditional American small town. People on their front 
porches are close enough to the sidewalks to converse with pedestrians.



Plate 13 The Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain. Beginning with the citadels and towers of  the earliest cities, 
iconic architectural forms have always been a part of  the urban environment. Today, spectacular buildings like Frank 
Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, Spain, provide what have been called identity-signatures for cities in the age of  
globalization.



Plate 14 The mall has it all: Mall of  America, Minneapolis. The suburban shopping center, 
sometimes called “the new downtown,” is both an extravaganza of  commercialism and a new kind of  social 
and entertainment center. This one, the Mall of  America in Minneapolis, Minnesota, has shops, restaurants, 
and even a roller-coaster!



Plate 15 The persistence of  tradition: Fez, Morocco. Today, many Islamic cities are gleamingly modern, but 
others retain a traditional, almost medieval flavor. Here, in a photograph of  Fez, Morocco, by architectural historian Paul V. 
Turner, a crowd fills a walled courtyard to watch a street entertainer.



Plate 16 The persistence of  poverty and decay: Los Angeles. Amid the splendor and wealth of  new global 
power centers and the comfort of  suburban residential communities, inner-city decay persists, even dominates. Graffiti, 
barred windows, and litter mark this barrio corner in Los Angeles. Photograph by Ken Alexander.



Plate 17 The streets belong to the kids: skateboarders, San 
Francisco. Skateboarders may seem like a relatively recent phenomenon, 
but youth has always found ways to exploit and even expropriate adult 
public space. These young masters of  their domain are on San Francisco’s 
waterfront Embarcadero.



Plate 18 The streets belong to the people: street protest, Frans Masereel’s  
The City, 1925. Streets protests and demonstrations – whether for civil rights, the 
economic interests of  workers, or anti-war coalitions – have made public space a frequent 
location for insurgent politics that can sometimes lead to revolution. This wood block print 
by the Belgian artist Frans Masereel, from his graphic novel Die Stadt (The City) of  1925, 
captures the power of  this ancient and honorable tradition.



Plate 19 The power of  minority unity. Racial and ethnic diversity has characterized cities from the earliest times. 
Quite properly celebrated as a great source of  strength for urban civilization, diversity has also sometimes led to conflicts 
and inter-communal rivalry, especially when one immigrant group moves into a territory previously dominated by another. 
Today, however, a new phenomenon has arisen, “majority-minority cities” where collectively several minority groups 
constitute a majority of  the population. In many such cities, coalitions are being built to exert economic and political 
power.



Plate 20 Urban pride: architecture as symbolic power – Dubai’s Burj Khalifa. The Burj Khalifa, designed by 
Adrian Smith (then of  the firm Skidmore, Owings, and Merrill in Chicago) is the world’s tallest building and proclaims 
Dubai to be one of  the new power centers of  the global economy.



Plate 21 Urban terror: the World Trade Center, New York, September 11, 2001. Pride goeth before a fall. The 
twin towers of  the World Trade Center in New York were at one time the tallest buildings in the world but then became the 
target for terrorists committed to bringing down the symbols of  global economic power and Western cultural dominance.



Urban politics, 
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iNTROdUCTiON TO PaRT FOUR 

Part One described the remarkably democratic Greek polis and the economic disparities and class conflict 
in mid-nineteenth century Manchester. The selections on urban society and culture in Part Two and urban 
space in Part Three also raise important issues about city governance and the economy of cities. The 
conflicts related to gated communities and sprinklers that douse the homeless that Mike Davis discusses 
in Part Three (p. 212) poses a political question: What should city government do when different groups 
want to use urban space in different ways? Richard Florida (p. 163) argues that, to compete economically, 
cities must attract creative individuals. The selection by Ali Madanipour (p. 203) in Part Three illustrates 
how sociological issues of race and class and issues of urban space are intimately related to economic 
questions and questions of urban politics and governance. And David Harvey (p. 270) informs us that “the 
right to the city” is hotly contested worldwide. If Mexican immigrants living in Los Angeles legally with 
temporary work permits cannot vote, their voices will not be heard and local policies that affect the 
education, health, and well-being of themselves and their children may not respond to their needs. The 
economy of a Parisian suburb will suffer if Franco-Algerian residents are discriminated against in the local 
labor market. Part Four focuses on these questions of urban politics, governance, and  economics. 

Questions about urban politics are not new. In the first selection in this part, the Greek philosopher 
Aristotle (384–322 bce) generalizes from his experience with the Greek polis that Kitto describes (p. 39) 
to propose a theory of urban politics that address issues of fundamental importance today. Aristotle 
employs a method of instruction that he learned from his teacher, Plato, posing questions. While he 
comments and sometimes offers his own answers, the Socratic method of education involved getting 
students to think by posing questions, followed by further questions, leaving (tentative) answers to the 
students themselves. While Aristotle is writing political theory about the nature of the state and government 
in general, the political entity he is exploring is the Greek polis of his time, which – as Kitto points out – is 
often poorly translated as “city-state” because we have no modern-day equivalent. Aristotle posed 
fundamental political questions. What is a state? Who is a citizen? What is government for? Should 
citizens own property? How populous should cities be? How large geographically? What is most important 
about his method and this writing is the questions themselves – many never asked before, but which have 
resonated through the ages. Aristotle’s ideas were influential almost immediately. His student, Alexander 
the Great, conquered much of the known world, and the political ideas he got from his teacher influenced 
societies as far from Greece as India and Afghanistan. Jewish and Islamic intellectuals kept Aristotelian 
ideas alive during the Middle Ages and they exerted a profound influence on European thought and later in 
countries colonized by European powers. Aristotle considers man a “political animal” that by nature should 
live in communities. He envisaged small, democratic city-states with free citizens and civic engagement – 
citizen participation at the highest level of Sherry Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (p. 279) or, 
arguably above the ladder altogether as citizens were the  government. 

Aristotle’s thought has had a profound impact on democratic theory. Weighing different possible  
forms of government more than two millennia ago, he concluded that democracies governed by a robust 
middle class were the best form. Long before today’s debates about the role of the state in relation to 
private property Aristotle argued that property should be private, but the use of it common. Governments 
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today – including city governments – continue to search for the right balance between private property, 
government regulation, and government ownership of public  land. 

In the examination of urban politics, governance, and economics, the way in which social differences 
and disagreements about the use of urban space play out in the real world are of fundamental importance. 
Geographer David Harvey’s selection on “the right to the city” (p. 270) nicely connects the material in Part 
Two on urban society and culture, Part Three on urban space, and the material in this section on urban 
politics, governance, and  economics. 

While Harvey is a geographer, the issues he discusses are essentially political ones. Harvey sees cities 
as centers of conflict based on ideology, race, gender, and individual and group interests. Civil rights 
groups, feminists, republicans, environmentalists, businessmen, individual property owners, and punks 
have different interests and values. The land that businessmen want for a new office building may be the 
exact same land that environmentalists feel should be a park and that skateboarders feel is perfect for 
skateboarding. These differences in interests and values inevitably lead to conflict among different  
groups in cities. The processes used to resolve these kinds of conflicts are political processes.  
Harvey is sympathetic to the militant particularism of some groups who focus on their specific interest, 
locality, or in the house or apartment where they live, but feels that narrow values are more effective if they 
are generalized. How disparate values and interests are generalized and expressed moves us into the 
domain of urban  politics. 

Many of the best writings about urban politics are by political scientists. Urban politics is a distinct 
subfield within the social science discipline of political science. The Urban Politics Reader (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2006) edited by Elizabeth Strom and John Mollenkopf, in the Routledge Urban 
Reader Series contains additional classic and contemporary readings on urban politics. Scholars from 
other academic disciplines are also interested in urban politics. For example, political sociology is a subfield 
within sociology, and political economy is a subfield within  economics. 

There is a large literature about the role of political machines and bosses in nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century American city politics. First-hand observers, such as settlement house leader Jane 
Addams, former political boss George Washington Plunkitt, and scholars, like Lord Bryce – the British 
Ambassador to the United States in the late nineteenth century and a formidable student of American 
culture – observed that local government in most American cities was dominated by coalitions of Irish and 
other immigrants. Uneducated, narrow-minded, and corrupt political bosses were able to marshal enough 
votes from members of their ethnic group to take control of city government. Lord Bryce coined the term 
political “machine” to refer to the organizations that these bosses ran. Most bosses were extremely able 
and hardworking. They provided jobs, patronage, and basic social services to their constituents as well as 
enriching themselves. By the 1930s, local boss rule was largely a thing of the past and most American local 
government political machines had ceased to exist. But the legacy of bosses and machines is still visible in 
the ethnic politics of cities  today. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, seminal work by sociologist Floyd Hunter and political scientist Robert Dahl 
began a major debate between two schools of thought about how representative local government in the 
United States really is. In his book Community Power Structure (1953), based on research in Atlanta, 
Georgia, Hunter concluded that in Atlanta – and by implication other cities – a small, interlocking elite 
consisting of key businessmen and members of established and socially prominent families made all the 
really important decisions about Atlanta, including the governmental decisions. They sat on the boards of 
each other’s corporations, intermarried, chatted at the same social clubs, and ran things in their own 
interests. Atlanta’s elite did not see themselves as selfish or shortsighted. They believed that the decisions 
they were making were in the best interest of everyone in Atlanta – that they served a common good. But 
Hunter questions these assumptions. He suggests that other groups in Atlanta had different ideas of what 
collective decisions would be best for the city. Because Hunter concluded that a small elite ruled Atlanta, 
his model of urban community power is referred to as the elitist model of community power. In Who 
Governs? (1961), Yale political science professor Robert Dahl reached almost diametrically opposite 
conclusions. He concluded that local political power in New Haven, Connecticut – and by implication other 
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cities – was fragmented. Dahl used a research method called “decision analysis” He and his students 
analyzed who was involved in making important decisions. To do this they looked at the racial, ethnic, 
gender, and occupation characteristics of members of successive New Haven city councils and task 
forces involved in different decisions. They attended meetings to observe who was present and how 
influential they were, read local newspapers, and combed through records related to decisions about 
urban renewal, the location of a hospital, freeway construction, and other matters that were important to 
the city. Dahl and his students concluded that many different people from a variety of walks of life were 
involved in decision-making in New Haven and that many different people influenced the outcome of 
different decisions. As a result, Dahl advanced a pluralist model of urban community power. The competing 
models of Dahl and Hunter stimulated debate between elitists and pluralists and the further elaboration of 
theories of urban politics. Some theorists critical of pluralist interpretations of community power focused 
on structural features of global capitalism. Marxists in particular feel that the global capitalist system really 
determines what city governments can and cannot do. Structuralists argue that if bankers in New York and 
London decide to pull investment out of Reykjavik, Iceland, or Vilnius, Lithuania, the city governments there 
cannot stop them. And if billions of dollars flow out of Reykjavik and Vilnius, the city governments there 
cannot build roads or schools or carry out other parts of their political agendas. Conversely if foreign direct 
investment (FDI) flows into Shenzhen, China, or Dubai in the United Arab Emirates from all over the world, 
those cities will have the resources to build infrastructure, public buildings, and  amenities. 

Recently Clarence Stone, a professor of public policy and political science at George Washington 
University in Washington, DC, and others have developed “regime theory” to explain the way in which 
coalitions of elected officials and others work together to carry out local political agendas. Regime theorists 
argued that coalitions of like-minded private, public, and civil society groups band together into “regimes” 
to accomplish their shared agendas and goals members of the regime particularly value. Regimes may stay 
together for many years, move in and out of power, or morph into different  configurations. 

The second selection in this section addresses the question of how to make pluralism actually work. 
During the 1960s Sherry Arnstein was the chief advisor on citizen participation in the US Department of 
Housing and Urban Development’s (HUD) Model Cities Program – a federal government program that 
provided billions of dollars to help lower-income city neighborhoods develop and implement physical and 
social programs. While the US Model Cities program no longer exists, the issue of how to involve citizens 
in local decision-making is important everywhere in the world (though often ignored by authoritarian and 
insensitive governments). Based on her observations of how much US local governments actually included 
citizens in decision-making in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Arnstein developed a theoretical model 
using a ladder with different rungs as a metaphor for degrees of citizen participation in decision-making. 
Arnstein begins her selection on the ladder of citizen participation (p. 279) by noting that the idea of citizen 
participation is a little like eating spinach: no one is against it in principle because it is good for you, but 
whether or not city dwellers participate effectively in government programs that affect them and their 
neighborhoods varies  greatly. 

A little background will help clarify Arnstein’s selection. Many urban renewal programs in the United 
States during the 1950s and 1960s were intended to, and did, tear down low-income, minority 
neighborhoods and remove the residents only to replace their homes and community institutions with office 
buildings, luxury housing, garages, and other developments totally unrelated to the former residents. The 
gritty, but communal, Italian neighborhood in Boston’s West End that Jane Jacobs lovingly describes  
(p. 149) was leveled by Boston’s West End urban renewal project. The street ballet she describes has 
been replaced by Starbucks coffee shops and smart boutiques. In the urban renewal program, invitations 
to neighborhood residents to help decide what the urban renewal project should be like were usually a 
sham. In sharp contrast, the US War on Poverty in the late 1960s emphasized maximum feasible participation 
of the poor. Many decisions about how to use federal anti-poverty funds were made by residents themselves. 
Many local poverty programs lacked the capacity to manage programs or dissolved into internal feuding. 
Cutting local elected officials and established agencies out of the loop to design programs and manage 
anti-poverty funds created a major political backlash. The Model Cities program, where Arnstein worked, 
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sought to strike a balance between the top-down urban renewal approach in which there was no real 
citizen participation in decisions and the War on Poverty model in which neighborhood groups had real 
power, but often fought among themselves, wasted money, and accomplished  little. 

Arnstein asks readers to imagine a ladder with different rungs of citizen participation from lowest to 
highest. The rungs of the ladder range from non-participation (manipulation and therapy) at the bottom of 
the ladder to partnership and citizen control at the top. While Arnstein herself favors citizen control as the 
ultimate objective of urban programs, she considers all but the bottom two rungs of her ladder useful to 
varying degrees. In the decades since Arnstein’s classic article was written there has been a succession 
of urban development programs in the United States, Western European countries, and elsewhere in the 
world. Many urban revitalization programs call for some degree of citizen participation. Arnstein’s ladder is 
useful in understanding how well-intentioned local government officials can foster meaningful citizen 
participation urban programs if they choose to and how citizens can assert their views if they do  not. 

While Arnstein focuses on urban politics at the neighborhood level, urban politics typically involves 
decisions at the city level or decisions that involve multiple levels of government. To get things done at the 
level of a city, metropolitan area, region, or state requires interest groups working together to form coalitions. 
The selection in this section by Harvey Molotch, a professor of social and cultural analysis in New York 
University’s sociology department, argues that pro-growth coalitions of business leaders, civic boosters, 
property owners, investors in local-oriented financial institutions and their allies – what he calls “growth 
machines” – dominate city government decisions about public expenditures, land use, and urban social life. 
The political and economic essence of virtually any given locality is growth. While different members of 
growth machines may favor one type of development or another, they all want to foster a good business 
climate that retains and attracts business. Members of growth machines believe and work to convince 
others that growth is good for everyone in the community, but Molotch is not convinced that there is a direct 
link between economic growth and jobs. A final topic that Molotch addresses in this 1975 article is the 
emergence of a counter-coalition. While US cities were overwhelmingly pro-growth at the time, Molotch 
already detected emerging anti-growth sentiment. Some citizens were noticing that growth tended to 
increase traffic congestion and pollution. It often overburdened local schools. Tax rates in cities that had 
successfully pursued pro-growth strategies were often the same or higher than in ones that had not. 
Coalitions in some progressive towns and cities – typically with large university populations – were already 
agitating for the kinds of sustainable urban development the Brundtland Commission report (p. 404) urged 
more than a decade later or green urbanist and carbon-neutral development that Timothy Beatley (p. 492) 
and Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) place at the top of planners’ agendas  today. 

One of the most important – and certainly among the most sensitive – local government functions 
everywhere in the world is police work. In “Broken Windows” (p. 259), James Q. Wilson and George L. 
Kelling propose a theory about how crime comes to dominate declining neighborhoods and what to do 
about it. Wilson and Kelling emphasize the importance of citizen perceptions of crime. They argue that if 
residents think crime has increased, they will become more reclusive and less involved in the community 
whether or not crime has actually increased in the neighborhood. The withdrawal of citizens will in turn 
open the door to more serious crime. A single broken window may be a trivial problem, but Wilson and 
Kelling argue that if it is not fixed, the signal that no one cares enough to fix it will lead to more broken 
windows and then to drug dealing and violent crime. The remedy Wilson and Kelling suggest – which has 
been widely adopted since this article was written – is community policing. Community policing typically 
involves assigning police officers to a specific neighborhood for a long enough time for them to get to know 
it well. Rather than just driving by in police cars, community police regularly patrol the neighborhood on 
foot. By observing what is going on at street level and chatting with neighborhood residents they will come 
to understand community norms and values. They will be able to distinguish between what Elijah Anderson 
(p. 131) describes as harmless “decent” neighborhood residents and potentially dangerous “street” 
people. Wilson and Kelling go on to advance the controversial view that these community police should 
informally enforce community norms of appropriate civil behavior as the neighborhood itself defines them, 
even if that calls for extralegal or perhaps illegal controls. Wilson and Kelling note that a transitional 
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neighborhood may be inhabited both by neighborhood regulars and by strangers. The regulars in turn 
consist of what Wilson and Kelling term decent folk, and derelicts and drunks who are not so decent but 
know their place. So long as questionable street behavior stays within neighborhood-defined norms, 
Wilson and Kelling argue that community police should look the other way. They believe that the police 
should leave the well-known and harmless local drunk alone even if he is technically breaking the law. But 
if rowdy teenagers, prostitutes, dope dealers, or other strangers violate community norms – regardless of 
whether they actually violate the law – they argue that community police should intervene, perhaps by 
ordering the strangers to leave even if there is no legal basis for such an order. This will keep windows from 
being broken (actually and symbolically) and, by implication, will prevent the spread of serious  crime. 

Politics, economics, and public finance are intimately connected. Three selections in this part introduce 
important ideas about the way in which urban economies work and how urban economics concepts can 
produce better local government decision-making, greater fiscal equality in metropolitan regions, and help 
central cities capitalize on the advantages they possess to compete effectively in a global  economy. 

Wilbur Thompson is largely responsible for creating the field of urban economics. His 1965 Preface to 
Urban Economics was the standard text dozens of economics departments used as they launched urban 
economics courses in the 1960s and 1970s. In the selection included here, Thompson introduces 
concepts that were new at the time but have since been thoroughly incorporated into mainstream urban 
economics thinking. Thompson argues that the failure to consider the real costs of publicly provided goods 
and services often leads to inefficient – sometimes irrational – public policy. Thompson provides examples 
of how using pricing can produce better public policy. He classifies the kinds of goods local governments 
provide into several key types: public goods, like highways, that need to be provided on a collective, rather 
than an individual, basis; merit goods, like polio vaccinations, that society deems so important that they 
should be free and universally available at the public expense; and payments, like food stamps, made to 
redistribute income from one group such as well-off taxpayers to another group such as the indigent poor. 
Thompson considers these all justifiable bases for public expenditures and supports them if they are 
carefully thought out and consciously applied. But where local governments do not think through the 
rationale for a public expenditure clearly – based on these and related economic concepts – Thompson 
argues that public programs may be distorted and public funds wasted. Thompson was an early proponent 
of pricing public goods. Where the goods are scarce – like space on a congested highway – he advocates 
using price to ration the scarce goods. Thompson pioneered the idea of congestion pricing – for example, 
charging higher highway and bridge tolls during peak commuting hours when there is very high demand for 
them and they are likely to be congested. A new idea at the time, congestion pricing is now widely  used. 

Minnesota Law Professor Myron Orfield (p. 338) turns from the basic economic issues Thompson 
discusses to the question of metropolitan fiscal equity. Metropolitan regions are fragmented into many 
small local government jurisdictions. The growth machines in these jurisdictions that Molotch describes  
(p. 293) compete with each other in a zero-sum game to attract the most economically desirable land uses 
– the ones that will produce the greatest net revenue. Since the playing field is far from level, some 
jurisdictions succeed in attracting most of the revenue-generating land uses. They can maintain low taxes 
and still provide superior local services. The jurisdictions that lose out in the competition have limited fiscal 
capacity. They must levy higher taxes, provide fewer services, or both. Orfield describes how he used 
statistical analysis of data on local government revenue, expenditures, demographics, and economics and 
spatial analysis and mapping using Geographical Information Systems (GIS) to analyze metropolitan fiscal 
disparities and develop a typology of different kinds of communities. Orfield concluded that there were a 
variety of different types of “at risk” communities. Building on a theory of what he calls “metropolitics,” 
Orfield describes how communities with common interests can band together to change laws and policies 
to increase metropolitan fiscal equity. Orfield believes that stable, cooperative regions are essential for the 
well-being of society and advances specific policies to increase regional fiscal equity such as metropolitan 
tax base-sharing programs, coordinated infrastructure planning, and land-use  reform. 

The selection by Harvard business professor Michael Porter (p. 314), approaches the issue of urban 
inequality and what to do about it from a private-sector perspective. Porter believes that the economic and 
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social health of inner cities depends upon economic development by the private sector. To succeed, he 
argues, economic development must be based on the economic self-interest of private firms rather than 
phony businesses propped up by government subsidies and preference programs. The key to success, 
according to Porter, lies in capitalizing on the competitive advantage that inner-city neighborhoods possess: 
strategic location, local market demand, their capacity to integrate with regional business clusters, and 
human resources. Porter urges an economic, not a social, model for development. He counsels corporations 
to shift their philanthropic priorities away from providing social services, such as daycare or food for the 
homeless, to providing managerial expertise to develop neighborhood  economies. 

The selection in Part Four by United Arab Emirates University architecture professor Yasser Elshestawy 
provides an international perspective on urban politics in contrasting cities in the Middle East. Elshetawy 
draws a distinction between cities in the prosperous and stable Gulf Cooperation Council countries –
Qatar, Bahrain, Kuwait, and the United Arab Emirates, where he teaches – and less-developed countries 
facing greater political turmoil, like his native Egypt, and a third tier of Middle Eastern countries that are 
desperately poor, like Yemen, or wracked with violent conflict, like Syria and Iraq, or both. According to 
Elshestawy, urban planners, government officials, and citizens throughout the Middle East look to Dubai in 
the United Arab Emirates and Doha in Qatar as models for what a new Arab city should be like and seek to 
emulate these cities. They seek to redevelop or build gleaming new cities that are transportation hubs and 
destinations fully integrated into the world city network Peter Taylor (p. 92) describes, in niches in what 
Castells (p. 229) calls “the space of flows” utilizing modern information technology, producing high value 
added twenty-first-century goods, with a blend of new buildings built by star architects and preserved 
historic buildings, and with cultures that borrow the best of world culture without sacrificing Islamic culture 
and values. Globalization is making it possible for transnational urban development so that at least fragments 
of the new Arab city are being built even in cities like Cairo that don’t have the resources to transform 
themselves the way Dubai, Doha, Abu Dhabi, Kuwait City, Bahrain, and other wealthy Gulf cities  have. 



“Politics” 

Aristotle 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Today it is difficult for us to grasp the fundamental revolution in thinking that the great Greek philosopher Aristotle 
helped bring about more than two millennia ago. People often accept as given fundamental attributes of the 
society in which they live or debate pros and cons of change within limited boundaries of what is possible. 
Citizens of the oil-rich country of Qatar may accept without question that an Emirate with political power and the 
ownership of the country’s wealth concentrated in the hands of a royal family is the best form of government, that 
they are entitled to free housing, education, and medical care, that they should not vote or participate in decision-
making, and that the 80+ percent of Qatar’s population that are non-citizen temporary workers should have none 
of the benefits or rights of Qatari nations. Citizens of North Korea may defer without question to the decisions of 
the country’s third-generation supreme leader and accept that they will live an austere existence in a dysfunctional 
economy that is really the best economic system in the world. Most citizens of the United States assume that 
political parties will compete with each other and political outcomes at every level will be largely decided by 
public officials elected democratically for short terms of office, they can express opinions and participate in 
decision-making, that a free market economy is the best type of economic system, and that they should pay for 
their own housing, health care, social security, and post-secondary education. They may grumble about high 
taxes, excessive regulation, or the inability of political parties to agree with each other enough to get things done. 
But few ask fundamental questions of political philosophy about the purpose of society, the best form of 
government, how to promote the public interest, or what government is  for. 

Perhaps what distinguished Aristotle more than anything else was his ability to stand outside the dynamic  
little polis of Athens and ask fundamental questions that have remained valid for centuries and are still important 
today. When he wrote his Politics in 350 bce, citizens of the Athenian polis were in an exciting place at an  
exciting time. As Kitto describes (p. 39) Athens’s political culture undoubtedly stimulated the remarkable  
group of thinkers that, within two generations, revolutionized Western thinking about branches of knowledge as 
distinct as mathematics, drama, architecture, law, ethics, and literature. Aristotle posed and answered many 
questions. What is a state? Who is the citizen? What is government for? Should citizens own property? How 
populous should cities be? How large geographically? A few of Aristotle’s answers assume a society of little city-
states or dwell on issue of little consequence today, such as whether ports should be located inside or outside city 
walls. But the great majority of the questions he posed and many of the answers he gave have withstood the test 
of  time. 

Aristotle argued that man is by nature a political animal that needs to live in some form of community, which 
eventually takes the form of a state. When Aristotle uses the world “state” his reference is the Greek Polis of the 
fifth century bce as described by Kitto (p. 39), and particularly to his home polis of Athens – the largest and most 
sophisticated (and also the most democratic) of the Greek polei. According to Aristotle, every state is a community 
established with a view to some good and that its function as a political community is the highest form of 
community. While states originated when a few villages banded together to secure the bare necessities of life, 
over time, Aristotle argued, their purpose was to assure the good life of their  citizens. 

Aristotle’s discussion of the borderline between rights and obligations for citizens and non-citizen resident 
aliens is remarkably relevant today. To the question “what is a citizen?” Aristotle’s broad philosophical answer 
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was that the state consists of a body of citizens and the defining attribute of a citizen is the power to take part in 
the deliberative or judicial administration of any state. In the thriving port city of Athens at the time he lived, with 
its international trade and diverse culture, there were many foreigners (metics) who contributed to the economy 
and culture of the city, but the metics, along with women and slaves, were not citizens. So Aristotle pointed out 
that a person does not become a citizen because he lives in a particular place. He recognized that resident aliens 
might have some rights and obligations (such as the right to sue and be sued), but he believed they need not 
possess the full rights of citizens. Today the rights of resident aliens and immigrants – legal and illegal – pose 
fundamental issues in urban politics throughout the world. Non-citizens are often excluded from the political, 
economic, and symbolic cultures as Ali Madanipour (p. 203) and David Harvey (p. 270)  describe. 

How populous should a city (or, to be more precise, a polis) be? How large geographically? Like Kitto (p. 39) 
Aristotle urges his readers not to confound a great city with a populous one. But here his vision fails to anticipate 
the emergence of cities the size of modern cities today. Populous, rapidly urbanizing countries like China, India, 
and Indonesia are struggling with policies to achieve the optimum size and geographical distribution of various 
types of cities and there is a lively debate between advocates of compact cities like Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) and 
David Owen (p. 414), free market writers like Robert Bruegmann (p. 218) who accept sprawl, and centrists like 
Sholomo Angel (p. 537) who believe that most of the world’s cities will and should grow, but advocate nuanced 
strategies to manage their  growth. 

Aristotle felt there must be a limit to the size of a city and that a very populous city can rarely, if ever, be well-
governed. How big is too big? Aristotle is too subtle to give us a fixed number, but he clearly considered Athens, 
with 20,000 citizens, at the outer limit. Megacities like those Peter Taylor (p. 92), Shlomo Angel (p. 537), and 
Saskia Sassen (p. 650) describe with tens of millions of residents and geographical areas half the size of Greece 
were unthinkable. Similarly Aristotle imagines a small territory around the built-up areas of the polis. The city-state 
should be large enough to provide food security, self-protection, arts, revenue, religion, and the power to decide 
the public  interest. 

In Athens at the time Aristotle wrote, many governmental roles were performed by virtuous ordinary citizens 
serving in rotation for a short period of time – an approach Aristotle liked. But as Athens was becoming larger he 
raised the concern that some people would want to be in office because of the financial and other advantages 
that office-holding brought to a general philosophic principle – that states should make sure democratic 
government by public-spirited freemen is not perverted into despotic government where a minority rule in their 
own  interest. 

Should the supreme power of the state be vested with the multitude? The wealthy? The good? The best man 
(he did not consider the possibility of the best woman)? A tyrant? Aristotle’s answer again is remarkably modern 
and pragmatic. He advocates a system that is best both theoretically and relative to what is possible in a specific 
society at the time. Aristotle particularly favors true democracy – particularly by a large middle class that is 
stronger than either the small wealthy class or a large poor class. More than two centuries before Engels (p. 53), 
Aristotle saw the injustice of a small bourgeoise ruling class, but also anticipated the danger of the “dictatorship 
of the proletariat” that Marx and Engels advocated. He argued strongly for the role of laws – essentially an 
insistence on constitutional  authority. 

Laws and policies to grant immigrants’ rights are fiercely debated. In some progressive countries, and cities 
within countries, non-citizens are being granted rights and expected to assume obligations. In Sweden, Denmark, 
Finland, and the Netherlands, and in some US states non-citizen resident aliens are allowed to vote and serve in 
government positions. The UK allows non-residents from former British colonies to vote. Resident aliens in the 
US cannot serve on juries or run for most political offices, but can get US passports, must pay taxes, and are 
entitled to social security benefits and some federal medical  benefits. 

Aristotle is important not only for the questions he posed, but for the answers he gave. He shows a remarkably 
modern sensitivity to diversity and democracy. He recognized that individuals were different from each other and, 
contrary to twentieth-century communist theory and practice, warned that attaining too much unity would lead to 
the destruction of the state. The dissolution of Soviet Russia and the collapse of authoritarian regimes that have 
tried to force their citizens to conform to uniform top-down practices everywhere is testimony to Aristotle’s 
 prescience. 
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Should property be private or possessed in common? Beginning with the writings of Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels (p. 53) in the mid-nineteenth century this became perhaps the most important question in the world. 
By the mid-twentieth century, most of the world was divided between capitalist countries based on private 
property and communist countries in which land, resources, infrastructure, factories, and most other forms  
of property were owned by the state and private property was essentially abolished. Aristotle saw the pros  
and cons of both approaches. He concluded that property should be private, but the use of it common.  
Today Western democracies are struggling to define how much government should regulate and tax  
private property; China is moving away from state-ownership to a system of market socialism, and other 
countries worldwide are trying to hit a balance between private property and the public good that fits their 
history and  culture. 

Aristotle (384–322 bce) was a polymath (thinker about many things). In addition to his writings on philosophy 
and politics, he wrote on subjects as diverse as poetry, linguistics, geology, rhetoric, and zoology. He was a 
student of the great Greek philosopher Plato and teacher of Alexander the Great. He is best known as a 
philosopher whose ideas about logic, ethics, metaphysics, and other branches of philosophy have been dominant 
in Western thought. He also had a profound influence on Jewish and Islamic  thinking. 

This selection is taken from Aristotle, Politics. There are many translations of this classic work. Recent editions 
include translations by Lord Carnes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), Joe Sachs and Dr. Lijun Gu 
(Bemidji, MN: Focus, 2012), R.F. Stalley and Ernest Barker (London and New York: Oxford University Press, 
2009), C.D.C. Reeve (New York: Hackett, 1998), Steven Everson (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), and Trevor J. Saunders and T.A. Sinclair (New York: Penguin, 1981). 

Aristotle’s most important works are in Richard McKeon (ed.), The Basic Works of Aristotle (New York: 
Modern Library, 2001). His complete works are The Complete Works of Aristotle: The Revised Oxford 
Translation, Vol. 2 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1984). 

Recent scholarly commentary on Aristotle’s Politics include Thomas Prangle, Aristotle’s Teaching in the 
“Politics” (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014) and Eugene Garver, Aristotle’s Politics: Living Well and 
Living Together (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012). 

BOOK  ONe 

Every state is a community of  some kind, and every 
community is established with a view to some good; 
for mankind always act in order to obtain that which 
they think good. But if  all communities aim at some 
good, the state or political community, which is the 
highest of  all, and which embraces all the rest, aims at 
good in a greater degree than any other, and at the 
highest  good. 

[. . .] 
The family is the association established by nature for 
the supply of  men’s everyday wants. . . . But when 
several families are united, and the association aims at 
something more than the supply of  daily needs, the 
first society to be formed is the village. . . . 

When several villages are united in a single 
complete community, large enough to be nearly or 
quite self-sufficing, the state comes into existence, 
originating in the bare needs of  life, and continuing in 
existence for the sake of  a good life. . . . 

Hence it is evident that the state is a creation of  
nature, and that man is by nature a political ani- 
mal. And he who by nature and not by mere accident 
is without a state, is either a bad man or above 
humanity; he is like the “Tribeless, lawless, hearth- 
less one,” whom Homer denounces – the natural 
outcast . . . 

Now, that man is more of  a political animal than 
bees or any other gregarious animals is evident. 
Nature, as we often say, makes nothing in vain, and 
man is the only animal whom she has endowed with 
the gift of  speech. . . . the power of  speech is intended 
to set forth the expedient and inexpedient, and 
therefore likewise the just and the unjust. And it is a 
characteristic of  man that he alone has any sense of  
good and evil, of  just and unjust, and the like, and the 
association of  living beings who have this sense makes 
a family and a  state. 

Further, the state is by nature clearly prior to the 
family and to the individual, since the whole is of  
necessity prior to the part . . . The proof  that the state 
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is a creation of  nature and prior to the individual is that 
the individual, when isolated, is not self-sufficing; and 
therefore he is like a part in relation to the whole. But 
he who is unable to live in society, or who has no need 
because he is sufficient for himself, must be either a 
beast or a god: he is no part of  a state. A social instinct 
is implanted in all men by nature, and yet he who first 
founded the state was the greatest of  benefactors. For 
man, when perfected, is the best of  animals, but, when 
separated from law and justice, he is the worst of  all 
. . . Wherefore, if  he have not virtue, he is the most 
unholy and the most savage of  animals, and the most 
full of  lust and gluttony. But justice is the bond of  men 
in states, for the administration of  justice, which is the 
determination of  what is just, is the principle of  order 
in political  society. 

[. . .] 

BOOK  TwO 

Our purpose is to consider what form of  political 
community is best of  all for those who are most able 
to realize their ideal of  life. We must therefore examine 
not only this but other constitutions, both such as 
actually exist in well-governed states, and any 
theoretical forms which are held in esteem; that what 
is good and useful may be brought to light. . . . 

We will begin with the natural beginning of  the 
subject. Three alternatives are conceivable: The 
members of  a state must either have (1) all things or 
(2) nothing in common, or (3) some things in common 
and some not. That they should have nothing in 
common is clearly impossible, for the constitution is a 
community, and must at any rate have a common 
place – one city will be in one place, and the citizens 
are those who share in that one city. But should a well 
ordered state have all things, as far as may be, in 
common, or some only and not others? For the 
citizens might conceivably have wives and children 
and property in common, as Socrates proposes in the 
Republic of  Plato. Which is better, our present 
condition, or the proposed new order of   society? 

There are many difficulties in . . . the premise from 
which the argument of  Socrates proceeds, “that the 
greater the unity of  the state the better.” Is it not 
obvious that a state may at length attain such a degree 
of  unity as to be no longer a state? Since the nature of  
a state is to be a plurality, and in tending to greater 
unity, from being a state, it becomes a family, and from 

being a family, an individual; for the family may be said 
to be more than the state, and the individual than the 
family. So that we ought not to attain this greatest unity 
even if  we could, for it would be the destruction of  the 
state. Again, a state is not made up only of  so many 
men, but of  different kinds of  men; for similars do not 
constitute a  state. 

[. . .] 
Next let us consider what should be our arrangements 
about property: should the citizens of  the perfect state 
have their possessions in common or not? . . . 

If  they do not share equally enjoyments and toils, 
those who labor much and get little will necessarily 
complain of  those who labor little and receive or 
consume much. But indeed there is always a difficulty 
in men living together and having all human relations 
in common, but especially in their having common 
property. . . . 

These are only some of  the disadvantages which 
attend the community of  property; the present 
arrangement . . . would be far better, and would have 
the advantages of  both systems. Property should be in 
a certain sense common, but, as a general rule, private; 
for, when everyone has a distinct interest, men will not 
complain of  one another, and they will make more 
progress, because every one will be attending to his 
own business. . . . It is clearly better that property 
should be private, but the use of  it common . . . Again, 
how immeasurably greater is the pleasure, when a 
man feels a thing to be his own; for surely the love of  
self  is a feeling implanted by nature . . . And further, 
there is the greatest pleasure in doing a kindness or 
service to friends or guests or companions, which can 
only be rendered when a man has private  property. 

[. . .] 

BOOK  ThRee 

He who would inquire into the essence and attributes 
of  various kinds of  governments must first of  all deter- 
mine ‘What is a state?’ At present this is a disputed 
question. . . . But a state is composite, like any other 
whole made up of  many parts; these are the citizens, 
who compose it. It is evident, therefore, that we must 
begin by asking, Who is the citizen? And what is the 
meaning of  the term? For here again there may be a 
difference of  opinion. He who is a citizen in a demo- 
cracy will often not be a citizen in an oligarchy. Leaving 
out of  consideration those who have been made 
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citizens, or who have obtained the name of  citizen by 
any other accidental manner, we may say, first, that a 
citizen is not a citizen because he lives in a certain 
place, for resident aliens and slaves share in the place; 
nor is he a citizen who has no legal right except that of  
suing and being sued; for this right may be enjoyed 
under the provisions of  a treaty. Nay, resident aliens in 
many places do not possess even such rights com- 
pletely, . . . and we call them citizens only in a qualified 
sense, as we might apply the term to children who are 
too young to be on the register, or to old men who 
have been relieved from state duties. . . . 

He who has the power to take part in the deliberative 
or judicial administration of  any state is said by us to 
be a citizen of  that state; and, speaking generally,  
a state is a body of  citizens sufficing for the purposes 
of   life. 

[. . .] 
It is further asked: When are men, living in the same 
place, to be regarded as a single city – what is the 
limit? Certainly not the wall of  the city, for you might 
surround all Peloponnesus with a wall. . . . 

Again, shall we say that while the race of  inhabi- 
tants, as well as their place of  abode, remain the same, 
the city is also the same, although the citizens are 
always dying and being born, as we call rivers and 
fountains the same, although the water is always 
flowing away and coming again? Or shall we say that 
the generations of  men, like the rivers, are the same, 
but that the state changes? For, since the state is a 
partnership, and is a partnership of  citizens in a consti- 
tution, when the form of  government changes, and 
becomes different, then it may be supposed that the 
state is no longer the same, just as a tragic differs from 
a comic chorus, although the members of  both may 
be identical. . . . 

There is a point nearly allied to the preceding: 
Whether the virtue of  a good man and a good citizen is 
the same or not. But, before entering on this discussion, 
we must certainly first obtain some general notion of  
the virtue of  the citizen. Like the sailor, the citizen is a 
member of  a community. Now, sailors have different 
functions, for one of  them is a rower, another a pilot, 
and a third a look-out man . . . ; and while the precise 
definition of  each individual’s virtue applies exclusively 
to him, there is, at the same time, a common definition 
applicable to them all. For they have all of  them a 
common object, which is safety in navigation. Similarly, 
one citizen differs from another, but the salvation of  the 
community is the common business of  them  all. 

[. . .] 
It has been well said that “he who has never learned to 
obey cannot be a good commander.” The two are not 
the same, but the good citizen ought to be capable of  
both; he should know how to govern like a freeman, 
and how to obey like a freeman – these are the virtues 
of  a  citizen. 

[. . .] 
Having determined these questions, we have next to 
consider whether there is only one form of  government 
or many, and if  many, what they are, and how many, 
and what are the differences between them. . . . 

First, let us consider what is the purpose of  a state, 
and how many forms of  government there are by 
which human society is regulated. We have already 
said, in the first part of  this treatise, when discussing 
household management and the rule of  a master, that 
man is by nature a political animal. And therefore, 
men, even when they do not require one another’s 
help, desire to live together . . . This is certainly the 
chief  end, both of  individuals and of  states. And also 
for the sake of  mere life . . . mankind meet together 
and maintain the political community. . . . 

There is no difficulty in distinguishing the various 
kinds of  authority . . . when the state is framed upon 
the principle of  equality and likeness, the citizens think 
that they ought to hold office by turns. Formerly, as is 
natural, every one would take his turn of  service; and 
then again, somebody else would look after his 
interest, just as he, while in office, had looked after 
theirs. But nowadays, for the sake of  the advantage 
which is to be gained from the public revenues and 
from office, men want to be always in office. . . . The 
conclusion is evident: that governments which have a 
regard to the common interest are constituted in 
accordance with strict principles of  justice, and are 
therefore true forms; but those which regard only the 
interest of  the rulers are all defective and perverted 
forms, for they are despotic, whereas a state is a 
community of   freemen. 

[. . .] 
There is also a doubt as to what is to be the supreme 
power in the state: Is it the multitude? Or the wealthy? 
Or the good? Or the one best man? Or a tyrant? Any 
of  these alternatives seems to involve disagreeable 
consequences. If  the poor, for example, because they 
are more in number, divide among themselves the 
property of  the rich – is not this unjust? No, by heaven 
(will be the reply), for the supreme authority justly 
willed it. But if  this is not injustice, pray what is? Again, 
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when in the first division all has been taken, and the 
majority divide anew the property of  the minority, is it 
not evident, if  this goes on, that they will ruin the 
state? Yet surely, virtue is not the ruin of  those who 
possess her, nor is justice destructive of  a state; and 
therefore this law of  confiscation clearly cannot be 
just. If  it were, all the acts of  a tyrant must of  necessity 
be just; for he only coerces other men by superior 
power, just as the multitude coerce the rich. But is it 
just then that the few and the wealthy should be the 
rulers? And what if  they, in like manner, rob and 
plunder the people – is this just? If  so, the other case 
will likewise be just. But there can be no doubt that all 
these things are wrong and  unjust. 

[. . .] 
The principle that the multitude ought to be supreme 
rather than the few best is one that is maintained, and, 
though not free from difficulty, yet seems to contain an 
element of  truth. For the many, of  whom each 
individual is but an ordinary person, when they meet 
together may very likely be better than the few good, if  
regarded not individually but collectively, just as a feast 
to which many contribute is better than a dinner 
provided out of  a single purse. . . . Whether this principle 
can apply to every democracy . . . is not clear. . . . And if  
so, . . . what power should be assigned to the mass of  
freemen and citizens, who are not rich and have no 
personal merit? There is still a danger in allowing them 
to share the great offices of  state, for their folly will 
lead them into error, and their dishonesty into crime. 
But there is a danger also in not letting them share, for 
a state in which many poor men are excluded from 
office will necessarily be full of   enemies. 

[. . .] 

BOOK  FOUR 

In all arts and sciences which embrace the whole of  
any subject, and do not come into being in a fragmentary 
way, it is the province of  a single art or science to 
consider all that appertains to a single subject. . . . 

Hence it is obvious that government too is the 
subject of  a single science, which has to consider what 
government is best and of  what sort it must be, to be 
most in accordance with our aspirations . . . and also 
what kind of  government is adapted to particular 
states. For the best is often unattainable, and there- 
fore the true legislator and statesman ought to be 
acquainted, not only with (1) that which is best in the 

abstract, but also with (2) that which is best relatively 
to  circumstances. 

[. . .] 
The reason why there are many forms of  government 
is that every state contains many elements. In the first 
place we see that all states are made up of  families, and 
in the multitude of  citizens there must be some rich and 
some poor, and some in a middle condition; the rich  
are heavy-armed, and the poor not. Of  the common 
people, some are husbandmen, and some traders, and 
some artisans. There are also among the notables 
differences of  wealth and property – for example, in the 
number of  horses which they keep, for they cannot 
afford to keep them unless they are rich. . . . 

There are generally thought to be two principal 
forms – democracy and oligarchy. For aristocracy is 
considered to be a kind of  oligarchy, as being the rule 
of  a few, and the so-called constitutional government 
to be really a democracy . . . About forms of  govern- 
ment this is a very favorite notion. But in either case 
the better and more exact way is to distinguish, as I 
have done, the one or two which are true forms, and to 
regard the others as perversions, . . . 

[. . .] 
Of  forms of  democracy first comes that which is said 
to be based strictly on equality. In such a democracy 
the law says that it is just for the poor to have no more 
advantage than the rich; and that neither should be 
masters, but both equal. For if  liberty and equality, as 
is thought by some, are chiefly to be found in demo- 
cracy, they will be best attained when all persons alike 
share in the government to the utmost. And since the 
people are the majority, and the opinion of  the majo- 
rity is decisive, such a government must necessarily  
be a  democracy. 

Here then is one sort of  democracy. There is 
another, in which the magistrates are elected according 
to a certain property qualification, but a low one; he 
who has the required amount of  property has a share 
in the government, but he who loses his property loses 
his rights. Another kind is that in which all the citizens 
who are under no disqualification share in the 
government, but still the law is supreme. . . . 

[Another] form of  democracy, in other respects the 
same, is that in which, not the law, but the multitude, 
have the supreme power, and supersede the law by 
their decrees. This is a state of  affairs brought about 
by the demagogues. For in democracies which are 
subject to the law the best citizens hold the first place, 
and there are no demagogues; but where the laws are 
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not supreme, there demagogues spring up. For the 
people becomes a monarch, and is many in one; and 
the many have the power in their hands, not as 
individuals, but collectively. . . . At all events this sort of  
democracy, which is now a monarch, and no longer 
under the control of  law, seeks to exercise monarchical 
sway, and grows into a despot . . . ; this sort of  demo- 
cracy being relatively to other democracies what 
tyranny is to other forms of  monarchy. The spirit of  
both is the same, and they alike exercise a despotic 
rule over the better  citizens. 

[. . .] 
Now in all states there are three elements: one class is 
very rich, another very poor, and a third in a mean. It 
is admitted that moderation and the mean are best, 
and therefore it will clearly be best to possess the gifts 
of  fortune in moderation; for in that condition of  life 
men are most ready to follow rational principle. But he 
who greatly excels in beauty, strength, birth, or wealth, 
or on the other hand who is very poor, or very weak, or 
very much disgraced, finds it difficult to follow rational 
principle. Of  these two the one sort grow into violent 
and great criminals, the others into rogues and petty 
rascals. . . . Again, the middle class is least likely to 
shrink from rule, or to be over-ambitious for it; both of  
which are injuries to the state. Again, those who have 
too much of  the goods of  fortune, strength, wealth, 
friends, and the like, are neither willing nor able to 
submit to  authority. 

The evil begins at home; for when they are boys, by 
reason of  the luxury in which they are brought up, they 
never learn, even at school, the habit of  obedience. 
On the other hand, the very poor, who are in the 
opposite extreme, are too degraded. So that the one 
class cannot obey, and can only rule despotically; the 
other knows not how to command and must be ruled 
like slaves. Thus arises a city, not of  freemen, but of  
masters and slaves, the one despising, the other 
envying; and nothing can be more fatal to friendship 
and good fellowship in states than this: for good 
fellowship springs from friendship; when men are at 
enmity with one another, they would rather not even 
share the same path. But a city ought to be composed, 
as far as possible, of  equals and similars; and these are 
generally the middle classes. Wherefore the city which 
is composed of  middle-class citizens is necessarily 
best constituted in respect of  the elements of  which 
we say the fabric of  the state naturally consists. . . . 

Thus it is manifest that the best political community 
is formed by citizens of  the middle class, and that 

those states are likely to be well-administered in which 
the middle class is large, and stronger if  possible than 
both the other classes, or at any rate than either singly 
. . . Great then is the good fortune of  a state in which 
the citizens have a moderate and sufficient property; 
for where some possess much, and the others nothing, 
there may arise an extreme democracy, or a pure 
oligarchy; or a tyranny may grow out of  either extreme 
– either out of  the most rampant democracy, or out of  
an oligarchy; but it is not so likely to arise out of  the 
middle constitutions and those akin to  them. 

[. . .] 

BOOK  Six 

Of  democracy and all other forms of  government 
there are many kinds; and it will be well to assign to 
them severally the modes of  organization which are 
proper and advantageous to each, adding what 
remains to be said about them. Moreover, we ought to 
consider the various combinations of  these modes 
themselves; for such combinations make constitutions 
overlap one another, so that aristocracies have an 
oligarchical character, and constitutional governments 
incline to  democracies. 

[. . .] 
The basis of  a democratic state is liberty; which, 
according to the common opinion of  men, can only 
be enjoyed in such a state; this they affirm to be the 
great end of  every democracy. One principle of  liberty 
is for all to rule and be ruled in turn, and indeed 
democratic justice is the application of  numerical not 
proportionate equality; whence it follows that the 
majority must be supreme, and that whatever the 
majority approve must be the end and the just. Every 
citizen, it is said, must have equality, and therefore in a 
democracy the poor have more power than the rich, 
because there are more of  them, and the will of  the 
majority is supreme. . . . Another is that a man should 
live as he likes. This, they say, is the privilege of  a 
freeman, since, on the other hand, not to live as a man 
likes is the mark of  a slave. This is the second 
characteristic of  democracy, whence has arisen the 
claim of  men to be ruled by none, if  possible, or, if  this 
is impossible, to rule and be ruled in turns; and so it 
contributes to the freedom based upon  equality. 

[. . .] 
Of  the four kinds of  democracy, as was said in the 
previous discussion, the best is that which comes first 
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in order; it is also the oldest of  them all. . . . For the best 
material of  democracy is an agricultural popula- 
tion; there is no difficulty in forming a democracy 
where the mass of  the people live by agriculture or 
tending of  cattle. Being poor, they have no leisure, and 
therefore do not often attend the assembly, and not 
having the necessaries of  life they are always at work, 
and do not covet the property of   others. 

Indeed, they find their employment pleasanter 
than the cares of  government or office where no great 
gains can be made out of  them, for the many are more 
desirous of  gain than of  honor. . . . 

Next best to an agricultural, and in many respects 
similar, are a pastoral people, who live by their flocks; 
they are the best trained of  any for war, robust in body 
and able to camp out. The people of  whom other 
democracies consist are far inferior to them, for their 
life is inferior; there is no room for moral excellence in 
any of  their employments, whether they be mechanics 
or traders or laborers. Besides, people of  this class can 
readily come to the assembly, because they are conti- 
nually moving about in the city and in the agora; 
whereas husbandmen are scattered over the country 
and do not meet, or equally feel the want of  assembling 
together. . . . 

The last form of  democracy, that in which all share 
alike, is one which cannot be borne by all states, and will 
not last long unless well regulated by laws and customs. 
. . . In order to constitute such a democracy and 
strengthen the people, the leaders have been in the habit 
including as many as they can, and making citizens not 
only of  those who are legitimate, but even of  the 
illegitimate, and of  those who have only one parent a 
citizen, whether father or mother; for nothing of  this sort 
comes amiss to such a democracy. This is the way in 
which demagogues proceed. . . . Again, the measures 
which are taken by tyrants appear all of  them to be 
democratic; such, for instance, as the license permitted 
to slaves (which may be to a certain extent advantageous) 
and also that of  women and children, and the allowing 
everybody to live as he likes. Such a government will 
have many supporters, for most persons would rather 
live in a disorderly than in a sober  manner. 

[. . .] 

BOOK  SeVeN 

He who would duly inquire about the best form of  a 
state ought first to determine which is the most eligible 

life; while this remains uncertain the best form of  the 
state must also be uncertain; for, in the natural order of  
things, those may be expected to lead the best life who 
are governed in the best manner of  which their 
circumstances  admit. 

[. . .] 
Let us assume then that the best life, both for indi- 
viduals and states, is the life of  virtue, when virtue has 
external goods enough for the performance of  good 
 actions. 

[. . .] 
In what has preceded I have discussed other forms of  
government; in what remains the first point to be 
considered is what should be the conditions of  the 
ideal or perfect state; for the perfect state cannot exist 
without a due supply of  the means of  life. And there- 
fore we must presuppose many purely imaginary 
conditions, but nothing impossible. There will be a 
certain number of  citizens, a country in which to place 
them, and the like. As the weaver or shipbuilder or any 
other artisan must have the material proper for his 
work . . . so the statesman or legislator must also have 
the materials suited to  him. 

First among the materials required by the states- 
man is population: he will consider what should be the 
number and character of  the citizens, and then what 
should be the size and character of  the country. Most 
persons think that a state in order to be happy ought to 
be large; but even if  they are right, they have no idea 
what is a large and what a small state. For they judge 
of  the size of  the city by the number of  the inhabitants; 
whereas they ought to regard, not their number, but 
their  power. 

A city too, like an individual, has a work to do; and 
that city which is best adapted to the fulfillment of  its 
work is to be deemed greatest . . . And . . . a great city 
is not to be confounded with a populous one. 
Moreover, experience shows that a very populous city 
can rarely, if  ever, be well governed; since all cities 
which have a reputation for good government have a 
limit of  population. . . . To the size of  states there is a 
limit, as there is to other things, plants, animals, 
implements; for none of  these retain their natural 
power when they are too large or too small, but they 
either wholly lose their nature, or are spoiled. . . . In like 
manner a state when composed of  too few is not, as a 
state ought to be, self-sufficing; when of  too many, 
though self-sufficing in all mere necessaries, as a 
nation may be, it is not a state, being almost incapable 
of  constitutional government. . . . 
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A state, then, only begins to exist when it has 
attained a population sufficient for a good life in the 
political community: it may indeed, if  it somewhat 
exceed this number, be a greater state. But, as I was 
saying, there must be a limit. . . . But if  the citizens of  a 
state are to judge and to distribute offices according to 
merit, then they must know each other’s characters; 
where they do not possess this knowledge, both the 
election to offices and the decision of  lawsuits will go 
wrong. When the population is very large they are 
manifestly settled at haphazard, which clearly ought 
not to be. Besides, in an over-populous state foreigners 
and metics will readily acquire the rights of  citizens, 
for who will find them out? Clearly then the best limit 
of  the population of  a state is the largest number 
which suffices for the purposes of  life, and can be 
taken in at a single view. Enough concerning the size 
of  a  state. 

Much the same principle will apply to the territory 
of  the state: every one would agree in praising the 
territory which is most entirely self-sufficing; and that 
must be the territory which is all-producing, for to 
have all things and to want nothing is sufficiency. In 
size and extent it should be such as may enable the 
inhabitants to live at once temperately and liberally in 
the enjoyment of  leisure. . . . 

It is not difficult to determine the general character 
of  the territory which is required . . . ; it should be 
difficult of  access to the enemy, and easy of  egress to 
the inhabitants. Further, we require that the land as 
well as the inhabitants of  whom we were just now 
speaking should be taken in at a single view, for a 
country which is easily seen can be easily protected. 
As to the position of  the city, if  we could have what we 
wish, it should be well situated in regard both to sea 
and land. This then is one principle, that it should be a 
convenient center for the protection of  the whole 
country: the other is, that it should be suitable for 
receiving the fruits of  the soil, and also for the bringing 
in of  timber and any other products that are easily 
 transported. 

Whether a communication with the sea is bene- 
ficial to a well-ordered state or not is a question  
which has often been asked. It is argued that the 
introduction of  strangers brought up under other laws, 
and the increase of  population, will be adverse to 
good order; the increase arises from their using the 
sea and having a crowd of  merchants coming and 
going, and is inimical to good government. Apart from 
these considerations, it would be undoubtedly better, 

both with a view to safety and to the provision of  
necessaries, that the city and territory should be 
connected with the sea; the defenders of  a country, if  
they are to maintain themselves against an enemy, 
should be easily relieved both by land and by sea . . . 
Moreover, it is necessary that they should import  
from abroad what is not found in their own country, 
and that they should export what they have in excess; 
for a city ought to be a market, not indeed for others, 
but for  herself. 

Those who make themselves a market for the 
world only do so for the sake of  revenue, and if  a state 
ought not to desire profit of  this kind it ought not to 
have such an emporium. Nowadays we often see in 
countries and cities dockyards and harbors very 
conveniently placed outside the city, but not too far 
off; and they are kept in dependence by walls and 
similar fortifications. Cities thus situated manifestly 
reap the benefit of  intercourse with their ports; and 
any harm which is likely to accrue may be easily 
guarded against by the laws, which will pronounce and 
determine who may hold communication with one 
another, and who may  not. 

[. . .] 
Let us then enumerate the functions of  a state, and we 
shall easily elicit what we want: First, there must be 
food; secondly, arts, for life requires many instruments; 
thirdly, there must be arms, for the members of  a 
community have need of  them, and in their own 
hands, too, in order to maintain authority both against 
disobedient subjects and against external assailants; 
fourthly, there must be a certain amount of  revenue, 
both for internal needs, and for the purposes of  war; 
fifthly, or rather first, there must be a care of  religion 
which is commonly called worship; sixthly, and most 
necessary of  all there must be a power of  deciding 
what is for the public interest, and what is just in men’s 
dealings with one  another. 

These are the services which every state may be 
said to need. For a state is not a mere aggregate of  
persons, but a union of  them sufficing for the purposes 
of  life; and if  any of  these things be wanting, it is as we 
maintain impossible that the community can be 
absolutely self-sufficing. A state then should be framed 
with a view to the fulfillment of  these  functions. 

[. . .] 
The site of  the city should likewise be convenient both 
for political administration and for war. With a view to 
the latter it should afford easy egress to the citizens, 
and at the same time be inaccessible and difficult of  
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capture to enemies. There should be a natural 
abundance of  springs and fountains in the town, or, if  
there is a deficiency of  them, great reservoirs may be 
established for the collection of  rainwater, such as will 
not fail when the inhabitants are cut off  from the 
country by war. Special care should be taken of  the 
health of  the inhabitants, which will depend chiefly on 
the healthiness of  the locality and of  the quarter to 
which they are exposed, and secondly, on the use of  
pure water; this latter point is by no means a secondary 
consideration. For the elements which we use most 
and oftenest for the support of  the body contribute 
most to health, and among these are water and air. 
Wherefore, in all wise states, if  there is a want of  pure 
water, and the supply is not all equally good, the 
drinking water ought to be separated from that which 
is used for other  purposes. 

As to strongholds, what is suitable to different 
forms of  government varies: thus an acropolis is suited 
to an oligarchy or a monarchy, but a plain to a 
democracy; neither to an aristocracy, but rather a 
number of  strong places. The arrangement of  private 
houses is considered to be more agreeable and 
generally more convenient, if  the streets are regularly 
laid out after the modern fashion which Hippodamus 
introduced, but for security in war the antiquated 
mode of  building, which made it difficult for strangers 
to get out of  a town and for assailants to find their way 
in, is preferable. A city should therefore adopt both 
plans of  building: it is possible to arrange the houses 
irregularly, as husbandmen plant their vines in what 
are called “clumps.” The whole town should not be 

laid out in straight lines, but only certain quarters and 
regions; thus security and beauty will be  combined. 

As to walls, those who say that cities making any 
pretension to military virtue should not have them, are 
quite out of  date in their notions; and they may see the 
cities which prided themselves on this fancy confuted 
by facts. . . . To have no walls would be as foolish as to 
choose a site for a town in an exposed country, and to 
level the heights; or as if  an individual were to leave his 
house unwalled, lest the inmates should become 
cowards. Nor must we forget that those who have their 
cities surrounded by walls may either take advantage 
of  them or not, but cities which are unwalled have no 
 choice. 

[. . .] 
The site should be a spot seen far and wide, which 
gives due elevation to virtue and towers over the 
neighborhood. Below this spot should be established 
an agora, such as that which the Thessalians call the 
“freemen’s agora”; from this all trade should be 
excluded, and no mechanic, husbandman, or any such 
person allowed to enter, unless he be summoned by 
the magistrates. . . . There should also be a traders’ 
agora, distinct and apart from the other, in a situation 
which is convenient for the reception of  goods both by 
sea and  land. 

[. . .] 
But it would be a waste of  time for us to linger over 
details like these. The difficulty is not in imagining but 
in carrying them out. We may talk about them as 
much as we like, but the execution of  them will depend 
upon  fortune.



“Broken windows” 
Atlantic Monthly (1982) 

James Q. Wilson and George L.  Kelling 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Why is urban crime a problem in inner-city neighborhoods? What can and should government do about it? What 
is the proper role for police working in high crime areas and marginal areas at risk of increased crime? These are 
issues that James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling address in the following  selection. 

Sociologist Elijah Anderson found that violence wreaks havoc daily on the lives of residents in the poor inner-
city black Chicago and New York neighborhoods he studied and that it increasingly spills over into downtown 
and residential middle-class areas (p. 131). Anderson found the “code of the street” in these areas reflected a 
profound lack of faith in the police, who are generally viewed as representing the dominant white society and not 
caring to protect inner-city residents. Anderson concluded that the great majority of the residents in the poor 
Black neighborhoods he studied were “decent folk” – civilly disposed, socially conscious and self-reliant men 
and women who want their children to value education, get decent jobs, and enjoy the future. In Anderson’s view, 
the criminal element in these neighborhoods – among the most desperate and alienated people in the inner city 
– have a “street” orientation and view the police as unworthy of respect and deserving of little or no moral 
authority. A century earlier, W.E.B. Du Bois reached similar conclusions about the “Negro problems” in 
Philadelphia’s seventh ward (p. 124), where he documented a majority of hardworking, upwardly mobile Black 
shoemakers, bricklayers, candy-makers, bakers, and an emerging middle class of businessmen and some 
professionals on the one hand, and a small and spatially concentrated minority of criminals, prostitutes, and 
gamblers on the other. How can the police distinguish between decent residents and criminals? What should 
they do to reduce crime and make people feel safer? Can they gain the trust or at least the respect of the Black 
urban underclass in American cities? Can police in other countries gain the trust or at least the respect of racial, 
ethnic, religious, and other minorities in cities? 

Wilson and Kelling studied police behavior in troubled neighborhoods. Kelling spent many months walking 
Newark, New Jersey, neighborhoods with local police officers, observing what was going on in the neighbor- 
hoods and how the police actually handled neighborhood problems. This is a good example of qualitative 
research. Wilson, then a Harvard professor, worked with Kelling to jointly develop this classic article. Wilson  
and Kelling were particularly interested in police discretion and how the police handled troublesome behavior  
at the borderline between acceptable and unacceptable, legal and illegal. Wilson and Kelling are interested  
as much in neighborhood residents’ perceptions of crime as in crime itself. A particular focus of their  
research was to develop a model of policing that neighborhood residents (at least those residents the  
authors term decent folk) would support. Based on their research, they advanced a controversial theory of 
neighborhood transition and an influential model for community policing that has since been implemented in 
many  communities. 

The central metaphor of this selection is of a single broken window. Imagine a city neighborhood like New 
York’s Greenwich Village as described by Jane Jacobs (p. 149) – a diverse, viable, exciting urban neighborhood, 
but with some crime. Most of the people in the neighborhood Jane Jacobs saw each morning as the street ballet 
begins are regulars – people who live or work in the neighborhood or are frequently in the area. They are what 
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Elijah Anderson calls “decent” people (p. 131). Many are like the hardworking immigrants Doug Saunders 
describes in arrival cities everywhere in the world (p. 677). But some are strangers – Anderson’s people with a 
“street” orientation or the criminals and prostitutes W.E.B. Du Bois identified in nineteenth-century Philadelphia’s 
black community (p. 124). The behavior of some people in the neighborhood, even the “decent” people, might 
startle or even scare middle- and upper-class Bostonians, but it is understood and tolerated by neighborhood 
regulars. Some of the people in the area, however, are dangerous and engage in criminal behavior: drug dealing, 
prostitution, theft, and assault. Civil order exists, but it is  fragile. 

Imagine that someone breaks a single window in the neighborhood. According to Wilson and Kelling, how the 
police respond to that trivial but unacceptable act is fraught with consequences. One response is to do nothing. 
After all, police are busy working on serious crimes and municipal budgets are tight. But doing nothing in 
response to a broken window, Wilson and Kelling argue, will signal that no one cares about unacceptable 
conduct. It will be an invitation for people to break more windows. Neighborhood residents will start avoiding one 
another, stop participating in neighborhood block parties, and eventually cower in their own  homes. 

Wilson and Kelling argue that, historically, neighborhood residents judged the success of police activity by 
whether it succeeded in maintaining order. Governments often tolerate (or encourage) police to keep order 
through informal means without much regard to legal niceties. A drunk might have a legal right to sit on a 
neighborhood park bench, but if his presence sufficiently disturbed decent neighborhood residents, the local 
cop was encouraged to make him move elsewhere. Gang members in Chicago’s crime-ridden Robert Taylor 
Homes (now torn down) might have had a legal right to loiter by a playground, but the authors argue that decent 
project residents would want the local police to get rid of them (“kick ass” is the term Wilson and Kelling use). 
Joe Dickens – one of the people Anderson profiles – might have a legal right to let his kids “rip and run” 
unsupervised, making a racket on the street with their big wheel bikes while he and his buddies drink beer and 
play loud rap music, but, under Wilson’s theory, his decent neighbors would like the police to force Dickens to 
control his children and turn down the volume on the boom box. Wilson and Kelling take the controversial position 
that broad police discretion to enforce neighborhood standards is desirable. Many civil libertarians disagree. 
Police discretion is a controversial  issue. 

James Q. Wilson held many prestigious academic positions. From 1961 to 1987, he was the Shattuck 
Professor of Government at Harvard, from 1986 until 1997 the James Collins Professor of Management at the 
University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA), and from 1998 until his death in 2012, the Ronald Reagan 
Professor of Public Policy at Pepperdine University. He wrote extensively on politics, economics, and criminology. 
He chaired President Johnson’s White House Task Force on Crime (1966), was on President Nixon’s National 
Advisory Commission on Drug Abuse Prevention (1972–1973), was a member of the Attorney General’s Task 
Force on Violent Crime under President Reagan (1981), and on President George Bush’s Foreign Intelligence 
Advisory Board (1985–1990), and served as chairman of the Council of Academic Advisors of the conservative 
American Enterprise Institute. He was a president of the American Political Science Association (APSA) and 
received the APSA’s James Madison Award for a career of distinguished scholarship, the John Gaus Award for 
exemplary scholarship in the fields of political science and public administration and a lifetime achievement 
award in 2001. He was awarded the Presidential Medal of Freedom by President George W. Bush in 2003. 
Wilson died in  2012. 

George L. Kelling is an emeritus professor in the School of Criminal Justice at Rutgers University, An adjunct 
faculty member at the Manhattan Institute, and a research fellow at the Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard University. Kelling is currently researching organizational change in policing and the development of 
comprehensive community crime prevention programs. Kelling received a PhD in social work from the University 
of Wisconsin, Madison, and practiced social work as a childcare worker, probation officer, and administering 
residential care programs for aggressive and disturbed youths. Working at the Police Foundation in the early 
1970s, Kelling conducted several large-scale experiments in policing, including the Newark Foot Patrol 
Experiment, from which much of the source material for “Broken Windows” is  drawn. 

“Broken Windows” was published in Atlantic Monthly (249(3), 1982). The broken windows theory is further 
developed by George L. Kelling and his wife, Catherine M. Coles, in Fixing Broken Windows (New York: Martin 
Kessler, 1996). 
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In the mid-1970s, the state of  New Jersey announced 
a “Safe and Clean Neighborhoods Program,” designed 
to improve the quality of  community life in twenty-
eight cities. As part of  that program, the state provided 
money to help cities take police officers out of  their 
patrol cars and assign them to walking beats. The 
governor and other state officials were enthusiastic 
about using foot patrol as a way of  cutting crime, but 
many police chiefs were skeptical. Foot patrol, in their 
eyes, had been pretty much discredited. It reduced  
the mobility of  the police, who thus had difficulty 
responding to citizen calls for service, and it weakened 
headquarters control over patrol officers.

Many police officers also disliked foot patrol, but 
for different reasons: it was hard work, it kept them 
outside on cold, rainy nights, and it reduced their 
chances for making a “good pinch.” In some depart- 
ments, assigning officers to foot patrol had been used 
as a form of  punishment. And academic experts on 
policing doubted that foot patrol would have any 
impact on crime rates; it was, in the opinion of  most, 
little more than a sop to public opinion. But since the 
state was paying for it, the local authorities were 
willing to go along.

Five years after the program started, the Police 
Foundation, in Washington, DC, published an evalua- 
tion of  the foot-patrol project. Based on its analysis  
of  a carefully controlled experiment carried out 
chiefly in Newark, the foundation concluded, to the 
surprise of  hardly anyone, that foot patrol had not 
reduced crime rates. But residents of  the foot-patrolled 
neighborhoods seemed to feel more secure than 
persons in other areas, tended to believe that crime 
had been reduced, and seemed to take fewer steps to 
protect themselves from crime (staying at home with 
the doors locked, for example). Moreover, citizens in 
the foot-patrol areas had a more favorable opinion of  
the police than did those living elsewhere. And officers 
walking beats had higher morale, greater job satisfac- 
tion, and a more favorable attitude toward citizens  
in their neighborhoods than did officers assigned to 
patrol cars.

These findings may be taken as evidence that the 
skeptics were right – foot patrol has no effect on crime; 
it merely fools the citizens into thinking that they are 
safer. But in our view, and in the view of  the authors of  
the Police Foundation study (of  whom Kelling was 
one), the citizens of  Newark were not fooled at all. 

Other books by James Q. Wilson related to crime prevention include Crime, co-edited with Joan Petersilia 
(San Francisco: ICS Press, 1995), Crime and Public Policy (San Francisco: ICS Press, 1983), Drugs  
and Crime, co-edited with Michael Tonry (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1990), Families, Schools, and 
Delinquency Prevention, co-edited with Glenn C. Loury (New York: Springer Verlag, 1987), Understanding  
and Controlling Crime, co-edited with David P. Farrington and Lloyd E. Ohlin (New York: Springer Verlag, 1986), 
Thinking About Crime (New York: Basic Books, 1983), Varieties of Police Behavior (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1968), and Crime and Human Nature (New York: Free Press, 1998). 

Books by Wilson on government and public administration include American Government: Institutions and 
Policies, with John J. DiIulio, Jr., 11th edn (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 2007), Bureaucracy: What Government 
Agencies Do and Why They Do It (New York: Basic Books, reprint edition 2000), and The Moral Sense (New 
York: Free Press, 1997). 

Books on community policing include Peter Grabosky, Community Policing and Peacekeeping (Boca Raton, 
FL: CRC, 2009), Dominique Wisler and Ihekwoaba D. Onwudiwe (eds.), Community Policing: International 
Patterns and Comparative Perspectives (Boca Raton, FL: CRC 2009), Larry K. Gaines, Community Policing: A 
Contemporary Perspective, 5th edn (Indianapolis: Anderson, 2008), Willard M. Oliver, Community-Oriented 
Policing: A Systemic Approach to Policing, 4th edn (New York: Prentice Hall, 2007), Linda S. Miller and Kären 
M. Hess, Community Policing: Partnerships for Problem Solving (New York: Wadsworth, 2007), Jeremy M. 
Wilson Community Policing in America (New York: Routledge, 2006), Elizabeth M. Watson, Alfred R. Stone, and 
Stuart M. DeLuca, Strategies for Community Policing (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1998), and Wesley 
G. Skogan and Susan M. Hartnett, Community Policing, Chicago Style (New York: Oxford University Press, 
1997). A Kindle edition of Keeping Americans Safe: Best Practices to Improve Community Policing and to 
Protect the Public, co-authored by George Kelling and Catherine M. Coles, was published by the Goldwater 
Institute in  2012. 
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They knew what the foot-patrol officers were doing, 
they knew it was different from what motorized 
officers do, and they knew that having officers walk 
beats did in fact make their neighborhoods safer.

But how can a neighborhood be “safer” when the 
crime rate has not gone down – in fact, may have gone 
up? Finding the answer requires first that we under- 
stand what most often frightens people in public 
places. Many citizens, of  course, are primarily fright- 
ened by crime, especially crime involving a sudden, 
violent attack by a stranger. This risk is very real, in 
Newark as in many large cities. But we tend to overlook 
or forget another source of  fear – the fear of  being 
bothered by disorderly people. Not violent people, 
nor, necessarily, criminals, but disreputable or obstre- 
perous or unpredictable people: panhandlers, drunks, 
addicts, rowdy teenagers, prostitutes, loiterers, the 
mentally disturbed.

What foot-patrol officers did was to elevate, to  
the extent they could, the level of  public order in 
these neighborhoods. Though the neighborhoods 
were predominantly black and the foot patrolmen 
were mostly white, this “order-maintenance” function 
of  the police was performed to the general satisfaction 
of  both parties.

One of  us (Kelling) spent many hours walking with 
Newark foot-patrol officers to see how they defined 
“order” and what they did to maintain it. One beat was 
typical: a busy but dilapidated area in the heart of  
Newark, with many abandoned buildings, marginal 
shops (several of  which prominently displayed knives 
and straight-edged razors in their windows), one large 
department store, and, most important, a train station 
and several major bus-stops. Though the area was 
run-down, its streets were filled with people, because 
it was a major transportation center. The good order 
of  this area was important not only to those who lived 
and worked there but also to many others, who had to 
move through it on their way home, to supermarkets, 
or to factories.

The people on the street were primarily black; the 
officer who walked the street was white. The people 
were made up of  “regulars” and “strangers.” Regulars 
included both “decent folk” and some drunks and 
derelicts who were always there but who “knew their 
place.” Strangers were, well, strangers, and viewed 
suspiciously, sometimes apprehensively. The officer – 
call him Kelly – knew who the regulars were, and they 
knew him. As he saw his job, he was to keep an eye on 
strangers, and make certain that the disreputable 

regulars observed some informal but widely under- 
stood rules. Drunks and addicts could sit on the 
stoops, but could not lie down. People could drink on 
side streets, but not at the main intersection. Bottles 
had to be in paper bags. Talking to, bothering, or 
begging from people waiting at the bus stop was 
strictly forbidden. If  a dispute erupted between a 
businessman and a customer, the businessman was 
assumed to be right, especially if  the customer was a 
stranger. If  a stranger loitered, Kelly would ask him if  
he had any means of  support and what his business 
was; if  he gave unsatisfactory answers, he was sent on 
his way. Persons who broke the informal rules, 
especially those who bothered people waiting at bus 
stops, were arrested for vagrancy. Noisy teenagers 
were told to keep quiet.

These rules were defined and enforced in colla- 
boration with the “regulars” on the street. Another 
neighborhood might have different rules, but these, 
everybody understood, were the rules for this 
neighborhood. If  someone violated them, the regulars 
not only turned to Kelly for help but also ridiculed the 
violator. Sometimes what Kelly did could be described 
as “enforcing the law,” but just as often it involved 
taking informal or extralegal steps to help protect 
what the neighborhood had decided was the 
appropriate level of  public order. Some of  the things 
he did probably would not withstand a legal challenge.

A determined skeptic might acknowledge that a 
skilled foot-patrol officer can maintain order but still 
insist that this sort of  “order” has little to do with the 
real sources of  community fear – that is, with violent 
crime. To a degree, that is true. But two things must be 
borne in mind. First, outside observers should not 
assume that they know how much of  the anxiety now 
endemic in many big-city neighborhoods stems from 
a fear of  “real” crime and how much from a sense that 
the street is disorderly, a source of  distasteful, worri- 
some encounters. The people of  Newark, to judge 
from their behavior and their remarks to interviewers, 
apparently assign a high value to public order, and feel 
relieved and reassured when the police help them 
maintain that order.

Second, at the community level, disorder and crime 
are usually inextricably linked, in a kind of  develop- 
mental sequence. Social psychologists and police 
officers tend to agree that if  a window in a building is 
broken and is left unrepaired, all the rest of  the windows 
will soon be broken. This is as true in nice neighbor- 
hoods as in run-down ones. Window-breaking does 
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not necessarily occur on a large scale because some 
areas are inhabited by determined window-breakers 
whereas others are populated by window-lovers; rather, 
one unrepaired broken window is a signal that no one 
cares, and so breaking more windows costs nothing.  
(It has always been fun.)

Philip Zimbardo, a Stanford psychologist, reported 
in 1969 on some experiments testing the broken-
window theory. He arranged to have an automobile 
without license plates parked with its hood up on a 
street in the Bronx and a comparable automobile on a 
street in Palo Alto, California. The car in the Bronx 
was attacked by “vandals” within ten minutes of  its 
“abandonment.” The first to arrive were a family – 
father, mother, and young son – who removed the 
radiator and battery. Within twenty-four hours, 
virtually everything of  value had been removed. Then 
random destruction began – windows were smashed, 
parts torn off, upholstery ripped. Children began to 
use the car as a playground. Most of  the adult 
“vandals” were well-dressed, apparently clean-cut 
whites. The car in Palo Alto sat untouched for more 
than a week. Then Zimbardo smashed part of  it with a 
sledgehammer. Soon, passersby were joining in. 
Within a few hours, the car had been turned upside 
down and utterly destroyed. Again, the “vandals” 
appeared to be primarily respectable whites.

Untended property becomes fair game for people 
out for fun or plunder, and even for people who 
ordinarily would not dream of  doing such things and 
who probably consider themselves law-abiding. 
Because of  the nature of  community life in the Bronx 
– its anonymity, the frequency with which cars are 
abandoned and things are stolen or broken, the past 
experience of  “no one caring” – vandalism begins 
much more quickly than it does in staid Palo Alto, 
where people have come to believe that private 
possessions are cared for, and that mischievous 
behavior is costly. But vandalism can occur anywhere 
once communal barriers – the sense of  mutual regard 
and the obligations of  civility – are lowered by actions 
that seem to signal that “no one cares.”

We suggest that “untended” behavior also leads to 
the breakdown of  community controls. A stable 
neighborhood of  families who care for their homes, 
mind each other’s children, and confidently frown on 
unwanted intruders can change, in a few years or even 
a few months, to an inhospitable and frightening 
jungle. A piece of  property is abandoned, weeds grow 
up, a window is smashed. Adults stop scolding rowdy 

children; the children, emboldened, become more 
rowdy. Families move out, unattached adults move in. 
Teenagers gather in front of  the corner store. The 
merchant asks them to move; they refuse. Fights 
occur. Litter accumulates. People start drinking in 
front of  the grocery; in time, an inebriate slumps to the 
sidewalk and is allowed to sleep it off. Pedestrians are 
approached by panhandlers.

At this point it is not inevitable that serious crime 
will flourish or violent attacks on strangers will occur. 
But many residents will think that crime, especially 
violent crime, is on the rise, and they will modify their 
behavior accordingly. They will use the streets less 
often, and when on the streets will stay apart from 
their fellows, moving with averted eyes, silent lips, and 
hurried steps. “Don’t get involved.” For some residents, 
this growing atomization will matter little, because the 
neighborhood is not their “home” but “the place where 
they live.” Their interests are elsewhere; they are 
cosmopolitans. But it will matter greatly to other 
people, whose lives derive meaning and satisfaction 
from local attachments rather than worldly involve- 
ment; for them, the neighborhood will cease to exist 
except for a few reliable friends whom they arrange  
to meet.

Such an area is vulnerable to criminal invasion. 
Though it is not inevitable, it is more likely that here, 
rather than in places where people are confident they 
can regulate public behavior by informal controls, 
drugs will change hands, prostitutes will solicit, and 
cars will be stripped. That the drunks will be robbed by 
boys who do it as a lark, and the prostitutes’ customers 
will be robbed by men who do it purposefully and 
perhaps violently. That muggings will occur.

Among those who often find it difficult to move 
away from this are the elderly. Surveys of  citizens 
suggest that the elderly are much less likely to be the 
victims of  crime than younger persons, and some 
have inferred from this that the well-known fear of  
crime voiced by the elderly is an exaggeration: perhaps 
we ought not to design special programs to protect 
older persons; perhaps we should even try to talk 
them out of  their mistaken fears. This argument 
misses the point. The prospect of  a confrontation with 
an obstreperous teenager or a drunken panhandler 
can be as fear-inducing for defenseless persons as the 
prospect of  meeting an actual robber; indeed, to a 
defenseless person, the two kinds of  confrontation are 
often indistinguishable. Moreover, the lower rate at 
which the elderly are victimized is a measure of  the 
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steps they have already taken – chiefly, staying behind 
locked doors – to minimize the risks they face. Young 
men are more frequently attacked than older women, 
not because they are easier or more lucrative targets 
but because they are on the streets more.

Nor is the connection between disorderliness and 
fear made only by the elderly. Susan Estrich, of  the 
Harvard Law School, has recently gathered together a 
number of  surveys on the sources of  public fear. One, 
done in Portland, Oregon, indicated that three-fourths 
of  the adults interviewed cross to the other side of  a 
street when they see a gang of  teenagers; another 
survey, in Baltimore, discovered that nearly half  would 
cross the street to avoid even a single strange youth. 
When an interviewer asked people in a housing 
project where the most dangerous spot was, they 
mentioned a place where young persons gathered to 
drink and play music, despite the fact that not a single 
crime had occurred there. In Boston public housing 
projects, the greatest fear was expressed by persons 
living in the buildings where disorderliness and 
incivility, not crime, were the greatest. Knowing this 
helps one understand the significance of  such other- 
wise harmless displays as subway graffiti. As Nathan 
Glazer has written, the proliferation of  graffiti, even 
when not obscene, confronts the subway rider with the 
“inescapable knowledge that the environment he must 
endure for an hour or more a day is uncontrolled and 
uncontrollable, and that anyone can invade it to do 
whatever damage and mischief  the mind suggests.”

In response to fear, people avoid one another, 
weakening controls. Sometimes they call the police. 
Patrol cars arrive, an occasional arrest occurs, but 
crime continues and disorder is not abated. Citizens 
complain to the police chief, but he explains that his 
department is low on personnel and that the courts do 
not punish petty or first-time offenders. To the resi- 
dents, the police who arrive in squad cars are either 
ineffective or uncaring; to the police, the residents are 
animals who deserve each other. The citizens may 
soon stop calling the police, because “they can’t do 
anything.”

The process we call urban decay has occurred for 
centuries in every city. But what is happening today is 
different in at least two important respects. First, in the 
period before, say, World War II, city dwellers – 
because of  money costs, transportation difficulties, 
familial and church connections – could rarely move 
away from neighborhood problems. When movement 
did occur, it tended to be along public-transit routes. 

Now mobility has become exceptionally easy for all 
but the poorest or those who are blocked by racial 
prejudice. Earlier crime waves had a kind of  built-in 
self-correcting mechanism: the determination of  a 
neighborhood or community to reassert control over 
its turf. Areas in Chicago, New York, and Boston would 
experience crime and gang wars, and then normalcy 
would return, as the families for whom no alternative 
residences were possible reclaimed their authority 
over the streets.

Second, the police in this earlier period assisted in 
that reassertion of  authority by acting, sometimes 
violently, on behalf  of  the community. Young toughs 
were roughed up, people were arrested “on suspicion” 
or for vagrancy, and prostitutes and petty thieves  
were routed. “Rights” were something enjoyed by 
decent folk, and perhaps also by the serious profes- 
sional criminal, who avoided violence and could 
afford a lawyer.

This pattern of  policing was not an aberration or 
the result of  occasional excess. From the earliest days 
of  the nation, the police function was seen primarily 
as that of  a night watchman: to maintain order against 
the chief  threats to order – fire, wild animals, and 
disreputable behavior. Solving crimes was viewed not 
as a police responsibility but as a private one. In the 
March, 1969, Atlantic, one of  us (Wilson) wrote a brief  
account of  how the police role had slowly changed 
from maintaining order to fighting crimes. The change 
began with the creation of  private detectives (often 
ex-criminals), who worked on a contingency-fee basis 
for individuals who had suffered losses. In time, the 
detectives were absorbed into municipal police 
agencies and paid a regular salary; simultaneously, the 
responsibility for prosecuting thieves was shifted from 
the aggrieved private citizen to the professional 
prosecutor. This process was not complete in most 
places until the twentieth century.

In the 1960s, when urban riots were a major 
problem, social scientists began to explore carefully 
the order-maintenance function of  the police, and to 
suggest ways of  improving it – not to make streets 
safer (its original function) but to reduce the incidence 
of  mass violence. Order-maintenance became, to a 
degree, coterminous with “community relations.”  
But, as the crime wave that began in the early  
1960s continued without abatement throughout the 
decade and into the 1970s, attention shifted to the role 
of  the police as crime-fighters. Studies of  police 
behavior ceased, by and large, to be accounts of  the 
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order-maintenance function and became, instead, 
efforts to propose and test ways whereby the police 
could solve more crimes, make more arrests, and 
gather better evidence. If  these things could be done, 
social scientists assumed, citizens would be less fearful.

A great deal was accomplished during this 
transition, as both police chiefs and outside experts 
emphasized the crime-fighting function in their plans, 
in the allocation of  resources, and in deployment of  
personnel. The police may well have become better 
crime-fighters as a result. And doubtless they remained 
aware of  their responsibility for order. But the link 
between order-maintenance and crime-prevention, so 
obvious to earlier generations, was forgotten.

That link is similar to the process whereby one 
broken window becomes many. The citizen who fears 
the ill-smelling drunk, the rowdy teenager, or the 
importuning beggar is not merely expressing his 
distaste for unseemly behavior; he is also giving voice 
to a bit of  folk wisdom that happens to be a correct 
generalization – namely, that serious street crime 
flourishes in areas in which disorderly behavior goes 
unchecked. The unchecked panhandler is, in effect, 
the first broken window. Muggers and robbers, whether 
opportunistic or professional, believe they reduce 
their chances of  being caught or even identified if  
they operate on streets where potential victims are 
already intimidated by prevailing conditions. If  the 
neighborhood cannot keep a bothersome panhandler 
from annoying passersby, the thief  may reason, it is 
even less likely to call the police to identify a potential 
mugger or to interfere if  the mugging actually takes 
place.

Some police administrators concede that this 
process occurs, but argue that motorized-patrol 
officers can deal with it as effectively as foot-patrol 
officers. We are not so sure. In theory, an officer in a 
squad car can observe as much as an officer on foot; 
in theory, the former can talk to as many people as the 
latter. But the reality of  police–citizen encounters is 
powerfully altered by the automobile. An officer on 
foot cannot separate himself  from the street people;  
if  he is approached, only his uniform and his perso- 
nality can help him manage whatever is about to 
happen. And he can never be certain what that will be 
– a request for directions, a plea for help, an angry 
denunciation, a teasing remark, a confused babble, a 
threatening gesture.

In a car, an officer is more likely to deal with street 
people by rolling down the window and looking at 

them. The door and the window exclude the ap- 
proaching citizen; they are a barrier. Some officers 
take advantage of  this barrier, perhaps unconsciously, 
by acting differently if  in the car than they would on 
foot. We have seen this countless times. The police car 
pulls up to a corner where teenagers are gathered. 
The window is rolled down. The officer stares at the 
youths. They stare back. The officer says to one, 
“C’mere.” He saunters over, conveying to his friends 
by his elaborately casual style the idea that he is not 
intimidated by authority “What’s your name?” 
“Chuck.” “Chuck who?” “Chuck Jones.” “What’ya 
doing, Chuck?” “Nothin’.” “Got a P.O. [parole officer]?” 
“Nah.” “Sure?” “Yeah.” “Stay out of  trouble, Chuckie.” 
Meanwhile, the other boys laugh and exchange 
comments among themselves, probably at the officer’s 
expense. The officer stares harder. He cannot be 
certain what is being said, nor can he join in and, by 
displaying his own skill at street banter, prove that he 
cannot be “put down.” In the process, the officer has 
learned almost nothing, and the boys have decided the 
officer is an alien force who can safely be disregarded, 
even mocked.

Our experience is that most citizens like to talk to a 
police officer. Such exchanges give them a sense of  
importance, provide them with the basis for gossip, 
and allow them to explain to the authorities what is 
worrying them (whereby they gain a modest but 
significant sense of  having “done something” about 
the problem). You approach a person on foot more 
easily, and talk to him more readily, than you do a 
person in a car. Moreover, you can more easily retain 
some anonymity if  you draw an officer aside for a 
private chat. Suppose you want to pass on a tip about 
who is stealing handbags, or who offered to sell you a 
stolen TV. In the inner city, the culprit, in all likelihood, 
lives nearby. To walk up to a marked patrol car and 
lean in the window is to convey a visible signal that 
you are a “fink.”

The essence of  the police role in maintaining order 
is to reinforce the informal control mechanisms of  the 
community itself. The police cannot, without commit- 
ting extraordinary resources, provide a substitute for 
that informal control. On the other hand, to reinforce 
those natural forces the police must accommodate 
them. And therein lies the problem.

Should police activity on the street be shaped, in 
important ways, by the standards of  the neighborhood 
rather than by the rules of  the state? Over the past two 
decades, the shift of  police from order-maintenance 
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to law-enforcement has brought them increasingly 
under the influence of  legal restrictions, provoked by 
media complaints and enforced by court decisions 
and departmental orders. As a consequence, the 
order-maintenance functions of  the police are now 
governed by rules developed to control police rela- 
tions with suspected criminals. This is, we think, an 
entirely new development. For centuries, the role of  
the police as watchmen was judged primarily not in 
terms of  its compliance with appropriate procedures 
but rather in terms of  its attaining a desired objective. 
The objective was order, an inherently ambiguous 
term but a condition that people in a given community 
recognized when they saw it. The means were the 
same as those the community itself  would employ, if  
its members were sufficiently determined, courageous, 
and authoritative. Detecting and apprehending 
criminals, by contrast, was a means to an end, not an 
end in itself; a judicial determination of  guilt or 
innocence was the hoped-for result of  the law-
enforcement mode. From the first, the police were 
expected to follow rules defining that process, though 
states differed in how stringent the rules should be. 
The criminal-apprehension process was always 
understood to involve individual rights, the violation 
of  which was unacceptable because it meant that the 
violating officer would be acting as a judge and jury – 
and that was not his job. Guilt or innocence was to be 
determined by universal standards under special 
procedures.

Ordinarily, no judge or jury ever sees the persons 
caught up in a dispute over the appropriate level of  
neighborhood order. That is true not only because 
most cases are handled informally on the street but 
also because no universal standards are available to 
settle arguments over disorder, and thus a judge may 
not be any wiser or more effective than a police officer. 
Until quite recently in many states, and even today in 
some places, the police make arrests on such charges 
as “suspicious person” or “vagrancy” or “public drun- 
kenness” – charges with scarcely any legal meaning. 
These charges exist not because society wants judges 
to punish vagrants or drunks but because it wants an 
officer to have the legal tools to remove undesirable 
persons from a neighborhood when informal efforts to 
preserve order in the streets have failed.

Once we begin to think of  all aspects of  police work 
as involving the application of  universal rules under 
special procedures, we inevitably ask what con- 
stitutes an “undesirable person” and why we should 

“criminalize” vagrancy or drunkenness. A strong and 
commendable desire to see that people are treated 
fairly makes us worry about allowing the police to rout 
persons who are undesirable by some vague or paro- 
chial standard. A growing and not-so-commendable 
utilitarianism leads us to doubt that any behavior  
that does not “hurt” another person should be made 
illegal. And thus many of  us who watch over the  
police are reluctant to allow them to perform, in the 
only way they can, a function that every neighborhood 
desperately wants them to perform.

This wish to “decriminalize” disreputable behavior 
that “harms no one” – and thus remove the ulti- 
mate sanction the police can employ to maintain 
neighborhood order – is, we think, a mistake. Arresting 
a single drunk or a single vagrant who has harmed no 
identifiable person seems unjust, and in a sense it is. 
But failing to do anything about a score of  drunks or a 
hundred vagrants may destroy an entire community. A 
particular rule that seems to make sense in the 
individual case makes no sense when it is made a 
universal rule and applied to all cases. It makes no 
sense because it fails to take into account the con- 
nection between one broken window left untended 
and a thousand broken windows. Of  course, agencies 
other than the police could attend to the problems 
posed by drunks or the mentally ill, but in most 
communities – especially where the “deinstitutio- 
nalization” movement has been strong – they do not.

The concern about equity is more serious. We 
might agree that certain behavior makes one person 
more undesirable than another, but how do we ensure 
that age or skin color or national origin or harmless 
mannerisms will not also become the basis for dis- 
tinguishing the undesirable from the desirable? How 
do we ensure, in short, that the police do not become 
the agents of  neighborhood bigotry?

We can offer no wholly satisfactory answer to this 
important question. We are not confident that there is 
a satisfactory answer, except to hope that by their 
selection, training, and supervision, the police will be 
inculcated with a clear sense of  the outer limit of  their 
discretionary authority. That limit, roughly, is this – the 
police exist to help regulate behavior, not to maintain 
the racial or ethnic purity of  a neighborhood.

Consider the case of  the Robert Taylor Homes in 
Chicago, one of  the largest public-housing projects in 
the country. It is home for nearly 20,000 people, all 
black, and extends over ninety-two acres along South 
State Street. It was named after a distinguished black 
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who had been, during the 1940s, chairman of  the 
Chicago Housing Authority. Not long after it opened, 
in 1962, relations between project residents and the 
police deteriorated badly. The citizens felt that the 
police were insensitive or brutal; the police, in turn, 
complained of  unprovoked attacks on them. Some 
Chicago officers tell of  times when they were afraid to 
enter the Homes. Crime rates soared.

Today, the atmosphere has changed. Police–citizen 
relations have improved – apparently, both sides 
learned something from the earlier experience. 
Recently, a boy stole a purse and ran off. Several young 
persons who saw the theft voluntarily passed along to 
the police information on the identity and residence 
of  the thief, and they did this publicly, with friends  
and neighbors looking on. But problems persist,  
chief  among them the presence of  youth gangs  
that terrorize residents and recruit members in the 
project. The people expect the police to “do some- 
thing” about this, and the police are determined to do 
just that.

But do what? Though the police can obviously 
make arrests whenever a gang member breaks the 
law, a gang can form, recruit, and congregate without 
breaking the law. And only a tiny fraction of  gang-
related crimes can be solved by an arrest; thus, if  an 
arrest is the only recourse for the police, the residents’ 
fears will go unassuaged. The police will soon feel 
helpless, and the residents will again believe that the 
police “do nothing.” What the police in fact do is to 
chase known gang members out of  the project. In the 
words of  one officer, “We kick ass.”

Project residents both know and approve of  this. 
The tacit police–citizen alliance in the project is 
reinforced by the police view that the cops and the 
gangs are the two rival sources of  power in the area, 
and that the gangs are not going to win.

None of  this is easily reconciled with any 
conception of  due process or fair treatment. Since 
both residents and gang members are black, race is 
not a factor. But it could be. Suppose a white project 
confronted a black gang, or vice versa. We would be 
apprehensive about the police taking sides. But the 
substantive problem remains the same: how can the 
police strengthen the informal social-control mecha- 
nisms of  natural communities in order to minimize 
fear in public places? Law enforcement, per se, is no 
answer. A gang can weaken or destroy a community 
by standing about in a menacing fashion and speaking 
rudely to passersby without breaking the law.

We have difficulty thinking about such matters, not 
simply because the ethical and legal issues are so 
complex but because we have become accustomed to 
thinking of  the law in essentially individualistic terms. 
The law defines my rights, punishes his behavior, and is 
applied by that officer because of  this harm. We 
assume, in thinking this way, that what is good for the 
individual will be good for the community, and what 
doesn’t matter when it happens to one person won’t 
matter if  it happens to many. Ordinarily, those are 
plausible assumptions. But in cases where behavior 
that is tolerable to one person is intolerable to many 
others, the reactions of  the others – fear, withdrawal, 
flight – may ultimately make matters worse for 
everyone, including the individual who first professed 
his indifference.

It may be their greater sensitivity to communal as 
opposed to individual needs that helps explain why 
the residents of  small communities are more satisfied 
with their police than are the residents of  similar 
neighborhoods in big cities. Elinor Ostrom and her 
co-workers at Indiana University compared the 
perception of  police services in two poor, all-black 
Illinois towns – Phoenix and East Chicago Heights – 
with those of  three comparable all-black neighbor- 
hoods in Chicago. The level of  criminal victimization 
and the quality of  police–community relations 
appeared to be about the same in the towns and the 
Chicago neighborhoods, but the citizens living in their 
own villages were much more likely than those living 
in the Chicago neighborhoods to say that they do not 
stay at home for fear of  crime, to agree that the local 
police have “the right to take any action necessary” to 
deal with problems, and to agree that the police “look 
out for the needs of  the average citizen.” It is possible 
that the residents and the police of  the small towns 
saw themselves as engaged in a collaborative effort to 
maintain a certain standard of  communal life, whereas 
those of  the big city felt themselves to be simply 
requesting and supplying particular services on an 
individual basis.

If  this is true, how should a wise police chief  deploy 
his meager forces? The first answer is that nobody 
knows for certain, and the most prudent course of  
action would be to try further variations on the Newark 
experiment, to see more precisely what works in what 
kinds of  neighborhoods. The second answer is also  
a hedge – many aspects of  order-maintenance in 
neighborhoods can probably best be handled in ways 
that involve the police minimally, if  at all. A busy, 
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bustling shopping center and a quiet, well-tended 
suburb may need almost no visible police presence. In 
both cases, the ratio of  respectable to disreputable 
people is ordinarily so high as to make informal social 
control effective.

Even in areas that are in jeopardy from disorderly 
elements, citizen action without substantial police 
involvement may be sufficient. Meetings between 
teenagers who like to hang out on a particular corner 
and adults who want to use that corner might well lead 
to an amicable agreement on a set of  rules about how 
many people can be allowed to congregate, where, 
and when.

Where no understanding is possible – or if  possible, 
not observed – citizen patrols may be a sufficient 
response. There are two traditions of  communal 
involvement in maintaining order. One, that of  the 
“community watchmen,” is as old as the first settle- 
ment of  the New World. Until well into the nineteenth 
century, volunteer watchmen, not policemen, patrolled 
their communities to keep order. They did so, by and 
large, without taking the law into their own hands – 
without, that is, punishing persons or using force. 
Their presence deterred disorder or alerted the 
community to disorder that could not be deterred. 
There are hundreds of  such efforts today in commu- 
nities all across the nation. Perhaps the best known is 
that of  the Guardian Angels, a group of  unarmed 
young persons in distinctive berets and T-shirts, who 
first came to public attention when they began 
patrolling the New York City subways but who claim 
now to have chapters in more than thirty American 
cities. Unfortunately, we have little information  
about the effect of  these groups on crime. It is pos- 
sible, however, that whatever their effect on crime, 
citizens find their presence reassuring, and that they 
thus contribute to maintaining a sense of  order and 
civility.

The second tradition is that of  the “vigilante.” 
Rarely a feature of  the settled communities of  the 
East, it was primarily to be found in those frontier 
towns that grew up in advance of  the reach of  govern- 
ment. More than 350 vigilante groups are known to 
have existed; their distinctive feature was that their 
members did take the law into their own hands, by 
acting as judge, jury, and often executioner as well as 
policeman. Today, the vigilante movement is cons- 
picuous by its rarity, despite the great fear expressed 
by citizens that the older cities are becoming “urban 
frontiers.” But some community-watchmen groups 

have skirted the line, and others may cross it in the 
future. An ambiguous case, reported in The Wall Street 
Journal, involved a citizens’ patrol in the Silver Lake 
area of  Belleville, New Jersey. A leader told the 
reporter, “We look for outsiders.” If  a few teenagers 
from outside the neighborhood enter it, “we ask them 
their business,” he said. “If  they say they’re going 
down the street to see Mrs. Jones, fine, we let them 
pass. But then we follow them down the block to make 
sure they’re really going to see Mrs. Jones.”

Though citizens can do a great deal, the police are 
plainly the key to order-maintenance. For one thing, 
many communities, such as the Robert Taylor Homes, 
cannot do the job by themselves. For another, no 
citizen in a neighborhood, even an organized one, is 
likely to feel the sense of  responsibility that wearing a 
badge confers. Psychologists have done many studies 
on why people fail to go to the aid of  persons being 
attacked or seeking help, and they have learned that 
the cause is not “apathy” or “selfishness” but the 
absence of  some plausible grounds for feeling that 
one must personally accept responsibility. Ironically, 
avoiding responsibility is easier when a lot of  people 
are standing about. On streets and in public places, 
where order is so important, many people are likely to 
be “around,” a fact that reduces the chance of  any one 
person acting as the agent of  the community. The 
police officer’s uniform singles him out as a person 
who must accept responsibility if  asked. In addition, 
officers, more easily than their fellow citizens, can be 
expected to distinguish between what is necessary to 
protect the safety of  the street and what merely 
protects its ethnic purity.

But the police forces of  America are losing, not 
gaining, members. Some cities have suffered substan- 
tial cuts in the number of  officers available for duty. 
These cuts are not likely to be reversed in the near 
future. Therefore, each department must assign its 
existing officers with great care. Some neighborhoods 
are so demoralized and crime-ridden as to make foot 
patrol useless; the best the police can do with limited 
resources is respond to the enormous number of  calls 
for service. Other neighborhoods are so stable and 
serene as to make foot patrol unnecessary. The key is 
to identify neighborhoods at the tipping point where 
the public order is deteriorating but not unreclaim- 
able, where the streets are used frequently but by 
apprehensive people, where a window is likely to be 
broken at any time, and must quickly be fixed if  all are 
not to be shattered.
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Most police departments do not have ways of  
systematically identifying such areas and assigning 
officers to them. Officers are assigned on the basis of  
crime rates (meaning that marginally threatened areas 
are often stripped so that police can investigate crimes 
in areas where the situation is hopeless) or on the basis 
of  calls for service (despite the fact that most citizens 
do not call the police when they are merely frightened 
or annoyed). To allocate patrols wisely, the department 
must look at the neighborhoods and decide, from first-
hand evidence, where an additional officer will make 
the greatest difference in promoting a sense of  safety.

One way to stretch limited police resources is 
being tried in some public-housing projects. Tenant 
organizations hire off-duty police officers for patrol 
work in their buildings. The costs are not high (at least 
not per resident), the officer likes the additional 
income, and the residents feel safer. Such arrangements 
are probably more successful than hiring private 
watchmen, and the Newark experiment helps us 
understand why. A private security guard may deter 
crime or misconduct by his presence, and he may go 
to the aid of  persons needing help, but he may well not 
intervene – that is, control or drive away someone 
challenging community standards. Being a sworn 
officer – a “real cop” – seems to give one the confi- 
dence, the sense of  duty, and the aura of  authority 
necessary to perform this difficult task.

Patrol officers might be encouraged to go to and 
from duty stations on public transportation and, while 
on the bus or subway car, enforce rules about smoking, 
drinking, disorderly conduct, and the like. The enforce- 
ment need involve nothing more than ejecting the 
offender (the offense, after all, is not one with which a 

booking officer or a judge wishes to be bothered). 
Perhaps the random but relentless maintenance of  
standards on buses would lead to conditions on buses 
that approximate the level of  civility we now take for 
granted on airplanes.

But the most important requirement is to think that 
to maintain order in precarious situations is a vital job. 
The police know this is one of  their functions, and 
they also believe, correctly, that it cannot be done to 
the exclusion of  criminal investigation and responding 
to calls. We may have encouraged them to suppose, 
however, on the basis of  our oft-repeated concerns 
about serious, violent crime, that they will be judged 
exclusively on their capacity as crime-fighters. To the 
extent that this is the case, police administrators will 
continue to concentrate police personnel in the 
highest-crime areas (though not necessarily in the 
areas most vulnerable to criminal invasion), emphasize 
their training in the law and criminal apprehension 
(and not their training in managing street life), and join 
too quickly in campaigns to decriminalize “harmless” 
behavior (though public drunkenness, street prosti- 
tution, and pornographic displays can destroy a com- 
munity more quickly than any team of  professional 
burglars).

Above all, we must return to our long-abandoned 
view that the police ought to protect communities as 
well as individuals. Our crime statistics and victimi- 
zation surveys measure individual losses, but they do 
not measure communal losses. Just as physicians now 
recognize the importance of  fostering health rather 
than simply treating illness, so the police – and the rest 
of  us – ought to recognize the importance of  main- 
taining, intact, communities without broken windows.
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The term “right to the city” refers to both a concept developed by Marxist geographers and a slogan adopted by 
young people, the poor, and individuals and groups around the world who feel they have been excluded from 
aspects of city life. The term was invented by French Marxist geographer Henri Lefebvre in a 1968 book by that 
title at a time when alienated university students in France were expressing their anger in protests in the Streets 
of Paris. Geographer David Harvey revived and popularized the term in this 2008 article in the early stages of the 
global financial crisis and before hundreds of thousands of disenchanted people (mostly young) took to the 
streets in Tahir Square in Egypt, Taksim Square in Istanbul, and Zuccotti Park near New York’s Wall Street to 
protest a variety of grievances. Historically there have been thousands of urban protests all over the world. 
Recently some groups have seized upon the term “right to the city” as a slogan and a protest demand, though 
what they understand and mean is often unclear. While the nominal reason for recent urban protests is varied – 
disgust with political oppression, protests against cuts in urban services, frustration with unemployment, high 
college tuition, destruction of park and open space land – the protestors often include a broad spectrum of 
people excluded in ways that Ali Madanipour (p. 203) describes, who are angry for a wide variety of personal and 
philosophical  reasons. 

Harvey links the idea of the right to the city to Marxist theory and argues that the excluded protesters should 
be striving for the collective right to shape everything about the city – not just improvements in their individual 
status. Like Marx and Engels, Harvey argues that a fundamental feature of capitalism is the recurrence of periodic 
financial crises. He argues that urbanization has played a crucial role in the absorption of capital surpluses at 
every geographical scale. In his view, economies expand as they absorb excess capital by investing it in housing, 
urban infrastructure, and other things, benefitting capitalists and the rich. They then experience crises of “creative 
destruction” that wipe out value and create a great deal of pain – mostly for the poor. The term “creative 
destruction” appears for the first time in The Communist Manifesto, written by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels 
shortly after Engels wrote his devastating description of Manchester (p. 53). Marx described it as an inevitable 
fact of capitalism. Later the noted Austrian economist Joseph Schumpeter turned the Marxist critique on its head 
by arguing that creative destruction was a natural, and essentially positive, aspect of business cycles. In Harvey’s 
view, creative destruction hurts the poor and allows the rich to profit even more during the next boom – a process 
Harvey calls “accumulation by dispossession.” During these recurring crises, Harvey argues, the urban masses 
are dispossessed of any right to the city whatsoever. These booms and busts are linked to urban development 
cycles. During the 1850s Baron Haussmann borrowed heavily to tear down and rebuilt huge sections of Paris, 
only to see a period of financial collapse, regime change, and an abortive communist takeover of the city by the 
Paris Commune. During the late 1960s and 1970s, the postwar building bubble burst, and in 1975 New York 
City teetered on the brink of bankruptcy. In 1997 Thailand’s overheated economy collapsed and the Asian 
financial crisis spread throughout Asia and injured the entire world economy. After the recovery from the Asian 
financial crisis, through much of the first decade of the twenty-first century, there was another worldwide real 
estate boom ending in the global financial crisis that began in 2007, which is still not fully resolved as this book 
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goes to press in winter 2015. Millions of households lost their homes to foreclosure, and the entire banking 
systems of the US, UK, and other countries required massive government bailouts to keep  afloat. 

Harvey acknowledges that, while signs of revolt are everywhere, the urban and peri-urban opposition 
movements are not closely coupled. But if they did come together, he asks, what should they demand? His 
answer is greater democratic control over the production and use of the surplus. The right to the city is constituted 
by establishing democratic control over the deployment of the surpluses through urbanization. Harvey would like 
to see popular groups wrest control of the city from private and quasi-private interests. He laments the fact that 
we have not seen a coherent opposition movement in the twenty-first  century. 

The right to the city is one response to the kind of alienation Lewis Wirth describes in “Urbanism as a Way of 
Life” (p. 115) . Note the parallels to Ali Madanipour’s description of exclusion of some groups in cities (and his more 
moderate suggestions for reform). Jane Jacobs (p. 149) not only appreciated the quality of lower income urban 
neighborhoods (p. 149) , she became, as Harvey notes, a successful advocate for anti-freeway groups in New York 
who successfully asserted their right to oppose freeways running through their neighborhoods. Harvey agrees with 
much of Mike Davis’s critique of geographic and class segregation (p. 212). The term “planet of slums” that Harvey 
uses comes from the title of another of Davis’s books, which extends his critique of class divisions in cities  worldwide. 

David Harvey is a distinguished Professor of Anthropology and Geography at the Graduate Center of the City 
University of New York (CUNY). Previously he was a professor of Geography and Environmental Engineering at 
Johns Hopkins University; Senior Research Fellow at St Peter’s College, University of Oxford; and a visiting 
fellow at the London School of Economics and Political Science. From 1987 to 1993 he was Halford McKinder 
Professor of Geography at Oxford University. He is a prodigious writer and has the distinction of being the 
world’s most cited academic  geographer. 

Books by Harvey include Seventeen Contradictions and the End of Capitalism (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014), Rebel Cities: From the Right to the City to the Urban Revolution (London, Verso, 2012), 
Cosmopolitanism and the Geographies of Freedom (Chicago: Columbia University Press, 2009), A Brief 
History of Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), Spaces of Global Capitalism: Towards a 
Theory of Uneven Geographical Development (New York: Verso, 2006), Spaces of Capital (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2002), Spaces of Hope (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2000), The Condition of 
Postmodernity: An Enquiry into the Origins of Cultural Change (Oxford: Blackwell, 1989), The Urbanization of 
Capital: Studies in the History and Theory of Capitalist Urbanization (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1985), and Social Justice and the City (Oxford: Blackwell, 1973, revised edition 2009). 

Henri Lefebvre introduced the term “the right to the city” in Le Droit à la Ville (Paris: Anthropos, 1968). Other 
books by Lefebvre developing the concept include Production of Space (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) and Writings 
on Cities (Oxford: Blackwell, 1995). The phrase has been widely used (and misused) and has been adopted as 
a slogan and goal by a number of popular urban political movements worldwide. In 2001, Brazil included the right 
to the city in federal  law. 

In addition to the books by Lefebvre and Harvey cited above, other books concerned with social justice and 
urban space include University of California geographer Edward Soja, Seeking Social Justice (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2010), Postmetropolis (London: Blackwell, 2000), and Postmodern Geographies 
(London: Verso, 1997); Neil Smith, Uneven Development: Nature, Capital, and the Production of Space, 3rd 
edn (Atlanta: University of Georgia Press, 2008); and Mike Craig and Nigel Thrift (eds.), Thinking Space (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2000). 

A classic Marxist analysis is Manuel Castells, The Urban Question (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1978). See 
also William Tabb and Larry Sawyer’s anthology, Marxism and the Metropolis (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1978). Castells’s The City and the Grassroots (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1984) chronicles, 
dissects, and provides a theory of grassroots urban protest movements worldwide. His Networks of Outrage 
and Hope: Social Movements in the Internet Age (Cambridge, MA: Polity Press, 2012) analyzes recent protest 
movements in South America and the Middle East and extends his ideas about grassroots movements, space, 
and the  internet. 
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“CHANGE THE WORLD” SAID MARX; “CHANGE 
LIFE” SAID RIMBAUD; FOR US, THESE TWO TASKS 
ARE  IDENTICAL 

(André Bretton) 

(A banner in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas in the City 
of  Mexico, site of  the student massacre in 1968, 
January, 2008) 

We live in an era when ideals of  human rights have 
moved center stage both politically and  ethically. 

A lot of  political energy is put into promoting, 
protecting and articulating their significance in the 
construction of  a better world. For the most part the 
concepts circulating are individualistic and property 
based and, as such, do nothing to fundamentally 
challenge hegemonic liberal and neoliberal market 
logics and neoliberal modes of  legality and state 
action. We live in a world, after all, where the rights of  
private property and the profit rate trump all other 
notions of  rights one can think of. But there are 
occasions when the ideal of  human rights takes a 
collective turn, as when the rights of  labor, women, 
gays and minorities come to the fore (a legacy of  the 
long-standing labor movement and the 1960s Civil 
Rights movement in the United States that was 
collective and had a global resonance). These strug- 
gles for collective rights have, on occasion, yielded 
some results (such that a woman and a black become 
real contestants for the US Presidency). I here want to 
explore another kind of  collective right, that of  the 
right to the city. This is important because there is  
a revival of  interest in Henri Lefebvre’s ideas on  
the topic as these were articulated in relation to the 
movement of  ’68 in France, at the same time as there 
are various social movements around the world that 
are now demanding the right to the city as their goal. 
So what might the right to the city  mean? 

The city, as the noted urban sociologist Robert 
Park once wrote, is: “man’s most consistent and on the 
whole, his most successful attempt to remake the 
world he lives in more after his heart’s desire. But, if  
the city is the world which man created, it is the world 
in which he is henceforth condemned to live. Thus, 
indirectly, and without any clear sense of  the nature of  
his task, in making the city man has remade himself.” 

If  Park is correct, then the question of  what kind of  
city we want cannot be divorced from the question  
of  what kind of  people we want to be, what kinds of  
social relations we seek, what relations to nature we 

cherish, what style of  daily life we desire, what kinds 
of  technologies we deem appropriate, what aesthetic 
values we hold. The right to the city is, therefore, far 
more than a right of  individual access to the resources 
that the city embodies: it is a right to change ourselves 
by changing the city more after our heart’s desire. It is, 
moreover, a collective rather than an individual right 
since changing the city inevitably depends upon the 
exercise of  a collective power over the processes of  
urbanization. The freedom to make and remake 
ourselves and our cities is, I want to argue, one of  the 
most precious yet most neglected of  our human  rights. 

But since, as Park avers, we have hitherto lacked 
any clear sense of  the nature of  our task, we must first 
reflect on how we have been made and re-made 
throughout history by an urban process impelled 
onwards by powerful social forces. The astonishing 
pace and scale of  urbanization over the last hundred 
years means, for example, we have been re-made 
several times over without knowing why, how or 
wherefore. Has this contributed to human well-being? 
Has it made us into better people or left us dangling in 
a world of  anomie and alienation, anger and frustra- 
tion? Have we become mere monads tossed around in 
an urban sea? These were the sorts of  questions that 
preoccupied all manner of  nineteenth century com- 
mentators, such as Engels and Simmel, who offered 
perceptive critiques of  the urban personas then 
emerging in response to rapid urbanization. These 
days it is not hard to enumerate all manner of   urban 
discontents and anxieties in the midst of  even  
more rapid urban transformations. Yet we seem to 
lack the stomach for systematic critique. What, for 
example, are we to make of  the immense concentra- 
tions of  wealth, privilege and consumerism in almost 
all the cities of  the world in the midst of  an exploding 
“planet of  slums”? 

To claim the right to the city in the sense I mean it 
here is to claim some kind of  shaping power over the 
processes of  urbanization, over the ways in which our 
cities are made and re-made and to do so in a funda- 
mental and radical way. From their very inception, 
cities have arisen through the geographical and social 
concentrations of  a surplus product. Urbanization has 
always been, therefore, a class phenomena of  some 
sort, since surpluses have been extracted from 
somewhere and from somebody (usually an oppressed 
peasantry) while the control over the disbursement of  
the surplus typically lies in a few hands. This general 
situation persists under capitalism, of  course, but in 
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this case there is an intimate connection with the 
perpetual search for surplus value (profit) that drives 
the capitalist dynamic. To produce surplus value, 
capitalists have to produce a surplus product. Since 
urbanization depends on the mobilization of  a surplus 
product an inner connection emerges between the 
development of  capitalism and  urbanization. 

Let us look more closely at what capitalists do. 
They begin the day with a certain amount of  money 
and end the day with more of  it. The next day they 
wake up and have to decide what to do with the extra 
money they gained the day before. They face a 
Faustian dilemma: reinvest to get even more money  
or consume their surplus away in pleasures. The 
coercive laws of  competition force them to reinvest 
because if  one does not reinvest then another surely 
will. To remain a capitalist, some surplus must be 
reinvested to make even more surplus. Successful 
capitalists usually make more than enough surplus to 
reinvest in expansion and satisfy their lust for pleasure 
too. But the result of  perpetual reinvestment is the 
expansion of  surplus production at a compound  
rate – hence all the logistical growth curves (money, 
capital, output and population) that attach to the 
history of  capital accumulation. This is paralleled by 
the logistical growth path of  urbanization under 
 capitalism. 

The politics of  capitalism are affected by the per- 
petual need to find profitable terrains for capital 
surplus production and absorption. In this the capi- 
talist faces a number of  barriers to continuous and 
trouble-free expansion. If  there is a scarcity of  labor 
and wages are too high then either existing labor has 
to be disciplined (technologically induced unemploy- 
ment or an assault on organized working class power 
are two prime methods) or fresh labor forces must be 
found (by immigration, export of  capital or prole- 
tarianization of  hitherto independent elements in the 
population). New means of  production in general and 
new natural resources in particular must also be found. 
This puts increasing pressure on the natural environ- 
ment to yield up the necessary raw materials and 
absorb the inevitable wastes. Terrains for raw material 
extraction have to be opened up (imperialist and neo-
colonial endeavors often have this as their objective). 
The coercive laws of  competition also force new 
technologies and organizational forms to come on line 
all the time, since capitalists with higher producti- 
vity can out-compete those using inferior methods. 
Innovations define new wants and needs, reduce the 

turnover time of  capital through speed up and reduce 
the friction of  distance that limits the geographical 
range within which the capitalist is free to search for 
expanded labor supplies, raw materials, etc. If  there is 
not enough purchasing power in the market then new 
markets must be found by expanding foreign trade, 
promoting new products and lifestyles, creating new 
credit instruments and debt-financed state and pri- 
vate expenditures. If, finally, the profit rate is too low, 
then state regulation of  “ruinous competition,” mono- 
polization (mergers and acquisitions) and capital 
exports to fresh pastures provide ways  out. 

If  any one of  the above barriers to continuous 
capital circulation and expansion becomes impossible 
to circumvent, then capital accumulation is blocked 
and capitalists face a crisis. Capital cannot be profi- 
tably re-invested. Capital accumulation stagnates or 
ceases and capital is devalued (lost) and in some 
instances even physically destroyed. Devaluation can 
take a number of  forms. Surplus commodities can be 
devalued or destroyed, productive capacity and the 
assets can be written down in value and left un- 
employed, or money itself  can be devalued through 
inflation. And in a crisis, of  course, labor stands to be 
devalued through massive unemployment. In what 
ways, then, has capitalist urbanization been driven by 
the need to circumvent these barriers and to expand 
the terrain of  profitable capitalist activity? I here argue 
that it plays a particularly active role (along with other 
phenomenon such as military expenditures) in 
absorbing the surplus product that capitalists are 
perpetually producing in their search for surplus  value. 

Consider, first, the case of  Second Empire Paris. 
The crisis of  1848 was one of  the first clear crises of  
unemployed surplus capital and surplus labor side-by-
side and it was European-wide. It struck particularly 
hard in Paris and the result was an abortive revolu- 
tion on the part of  unemployed workers and those 
bourgeois utopians who saw a social republic as the 
antidote to the capitalist greed and inequality that had 
characterized the July Monarchy. The republican 
bourgeoisie violently repressed the revolutionaries  
but failed to resolve the crisis. The result was the 
ascent to power of  Napoleon Bonaparte, who 
engineered a coup in 1851 and proclaimed himself  
Emperor in 1852. To survive politically, the autho- 
ritarian Emperor resorted to widespread political 
repression of  alternative political movements but he 
also knew that he had to deal with the capital surplus 
problem and this he did by announcing a vast program 
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of  infrastructural investment both at home and 
abroad. Abroad this meant the construction of  rail- 
roads throughout Europe and down into the Orient as 
well as support for grand works such as the Suez 
Canal. At home it meant consolidating the railway 
network, building ports and harbors, draining marshes, 
and the like. But above all it entailed the reconfigura- 
tion of  the urban infrastructure of  Paris. Bonaparte 
brought Haussmann to Paris to take charge of  the 
public works in 1853. Haussmann clearly understood 
that his mission was to help solve the surplus capital 
and unemployment problem by way of  urbanization. 
The rebuilding of  Paris absorbed huge quantities of  
labor and of  capital by the standards of  the time and, 
coupled with authoritarian suppression of  the aspira- 
tions of  the Parisian labor force, was a primary vehicle 
of  social stabilization. Haussmann.  . . transformed the 
scale at which the urban process was imagined. When 
the architect Hittorf, showed Haussmann his plans for 
a new boulevard, Haussmann threw them back at him 
saying “not wide enough. . .you have it 40 meters wide 
and I want it 120.” Haussmann thought of  the city on 
a grander scale, annexed the suburbs, redesigned 
whole neighborhoods (such as Les Halles) rather than 
just bits and pieces of  the urban fabric. He changed 
the city wholesale rather than retail. . . 

The system worked very well for some fifteen years 
and it entailed not only a transformation of  urban 
infrastructures but the construction of  a whole new 
urban way of  life and the construction of  a new kind 
of  urban persona. Paris became “the city of  light” the 
great center of  consumption, tourism and pleasure – 
the cafés, the department stores, the fashion industry, 
the grand expositions all changed the urban way of  
life in ways that could absorb vast surpluses through 
crass and frivolous consumerism (that offended 
traditionalists and excluded workers alike). But then 
the overextended and increasingly speculative 
financial system and credit structures on which this 
was based crashed in 1868. Haussmann was forced 
from power, Napoleon III in desperation went to war 
against Bismarck’s Germany and lost, and in the 
vacuum that followed arose the Paris Commune, one 
of  the greatest revolutionary episodes in capitalist 
urban history. The Commune was wrought in part out 
of  a nostalgia for the urban world that Haussmann 
had destroyed (shades of  the 1848 revolution) and the 
desire to take back their city on the part of  those 
dispossessed by Haussmann’s works. But the Com- 
mune also articulated conflictual forward looking 

visions of  alternative socialist (as opposed to mono- 
poly capitalist) modernities that pitted ideals of  
centralized hierarchical control (the Jacobin current) 
against decentralized anarchist visions of  popular 
organization (led by the Proudhonists), that led in 
1872, in the midst of  intense recriminations over who 
was at fault for the debacle of  the Commune, to the 
radical and unfortunate break between the Marxists 
and the Anarchists that to this day still plague all forms 
of  left opposition to  capitalism. 

Fast forward now to 1942 in the United States. The 
capital surplus disposal problem that had seemed so 
intractable in the 1930s (and the unemployment that 
went with it) was temporarily resolved by the huge 
mobilization for the war effort. But everyone was fear- 
ful as to what would happen after the war. Politically 
the situation was dangerous. The Federal Government 
was in effect running a nationalized economy, was in 
alliance with the communist Soviet Union and strong 
social movements with socialist inclinations had 
emerged in the 1930s. . . 

In 1942 there appeared a lengthy evaluation of  
Haussmann’s efforts in an architectural journal. It 
documented in detail what he has done, attempted an 
analysis of  his mistakes but sought to recuperate 
Haussmann’s reputation as one of  the greatest urba- 
nists of  all time. The article was by none other than 
Robert Moses who after World War II did to the whole 
New York metropolitan region what Haussmann had 
done to Paris. That is, Moses changed the scale of  
thinking about the urban process and through the 
system of  (debt-financed) highways and infrastructural 
transformations, through suburbanization and through 
the total re-engineering, not just of  the city but of  the 
whole metropolitan region, he absorbed the surplus 
product and thereby helped resolve the capital surplus 
absorption problem. . . This project succeeded in 
absorbing the surplus and assuring social stability, 
albeit at the cost of  hollowing out the central cities 
and generating a so-called urban crisis of  revolts in 
many US central cities of  impacted minorities (chiefly 
African-American) who were denied access to the 
new  prosperity. 

This lasted until the end of  the 1960s when, as 
happened to Haussmann, a different kind of  crisis 
began to unfold such that Moses fell from grace and 
his solutions came to be seen as inappropriate and 
unacceptable. To begin with the central cities were in 
revolt. Traditionalists rallied around Jane Jacobs and 
sought to counter the brutal modernism of  Moses’ 
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projects with a localized neighborhood aesthetic. But 
the suburbs had been built and the radical trans- 
formation in lifestyle that this betokened had all 
manner of  social consequences, leading feminists, for 
example, to proclaim the suburb and its lifestyle as  
the locus of  all their primary discontents. And if  the 
Haussmanization of  Paris had a role in explaining  
the dynamics of  the Paris Commune so the soulless 
qualities of  suburban living played a critical role in the 
dramatic movements of  1968 in the USA, as dis- 
contented white middle class students went into a 
phase of  revolt, seeking alliances with marginalized 
groups claiming civil rights in the central cities and 
rallying against US imperialism to create a movement 
to build another kind of  world including a different 
kind of  urban experience. In Paris the movement to 
stop the left bank expressway and the invasion of  
central Paris and the destruction of  traditional neigh- 
borhoods by the invading “high rise giants” of  which 
the Place d’Italie and the Tour Montparnasse were 
exemplary, played an important role in animating the 
grander processes of  the ’68 revolt. And it was in this 
context that Lefebvre wrote his prescient text in which 
he predicted, among other things, not only that the 
urban process was crucial to the survival of  capitalism 
and therefore bound to become a crucial focus of  
political and class struggle, but that this process was 
step by step obliterating the distinctions between town 
and country through the production of  integrated 
spaces across the national space if  not beyond. The 
right to the city had to mean the right to command the 
whole urban process that was increasingly dominating 
the countryside (everything from agribusiness to 
second homes and rural tourism). 

But along with the ’68 revolt, part nostalgia for 
what had been lost and part forward looking asking for 
the construction of  a different kind of  urban experi-
ence, went a financial crisis in the credit institutions 
that had powered the property boom through debt-
financing throughout the preceding decades. This 
crisis gathered momentum at the end of  the 1960s 
until the whole capitalist system crashed into a major 
global crisis, led by the bursting of  the global property 
market bubble in 1973, followed by the fiscal bank-
ruptcy of  New York City in 1975. . . . 

Fast forward once again to our current conjuncture. 
International capitalism has been on a rollercoaster of  
regional crises and crashes (East and SouthEast Asia 
in 1997–8; Russia in 1998; Argentina in 2001, etc.) but 
has so far avoided a global crash even in the face of  a 

chronic capital surplus disposal problem. What has 
been the role of  urbanization in the stabilization of  this 
situation? In the United States it is accepted wisdom 
that the housing market has been an important 
stabilizer of  the economy, particularly since 2000 or 
so (after the high-tech crash of  the late 1990s) although 
it was an active component of  expansion during the 
1990s. The property market has absorbed a great deal 
of  the surplus capital directly through new cons- 
truction (both inner city and suburban housing and 
new office spaces) while the rapid inflation of  hous- 
ing asset prices backed by a profligate wave of  
mortgage refinancing at historically low rates of  
interest boosted the U.S. internal market for consumer 
goods and services. The global market has  in part 
been stabilized through US urban expansion as the 
U.S. runs huge trade deficits with the rest of  the world, 
borrowing around $2 billion a day to fuel its insatiable 
consumerism and the debt financed war in Afghanistan 
and  Iraq. 

But the urban process has undergone another 
transformation of  scale. It has, in short, gone global. 
. . . Every urban area in the world has its building boom 
in full swing in the midst of  a flood of  impoverished 
migrants that is simultaneously creating a planet of  
slums. The building booms are evident in Mexico City, 
Santiago in Chile, in Mumbai, Johannesburg, Seoul, 
Taipei, Moscow, and all over Europe (Spain being 
most dramatic) as well as in the cities of  the core 
capitalist countries such as London, Los Angeles, San 
Diego and New York (where more large-scale urban 
projects are in motion than ever before and where, just 
to set the tenor of  the times, a recent exhibition sought 
to rehabilitate Moses as the author of  the rise of  New 
York City rather than the agent of  its fall, as Robert 
Caro had depicted it back in 197410). Astonishing and 
in some respects criminally absurd mega-urbanization 
projects have emerged in the Middle East in places 
like Dubai and Abu Dhabi as a way of  mopping up the 
surpluses arising from oil wealth in the most cons- 
picuous, socially unjust and environmentally wasteful 
ways possible (like an indoor ski slope). We are here 
looking at yet another transformation in scale, one 
that makes it hard to grasp that what may be going on 
globally is in principle similar to the processes that 
Haussmann managed so expertly for a while in Second 
Empire  Paris. 

This global urbanization boom has depended, as 
did all the others before it, on the construction of  new 
financial institutions and arrangements to organize 
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the credit required to sustain it. Financial innovations 
set in train in the 1980s, particularly the securitization 
and packaging of  local mortgages for sale to inves- 
tors world-wide, and the setting up of  new financial 
institutions to hold collateralized debt obligations, has 
played a crucial role. The benefits of  this were legion: 
it spread risk and permitted surplus savings pools 
easier access to surplus housing demand and it also, 
by virtue of  its coordinations, brought aggregate inte- 
rest rates down (while generating immense fortunes 
for the financial intermediaries who worked these 
wonders). But spreading risk does not eliminate risk. 
Furthermore, the fact that risk can be spread so widely 
encourages even riskier local behaviors because the 
risk can be transferred elsewhere. Without adequate 
risk assessment controls, the mortgage market got out 
of  hand and what happened to the Pereire Brothers in 
1867–8 and to the fiscal profligacy of  New York City 
in the early 1970s, has now turned into a so-called 
sub-prime mortgage and housing asset-value  crisis. 

* * *

As in all the preceding phases, this most recent radical 
expansion of  the urban process has brought with  
it incredible transformations of  lifestyle. Quality of  
urban life has become a commodity for those with 
money, as has the city itself  in a world where con- 
sumerism, tourism, cultural and knowledge-based 
industries have become major aspects of  urban 
political economy. The postmodernist penchant for 
encouraging the formation of  market niches, both in 
urban lifestyle choices and in consumer habits, and 
cultural forms, surrounds the contemporary urban 
experience with an aura of  freedom of  choice in the 
market, provided you have the money. Shopping malls, 
multiplexes and box stores proliferate (the production 
of  each has become big business) as do fast food and 
artisanal market places, boutique cultures and, as 
Sharon Zukin cutely puts it, “pacification by cap- 
puccino.” Even the incoherent, bland and monotonous 
suburban tract development that continues to 
dominate in many areas, now gets its antidote in a 
“new urbanism” movement that touts the sale of  
community and a boutique lifestyle as a developer 
product to fulfill urban dreams. This is a world in which 
the neoliberal ethic of  intense possessive individualism 
and its cognate of  political withdrawal of  support for 
collective forms of  action can become the template 
for human personality socialization. The defense  

of  property values becomes of  paramount political 
interest such that, as Mike Davis points out, the 
homeowner associations in the state of  California 
become bastions of  political reaction if  not of  
fragmented neighborhood  fascisms. 

* * * 

Under these conditions, ideals of  urban identity, 
citizenship and belonging, already threatened by the 
spreading malaise of  the neoliberal ethic, become 
much harder to sustain. The privatization of  redistri- 
bution through criminal activity threatens individual 
security at every turn prompting popular demands for 
police suppressions. Even the idea that the city might 
function as a collective body politic, a site within and 
from which progressive social movements might 
emanate, appears increasingly implausible. Yet there 
are in fact all manner of  urban social movements in 
evidence seeking to overcome the isolations and to 
re-shape the city in a different social image to that 
given by the powers of  developers backed by finance, 
corporate capital, and an increasingly entrepreneurially 
minded local state  apparatus. 

But surplus absorption through urban transfor- 
mation has an even darker aspect. It has entailed 
repeated bouts of  urban restructuring through “crea- 
tive destruction.” This nearly always has a class 
dimension since it is usually the poor, the underpri- 
vileged and those marginalized from political power 
that suffer first and foremost from this process. 
Violence is required to achieve the new urban world 
on the wreckage of  the  old. 

* * *

. . .A process of  displacement and what I call “accu- 
mulation by dispossession” also lies at the core of  the 
urban process under capitalism. It is the mirror image 
of  capital absorption through urban redevelopment 
and is giving rise to all manner of  conflicts over  
the capture of  high value land from low income 
populations that may have lived there for many years. 
Consider the case of  Mumbai where there are 6 
million people considered officially as slum dwellers 
settled on the land without legal title (the places they 
live are left blank on all maps of  the city). With the 
attempt to turn Mumbai into a global financial center 
to rival Shanghai, the property development boom 
gathers pace and the land the slum dwellers occupy 
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appears increasingly valuable. The value of  the land in 
Dharavi, one of  the most prominent slums in Mumbai, 
is put at $2 billion and the pressure to clear the slum 
(for environmental and social reasons that mask the 
land grab) is mounting daily. Financial powers backed 
by the state push for forcible slum clearance, in some 
cases violently taking possession of  a terrain occupied 
for a whole generation by the slum dwellers. Capital 
accumulation on the land through real estate activity 
booms as land is acquired at almost no cost. Will the 
people displaced get compensation? The lucky ones 
get a bit. But while the Indian constitution specifies 
that the state has the obligation to protect the lives and 
well-being of  the whole population irrespective of  
caste and class, and to guarantee rights to livelihood 
housing and shelter, the Indian Supreme Court has 
issued both non-judgments and judgments that 
re-write this constitutional requirement. Since slum 
dwellers are illegal occupants and many cannot defi- 
nitively prove their long-term residence on the land, 
they have no right to compensation. To concede that 
right, says the Supreme Court, would be tantamount 
to rewarding pickpockets for their actions. So the 
squatters either resist and fight, or move with their few 
belongings to camp out on the highway margins or 
wherever they can find a tiny  space. 

* * *

Urbanization we may conclude has played a crucial 
role in the absorption of  capital surpluses and has 
done so at every increasing geographical scales but at 
the price of  burgeoning processes of  creative des- 
truction that entail the dispossession of  the urban 
masses of  any right to the city whatsoever. The planet 
of  slums collides with the planet as a vast building site. 
Periodically this ends in revolt, as the dispossessed in 
Paris rose up in 1871, seeking to reclaim the city they 
had lost. The urban social movements of  the 1960s (in 
the US after the assassination of  Martin Luther King in 
1968) likewise sought to define a different way of  
urban living from that which was being imposed upon 
them by capitalist developers and the state. If, as 
seems likely, the fiscal difficulties in the current con- 
juncture mount and the hitherto successful neoliberal, 
postmodernist and consumerist phase of  capitalist 
absorption of  the surplus through urbanization is at an 
end and a broader crisis ensues, then the question 
arises: where is our ’68 or, even more dramatically, our 
version of  the  Commune? 

As with the fiscal system, the answer is bound to be 
much more complex precisely because the urban 
process is now global in scope. Signs of  revolt are 
everywhere (the unrest in China and India is chronic, 
civil wars rage in Africa, Latin America is in ferment, 
autonomy movements are emerging all over the place, 
and even in the United States the political signs 
suggest that most of  the population is saying “enough 
is enough” with respect to the rabid inequalities). Any 
of  these revolts could suddenly become contagious. 
Unlike the fiscal system, however, the urban and peri-
urban social movements of  opposition, of  which there 
are many around the world, are not tightly coupled at 
all. Indeed many have no connection to each other. 
But if  they did somehow come together, then what 
should they  demand? 

The answer to the last question is simple enough in 
principle: greater democratic control over the pro- 
duction and use of  the surplus. Since the urban pro- 
cess is a major channel of  use, then the right to the 
city is constituted by establishing democratic control 
over the deployment of  the surpluses through 
urbanization. To have a surplus product is not a bad 
thing: indeed, in many situations a surplus is crucial to 
adequate survival. Throughout capitalist history, some 
of  the surplus value created has been taxed away by 
the state and in social democratic phases that 
proportion rose significantly putting much of  the 
surplus under state control. The whole neoliberal 
project over the last thirty years has been oriented 
towards privatization of  control over the surplus. The 
data for all OECD countries show, however, that the 
share of  gross output taken by the state has been 
roughly constant since the 1970s. The main achieve- 
ment of  the neoliberal assault, then, has been to 
prevent the state share expanding in the way it was in 
the 1960s. One further response has been to create 
new systems of  governance that integrate state and 
corporate interests and, through the application of  
money power, assure that control over the disburse- 
ment of  the surplus through the state apparatus favors 
corporate capital (like Halliburton) and the upper 
classes in the shaping of  the urban process. Increas- 
ing the share of  the surplus under state control will 
only work if  the state itself  is brought back under 
democratic  control. 

Increasingly, we see the right to the city falling into 
the hands of  private or quasi-private interests. In New 
York City, for example, we have a billionaire mayor, 
Michael Bloomberg, who is re-shaping the city after 
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his heart’s desire along lines favorable to the 
developers, to Wall Street and transnational capitalist 
class elements, while continuing to sell the city as an 
optimal location for high value businesses and a fan- 
tastic destination for tourists, thus turning Manhattan 
in effect into one vast gated community for the rich. 
He refuses to subsidize businesses to come to New 
York City saying that if  they are the kind of  business 
that needs a subsidy to be in this high cost but high 
quality location then we do not want them. He has not 
said the same of  people but this is the principle applied 
in practice. In Seattle, a billionaire like Paul Allen calls 
the shots and in Mexico City the wealthiest man in  
the world, Carlos Slim, has the downtown streets 
re-cobbled to suit the tourist gaze. And it is not only 
affluent individuals that exercise direct power. In the 
town of  New Haven, strapped for any resources for 
urban reinvestment of  its own, it is Yale University, one 
of  the wealthiest universities in the world, that is 
redesigning much of  the urban fabric to suit its needs. 
Johns Hopkins is doing the same for East Baltimore 
and Columbia University plans to do so for areas  
of  New York (sparking neighborhood resistance 
movements in both cases). The right to the city, as it is 
now constituted, is far too narrowly confined, in most 
cases in the hands of  a small political and economic 
elite who are in the position to shape the city more 
and more after then own particular heart’s  desire. 

* * * 

We have, however, yet to see a coherent oppositional 
movement to all of  this in the twenty-first century. 
There are, of  course, multitudes of  diverse social 
movements focusing on the urban question already in 
existence – from India and Brazil to China, Spain, 

Argentina and the United States – including a nascent 
right to the city movement. The problem is that they 
have yet to converge on the singular aim of  gaining 
greater control over the uses of  the surplus (let alone 
over the conditions of  its production). At this point in 
history this has to be a global struggle predominantly 
with finance capital for that is the scale at which urbani-
zation processes are now working. To be sure, the polit-
ical task of  organizing such a confrontation is difficult if  
not daunting. But the opportunities are multiple in part 
because, as this brief  history of  capitalist urbanization 
shows, again and again crises erupt either locally (as in 
land and property markets in Japan in 1989 or as in the 
Savings and Loan crisis in the United States of  1987–
90) or globally (as in 1973 or now) around the urbaniza-
tion process, and in part because the urban is now the 
point of  massive collision – dare we call it class strug-
gle? – between the accumulation by dispossession 
being visited upon the slums and the developmental 
drive that seeks to colonize more and more urban 
space for the affluent to take their urbane and cosmo-
politan pleasures. One step towards unification of  
these struggles is to focus on the right to the city as 
both a working slogan and a political ideal, precisely 
because it focuses on who it is that commands the 
inner connection that has prevailed from time imme-
morial between urbanization and surplus production 
and use. The democratization of  the right to the city 
and the construction of  a broad social movement to 
enforce its will is imperative, if  the dispossessed are to 
take back control of  the city from which they have for 
so long been excluded and if  new modes of  controlling 
capital surpluses as they work through urbanization 
processes are to be instituted. Lefebvre was right to 
insist that the revolution has to be urban, in the broadest 
sense of  that term, or nothing at  all. 



“a Ladder of Citizen Participation” 
Journal of the American Institute of Planners (1969) 

Sherry  Arnstein 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Local city government is very important in urban affairs. Democratic countries pride themselves in being 
responsive to the will of the people and in urban affairs many important decisions are made at the local level 
even if policy direction and funding come from higher levels of government. Almost every country in the world 
has some form of federal government structure in which power is shared between national government bodies, 
subnational government, and local governments. But local governments are not unitary. They reflect different 
interests within the community. And citizens may or may not agree with elected representatives – particularly 
about matters that most directly affect their communities and themselves personally. Plural actors, within and 
outside of government at the city level, can influence the outcome of policies and programs that affect their 
lives. Public, private, and nonprofit sector actors often work together to make decisions about local projects. In 
the United States and other democracies, local governments establish policy, regulate land use, and approve 
or disapprove development proposals, but most land is privately owned and most development occurs  
with private funds. So citizens must make their views known to both governmental and non-governmental 
decision-makers. 

But how, exactly, should citizens participate in local government decision-making? Guidance as to how this 
might best be done comes from the following classic article by Sherry Arnstein titled “A Ladder of Citizen 
Participation.” 

Arnstein uses the metaphor of a ladder to describe gradations of citizen’s participation in urban programs and 
development decisions that affect their lives. Her ladder represents a hypothetical model. Arnstein makes clear 
her own personal commitment to a redistribution of power from haves to have-nots by empowering the poor and 
 powerless. 

In some rapidly developing countries, urban planners make plans to eradicate poor neighborhoods with no 
participation in planning by the residents. In the Democratic Republic of the Congo, for example, Filip De Boeck 
(p. 394) describes top-down planning to displace poor residents from land planned for massive new develop- 
ments for Kinshasa’s elite. At the lowest level of Arnstein’s ladder are two forms of nonparticipation, which she 
terms “manipulation” and “therapy.” According to Arnstein, some governmental organizations contrive phony 
forms of participation, which are really aimed at getting citizens to accept a predetermined course of action. 
While gullible citizens may think they are participating in decision-making at these lowest levels of the ladder, 
Arnstein says they really are not. They are simply being used by decision-makers. Almost at the bottom of the 
ladder is another form of nonparticipation, which Arnstein identifies as therapy. Decision-makers get people 
together to allegedly participate in decision-making, but really in order to preach to them about their personal 
shortcomings. The intent is to cure participants of attitudes and behaviors that local government officials do not 
like under the guise of seeking their advice. Bureaucrats from Boston’s Redevelopment Agency, for example, to 
the extent that they interacted with the Italian-American residents of New York’s Greenwich Village who loved the 
kind of “street ballet” on Hudson Street that Jane Jacobs describes (p. 149), told them that their neighborhood 
was blighted and they were ignorant about how bad conditions were and how much better wiping out the 
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neighborhood and building a more up-scale neighborhood would be. Arnstein brands this form of nonparticipation 
both dishonest and arrogant and for good reason. Today the redeveloped North End has expensive housing and 
great restaurants and venues for affluent Bostonians, but the old Italian community with all its support and 
charms is gone. Like manipulation, participating in what are really therapy sessions under the guise of participation 
is worse than no participation at  all. 

Legitimate, but low, rungs of Arnstein’s ladder are “informing” and “consultation.” Arnstein considers informing 
citizens of the facts about a government program and their rights, responsibilities, and options is a good first 
step, particularly if it is designed to go beyond a one-way flow of information. Consultation – getting citizens’ 
opinions – is even better, if the process is honest and citizens’ opinions are really considered. Surveys, for 
example, may provide real input from citizens to decision-makers. But if a survey is the only form of participation 
then that would not go far in assuring that citizen views really carry weight. Higher up the ladder is “placation,” in 
which government gives in to a few citizen demands. But having government merely throw complaining citizens 
some crumbs to placate them is not really a satisfactory form of participation. The highest rungs on Arnstein’s 
ladder are “partnership,” three rungs from the top, “delegated power,” one rung below the top, and “citizen 
control” at the very top of the ladder. Arnstein sees citizen control of local programs that affect them as an ideal. 
She assumes that they are the best people to manage these programs and that devolving control to them will 
lead to the best outcomes. In her opinion the right to the city that Harvey discusses (p. 270) should belong to 
local neighborhood  groups. 

Opponents of citizen control advance many of the arguments that Arnstein identifies – that citizen control 
arguably Balkanizes public services, may be costly and inefficient, can reward opportunistic citizen hustlers, and 
may just be symbolic politics. Programs that have given citizens complete control of urban programs that affect 
them have been rare and the results decidedly mixed. During the US War on Poverty in the 1960s, the US 
national government gave some citizen groups funding and full control over policy, hiring, and other decisions for 
programs in their neighborhoods. While some scholars identify successful local poverty programs, others point 
to corruption, incompetence, paralysis, and a great deal of waste before the programs were terminated. In the 
United States, delegated power and citizens’ control have been rare since that time. In other countries, power 
over resources and decision-making has sometimes been decentralized to local communities. The results are 
also mixed. Mao Zedong’s extreme decentralization of decision-making to people’s communes in China produced 
chaos and famine. Giving local people control over microfinance programs in developing countries has sometimes 
produced miraculous economic development, but in other cases has led to corruption, bad loans, waste, and 
failure. As a result many governments, even well-meaning governments who want to involve citizens in decision-
making and empower them, shy away from citizen control or delegated  power. 

Today partnerships between public, private, and nonprofit organizations – rung three of Arnstein’s ladder – 
are popular. Arnstein places true partnerships relatively high on her eight-rung ladder. Partnerships represent a 
redistribution of power arrived at through negotiation along the lines John Forester (p. 467) describes. Where the 
odd bedfellows of local government, private corporations, and neighborhood nonprofit, community-based 
organizations form joint planning and decision-making structures, citizen views can have real weight. Just like 
partnership among businesses or between countries, local partnerships like this will have stresses and strains 
and each party will have to give a little if they are to survive. But if they are maintained, everyone’s interests are 
 considered. 

Both Sherry Arnstein and Paul Davidoff (p. 481) were engaged liberals who wrote their classic statements 
about citizen participation and advocacy planning in the late 1960s. Compare the approach of Davidoff, the 
lawyer who argues in favor of skilled professionals advocating on behalf of powerless clients, with the approach 
of Arnstein, the social work professional, who favors empowering individuals and communities by involving them 
directly in planning and decision making. Contrast this way of thinking with Michael Porter (p. 314), a professor 
at the Harvard Business School, who would like to see skilled professionals (ideally Harvard MBAs) making 
hardheaded economic decisions to empower communities through economic development that will work in the 
private  market. 

Arnstein says that citizen participation is like eating spinach – everyone is in favor of it in principle. But are 
there limits? And what citizens? In The Environmental Protection Hustle, Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
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professor Bernard Frieden provides good case study evidence that citizens often stall needed projects claiming 
concern for the environment when they really want to protect their own property values and privileged status. The 
vociferous participation of NIMBYs (Not In My Back Yard) often torpedo needed projects, drag out approvals, 
and impose costs on public and private entities that are trying to get things done. Some political scientists point 
to the phenomenon of hyperpluralism in some American cities, where there are so many contending groups and 
so much attention to participation that it is difficult to get anything  done. 

“A Ladder of Citizen Participation” was published in the Journal of the American Planning Association in 
1968. It has been reprinted more than 80 times and translated into a number of different  languages. 

Arnstein (1930–1997) was born in New York City and grew up in Los Angeles. She studied physical education 
at the University of California, Los Angeles, and worked briefly as a social worker, did community relations work 
for a hospital, and worked as a magazine editor before joining the staff of the Kennedy administration’s 
Commission on Juvenile Delinquency in 1963, where she helped communities develop programs to improve job 
opportunities, housing, and schools. She became a special assistant to the assistant secretary of the US 
Department of Health, Education and Welfare (HEW), where she planned a federal strategy to desegregate 
hospitals. When the US Model Cities program was created in 1966, Arnstein became the chief adviser on citizen 
participation at the United States Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) not only for the Model 
Cities program but for the entire agency. After her work at HEW and HUD, Arnstein worked with the consulting 
firm of Arthur D. Little as a public policy analyst and project manager in technology assessment, especially as it 
applied to health care. Arnstein later served for ten years as the Executive Director of the American Association 
of Colleges of Osteopathic Medicine (AACOM) from 1987 to  1997. 

Concern with the way in which not only citizens at the neighborhood level, but also governmental and non-
governmental stakeholders of all kinds can best participate in decision-making has spawned a literature on 
collaborative urban planning. Increasing the engagement of citizens – particularly young people and people who 
have not previously been involved in decision-making – has led to a lively movement and substantial literature on 
civic  engagement. 

Leading theoretical books on citizen participation, collaborative planning, and civic engagement include Patsy 
Healey, Collaborative Planning: Shaping Places in Fragmented Societies (Vancouver: University of British 
Columbia Press, 1997), Thomas Ehrlich, Public Policymaking in a Democratic Society: A Guide to Civic 
Engagement (Armonk: M.E. Sharpe, 2002), John F. Forester, The Deliberative Practitioner: Encouraging 
Participatory Planning Processes (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1999) and Judith Innes and David Booher, 
Planning with Complexity: An Introduction to Collaborative Rationality for Public Policy (London and New York: 
Routledge. 2011). 

Other books on citizen participation in urban planning and programs include Anja Röcke, Framing Citizen 
Participation: Participatory Budgeting in France, Germany and the United Kingdom (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014), Hindy Lauer Schachter and Kaifeng Yang, The State of Citizen Participation in America 
(Charlotte: Information Age Publishing, 2012), Janet Newman and Evelina Hendrika Tonkens (eds.), Participation, 
Responsibility and Choice: Summoning the Active Citizen in Western European Welfare States (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2012), Graham Smith, Democratic Innovations: Designing Institutions for Citizen 
Participation (Cambridge and New York. Cambridge University Press, 2009), Joan DeBardeleben and Jon H. 
Pammett (eds.), Activating the Citizen: Dilemmas of Participation in Europe and Canada (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2009), Andrea Cornwall and Vera Schatten Coelho (eds.), Spaces for Change? The Politics of 
Citizen Participation in New Democratic Arenas (London: Zed Books, 2007), Cliff Zain, Scott Keeter, Molly 
Andolina, Krista Jenkins, and Michael X. Delli Carpini, A New Engagement? Political Participation, Civic Life, and 
the Changing American Citizen (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), and Thomas Zitel and Ditmar Fuchs, 
Participatory Democracy and Political Participation: Can Democracy Reform Bring Citizens Back In? (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2006). 

Peter Marris and Martin Rein’s classic Dilemmas of Social Reform, 2nd edn (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1982) describes community-based urban programs and articulates a philosophy of social change that 
influenced US urban policy in the 1960s including devolution of funding and program control to citizen groups 
during the US War on Poverty in the late 1960s. Two very different views on the US War on Poverty are Sar 
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The idea of  citizen participation is a little like eating 
spinach: no one is against it in principle because it is 
good for you. Participation of  the governed in their 
government is, in theory, the cornerstone of  democracy 
– a revered idea that is vigorously applauded by 
virtually everyone. The applause is reduced to polite 
handclaps, however, when this principle is advocated 
by the have-not blacks, Mexican Americans, Puerto 
Ricans, Indians, Eskimos, and whites. And when the 
have-nots define participation as redistribution of  
power, the American consensus on the fundamental 
principle explodes into many shades of  outright racial, 
ethnic, ideological, and political opposition.

There have been many recent speeches, articles, 
and books which explore in detail who are the have-nots 
of  our time. There has been much recent documentation 
of  why the have-nots have become so offended and 
embittered by their powerlessness to deal with the 
profound inequities and injustices pervading their daily 
lives. But there has been very little analysis of  the 
content of  the current controversial slogan: “citizen 
participation” or “maximum feasible participation.” In 
short: What is citizen participation and what is its 
relationship to the social imperatives of  our time?

Citizen participation is citizen power

Because the question has been a bone of  political 
contention, most of  the answers have been purposely 
buried in innocuous euphemisms like “self-help” or 
“citizen involvement.” Still others have been embelli- 
shed with misleading rhetoric like “absolute control” 
which is something no one – including the President 
of  the United States – has or can have. Between 
understated euphemisms and exacerbated rhetoric, 
even scholars have found it difficult to follow the 
controversy. To the headline reading public, it is simply 
bewildering.

My answer to the critical what question is simply 
that citizen participation is a categorical term for 
citizen power. It is the redistribution of  power that 

enables the have-not citizens, presently excluded  
from the political and economic processes, to be deli- 
berately included in the future. It is the strategy by 
which the have-nots join in determining how infor- 
mation is shared, goals and policies are set, tax 
resources are allocated, programs are operated, and 
benefits like contracts and patronage are parceled out. 
In short, it is the means by which they can induce 
significant social reform which enables them to share 
in the benefits of  the affluent society.

eMPTy ReFUSaL VeRSUS BeNeFiT

There is a critical difference between going through 
the empty ritual of  participation and having the real 
power needed to affect the outcome of  the process. 
This difference is brilliantly capsulized in a poster 
painted last spring [1968] by the French students to 
explain the student-worker rebellion. (See Figure 1.) 
The poster highlights the fundamental point that 
participation without redistribution of  power is an 
empty and frustrating process for the powerless. It 
allows the powerholders to claim that all sides were 
considered, but makes it possible for only some of  
those sides to benefit. It maintains the status quo. 
Essentially, it is what has been happening in most of  
the 1,000 Community Action Programs, and what 
promises to be repeated in the vast majority of  the 
150 Model Cities programs.

Types of participation and 
“nonparticipation”

A typology of  eight levels of  participation may help in 
analysis of  this confused issue. For illustrative pur- 
poses the eight types are arranged in a ladder pattern 
with each rung corresponding to the extent of  citizens’ 
power in determining the end product. (See Figure 2.)

The bottom rungs of  the ladder are (1) Manipulation 
and (2) Therapy. These two rungs describe levels of  

Levitan’s sympathetic The Great Society’s Poor Law (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1969), and 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s highly critical Maximum Feasible Misunderstanding (New York: Free Press, 1969). 
The US Model Cities program, its antecedents, and the initial phase of the successor Community Development 
Block Grant program are discussed in Bernard J. Frieden and Marshal Kaplan, The Politics of Neglect: Urban 
Aid from Model Cities to Revenue Sharing (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1975). 
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“nonparticipation” that have been contrived by some 
to substitute for genuine participation. Their real 
objective is not to enable people to participate in plan- 
ning or conducting programs, but to enable power- 
holders to “educate” or “cure” the participants. Rungs 
3 and 4 progress to levels of  “tokenism” that allow the 
have-nots to hear and to have a voice: (3) Informing 
and (4) Consultation. When they are proffered by 
powerholders as the total extent of  participation, 
citizens may indeed hear and be heard. But under 
these conditions they lack the power to insure that 
their views will be heeded by the powerful. When 
participation is restricted to these levels, there is no 
follow-through, no “muscle,” hence no assurance of  
changing the status quo. Rung (5) Placation is simply a 
higher level tokenism because the groundrules allow 
have-nots to advise, but retain for the powerholders 
the continued right to decide.

Further up the ladder are levels of  citizen power 
with increasing degrees of  decision-making clout. 
Citizens can enter into a (6) Partnership that enables 
them to negotiate and engage in trade-offs with 

traditional power holders. At the topmost rungs,  
(7) Delegated Power and (8) Citizen Control, have-not 
citizens obtain the majority of  decision-making seats, 
or full managerial power.

Obviously, the eight-rung ladder is a simplification, 
but it helps to illustrate the point that so many have 
missed – that there are significant gradations of  citizen 
participation. Knowing these gradations makes it 
possible to cut through the hyperbole to understand 
the increasingly strident demands for participation 
from the have-nots as well as the gamut of  confusing 
responses from the powerholders.

Though the typology uses examples from federal 
programs such as urban renewal, anti-poverty, and 
Model Cities, it could just as easily be illustrated in the 
church, currently facing demands for power from 
priests and laymen who seek to change its mission; 
colleges and universities which in some cases have 
become literal battlegrounds over the issue of  student 
power; or public schools, city halls, and police depart- 
ments (or big business which is likely to be next on the 

Figure 1 French student poster. In English, “I participate, 
you participate, he participates, we participate, you partici-
pate . . . they profit

Figure 2 Eight rungs on the ladder of  citizen participation
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expanding list of  targets). The underlying issues are 
essentially the same – “nobodies” in several arenas are 
trying to become “somebodies” with enough power to 
make the target institutions responsive to their views, 
aspirations, and needs.

LiMiTaTiONS OF The TyPOLOGy

The ladder juxtaposes powerless citizens with the 
powerful in order to highlight the fundamental divi- 
sions between them. In actuality, neither the have-nots 
nor the powerholders are homogeneous blocs. Each 
group encompasses a host of  divergent points of  
view, significant cleavages, competing vested interests, 
and splintered subgroups. The justification for using 
such simplistic abstractions is that in most cases the 
have-nots really do perceive the powerful as a 
monolithic “system,” and powerholders actually do 
view the have-nots as a sea of  “those people,” with 
little comprehension of  the class and caste differences 
among them.

It should be noted that the typology does not 
include an analysis of  the most significant road- 
blocks to achieving genuine levels of  participation. 
These roadblocks lie on both sides of  the simplistic 
fence. On the powerholders’ side, they include racism, 
paternalism, and resistance to power redistribution. 
On the have-nots’ side, they include inadequacies of  
the poor community’s political socioeconomic infra- 
structure and knowledge-base, plus difficulties of  
organizing a representative and accountable citizens’ 
group in the face of  futility, alienation, and distrust.

Another caution about the eight separate rungs  
on the ladder: In the real world of  people and 
programs, there might be 150 rungs with less sharp 
and “pure” distinctions among them. Furthermore, 
some of  the characteristics used to illustrate each of  
the eight types might be applicable to other rungs.  
For example, employment of  the have-nots in a 
program or on a planning staff  could occur at any of  
the eight rungs and could represent either a legiti- 
mate or illegitimate characteristic of  citizen participa- 
tion. Depending on their motives, powerholders  
can hire poor people to coopt them, to placate them, 
or to utilize the have-nots’ special skills and insights. 
Some mayors, in private, actually boast of  their 
strategy in hiring militant black leaders to muzzle 
them while destroying their credibility in the black 
community.

Characteristics and illustrations

It is in this context of  power and powerlessness that 
the characteristics of  the eight rungs are illustrated by 
examples from current federal social programs.

1. MaNiPULaTiON

In the name of  citizen participation, people are placed 
on rubberstamp advisory committees or advisory 
boards for the express purpose of  “educating” them 
or engineering their support. Instead of  genuine 
citizen participation, the bottom rung of  the ladder 
signifies the distortion of  participation into a public 
relations vehicle by powerholders.

This illusory form of  “participation” initially came 
into vogue with urban renewal when the socially elite 
were invited by city housing officials to serve on 
Citizen Advisory Committees (CACs). Another target 
of  manipulation were the CAC subcommittees on 
minority groups, which in theory were to protect the 
rights of  Negroes in the renewal program. In practice, 
these subcommittees, like their parent CACs, func- 
tioned mostly as letterheads, trotted forward at 
appropriate times to promote urban renewal plans (in 
recent years known as Negro removal plans).

At meetings of  the Citizen Advisory Committees, it 
was the officials who educated, persuaded, and 
advised the citizens, not the reverse. Federal guidelines 
for the renewal programs legitimized the manipula- 
tive agenda by emphasizing the terms “information-
gathering,” public relations,” and “support” as the 
explicit functions of  the committees.

This style of  nonparticipation has since been 
applied to other programs encompassing the poor. 
Examples of  this are seen in Community Action 
Agencies (CAAs) which have created structures called 
“neighborhood councils” or “neighborhood advisory 
groups.” These bodies frequently have no legitimate 
function or power. The CAAs use them to “prove” that 
“grass-roots people” are involved in the program.  
But the program may not have been discussed with 
“the people.” Or it may have been described at a 
meeting in the most general terms; “We need your 
signatures on this proposal for a multiservice center 
which will house, under one roof, doctors from  
the health department, workers from the welfare 
department, and specialists from the employment 
service.”
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The signatories are not informed that the $2 
million-per-year center will only refer residents to the 
same old waiting lines at the same old agencies across 
town. No one is asked if  such a referral center is really 
needed in his neighborhood. No one realizes that the 
contractor for the building is the mayor’s brother-in-
law, or that the new director of  the center will be the 
same old community organization specialist from the 
urban renewal agency.

After signing their names, the proud grassrooters 
dutifully spread the word that they have “partici- 
pated” in bringing a new and wonderful center to  
the neighborhood to provide people with drastically 
needed jobs and health and welfare services. Only 
after the ribbon-cutting ceremony do the members of  
the neighborhood council realize that they didn’t ask 
the important questions, and that they had no technical 
advisors of  their own to help them grasp the fine legal 
print. The new center, which is open 9 to 5 on 
weekdays only, actually adds to their problems. Now 
the old agencies across town won’t talk with them 
unless they have a pink paper slip to prove that they 
have been referred by “their” shiny new neighborhood 
center.

Unfortunately, this chicanery is not a unique 
example. Instead it is almost typical of  what has been 
perpetrated in the name of  high-sounding rhetoric like 
“grassroots participation.” This sham lies at the heart 
of  the deep-seated exasperation and hostility of  the 
have-nots toward the powerholders.

One hopeful note is that, having been so grossly 
affronted, some citizens have learned the Mickey 
Mouse game, and now they too know how to play. As 
a result of  this knowledge, they are demanding 
genuine levels of  participation to assure them that 
public programs are relevant to their needs and 
responsive to their priorities.

2. TheRaPy

In some respects group therapy, masked as citizen 
participation, should be on the lowest rung of  the 
ladder because it is both dishonest and arrogant. Its 
administrators – mental health experts from social 
workers to psychiatrists – assume that powerlessness 
is synonymous with mental illness. On this assumption, 
under a masquerade of  involving citizens in planning, 
the experts subject the citizens to clinical group 
therapy. What makes this form of  “participation” so 

invidious is that citizens are engaged in extensive 
activity, but the focus of  it is on curing them of  their 
“pathology” rather than changing the racism and 
victimization that create their “pathologies.”

Consider an incident that occurred in Pennsylvania 
less than one year ago. When a father took his seriously 
ill baby to the emergency clinic of  a local hospital, a 
young resident physician on duty instructed him to 
take the baby home and feed it sugar water. The baby 
died that afternoon of  pneumonia and dehydration. 
The overwrought father complained to the board of  
the local Community Action Agency. Instead of  
launching an investigation of  the hospital to determine 
what changes would prevent similar deaths or other 
forms of  malpractice, the board invited the father to 
attend the CAA’s (therapy) child-care sessions for 
parents, and promised him that someone would 
“telephone the hospital director to see that it never 
happens again.”

Less dramatic, but more common examples of  
therapy, masquerading as citizen participation, may be 
seen in public housing programs where tenant groups 
are used as vehicles for promoting control-your-child 
or cleanup campaigns. The tenants are brought 
together to help them “adjust their values and attitudes 
to those of  the larger society.” Under these ground 
rules, they are diverted from dealing with such 
important matters as: arbitrary evictions; segregation 
of  the housing project; or why there is a three-month 
time lapse to get a broken window replaced in winter.

The complexity of  the concept of  mental illness in 
our time can be seen in the experiences of  student/
civil rights workers facing guns, whips, and other forms 
of  terror in the South. They needed the help of  socially 
attuned psychiatrists to deal with their fears and to 
avoid paranoia.

3. iNFORMiNG

Informing citizens of  their rights, responsibilities, and 
options can be the most important first step toward 
legitimate citizen participation. However, too fre-
quently the emphasis is placed on a one-way flow of  
information – from officials to citizens – with no 
channel provided for feedback and no power for nego-
tiation. Under these conditions, particularly when 
information is provided at a late stage in planning, 
people have little opportunity to influence the program 
designed “for their benefit.” The most frequent tools 
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used for such one-way communication are the news 
media, pamphlets, posters, and responses to inquiries.

Meetings can also be turned into vehicles for 
one-way communication by the simple device of  pro- 
viding superficial information, discouraging questions, 
or giving irrelevant answers. At a recent Model Cities 
citizen planning meeting in Providence, Rhode Island, 
the topic was “tot-lots.” A group of  elected citizen 
representatives, almost all of  whom were attending 
three to five meetings a week, devoted an hour to a 
discussion of  the placement of  six tot-lots. The 
neighborhood is half  black, half  white. Several of  the 
black representatives noted that four tot-lots were 
proposed for the white district and only two for the 
black. The city official responded with a lengthy, highly 
technical explanation about costs per square foot and 
available property. It was clear that most of  the 
residents did not understand his explanation. And it 
was clear to observers from the Office of  Economic 
Opportunity that other options did exist which, 
considering available funds, would have brought about 
a more equitable distribution of  facilities. Intimidated 
by futility, legalistic jargon, and prestige of  the official, 
the citizens accepted the “information” and endorsed 
the agency’s proposal to place four lots in the white 
neighborhood.

4. CONSULTaTiON

Inviting citizens’ opinions, like informing them, can be 
a legitimate step toward their full participation. But if  
consulting them is not combined with other modes of  
participation, this rung of  the ladder is still a sham 
since it offers no assurance that citizen concerns and 
ideas will be taken into account. The most frequent 
methods used for consulting people are attitude 
surveys, neighborhood meetings, and public hearings.

When powerholders restrict the input of  citizens’ 
ideas solely to this level, participation remains just a 
window-dressing ritual. People are primarily perceived 
as statistical abstractions, and participation is mea- 
sured by how many come to meetings, take brochures 
home, or answer a questionnaire. What citizens 
achieve in all this activity is that they have “participated 
in participation.” And what powerholders achieve is 
the evidence that they have gone through the required 
motions of  involving “those people.”

Attitude surveys have become a particular bone of  
contention in ghetto neighborhoods. Residents are 

increasingly unhappy about the number of  times per 
week they are surveyed about their problems and 
hopes. As one woman put it: “Nothing ever happens 
with those damned questions, except the surveyor 
gets $3 an hour, and my washing doesn’t get done that 
day.” In some communities, residents are so annoyed 
that they are demanding a fee for research interviews.

Attitude surveys are not very valid indicators of  
community opinion when used without other input 
from citizens. Survey after survey (paid for out of  anti-
poverty funds) has “documented” that poor house- 
wives most want tot-lots in their neighborhood where 
young children can play safely. But most of  the women 
answered these questionnaires without knowing what 
their options were. They assumed that if  they asked 
for something small, they might just get something 
useful in the neighborhood. Had the mothers known 
that a free prepaid health insurance plan was a possible 
option, they might not have put tot-lots so high on 
their wish lists.

A classic misuse of  the consultation rung occurred 
at a New Haven, Connecticut, community meeting 
held to consult citizens on a proposed Model Cities 
grant. James V. Cunningham, in an unpublished report 
to the Ford Foundation, described the crowd as large 
and mostly hostile:

Members of  The Hill Parents Association demanded 
to know why residents had not participated in drawing 
up the proposal. CAA director Spitz explained that it 
was merely a proposal for seeking Federal planning 
funds – that once funds were obtained, residents 
would be deeply involved in the planning. An outside 
observer who sat in the audience described the 
meeting this way:

“Spitz and Mel Adams ran the meeting on their 
own. No representatives of  a Hill group moderated or 
even sat on the stage. Spitz told the 300 residents that 
this huge meeting was an example of  ‘participation in 
planning.’ To prove this, since there was a lot of  
dissatisfaction in the audience, he called for a ‘vote’ on 
each component of  the proposal. The vote took this 
form: ‘Can I see the hands of  all those in favor of  a 
health clinic? All those opposed?’ It was a little like 
asking who favors motherhood.”

It was a combination of  the deep suspicion aroused at 
this meeting and a long history of  similar forms of  
“window-dressing participation” that led New Haven 
residents to demand control of  the program.
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By way of  contrast, it is useful to look at Denver 
where technicians learned that even the best inten- 
tioned among them are often unfamiliar with, and 
even insensitive to, the problems and aspirations of  
the poor. The technical director of  the Model Cities 
program has described the way professional planners 
assumed that the residents, victimized by high-priced 
local storekeepers, “badly needed consumer educa- 
tion.” The residents, on the other hand, pointed out 
that the local storekeepers performed a valuable 
function. Although they overcharged, they also gave 
credit, offered advice, and frequently were the only 
neighborhood place to cash welfare or salary checks. 
As a result of  this consultation, technicians and 
residents agreed to substitute the creation of  needed 
credit institutions in the neighborhood for a consumer 
education program.

5. PLaCaTiON

It is at this level that citizens begin to have some 
degree of  influence though tokenism is still apparent. 
An example of  placation strategy is to place a few 
hand-picked “worthy” poor on boards of  Community 
Action Agencies or on public bodies like the board of  
education, police commission, or housing authority. If  
they are not accountable to a constituency in the 
community and if  the traditional power elite hold the 
majority of  seats, the have-nots can be easily outvoted 
and outfoxed. Another example is the Model Cities 
advisory and planning committees. They allow 
citizens to advise or plan ad infinitum but retain for 
powerholders the right to judge the legitimacy or 
feasibility of  the advice. The degree to which citizens 
are actually placated, of  course, depends largely on 
two factors: the quality of  technical assistance they 
have in articulating their priorities; and the extent to 
which the community has been organized to press for 
those priorities.

It is not surprising that the level of  citizen parti- 
cipation in the vast majority of  Model Cities programs 
is at the placation rung of  the ladder or below. Policy-
makers at the Department of  Housing and Urban 
Development (HUD) were determined to return the 
genie of  citizen power to the bottle from which it  
had escaped (in a few cities) as a result of  the provi- 
sion stipulating “maximum feasible participation” in 
poverty programs. Therefore, HUD channeled its 
physical-social-economic rejuvenation approach for 

blighted neighborhoods through city hall. It drafted 
legislation requiring that all Model Cities’ money flow 
to a local City Demonstration Agency (CDA) through 
the elected city council. As enacted by Congress, this 
gave local city councils final veto power over planning 
and programming and ruled out any direct funding 
relationship between community groups and HUD.

HUD required the CDAs to create coalition, policy-
making boards that would include necessary local 
powerholders to create a comprehensive physical-
social plan during the first year. The plan was to be 
carried out in a subsequent five-year action phase. 
HUD, unlike OEO, did not require that have-not 
citizens be included on the CDA decision-making 
boards. HUD’s Performance Standards for Citizen 
Participation only demanded that “citizens have clear 
and direct access to the decision-making process.”

Accordingly, the CDAs structured their policy- 
making boards to include some combination of  elected 
officials; school representatives; housing, health, and 
welfare officials; employment and police department 
representatives; and various civic, labor, and business 
leaders. Some CDAs included citizens from the neigh-
borhood. Many mayors correctly interpreted the HUD 
provision for “access to the decision-making process” 
as the escape hatch they sought to relegate citizens to 
the traditional advisory role.

Most CDAs created residents’ advisory com- 
mittees. An alarmingly significant number created 
citizens’ policy boards and citizens’ policy committees 
which are totally misnamed as they have either no 
policy-making function or only a very limited authority. 
Almost every CDA created about a dozen planning 
committees or task forces on functional lines: health, 
welfare, education, housing, and unemployment. In 
most cases, have-not citizens were invited to serve on 
these committees along with technicians from relevant 
public agencies. Some CDAs, on the other hand, 
structured planning committees of  technicians and 
parallel committees of  citizens.

In most Model Cities programs, endless time has 
been spent fashioning complicated board, committee, 
and task force structures for the planning year. But the 
rights and responsibilities of  the various elements of  
those structures are not defined and are ambiguous. 
Such ambiguity is likely to cause considerable conflict 
at the end of  the one-year planning process. For at this 
point, citizens may realize that they have once again 
extensively “participated” but have not profited beyond 
the extent the powerholders decide to placate them.
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Results of  a staff  study (conducted in the summer 
of  1968 before the second round of  seventy-five  
planning grants were awarded) were released in a 
December 1968 HUD bulletin. Though this public 
document uses much more delicate and diplomatic 
language, it attests to the already cited criticisms of  
non-policy-making policy boards and ambiguous 
complicated structures, in addition to the following 
findings:

1. Most CDAs did not negotiate citizen participation 
requirements with residents.

2. Citizens, drawing on past negative experiences with 
local powerholders, were extremely suspicious of  
this new panacea program. They were legitimately 
distrustful of  city hall’s motives.

3. Most CDAs were not working with citizens’ groups 
that were genuinely representative of  model neigh-
borhoods and accountable to neighborhood con-
stituencies. As in so many of  the poverty programs, 
those who were involved were more representative 
of  the upwardly mobile working-class. Thus their 
acquiescence to plans prepared by city agencies 
was not likely to reflect the views of  the unem-
ployed, the young, the more militant residents, and 
the hard-core poor.

4. Residents who were participating in as many as 
three to five meetings per week were unaware of  
their minimum rights, responsibilities, and the 
options available to them under the program. For 
example, they did not realize that they were not 
required to accept technical help from city 
technicians they distrusted.

5. Most of  the technical assistance provided by CDAs 
and city agencies was of  third-rate quality, paternal-
istic, and condescending. Agency technicians did 
not suggest innovative options. They reacted 
bureaucratically when the residents pressed for 
innovative approaches. The vested interests of  the 
old-line city agencies were a major – albeit hidden 
– agenda.

6. Most CDAs were not engaged in planning that was 
comprehensive enough to expose and deal with  
the roots of  urban decay. They engaged in 
“meetingitis” and were supporting strategies that 
resulted in “projectitis,” the outcome of  which was 
a “laundry list” of  traditional programs to be 
conducted by traditional agencies in the traditional 
manner under which slums emerged in the first 
place.

7. Residents were not getting enough information 
from CDAs to enable them to review CDA devel-
oped plans or to initiate plans of  their own as 
required by HUD. At best, they were getting superfi-
cial information. At worst, they were not even 
getting copies of  official HUD materials.

8. Most residents were unaware of  their rights to be 
reimbursed for expenses incurred because of  par-
ticipation – babysitting, transportation costs, and so 
on. The training of  residents, which would enable 
them to understand the labyrinth of  the federal–
state–city systems and networks of  subsystems, 
was an item that most CDAs did not even consider.

These findings led to a new public interpretation of  
HUD’s approach to citizen participation. Though the 
requirements for the seventy-five “second-round” 
Model City grantees were not changed, HUD’s 
twenty-seven-page technical bulletin on citizen par-
ticipation repeatedly advocated that cities share 
power with residents. It also urged CDAs to experi-
ment with subcontracts under which the residents’ 
groups could hire their own trusted technicians.

A more recent evaluation was circulated in 
February 1969 by OSTI, a private firm that entered 
into a contract with OEO to provide technical assis-
tance and training to citizens involved in Model Cities 
programs in the north-east region of  the country. 
OSTI’s report to OEO corroborates the earlier study. 
In addition it states:

In practically no Model Cities structure does citizen 
participation mean truly shared decision-making, 
such that citizens might view themselves as “the 
partners in this program . . .”

In general, citizens are finding it impossible to have 
a significant impact on the comprehensive planning 
which is going on. In most cases the staff  planners of  
the CDA and the planners of  existing agencies are 
carrying out the actual planning with citizens having a 
peripheral role of  watchdog and, ultimately, the 
“rubber stamp” of  the plan generated. In cases where 
citizens have the direct responsibility for generating 
program plans, the time period allowed and the 
independent technical resources being made available 
to them are not adequate to allow them to do anything 
more than generate very traditional approaches to the 
problems they are attempting to solve.

In general, little or no thought has been given to 
the means of  insuring continued citizen participation 
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during the stage of  implementation. In most cases, 
traditional agencies are envisaged as the implemen- 
tors of  Model Cities programs and few mechanisms 
have been developed for encouraging organizational 
change or change in the method of  program delivery 
within these agencies or for insuring that citizens will 
have some influence over these agencies as they 
implement Model Cities programs . . . By and large, 
people are once again being planned for. In most 
situations the major planning decisions are being 
made by CDA staff  and approved in a formalistic way 
by policy boards.

6. PaRTNeRShiP

At this rung of  the ladder, power is in fact redistri- 
buted through negotiation between citizens and  
powerholders. They agree to share planning and deci-
sion-making responsibilities through such structures 
as joint policy boards, planning committees, and 
mechanisms for resolving impasses. After the ground- 
rules have been established through some form  
of  give-and-take, they are not subject to unilateral 
change.

Partnership can work most effectively when there 
is an organized power-base in the community to which 
the citizen leaders are accountable; when the citizens’ 
group has the financial resources to pay its leaders 
reasonable honoraria for their time-consuming efforts; 
and when the group has the resources to hire (and fire) 
its own technicians, lawyers, and community orga- 
nizers. With these ingredients, citizens have some 
genuine bargaining influence over the outcome of  the 
plan (as long as both parties find it useful to maintain 
the partnership). One community leader described  
it “like coming to city hall with hat on head instead of  
in hand.”

In the Model Cities program only about fifteen of  
the so-called first generation of  seventy-five cities 
have reached some significant degree of  power-
sharing with residents. In all but one of  those cities, it 
was angry citizen demands, rather than city initiative, 
that led to the negotiated sharing of  power. The 
negotiations were triggered by citizens who had been 
enraged by previous forms of  alleged participation. 
They were both angry and sophisticated enough to 
refuse to be “conned” again. They threatened to 
oppose the awarding of  a planning grant to the city. 
They sent delegations to HUD in Washington. They 

used abrasive language. Negotiation took place under 
a cloud of  suspicion and rancor.

In most cases where power has come to be shared 
it was taken by the citizens, not given by the city. There 
is nothing new about that process. Since those who 
have power normally want to hang onto it, historically 
it has had to be wrested by the powerless rather than 
proffered by the powerful.

Such a working partnership was negotiated by the 
residents in the Philadelphia model neighborhood. 
Like most applicants for a Model Cities grant, 
Philadelphia wrote its more than 400-page application 
and waved it at a hastily called meeting of  community 
leaders. When those present were asked for an 
endorsement, they angrily protested the city’s failure 
to consult them on preparation of  the extensive appli- 
cation. A community spokesman threatened to 
mobilize a neighborhood protest against the applica- 
tion unless the city agreed to give the citizens a couple 
of  weeks to review the application and recommend 
changes. The officials agreed.

At their next meeting, citizens handed the city  
officials a substitute citizen participation section that 
changed the groundrules from a weak citizens’ advi-
sory role to a strong shared power agreement. 
Philadelphia’s application to HUD included the citi-
zens’ substitution word for word. (It also included a 
new citizen prepared introductory chapter that 
changed the city’s description of  the model neighbor-
hood from a paternalistic description of  problems to a 
realistic analysis of  its strengths, weaknesses, and 
potentials.) Consequently, the proposed policy- 
making committee of  the Philadelphia CDA was 
revamped to give five out of  eleven seats to the resi-
dents’ organization, which is called the Area Wide 
Council (AWC). The AWC obtained a subcontract 
from the CDA for more than $20,000 per month, which 
it used to maintain the neighborhood organization, to 
pay citizen leaders $7 per meeting for their planning 
services, and to pay the salaries of  a staff  of  commu-
nity organizers, planners, and other technicians. AWC 
has the power to initiate plans of  its own, to engage in 
joint planning with CDA committees, and to review 
plans initiated by city agencies. It has a veto power in 
that no plans may be submitted by the CDA to the city 
council until they have been reviewed, and any differ-
ences of  opinion have been successfully negotiated 
with the AWC. Representatives of  the AWC (which is 
a federation of  neighborhood organizations grouped 
into sixteen neighborhood “hubs”) may attend all 
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meetings of  CDA task forces, planning committees, or 
sub-committees.

Though the city council has final veto power over 
the plan (by federal law), the AWC believes it has a 
neighborhood constituency that is strong enough to 
negotiate any eleventh-hour objections the city council 
might raise when it considers such AWC proposed 
innovations as an AWC Land Bank, an AWC Economic 
Development Corporation, and an experimental 
income maintenance program for 900 poor families.

7. deLeGaTed POweR

Negotiations between citizens and public officials can 
also result in citizens achieving dominant decision-
making authority over a particular plan or program. 
Model City policy boards or CAA delegate agencies 
on which citizens have a clear majority of  seats and 
genuine specified powers are typical examples. At this 
level, the ladder has been scaled to the point where 
citizens hold the significant cards to assure account- 
ability of  the program to them. To resolve differences, 
powerholders need to start the bargaining process 
rather than respond to pressure from the other end.

Such a dominant decision-making role has been 
attained by residents in a handful of  Model Cities 
including Cambridge, Massachusetts; Dayton and 
Columbus, Ohio; Minneapolis, Minnesota; St. Louis, 
Missouri; Hartford and New Haven, Connecticut; and 
Oakland, California.

In New Haven, residents of  the Hill neighborhood 
have created a corporation that has been delegated 
the power to prepare the entire Model Cities plan.  
The city, which received a $117,000 planning grant 
from HUD, has subcontracted $110,000 of  it to the 
neighborhood corporation to hire its own planning 
staff  and consultants. The Hill Neighborhood Cor- 
poration has eleven representatives on the twenty-
one-member CDA board which assures it a majority 
voice when its proposed plan is reviewed by the CDA.

Another model of  delegated power is separate and 
parallel groups of  citizens and powerholders, with pro-
vision for citizen veto if  differences of  opinion cannot 
be resolved through negotiation. This is a particularly 
interesting coexistence model for hostile citizen groups 
too embittered toward city hall – as a result of  past “col-
laborative efforts” – to engage in joint planning.

Since all Model Cities programs require approval 
by the city council before HUD will fund them, city 

councils have final veto powers even when citizens 
have the majority of  seats on the CDA Board. In 
Richmond, California, the city council agreed to a 
citizens’ counter-veto, but the details of  that agreement 
are ambiguous and have not been tested.

Various delegated power arrangements are also 
emerging in the Community Action Program as a 
result of  demands from the neighborhoods and OEO’s 
most recent instruction guidelines which urged CAAs 
“to exceed (the) basic requirements” for resident 
participation. In some cities, CAAs have issued 
subcontracts to resident dominated groups to plan 
and/or operate one or more decentralized neighbor- 
hood program components like a multipurpose 
service center or a Headstart program. These con- 
tracts usually include an agreed upon line-by-line 
budget and program specifications. They also usually 
include a specific statement of  the significant powers 
that have been delegated, for example: policy-making; 
hiring and firing; issuing subcontracts for building, 
buying, or leasing. (Some of  the subcontracts are so 
broad that they verge on models for citizen control.)

8. CiTiZeN CONTROL

Demands for community controlled schools, black 
control, and neighborhood control are on the increase. 
Though no one in the nation has absolute control, it is 
very important that the rhetoric not be confused with 
intent. People are simply demanding that degree of  
power (or control) which guarantees that participants 
or residents can govern a program or an institution, be 
in full charge of  policy and managerial aspects, and be 
able to negotiate the conditions under which 
“outsiders” may change them.

A neighborhood corporation with no intermedia- 
ries between it and the source of  funds is the model 
most frequently advocated. A small number of  such 
experimental corporations are already producing 
goods and/or social services. Several others are 
reportedly in the development stage, and new models 
for control will undoubtedly emerge as the have-nots 
continue to press for greater degrees of  power over 
their lives.

Though the bitter struggle for community control 
of  the Ocean Hill-Brownsville schools in New York 
City has aroused great fears in the headline reading 
public, less publicized experiments are demonstrating 
that the have-nots can indeed improve their lot by 
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handling the entire job of  planning, policy-making, 
and managing a program. Some are even demon- 
strating that they can do all this with just one arm 
because they are forced to use their other one to deal 
with a continuing barrage of  local opposition triggered 
by the announcement that a federal grant has been 
given to a community group or an all black group.

Most of  these experimental programs have been 
capitalized with research and demonstration funds 
from the Office of  Economic Opportunity in coopera- 
tion with other federal agencies. Examples include:

1. A $1.8 million grant was awarded to the Hough 
Area Development Corporation in Cleveland to 
plan economic development programs in the ghetto 
and to develop a series of  economic enterprises 
ranging from a novel combination shopping-center-
public-housing project to a loan guarantee program 
for local building contractors. The membership and 
board of  the nonprofit corporation is composed of  
leaders of  major community organizations in the 
black neighborhood.

2. Approximately $1 million ($595,751 for the second 
year) was awarded to the Southwest Alabama 
Farmers’ Cooperative Association (SWAFCA) in 
Selma, Alabama, for a ten-county marketing co- 
operative for food and livestock. Despite local 
attempts to intimidate the coop (which included the 
use of  force to stop trucks on the way to market) 
first year membership grew to 1,150 farmers who 
earned $52,000 on the sale of  their new crops. The 
elected coop board is composed of  two poor black 
farmers from each of  the ten economically 
depressed counties.

3. Approximately $600,000 ($300,000 in a supple- 
mental grant) was granted to the Albina Corporation 
and the Albina Investment Trust to create a black-
operated, black-owned manufacturing concern 
using inexperienced management and unskilled 
minority group personnel from the Albina district. 
The profitmaking wool and metal fabrication plant 
will be owned by its employees through a deferred 
compensation trust plan.

4. Approximately $800,000 ($400,000 for the second 
year) was awarded to the Harlem Commonwealth 
Council to demonstrate that a community-based 
development corporation can catalyze and imple- 
ment an economic development program with 
broad community support and participation. After 
only eighteen months of  program development and 

negotiation, the council will soon launch several 
large-scale ventures including operation of  two 
supermarkets, an auto service and repair center 
(with built-in manpower training program), a finance 
company for families earning less than $4,000 per 
year, and a data processing company. The all black 
Harlem-based board is already managing a metal 
castings foundry.

Though several citizen groups (and their mayors) 
use the rhetoric of  citizen control, no Model City can 
meet the criteria of  citizen control since final approval 
power and accountability rest with the city council.

Daniel P. Moynihan argues that city councils are 
representative of  the community, but Adam Walinsky 
illustrates the nonrepresentativeness of  this kind of  
representation:

Who . . . exercises “control” through the representative 
process? In the Bedford-Stuyvesant ghetto of  New 
York there are 450,000 people – as many as in the 
entire city of  Cincinnati, more than in the entire state 
of  Vermont. Yet the area has only one high school, 
and 80 per cent of  its teenagers are dropouts; the 
infant mortality rate is twice the national average; 
there are over 8000 buildings abandoned by everyone 
but the rats, yet the area received not one dollar of  
urban renewal funds during the entire first 15 years of  
that program’s operation; the unemployment rate is 
known only to God.

Clearly, Bedford-Stuyvesant has some special 
needs; yet it has always been lost in the midst of  the 
city’s eight million. In fact, it took a lawsuit to win for 
this vast area, in the year 1968, its first Congressman. 
In what sense can the representative system be said to 
have “spoken for” this community, during the long 
years of  neglect and decay?

Walinsky’s point on Bedford-Stuyvesant has 
general applicability to the ghettos from coast to 
coast. It is therefore likely that in those ghettos where 
residents have achieved a significant degree of  power 
in the Model Cities planning process, the first-year 
action plans will call for the creation of  some new 
community institutions entirely governed by residents 
with a specified sum of  money contracted to them. If  
the groundrules for these programs are clear and if  
citizens understand that achieving a genuine place in 
the pluralistic scene subjects them to its legitimate 
forms of  give-and-take, then these kinds of  programs 
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might begin to demonstrate how to counteract the 
various corrosive political and socioeconomic forces 
that plague the poor.

In cities likely to become predominantly black 
through population growth, it is unlikely that strident 
citizens’ groups like AWC of  Philadelphia will 
eventually demand legal power for neighborhood self-
government. Their grand design is more likely to call 
for a black city achieved by the elective process. In 
cities destined to remain predominantly white for the 
foreseeable future, it is quite likely that counterpart 
groups to AWC will press for separatist forms of  
neighborhood government that can create and control 
decentralized public services such as police protec- 
tion, education systems, and health facilities. Much 
may depend on the willingness of  city governments  
to entertain demands for resource allocation weighted 

in favor of  the poor, reversing gross imbalances of   
the past.

Among the arguments against community control 
are: it supports separatism; it creates balkanization  
of  public services; it is more costly and less efficient;  
it enables minority group “hustlers” to be just as 
opportunistic and disdainful of  the have-nots as their 
white predecessors; it is incompatible with merit 
systems and professionalism; and ironically enough,  
it can turn out to be a new Mickey Mouse game for  
the have-nots by allowing them to gain control but  
not allowing them sufficient dollar resources to 
succeed. These arguments are not to be taken lightly. 
But neither can we take lightly the arguments of  
embittered advocates of  community control – that 
every other means of  trying to end their victimization 
has failed!



“The City as a Growth  
Machine: Towards a  
Political economy of Place”
American Journal of Sociology (1976) 

Harvey  Molotch 

ediTOR’S  iNTROdUCTiON 

What is the driving ideology behind the plans and policies of most cities and regions? What stakeholder groups 
wield most influence in pushing city agendas? How legitimate are arguments in favor of economic growth in 
cities? These are the important topics that New York University sociology professor Harvey Molotch addresses 
in this  selection. 

Like elitist, pluralist, and regime theorists, Molotch concludes that local politics require coalition-building. 
Individuals and small groups at the local level have a variety of different goals. For some reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions, getting affordable housing built, empowering women, providing jobs for Hispanics, renewing the 
central business district (CBD), reducing property taxes, or getting a new convention center built will be their 
main concern. But acting alone individuals and small specialized interest groups can rarely muster enough votes 
to get local government to respond to their priorities. Accordingly coalitions form around higher-level goals. 
Liberal individuals and groups that favor reducing greenhouse gas emissions, getting affordable housing built, 
empowering women, or providing jobs for Hispanics might band together to elect a liberal city councilperson 
who will pursue all of these goals. Similarly, conservative individuals and groups whose priorities are renewing 
the central business district (CBD), reducing property taxes, and getting a new convention center built might 
band together to elect a conservative city councilperson who will pursue all of their goals. Environmentalists in 
the liberal coalition will likely have different values than their feminist or civil rights oriented partners, but if they 
compromise and work together to achieve their overall liberal agenda then everyone in the coalition may benefit. 
Some conservatives care a great deal about reducing taxes and not much about getting a new convention center 
built. But they know that if they partner with people whose top priority is the convention center they are more likely 
to get the votes needed to reduce local  taxes. 

Based on his examination of local politics, Molotch concluded that not all local coalitions have equal power. He 
concluded that one type of coalition was overwhelmingly dominant: coalitions of organizations and individuals that 
believe growth is the most important local priority. Molotch’s article was written in the United States in 1976 when 
the United States had gone through a period of economic prosperity and massive urban development since the end 
of World War II. Since that time, movements that value managed growth, environmental protection, livability, and the 
quality of life have eroded some of the power of pro-development interests. As Timothy Beatley (p. 492) and Peter 
Calthorpe (p. 511) describe, support for sustainable urban development and development that will reduce climate 
change is growing. Even China, which put development above all else after the beginning of reform and opening to 
the world in 1978, has recognized the terrible toll unrestrained development has on air and water pollution, loss of 
farmland, and degradation of the environment and is developing a new concern to remediate the effects of recent 
excesses and focus more on sustainability and quality of life concerns as they continue to  urbanize. 
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Lord Bryce – a British ambassador to the United States in the late nineteenth century – coined the term 
“machine” to refer to the efficient organizations Irish and other ethnic groups created to mobilize voters, win 
elections, and then distribute patronage and jobs to their constituencies. Referring back to the ethnic machine 
politics of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, Molotch terms the economic development-oriented 
coalitions that dominated local government decision-making in the United States at the time he wrote his article 
and still dominate decision-making in the United States and almost everywhere else in the world “growth 
machines.” Unlike the earlier city political machines, their constituents are not low-income immigrants and their 
agendas are not distribution of jobs, social welfare benefits, and patronage. Rather, Molotch argues, growth 
machines consist of business leaders, civic boosters, property owners, investors in local-oriented financial 
institutions, and their allies. Their goal is to promote economic growth in the city and region where they operate. 
Members of the growth machine see the main objective of expenditure of public funds, regulation of land use, 
and other government action as promotion of growth. Thus, given a choice between spending local own-source 
property tax revenue on a women’s center or a one-stop office where potential investors can learn about business 
opportunities in the city, members of the growth coalition would fund the one-stop  office. 

Members of a growth machine may have different priorities from each other. For example, executives for a 
large department store may want the local growth machine to spend property tax revenue on a new municipal 
parking structure near their store, while the city’s largest bank might like to see them borrow money from banks 
to underwrite a new downtown. A third member of the same growth coalition might want money spent to sweeten 
an urban renewal deal. But all members of the growth machine want to foster a good business climate that 
retains and attracts  business. 

Molotch notes that members of growth machines do not see their vision as selfish and self-serving. They 
believe that growth is good for everyone in the community. In their view, growth will make it possible to reduce 
local property tax rates and will generate increased property tax revenue that can be used to improve schools, 
libraries, parks, and other amenities. They believe growth is necessary to retain jobs that might otherwise 
disappear and create new and better-paying jobs so that city residents can find work. Lower unemployment will 
make it possible for the city to spend less on social welfare. And economic multiplier effects will help small 
businesses employ more people and provide more goods and services. Myron Orfield’s discussion of 
metropolitics (p. 338) deals with many of these concerns. Orfield describes how important having a local  
tax base is to local government and the devastating effect loss of a tax base has on cities. Molotch  
questions these assumptions. His research suggests that tax rates in cities where growth machines have been 
successful stayed about the same as before. He does not believe that there is a direct link between economic 
growth and jobs. New stadium projects touted as magnets to help local business, for example, often turn out to 
be money  sinks. 

While US cities were overwhelmingly pro-growth in the mid-1970s, Molotch’s prediction that anti-growth 
sentiment would grow has proven prescient. While there were only a few effective anti-growth coalitions at the 
time that Molotch wrote this selection (located mainly in university towns), growth management is a dominant 
concern in many cities today – particularly in affluent, liberal communities in environmentally sensitive areas. 
Counter coalitions that oppose growth are now powerful forces in many cities. In Europe green urbanism – 
described by Timothy Beatley (p. 000) is an important force. As Beatley describes, green urbanism – unknown 
to most of the world at the time the Brundtland Commission published its report in 1987 (p. 404) is now widely 
incorporated into city planning. At least at a rhetorical level, many nations and many cities are now committed to 
plans and policies to reduce their carbon footprints, promote alternative energy sources, and make responsible 
stewardship of natural resources a priority over unquestioned  growth. 

Review Orfield’s description of metropolitan fiscal inequities (p. 338). Wouldn’t growth provide jobs and 
property tax revenue to the “at risk” communities Orfield, a liberal, wants to help? Contrast Molotch’s 
characterization of coalitions that support growth as similar to old-fashioned political machines that care little 
about the real interests of poor and working class people with Michael Porter’s views on the competitive 
advantage of the inner city (p. 314). Porter believes that helping indigenous entrepreneurs succeed is the best 
way to help the urban poor. Porter believes in many of the values Molotch describes as characteristic of growth 
machines, but argues that they can be used to help improve the lives of inner-city  residents. 
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Harvey Molotch holds a dual appointment at New York University as professor of Sociology, and Professor of 
Metropolitan Studies within the Department of Social and Cultural Analysis. He received a PhD in Sociology from 
the University of Chicago in 1968. Molotch taught at the University of California, Santa Barbara, from 1968 to 
2003. He has been a visiting professor at the State University of New York, Stonybrook, the University of Essex, 
the University of Lund, Sweden, University of Washington, and Northwestern University. In 1998–1999 he was 
Centennial Professor at the London School of Economics. He has also been a fellow of the Center for Advanced 
Studies at Stanford University and the Russell Sage Foundation. In addition to urban development and political 
economy, Molotch’s research interests have included studies of race (white flight), environmental degradation 
(an oil spill in Santa Barbara, California), media (journalist writings as the product of social structures), mechanisms 
of interactional inequalities, including human conversation (what gaps in conversation reveal about human 
interaction), and the sociology of architecture and design. His most recent books include studies on the way in 
which social structures produce material things, colloquially “where stuff comes from,” and how people respond 
to danger in public places, and toilets. In 2003 Molotch received a lifetime career achievement in urban and 
community scholarship award from the Urban and Community Studies Section of the American Sociological 
 Association. 

This selection – “The City as a Growth Machine: Towards a Political Economy of Place” – was published in 
The American Journal of Sociology (82, 1976), and is reprinted in Harvey Molotch, The City as a Growth 
Machine: Toward A Political Economy Of Place: A Summary of a Paper and Presentation (Portland: Portland 
State University Institute for Policy Studies, 1980). 

Molotch developed his ideas on the city as a growth machine in Urban Fortunes co-authored with John Logan 
(Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1987). Urban Fortunes won the Robert Ezra Park Award of the 
Urban and Community Sociology section of the American Sociological Association (ASA) as the best book of 
1987 and the ASA’s Distinguished Scholarly Contribution to Sociology Award in  1990. 

Molotch’s most recent books are an anthology co-edited with Laura Noren titled Toilet: Public Restrooms and 
the Politics of Sharing (New York: New York University, 2012) and Against Security: How We Go Wrong at 
Airports, Subways, and Other Sites of Ambiguous Danger (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012). 
His earlier books include: Managed Integration: Dilemmas of Doing Good in the City (Berkeley, CA: University 
of California Press, 1972) and Where Stuff Comes From: How Toasters, Toilets, Cars, Computers and Many 
Other Things Come to Be as They Are (New York and London: Routledge, 2003). 

Other books on growth machines include Andrew Jonas and David Wilson, The Urban Growth Machine: 
Critical Perspectives, Two Decades Later (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1999), David Wilson, The 
Urban Growth Machine (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2007), Barbara Ferman, Challenging  
the Growth Machine (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1996), Natalie McPherson, Machines and 
Economic Growth: The Implications for Growth Theory of the History of the Industrial Revolution (Santa 
Barbara: Greenwood Press, 1994), and John Mollenkopf, The Contested City (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1983). 

Conventional definitions of  “city,” “urban place,” or 
“metropolis” have led to conventional analyses of  
urban systems and urban-based social problems. 
Usually traceable to Wirth’s classic and highly plau- 
sible formulation of  “numbers, density and hetero- 
geneity,” there has been a continuing tendency, even in 
more recent formulations, e.g. to conceive of  place 
quite apart from a crucial dimension of  social struc- 
ture: power and social class hierarchy. Consequently, 
sociological research based on the traditional 
definitions of  what an urban place is has had very little 

relevance to the actual, day-to-day activities of  those 
at the top of  local power structure whose priorities set 
the limits within which decisions affecting land use, 
the public budget, and urban social life come to be 
made. It has not been very apparent from the 
scholarship of  urban social science that land, the basic 
stuff  of  place, is a market commodity providing 
wealth and power, and that some very important 
people consequently take a keen interest in it. Thus, 
although there are extensive literatures on community 
power as well as on how to define and conceptualize a 
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city or urban place, there are few notions available to 
link the two issues coherently, focusing on the urban 
settlement as a political economy.

This paper aims toward filling this need. I speculate 
that the political and economic essence of  virtually 
any given locality, in the present American context, is 
growth. I further argue that the desire for growth 
provides the key operative motivation toward con- 
sensus for members of  politically mobilized local 
elites, however split they might be on other issues, and 
that a common interest in growth is the overriding 
commonality among important people in a given 
locale – at least insofar as they have any important 
local goals at all. Further, this growth imperative is the 
most important constraint upon available options for 
local initiative in social and economic reform.

It is thus that I argue that the very essence of  a 
locality is its operation as a growth machine.

The clearest indication of  success at growth is a 
constantly rising urban-area population – a symptom 
of  a pattern ordinarily comprising an initial expansion 
of  basic industries followed by an expanded labor 
force, a rising scale of  retail and wholesale commerce, 
more far-flung and increasingly intensive land 
development, higher population density, and increased 
levels of  financial activity. Although throughout this 
paper I index growth by the variable population 
growth, it is this entire syndrome of  associated events 
that is meant by the general term “growth.” I argue 
that the means of  achieving this growth, of  setting off  
this chain of  phenomena, constitute the central issue 
for those serious people who care about their locality 
and who have the resources to make their caring felt 
as a political force. The city is, for those who count, a 
growth machine.

The hUMaN eCOLOGy: MaPS aS 
iNTeReST MOSaiCS

I have argued elsewhere that any given parcel of  land 
represents an interest and that any given locality is 
thus an aggregate of  land-based interests. That is, 
each landowner (or person who otherwise has some 
interest in the prospective use of  a given piece of  land) 
has in mind a certain future for that parcel which is 
linked somehow with his or her own well-being. If  
there is a simple ownership, the relationship is 
straightforward: to the degree to which the land’s 
profit potential is enhanced, one’s own wealth is 

increased. In other cases, the relationship may be 
more subtle: one has interest in an adjacent parcel, 
and if  a noxious use should appear, one’s own parcel 
may be harmed. More subtle still is the emergence of  
concern for an aggregate of  parcels: one sees that 
one’s future is bound to the future of  a larger area, that 
the future enjoyment of  financial benefit flowing from 
a given parcel will derive from the general future of  the 
proximate aggregate of  parcels. When this occurs, 
there is that “we feeling” which bespeaks of  com- 
munity. We need to see each geographical map – 
whether of  a small group of  land parcels, a whole city, 
a region, or a nation – not merely as a demarcation of  
legal, political, or topographical features, but as a 
mosaic of  competing land interests capable of  strate- 
gic coalition and action.

Each unit of  a community strives, at the expense 
of  the others, to enhance the land-use potential of  the 
parcels with which it is associated. Thus, for example, 
shopkeepers at both ends of  a block may compete 
with one another to determine in front of  which 
building the bus stop will be placed. Or, hotel owners 
on the north side of  a city may compete with those on 
the south to get a convention center built nearby. 
Likewise, area units fight over highway routes, airport 
locations, campus developments, defense contracts, 
traffic lights, one-way street designations, and park 
developments. The intensity of  group consciousness 
and activity waxes and wanes as opportunities for and 
challenges to the collective good rise and fall; but 
when these coalitions are of  sufficiently enduring 
quality, they constitute identifiable, ongoing commu- 
nities. Each member of  a community is simultaneously 
the member of  a number of  others; hence, commu- 
nities exist in a nested fashion (e.g., neighborhood 
within city, within region), with salience of  community 
level varying both over time and circumstance. 
Because of  this nested nature of  communities, 
subunits which are competitive with one another at 
one level (e.g., in an interblock dispute over where the 
bus stop should go) will be in coalition at a higher level 
(e.g., in an intercity rivalry over where the new port 
should go). Obviously, the anticipation of  potential 
coalition acts to constrain the intensity of  conflict at 
more local loci of  growth competition.

Hence, to the degree to which otherwise competing 
land-interest groups collude to achieve a common 
land-enhancement scheme, there is community – 
whether at the level of  a residential block club, a 
neighborhood association, a city or metropolitan 
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chamber of  commerce, a state development agency, 
or a regional association. Such aggregates, whether 
constituted formally or informally, whether govern- 
mental political institutions or voluntary associations, 
typically operate in the following way: an attempt is 
made to use government to gain those resources 
which will enhance the growth potential of  the area 
unit in question. Often, the governmental level where 
action is needed is at least one level higher than the 
community from which the activism springs. Thus, 
individual landowners aggregate to extract neighbor- 
hood gains from the city government; a cluster of  
cities may coalesce to have an effective impact on the 
state government, etc. Each locality, in striving to 
make these gains, is in competition with other localities 
because the degree of  growth, at least at any given 
moment, is finite. The scarcity of  developmental 
resources means that government becomes the arena 
in which land-use interest groups compete for public 
money and attempt to mold those decisions which 
will determine the land-use outcomes. Localities thus 
compete with one another to gain the preconditions of  
growth. Historically, U.S. cities were created and 
sustained largely through this process; it continues to 
be the significant dynamic of  contemporary local 
political economy and is critical to the allocation of  
public resources and the ordering of  local issue 
agendas.

Government decisions are not the only kinds of  
social activities which affect local growth chances; 
decisions made by private corporations also have 
major impact. When a national corporation decides 
to locate a branch plant in a given locale, it sets the 
conditions for the surrounding land-use pattern. But 
even here, government decisions are involved: plant-
location decisions are made with reference to such 
issues as labor costs, tax rates, and the costs of  
obtaining raw materials and transporting goods to 
markets. It is government decisions (at whatever level) 
that help determine the cost of  access to markets and 
raw materials. This is especially so in the present era 
of  raw material subsidies (e.g., the mineral depletion 
allowance) and reliance on government approved or 
subsidized air transport, highways, railways, pipelines, 
and port developments. Government decisions 
influence the cost of  overhead expenses (e.g., pollution 
abatement requirements, employee safety standards), 
and government decisions affect the costs of  labor 
through indirect manipulation of  unemployment rates, 
through the use of  police to constrain or enhance 

union organizing, and through the legislation and 
administration of  welfare laws.

Localities are generally mindful of  these govern- 
mental powers and, in addition to creating the sorts of  
physical conditions which can best serve industrial 
growth, also attempt to maintain the kind of  “business 
climate” that attracts industry: for example, favorable 
taxation, vocational training, law enforcement, and 
“good” labor relations. To promote growth, taxes 
should be “reasonable,” the police force should be 
oriented toward protection of  property, and overt 
social conflict should be minimized. Increased utility 
and government costs caused by new development 
should be borne (and they usually are) by the public at 
large, rather than by those responsible for the “excess” 
demand on the urban infrastructure. Virtually any 
issue of  a major business magazine is replete with ads 
from localities of  all types (including whole countries) 
trumpeting their virtues in just these terms to 
prospective industrial settlers. In addition, a key role 
of  elected and appointed officials becomes that of  
“ambassador” to industry, to communicate, usually 
with appropriate ceremony, these advantages to 
potential investors.

I aim to make the extreme statement that this 
organized effort to affect the outcome of  growth 
distribution is the essence of  local government as a 
dynamic political force. It is not the only function of  
government, but it is the key one and, ironically, the one 
most ignored. Growth is not, in the present analysis, 
merely one among a number of  equally important 
concerns of  political process. Among contemporary 
social scientists, perhaps only Murray Edelman has 
provided appropriate conceptual preparation for 
viewing government in such terms. Edelman contrasts 
two kinds of  politics. First there is the “symbolic” 
politics which comprises the “big issues” of  public 
morality and the symbolic reforms featured in the 
headlines and editorials of  the daily press. The other 
politics is the process through which goods and 
services actually come to be distributed in the society. 
Largely unseen, and relegated to negotiations within 
committees (when it occurs at all within a formal 
government body), this is the politics which determines 
who, in material terms, gets what, where, and how. This 
is the kind of  politics we must talk about at the local 
level: it is the politics of  distribution, and land is the 
crucial (but not the only) variable in this system.

The people who participate with their energies, 
and particularly their fortunes, in local affairs are the 



H A R V E Y   M O LOTC H 298

sort of  persons who – at least in vast disproportion to 
their representation in the population – have the most 
to gain or lose in land-use decisions. Prominent in 
terms of  numbers have long been the local business- 
men, particularly property owners and investors in 
locally oriented financial institutions, who need local 
government in their daily money-making routines. 
Also prominent are lawyers, syndicators, and realtors 
who need to put themselves in situations where they 
can be most useful to those with the land and property 
resources. Finally, there are those who, although not 
directly involved in land use, have their futures tied to 
growth of  the metropolis as a whole. At least, when 
the local market becomes saturated one of  the few 
possible avenues for business expansion is sometimes 
the expansion of  the surrounding community itself.

This is the general outline of  the coalition that 
actively generates the community “we feeling” (or 
perhaps more aptly, the “our feeling”) that comes to be 
an influence in the politics of  a given locality. It 
becomes manifest through a wide variety of  tech- 
niques. Government funds support “boosterism” of  
various sorts: the Chamber of  Commerce, locality-
promotion ads in business journals and travel 
publications, city-sponsored parade floats, and stadia 
and other forms of  support for professional sports 
teams carrying the locality name. The athletic teams 
in particular are an extraordinary mechanism for 
instilling a spirit of  civic jingoism regarding the “pro- 
gress” of  the locality. A stadium filled with thousands 
(joined by thousands more at home before the TV) 
screaming for Cleveland or Baltimore (or whatever) is 
a scene difficult to fashion otherwise. This enthusiasm 
can be drawn upon, with a glossy claim of  creating a 
“greater Cleveland,” “greater Baltimore,” etc., in order 
to gain general acceptance for local growth-oriented 
programs. Similarly, public school curricula, children’s 
essay contests, soapbox derbies, spelling contests, 
beauty pageants, etc., help build an ideological base 
for local boosterism and the acceptance of  growth. 
My conception of  the territorial bond among humans 
differs from those cast in terms of  primordial instincts: 
instead, I see this bond as socially organized and 
sustained, at least in part, by those who have a use for 
it. I do not claim that there are no other sources of  
civic jingoism and growth enthusiasm in American 
communities, only that the growth-machine coalition 
mobilizes what is there, legitimizes and sustains it, and 
channels it as a political force into particular kinds of  
policy decisions.

The local institution which seems to take prime 
responsibility for the sustenance of  these civic 
resources – the metropolitan newspaper – is also the 
most important example of  a business which has its 
interest anchored in the aggregate growth of  the 
locality. Increasingly, American cities are one-
newspaper (metropolitan daily) towns (or one-
newspaper-company towns), and the newspaper 
business seems to be one kind of  enterprise for which 
expansion to other locales is especially difficult . . . A 
paper’s financial status (and that of  other media to a 
lesser extent) tends to be wed to the size of  the locality. 
As the metropolis expands, a larger number of  ad 
lines can be sold on the basis of  the increasing 
circulation base. The local newspaper thus tends to 
occupy a rather unique position: like many other local 
businesses, it has an interest in growth, but unlike 
most, its critical interest is not in the specific geogra- 
phical pattern of  that growth. That is, the crucial 
matter to a newspaper is not whether the additional 
population comes to reside on the north side or south 
side, or whether the money is made through a new 
convention center or a new olive factory. The news- 
paper has no axe to grind, except the one axe which 
holds the community elite together: growth. It is for 
this reason that the newspaper tends to achieve a 
statesman-like attitude in the community and is 
deferred to as something other than a special interest 
by the special interests. Competing interests often 
regard the publisher or editor as a general community 
leader, as an ombudsman and arbiter of  internal 
bickering and, at times, as an enlightened third party 
who can restrain the short-term profiteers in the 
interest of  more stable, long-term, and properly 
planned growth. [The] paper becomes the reformist 
influence, the “voice of  the community,” restraining 
the competing subunits, especially the small-scale, 
arriviste “fast-buck artists” among them. The papers 
are variously successful in their continuous battle with 
the targeted special interests. The media attempt to 
attain these goals not only through the kind of  
coverage they develop and editorials they write but 
also through the kinds of  candidates they support for 
local office. The present point is not that the papers 
control the politics of  the city, but rather that one of  
the sources of  their special influence is their 
commitment to growth per se, and growth is a goal 
around which all important groups can rally.

Thus it is that, although newspaper editorialists 
have typically been in the forefront expressing 
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sentiment in favor of  “the ecology,” they tend neverthe- 
less to support growth-inducing investments for their 
regions. The New York Times likes office towers and 
additional industrial installations in the city even more 
than it loves the environment. The Los Angeles Times 
editorializes against narrow-minded profiteering at 
the expense of  the environment but has also favored 
the development of  the supersonic transport because 
of  the “jobs” it would lure to Southern California. The 
papers do tend to support “good planning principles” 
in some form because such good planning is a long-
term force that makes for even more potential future 
growth. If  the roads are not planned wide enough, 
their narrowness will eventually strangle the increas- 
ingly intense uses to which the land will be put. It just 
makes good sense to plan, and good planning for 
“sound growth” thus is the key “environmental policy” 
of  the nation’s local media and their statesmen allies. 
Such policies of  “good planning” should not be 
confused with limited growth or conservation: they 
more typically represent the opposite sort of  goal.

Often leaders of  public or quasi-public agencies 
(e.g., universities, utilities) achieve a role similar to that 
of  the newspaper publisher: they become growth 
“statesmen” rather than advocates for a certain type 
or intralocal distribution of  growth. A university may 
require an increase in the local urban population pool 
to sustain its own expansion plans and, in addition, it 
may be induced to defer to others in the growth 
machine (bankers, newspapers) upon whom it 
depends for the favorable financial and public-opinion 
environment necessary for institutional enhancement.

There are certain persons, ordinarily conceived of  
as members of  the elite, who have much less, if  any, 
interest in local growth. Thus, for example, there  
are branch executives of  corporations headquartered 
elsewhere who, although perhaps emotionally sym- 
pathetic with progrowth outlooks, work for corpora- 
tions which have no vested interest in the growth of  
the locality in question. Their indirect interest is 
perhaps in the existence of  the growth ideology rather 
than growth itself. It is that ideology which in fact helps 
make them revered people in the area (social worth is 
often defined in terms of  number of  people one 
employs) and which provides the rationale for the kind 
of  local governmental policies most consistent with 
low business operating costs. Nonetheless, this inte- 
rest is not nearly as strong as the direct growth 
interests of  developers, mortgage bankers, etc., and 
thus . . . there is a tendency for such executives to play 

a lesser local role than the parochial, homegrown 
businessmen whom they often replace.

Thus, because the city is a growth machine, it 
draws a special sort of  person into its politics. These 
people – whether acting on their own or on behalf  of  
the constituency which financed their rise to power – 
tend to be businessmen and, among businessmen, the 
more parochial sort. Typically, they come to politics 
not to save or destroy the environment, not to repress 
or liberate the blacks, not to eliminate civil liberties or 
enhance them. They may end up doing any or all of  
these things once they have achieved access to 
authority, perhaps as an inadvertent consequence of  
making decisions in other realms. But these types of  
symbolic positions are derived from the fact of  having 
power – they are typically not the dynamics which 
bring people to power in the first place. Thus, people 
often become “involved” in government, especially in 
the local party structure and fund raising, for reasons 
of  land business and related processes of  resource 
distribution. Some are “statesmen” who think in terms 
of  the growth of  the whole community rather than 
that of  a more narrow geographical delimitation. But 
they are there to wheel and deal to affect resource 
distribution through local government. As a result of  
their position, and in part to develop the symbolic 
issues which will enable them (in lieu of  one of  their 
opponents or colleagues) to maintain that position of  
power, they get interested in such things as welfare 
cheating, busing, street crime, and the price of  meat. 
This interest in the symbolic issues is thus substantially 
an after-effect of  a need for power for other purposes. 
This is not to say that such people don’t “feel strongly” 
about these matters – they do sometimes. It is also the 
case that certain moral zealots and “concerned 
citizens” go into politics to right symbolic wrongs; but 
the money and other supports which make them 
viable as politicians is usually nonsymbolic money.

Those who come to the forefront of  local govern- 
ment (and those to whom they are directly responsive), 
therefore, are not statistically representative of  the 
local population as a whole, nor even representative 
of  the social classes which produce them. The issues 
they introduce into public discourse are not repre- 
sentative either. As noted by Edelman (1964), the 
distributive issues, the matters which bring people to 
power, are more or less deliberately dropped from 
public discourse. The issues which are allowed to be 
discussed and the positions which the politicians take 
on them derive from the world views of  those who 
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come from certain sectors of  the business and pro- 
fessional class and the need which they have to whip 
up public sentiment without allowing distributive 
issues to become part of  public discussion. It follows 
that any political change which succeeded in replacing 
the land business as the key determinant of  the local 
political dynamic would simultaneously weaken the 
power of  one of  the more reactionary political forces 
in the society, thereby affecting outcomes with respect 
to those other symbolic issues which manage to  
gain so much attention. Thus, should such a change 
occur, there would likely be more progressive positions 
taken on civil liberties, and less harassment of  welfare 
recipients, social “deviants,” and other defenseless 
victims.

LiaBiLiTieS OF The GROwTh MaChiNe

Emerging trends are tending to enervate the locality 
growth machines. First is the increasing suspicion that 
in many areas, at many historical moments, growth 
benefits only a small proportion of  local residents. 
Growth almost always brings with it the obvious pro- 
blems of  increased air and water pollution, traffic con-
gestion, and overtaxing of  natural amenities. These 
dysfunctions become increasingly important and 
visible as increased consumer income fulfills people’s 
other needs and as the natural cleansing capacities of  
the environment are progressively overcome with del-
eterious material. While it is by no means certain that 
growth and increased density inevitably bring about 
social pathologies, growth does make such patholo-
gies more difficult to deal with. For example, the larger 
the jurisdiction, the more difficult it becomes to 
achieve the goal of  school integration without massive 
busing schemes. As increasing experience with busing 
makes clear, small towns can more easily have inter-
racial schools, whether fortuitously through spatial 
proximity or through managed programs.

In addition, the weight of  research evidence is that 
growth often costs existing residents more money. 
Evidently, at various population levels, points of  
diminishing returns are crossed such that additional 
increments lead to net revenue losses. A 1970 study of  
Palo Alto, California, indicated that it was substantially 
cheaper for that city to acquire at full market value its 
foothill open space than to allow it to become an 
“addition” to the tax base. A study of  Santa Barbara, 
California, demonstrated that additional population 

growth would require higher property taxes, as well as 
higher utility costs. Similar results on the costs of  
growth have been obtained in studies of  Boulder, 
Colorado, and Ann Arbor, Michigan. Systematic 
analyses of  government costs as a function of  city size 
and growth have been carried out under a number of  
methodologies, but the use of  the units of  analysis 
most appropriate for comparison (urban areas) yields 
the finding that the cost is directly related both to size 
of  place and rate of  growth, at least for middle-size 
cities. Especially significant are per capita police 
costs, which virtually all studies show to be positively 
related to both city size and rate of  growth.

Although damage to the physical environment and 
costs of  utilities and governmental services may rise 
with size of  settlement, “optimal” size is obviously 
determined by the sorts of  values which are to be 
maximized. It may indeed be necessary to sacrifice 
clean air to accumulate a population base large 
enough to support a major opera company. But the 
essential point remains that growth is certainly less of  
a financial advantage to the taxpayer than is con- 
ventionally depicted, and that most people’s values 
are, according to the survey evidence more consistent 
with small places than large. Indeed, it is rather clear 
that some substantial portion of  the migrations to the 
great metropolitan areas of  the last decade has been 
more in spite of  people’s values than because of  them. 
In the recent words of  Sundquist (1975):

The notion commonly expressed that Americans 
have “voted with their feet” in favor of  the great cities 
is, on the basis of  every available sampling, so much 
nonsense. . . . What is called “freedom of  choice” is, in 
sum, freedom of  employer choice or, more precisely, 
freedom of  choice for that segment of  the corporate 
world that operates mobile enterprises. The real ques-
tion, then, is whether freedom of  corporate choice 
should be automatically honored by government 
policy at the expense of  freedom of  individual choice 
where those conflict.

Taking all the evidence together, it is certainly a rather 
conservative statement to make that under many 
circumstances growth is a liability financially and in 
quality of  life for the majority of  local residents. Under 
such circumstances, local growth is a transfer of  
quality of  life and wealth from the local general public 
to a certain segment of  the local elite. To raise the 
question of  wisdom of  growth in regard to any specific 
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locality is hence potentially to threaten such a wealth 
transfer and the interests of  those who profit by it.

The PROBLeMS OF JOBS

Perhaps the key ideological prop for the growth 
machine, especially in terms of  sustaining support from 
the working-class majority, is the claim that growth 
“makes jobs.” This claim is aggressively promulgated by 
developers, builders, and chambers of  commerce; it 
becomes a part of  the statesman talk of  editorialists 
and political officials. Such people do not speak of  
growth as useful to profits – rather, they speak of  it as 
necessary for making jobs. But local growth does not, 
of  course, make jobs: it distributes jobs. The United 
States will see next year the construction of  a certain 
number of  new factories, office units, and highways – 
regardless of  where they are put. Similarly, a given 
number of  automobiles, missiles, and lampshades will 
be made, regardless of  where they are manufactured. 
Thus, the number of  jobs in this society, whether in the 
building trades or any other economic sector, will be 
determined by rates of  investment return, federal 
decisions affecting the money supply, and other factors 
having very little to do with local decision making. All 
that a locality can do is to attempt to guarantee that a 
certain proportion of  newly created jobs will be in the 
locality in question. Aggregate employment is thus 
unaffected by the outcome of  this competition among 
localities to “make” jobs.

The labor force is essentially a single national pool; 
workers are mobile and generally capable of  taking 
advantage of  employment opportunities emerging at 
geographically distant points. As jobs develop in a 
fast-growing area, the unemployed will be attracted 
from other areas in sufficient numbers not only to  
fill those developing vacancies but also to form a 
work-force sector that is continuously unemployed. 
Thus, just as local growth does not affect aggregate 
employment, it likely has very little long-term impact 
upon the local rate of  unemployment. Again, the 
systematic evidence fails to show any advantage to 
growth: there is no tendency for either larger places or 
more rapidly growing ones to have lower unemploy- 
ment rates than other kinds of  urban areas. In fact, the 
tendency is for rapid growth to be associated with 
higher rates of  unemployment.

This pattern of  findings is vividly illustrated through 
inspection of  relevant data on the most extreme cases 

of  urban growth: those SMSAs which experienced the 
most rapid rates of  population increase over the last 
two intercensus decades1 . . . In the case of  both 
decade comparisons, half  of  the urban areas had 
unemployment rates above the national figure for all 
SMSAs.

Even the 25 slowest-growing (1960–70) SMSAs 
failed to experience particularly high rates of  unem-
ployment. [A]lthough all were places of  net migration 
loss less than half  of  the SMSAs of  this group had 
unemployment rates above the national mean at the 
decade’s end.

Just as striking is the comparison of  growth and 
unemployment rates for all SMSAs in California during 
the 1960–66 period – a time of  general boom in the 
state . . . [A]mong all California metropolitan areas 
there is no significant relationship . . . between 1960–66 
growth rates and the 1966 unemployment rate. . . .  
[W]hile there is a wide divergence in growth rates 
across metropolitan areas, there is no comparable 
variation in the unemployment rates, all of  which 
cluster within the relatively narrow range of  4.3–6.5 
per cent. Consistent with my previous argument, I take 
this as evidence that the mobility of  labor tends to 
flatten out cross-SMSA unemployment rates, regard- 
less of  widely diverging rates of  locality growth. Taken 
together, the data indicate that local population growth 
is no solution to the problem of  local unemployment.

It remains possible that for some reason certain 
specific rates of  growth may be peculiarly related to 
lower rates of  unemployment and that the measures 
used in this and cited studies are insensitive to these 
patterns. Similarly, growth in certain types of  industries 
may be more likely than growth in others to stimulate 
employment without attracting migrants. It may  
also be possible that certain population groups, by 
reason of  cultural milieu, are less responsive to 
mobility options than others and thus provide bases 
for exceptions to the general argument I am advanc- 
ing. The present analysis does not preclude such 
future findings but does assert, minimally, that the 
argument that growth makes jobs is contradicted by 
the weight of  evidence that is available.

I conclude that for the average worker in a fast-
growing region job security has much the same status 
as for a worker in a slower-growing region: there is a 
surplus of  workers over jobs, generating continuous 
anxiety over unemployment and the effective depres- 
sant on wages which any lumpenproletariat of  un- 
employed and marginally employed tends to exact. 
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Indigenous workers likely receive little benefit from 
the growth machine in terms of  jobs; their “native” 
status gives them little edge over the “foreign” migrants 
seeking the additional jobs which may develop. 
Instead, they are interchangeable parts of  the labor 
pool, and the degree of  their job insecurity is expressed 
in the local unemployment rate, just as is the case  
for the nonnative worker. Ironically, it is probably this 
very anxiety which often leads workers, or at least 
their union spokespeople, to support enthusiastically 
employers’ preferred policies of  growth. It is the case 
that an actual decline in local job opportunities, or 
economic growth not in proportion to natural increase, 
might induce the hardship of  migration. But this price 
is not the same as, and is less severe than, the price of  
simple unemployment. It could also rather easily be 
compensated through a relocation subsidy for mobile 
workers, as is now commonly provided for high-
salaried executives by private corporations and in a 
limited way generally by the federal tax deduction for 
job-related moving expenses.

Workers’ anxiety and its ideological consequences 
emerge from the larger fact that the United States is a 
society of  constant substantial joblessness, with 
unemployment rates conservatively estimated by the 
Department of  Commerce at 4–8 per cent of  that 
portion of  the work force defined as ordinarily active. 
There is thus a game of  musical chairs being played at 
all times, with workers circulating around the country, 
hoping to land in an empty chair at the moment the 
music stops. Increasing the stock of  jobs in any one 
place neither causes the music to stop more frequently 
nor increases the number of  chairs relative to the 
number of  players. The only way effectively to amelio- 
rate this circumstance is to create a full-employment 
economy, a comprehensive system of  drastically 
increased unemployment insurance, or some other 
device which breaks the connection between a 
person’s having a livelihood and the remote decisions 
of  corporate executives. Without such a development, 
the fear of  unemployment acts to make workers 
politically passive (if  not downright supportive) with 
respect to land-use policies, taxation programs, and 
antipollution nonenforcement schemes which, in 
effect, represent income transfers from the general 
public to various sectors of  the elite. Thus, for many 
reasons, workers and their leaders should organize 
their political might more consistently not as part of  
the growth coalitions of  the localities in which they 
are situated, but rather as part of  national movements 

which aim to provide full employment, income 
security, and programs for taxation, land use, and the 
environment which benefit the vast majority of  the 
population. They tend not to be doing this at present.

The PROBLeM OF NaTURaL iNCReaSe

Localities grow in population not simply as a function 
of  migration but also because of  the fecundity of  the 
existing population. Some means are obviously 
needed to provide jobs and housing to accommodate 
such growth – either in the immediate area or at some 
distant location. There are ways of  handling this 
without compounding the environmental and budge- 
tary problems of  existing settlements. First, there are 
some localities which are, by many criteria, not 
overpopulated. Their atmospheres are clean, water 
supplies plentiful, and traffic congestion nonexistent. 
In fact, in certain places increased increments of  
population may spread the costs of  existing road and 
sewer systems over a larger number of  citizens or 
bring an increase in quality of  public education by 
making rudimentary specialization possible. In the 
state of  California, for example, the great bulk of   
the population lives on a narrow coastal belt in the 
southern two-thirds of  the state. Thus the northern 
third of  the state consists of  a large unpopulated 
region rich in natural resources, including electric 
power and potable water. The option chosen in 
California, as evidenced by the state aqueduct, was to 
move the water from the uncrowded north to the 
dense, semiarid south, thus lowering the environmental 
qualities of  both regions, and at a substantial long-
term cost to the public budget. The opposite course 
of  action was clearly an option. The point is that there 
are relatively underpopulated areas in this country 
which do not have “natural” problems of  inaccessibility, 
ugliness, or lack of  population-support resources. 
Indeed, the nation’s most severely depopulated areas, 
the towns of  Appalachia, are in locales of  sufficient 
resources and are widely regarded as aesthetically 
appealing; population out-migration likely decreased 
the aesthetic resources of  both the migrants to and 
residents of  Chicago and Detroit, while resulting in the 
desertion of  a housing stock and utility infrastructure 
designed to serve a larger population. Following from 
my more general perspective, I see lack of  population 
in a given area as resulting from the political economic 
decisions made to populate other areas instead. If  the 
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process were rendered more rational, the same 
investments in roads, airports, defense plants, etc., 
could be made to effect a very different land-use 
outcome. Indeed, utilization of  such deliberate plan- 
ning strategies is the practice in some other societies 
and shows some evidence of  success; perhaps it 
could be made to work in the United States as well.

As a long-term problem, natural increase may well 
be phased out. American birth rates have been steadily 
decreasing for the last several years, and we are on the 
verge of  a rate providing for zero population growth. If  
a stable population actually is achieved, a continuation 
of  the present interlocal competitive system will result 
in the proliferation of  ghost towns and unused capital 
stocks as the price paid for the growth of  the successful 
competing units. This will be an even more clearly 
preposterous situation than the current one, which is 
given to produce ghost towns only on occasion.

The eMeRGiNG COUNTeRCOaLiTiON

Although growth has been the dominant ideology in 
most localities in the United States, there has always 
been a subversive thread of  resistance. Treated as 
romantic, or as somehow irrational, this minority long 
was ignored, even in the face of  accumulating jour- 
nalistic portrayals of  the evils of  bigness. But certainly 
it was an easy observation to make that increased  
size was related to high levels of  pollution, traffic con- 
gestion, and other disadvantages. Similarly, it was easy 
enough to observe that tax rates in large places were 
not generally less than those in small places; although 
it received little attention, evidence that per capita 
government costs rise with population size was pro- 
vided a generation ago. But few took note, though the 
very rich, somehow sensing these facts to be the case, 
managed to reserve for themselves small, exclusive 
meccas of  low density by tightly imposing population 
ceilings (e.g., Beverly Hills, Sands Point, West Palm 
Beach, Lake Forest).

In recent years, however, the base of  the antigrowth 
movement has become much broader and in some 
localities has reached sufficient strength to achieve at 
least toeholds of  political power. The most prominent 
cases seem to be certain university cities (Palo Alto, 
Santa Barbara, Boulder, Ann Arbor), all of  which have 
sponsored impact studies documenting the costs  
of  additional growth. Other localities which have 
imposed growth controls tend also to be places of  

high amenity value (e.g., Ramapo, N.Y.; Petaluma, 
Calif.; Boca Raton, Fla.). The antigrowth sentiment 
has become an important part of  the politics of  a few 
large cities (e.g., San Diego) and has been the basis of  
important political careers at the state level (including 
the governorship) in Oregon, Colorado, and Vermont. 
Given the objective importance of  the issue and the 
evidence on the general costs of  growth, there is 
nothing to prevent antigrowth coalitions from similarly 
gaining power elsewhere – including those areas of  
the country which are generally considered to possess 
lower levels of  amenity. Nor is there any reason, based 
on the facts of  the matter, for these coalitions not to 
further broaden their base to include the great majority 
of  the working class in the localities in which they 
appear.

But, like all political movements which attempt to 
rely upon volunteer labor to supplant political powers 
institutionalized through a system of  vested economic 
interest, antigrowth movements are probably more 
likely to succeed in those places where volunteer 
reform movements have a realistic constituency – a 
leisured and sophisticated middle class with a tradition 
of  broad-based activism, free from an entrenched 
machine. At least, this appears to be an accurate 
profile of  those places in which the antigrowth coali- 
tions have already matured.

Systematic studies of  the social make up of  the 
antigrowth activists are only now in progress, but it 
seems that the emerging countercoalition is rooted in 
the recent environmental movements and relies on a 
mixture of  young activists (some are veterans of  the 
peace and civil rights movements), middle-class 
professionals, and workers, all of  whom see their  
own tax rates as well as life-styles in conflict with 
growth. Important in leadership roles are government 
employees and those who work for organizations not 
dependent on local expansion for profit, either directly 
or indirectly. In the Santa Barbara antigrowth move- 
ments, for example, much support is provided by 
professionals from research and electronics firms, as 
well as branch managers of  small “high-technology” 
corporations. Cosmopolitan in outlook and pecuniary 
interest, they use the local community only as a setting 
for life and work, rather than as an exploitable resource. 
Related to this constituency are certain very wealthy 
people (particularly those whose wealth derives  
from the exploitation of  nonlocal environments) who 
continue a tradition (with some modifications) of  
aristocratic conservation.
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Should it occur, the changes which the death of  the 
growth machine will bring seem clear enough with 
respect to land-use policy. Local governments will 
establish holding capacities for their regions and then 
legislate, directly or indirectly, to limit population to 
those levels. The direction of  any future development 
will tend to be planned to minimize negative 
environmental impacts. The so-called natural process 
. . . of  land development which has given American 
cities their present shape will end as the political and 
economic foundations of  such processes are 
undermined. Perhaps most important, industrial and 
business land users and their representatives will lose, 
at least to some extent, the effectiveness of  their 
threat to locate elsewhere should public policies 
endanger the profitability they desire. As the growth 
machine is destroyed in many places, increasingly it 
will be the business interests who will be forced to 
make do with local policies, rather than the local 
populations having to bow to business wishes. New 
options for taxation, creative land-use programs, and 
new forms of  urban services may thus emerge as city 
government comes to resemble an agency which asks 
what it can do for its people rather than what it can do 
to attract more people. More specifically, a given 
industrial project will perhaps be evaluated in terms of  
its social utility – the usefulness of  the product 
manufactured either to the locality or to the society at 
large. Production, merely for the sake of  local 
expansion, will be less likely to occur. Hence, there will 
be some pressure to increase the use value of  the 
country’s production apparatus and for external costs 
of  production to be borne internally.

When growth ceases to be an issue, some of  the 
investments made in the political system to influence 
and enhance growth will no longer make sense, thus 
changing the basis upon which people get involved in 
government. We can expect that the local business 
elites – led by land developers and other growth-
coalition forces – will tend to withdraw from local 
politics. This vacuum may then be filled by a more 
representative and, likely, less reactionary activist 
constituency. It is noteworthy that where antigrowth 
forces have established beachheads of  power, their 
programs and policies have tended to be more 
progressive than their predecessors’ – on all issues, 
not just on growth. In Colorado, for example, the 

environmentalist who led the successful fight against 
the Winter Olympics also successfully sponsored 
abortion reform and other important progressive 
causes. The environmentally based Santa Barbara 
“Citizens Coalition” (with city government majority 
control) represents a fusion of  the city’s traditional left 
and counterculture with other environmental activists. 
The result of  the no-growth influence in localities may 
thus be a tendency for an increasing progressiveness 
in local politics. To whatever degree local politics is 
the bedrock upon which the national political structure 
rests (and there is much debate here), there may follow 
reforms at the national level as well. Perhaps it will 
then become possible to utilize national institutions to 
effect other policies which both solidify the death of  
the growth machine at the local level and create 
national priorities consistent with the new opportu- 
nities for urban civic life. These are speculations based 
upon the questionable thesis that a reform-oriented, 
issue-based citizens’ politics can be sustained over a 
long period. The historical record is not consistent 
with this thesis; it is only emerging political trends in 
the most affected localities and the general irratio- 
nality of  the present urban system that suggest the 
alternative possibility is an authentic future.

ediTORS’ NOTe

1 SMSA stands for Standard Metropolitan Statisti- 
cal Area – an outdated term used by the United 
States Census between 1959 and 1983 to define 
metropolitan areas in the United States. An SMSA 
consisted of  one or more entire counties containing 
at least one city (or twin cities) having a population 
of  50,000 or more, plus adjacent metropolitan 
counties economically and socially integrated with 
the central city.
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“The City as a distorted  
Price System” 
Psychology Today (1968) 

Wilbur  Thompson 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The subfield of urban economics is relatively new. Unlike urban geography, which has existed since the time that 
Aristotle (p. 249) was writing in the fifth century bce, urban sociology, which originated in late nineteenth-century 
Germany and flowered in the 1920s and 1930s with the Chicago School sociologists like Ernest W. Burgess  
(p. 178) and Louis Wirth (p. 115), or the field of urban planning in which, as Peter Hall describes, university-level 
courses were first taught in 1909 (p. 431), economics departments only began to teach courses in urban 
economics after a remarkable book by Wilbur Thompson, titled A Preface To Urban Economics, was published 
in  1965. 

Scholars from a specific discipline often feel people trained in the discipline will be the best decision-makers. 
Architect Frank Lloyd Wright had the fanciful vision that a county architect should be the key policy-maker at the 
local level (p. 388). Similarly, Thompson proposes the idea that cities should have a “city economist” to shape 
city policy. While cities don’t have a position like that today, economists within government and the private and 
nonprofit sectors now bring the theory and practice of urban economics and public finance that Thompson and 
other economists have developed to bear on decision- making. 

Three concepts Thompson introduces are fundamental in urban economics: the idea of collectively consumed 
public goods, merit goods designed to encourage desired behaviors, and payments to redistribute  income. 

Public goods are provided by government at no cost for the use of everyone. Air pollution control, police, and 
city streets are examples. Thompson sees a place for this kind of good in private free-market economies. Public 
goods cost money. There is a price associated with providing them. But, unlike the cost of goods in the private 
market, the price of these public goods is often implicit, rather than explicit. While a consumer will weigh how much 
one shirt or a pot costs and is acutely aware of increases or decreases in the price of gasoline, he or she does not 
think how much it will cost (society) to drive from home to school on a public street or think, “Oh, it’s a hot muggy 
day, I’ll be paying a lot for government to control air pollution today.” Tax dollars are paying for the street and the air 
pollution control, but in complicated ways, invisible to the ordinary consumer, and little related to market realities. 
People don’t sum up the cost of highway engineering, asphalt, construction workers, maintenance, policing, and 
the myriad other costs of building and maintaining a highway and divide by some factor that accurately reflects one 
small trip in relation to the total number of users and the number of miles they drive over the life of the highway. 
They consider the trip a free good, rather than one that is really costing them something. 

The failure to think through intended policy and price public goods accordingly, Thomson argues, leads to 
muddled and sometimes irrational policy. An example Thompson gives of how inattention to price can lead to bad 
public policy involves fireproofing. A rational public policy might be to encourage homeowners to invest in 
fireproofing their homes in order to reduce the risk of fire. This costs each individual homeowner money, and a 
fireproofed home will be worth more than it was before the fireproofing. Since homeowners’ property taxes are 
based on the value of their homes, property taxes will go up. Having his property tax go up penalizes the prudent 
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homeowner, whose investment reduces the cost of firemen responding to a fire or the risk of a fire on his property 
spreading to adjacent properties. If another homeowner in the same neighborhood does nothing to fireproof his 
house and lets it deteriorate into a firetrap, he will be rewarded by lower property taxes. An alternative approach 
would be to reward the homeowner who fireproofs with some form of tax abatement or tax credit and to penalize 
the non-performing homeowner by increasing his taxes (and perhaps using the extra money to improve the fire 
department so it can handle the increased risk he is imposing on society). 

Merit goods are goods that government provides for free because there has been a collective decision that 
they are so important that everyone should have them regardless of whether they would voluntarily choose them 
and without regard to ability to pay. Free polio shots are an example. With rare exceptions, governments provide 
children with free polio shots. Governments virtually everywhere want children immunized against polio regardless 
of their parents’ ability to pay because any child who gets polio is likely to be permanently crippled for life – 
bringing suffering to the child and his family and huge medical bills that someone will have to pay. The crippled 
child will probably never be able to work and will be a permanent burden on his family and the public. This tragedy 
could have been averted for a few pennies in a single, simple, painless vaccination. Thompson calls merit goods 
a case of the majority playing God, and coercing the minority by the use of bribes to change their behavior. This 
is extreme rhetoric, but it emphasizes his belief, shared by liberal Western economists, that only a few very 
important goods should be merit goods. This view is quite different from the view in socialist countries, which 
believe many more goods should be provided by the state rather than the private sector. Some people oppose 
some merit goods (even, in rare instances, polio vaccinations) on the ground that government has no right ever 
to play God and coerce a minority, but Thompson argues that merit goods should be used sparingly in situations 
where they are very important and command near universal support. Thompson argues that paying for merit 
goods, such as polio immunizations, is a legitimate governmental activity that should not be subject to market 
pricing in rare cases where the public interest requires the majority to force everyone to  cooperate. 

Payments to redistribute income are a third kind of payment that is not governed by price. The classic example 
Thompson gives is welfare payments to the indigent, such as a monthly payment to a blind, elderly person with 
no assets or income. One group (taxpayers) pays; another group (indigent, elderly, blind people) receives the 
good. In communist countries and countries with a culture that supports a large welfare state such as the 
Scandinavian countries and the Netherlands, government may pay for virtually all of the costs of health and 
education for everyone and provide a reasonably high minimum welfare payment to indigent people. The United 
States, United Kingdom, and most other countries have a much more restricted policy regarding income 
redistribution. They dislike large, cumbersome bureaucracies and distrust the ability of government to manage 
redistributive policies. Accordingly, they rely primarily on private market solutions to meet almost all basic human 
 needs. 

An overarching concept that applies to each of these three types of public funding is “market failure.” The idea 
is that to the extent possible good and services should be provided by private markets with no government 
bureaucracy overseeing who provides what to whom. The law of supply and demand will provide efficient 
solutions to human needs. Only when markets fail because individuals simply cannot individually provide a 
collective good such as a highway, poor or stubborn people put themselves and others at risk by not getting polio 
vaccinations for their children, or an indigent, elderly blind person will starve to death without government aid 
should government  intervene. 

Thompson feels that, if clearly identified and intended, each of these three types of goods – public goods, 
merit goods, and redistributive payments – can serve a useful role. Often, however, he feels that there is too little 
thought about the purpose of such payments and conceptual sloppiness about what is intended. If there were a 
city economist in a city, she might, for example, force a city council to think through just how much of a subsidy 
they care to give to a museum. While the city council may regard museum visits as a legitimate public good that 
should be supported by public tax dollars, a careful examination might lead them to decide that there should be 
a differential fee structure so that students and senior citizens can visit the museum free, but other museum 
visitors will have to pay an entrance charge that will help pay museum costs. They might conclude that free 
museum admission is just not as important as polio shots, road maintenance, or aid to the indigent elderly blind. 
They might conclude that people with resources, not government, should decide how much visiting a museum is 
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The failure to use price – as an explicit system – in the 
public sector of  the metropolis is at the root of  many, 
if  not most, of  our urban problems. Price, serving its 
historic functions, might be used to ration the use of  
existing facilities, to signal the desired directions  
of  new public investment, to guide the distribution  
of  income, to enlarge the range of  public choice  
and to change tastes and behavior. Price performs 
such functions in the private market place, but it  
has been virtually eliminated from the public sector. 
We say “virtually eliminated” because it does exist  
but in an implicit, subtle, distorted sense that is  
rarely seen or acknowledged by even close students 
of  the city, much less by public managers. Not 
surprisingly, this implicit price system results in bad 
economics.

We think of  the property tax as a source of  public 
revenue, but it can be reinterpreted as a price. Most 
often, the property tax is rationalized on “ability-to-
pay” grounds with real property serving as a proxy for 
income. When the correlation between income and 
real property is challenged, the apologist for the 
property tax shifts ground and rationalizes it as a 
“benefit” tax. The tax then becomes a “price” which 
the property owner pays for the benefits received – fire 
protection, for example. But this implicit “price” for 
fire services is hardly a model of  either efficiency or 
equity. Put in a new furnace and fireproof  your building 
(reduce the likelihood of  having a fire) and your 
property tax (fire service premium) goes up, let your 
property deteriorate and become a firetrap and your 
fire protection premium goes down! One bright note is 

worth to them. Alternatively, the city economist might convince the city council that a low museum entrance fee 
is necessary when the museum first opens in order to lure patrons, but once patronage is established, higher 
fees are in order. More extreme examples of public goods that Thomson argues should be carefully scrutinized, 
but often are not, include municipal golf courses and marinas. Does it make sense for taxpayers to subsidize 
golfers and yacht owners? Are these merit goods? Public goods? Goods worthy of redistributive  policy? 

Thompson was an early advocate of using price to ration scarce goods – particularly use of highways and 
parking spaces. Since this seminal article was written, congestion pricing has become common in many parts of 
the world. Tolls are set high during peak commute hours. People who value their mobility highly at certain times 
of the day, such as affluent commuters rushing to get to work on time in the morning, will be willing to pay the high 
toll cost and will appreciate the lack of congestion. People for whom mobility at that time is less important, such 
as friends planning to get together to work out at the gym, may choose to exercise after the morning commute 
rush hour and before the evening rush hour when congestion pricing is lower in order to save the higher  toll. 

This selection appeared in the popular US publication Psychology Today in 1968. Thompson’s seminal  
urban economics book is A Preface to Urban Economics (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Press, 1965). Thompson 
also wrote An Econometric Model of Postwar State Industrial Development (Detroit: Wayne State University 
Press, 1959). 

The leading contemporary urban economics text is Arthur O. O’Sullivan, Urban Economics, 8th edn (Chicago: 
McGraw-Hill, 2013). Other urban economics texts include Philip McCann, Urban and Regional Economics 
(New York and London: Routledge, 2012), Jan Brueckner, Lectures on Urban Economics (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2011), John McDonald and Daniel MacMillan, Urban Economics: Theory and Policy (Oxford and New 
York: Wiley-Blackwell, 2006), Brendan O’Flaherty, City Economics (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
2005), and Robert W. Wassmer (ed.), Readings in Urban Economics: Issues and Public Policy (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2000). 

A large scholarly anthology of writings on urban economics is Ronan Paddison et al. (eds.), Urban Studies: 
Economy (Los Angeles and London: Sage, 2010). 

Jane Jacobs, The Economy of Cities (New York: Vintage, 1970) and Edward Glaeser, Triumph of the  
City (Colchester and New York: Penguin, 2012) are readable, provocative contrarian books based on each 
author’s highly original approach to urban economics. Jacobs sees cities as incubators of new economic  
ideas and argues in favor of experimentation. Glaeser overturns many conventional assumptions in urban 
economics with lively examples from Dubai, Kinshasa, Detroit, London, Rio de Janeiro and other cities discussed 
in The City  Reader. 
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New York City’s one-year tax abatement on new 
pollution-control equipment; a timid step but in the 
right direction.

Often “urban sprawl” is little more than a color 
word which reflects (betrays?) the speaker’s bias in 
favor of  high population density and heavy inter- 
personal interaction – his “urbanity.” Still, typically, the 
price of  using urban fringe space has been set too low 
– well below the full costs of  running pipes, wires, 
police cars and fire engines farther than would be 
necessary if  building lots were smaller. Residential 
developers are, moreover, seldom discouraged (pena- 
lized by price) from “leap frogging” over the contiguous, 
expensive vacant land to build on the remote, cheaper 
parcels. Ordinarily, a flat price is charged for extending 
water or sewers to a new household regardless of  
whether the house is placed near to or far from existing 
pumping stations.

Again, the motorist is subject to the same license 
fees and tolls, if  any, for the extremely expensive 
system of  streets, bridges, tunnels, and traffic controls 
he enjoys, regardless of  whether he chooses to drive 
downtown at the rush hour and thereby pushes against 
peak capacity or at off-peak times when it costs little 
or nothing to serve him. To compound this distortion 
of  prices, we usually set the toll at zero. And when we 
do charge tolls, we quite perversely cut the commuter 
(rush-hour) rate below the off-peak rate.

It is not enough to point out that the motorist 
supports roadbuilding through the gasoline tax. The 
social costs of  noise, air pollution, traffic control and 
general loss of  urban amenities are borne by the 
general taxpayer. In addition, drivers during off-peak 
hours overpay and subsidize rush-hour drivers. Four 
lanes of  expressway or bridge capacity are needed in 
the morning and evening rush hours where two lanes 
would have served if  movements had been random in 
time and direction: that is, near constant in average 
volume. The peak-hour motorists probably should 
share the cost of  the first two lanes and bear the full 
cost of  the other two that they alone require. It is best 
to begin by carefully distinguishing where market tests 
are possible and where they are not. Otherwise, the 
case for applying the principles of  price is misun- 
derstood; either the too-ardent advocate overstates 
his case or the potential convert projects too much. In 
either case, a “disenchantment” sets in that is hard to 
reverse.

Much of  the economics of  the city is “public 
economies,” and the pricing of  urban public services 

poses some very difficult and even insurmountable 
problems. Economists have, in fact, erected a very 
elegant rationalization of  the public economy almost 
wholly on the nonmarketability of  public goods and 
services. While economists have perhaps oversold the 
inapplicability of  price in the public sector, let us begin 
with what we are not talking about.

The public economy supplies “collectively con- 
sumed” goods, those produced and consumed in one 
big indivisible lump. Everyone has to be counted in the 
system, there is no choice of  in or out. We cannot 
identify individual benefits, therefore we cannot exact 
a quid pro quo. We cannot exclude those who would 
not pay voluntarily; therefore we must turn to 
compulsory payments: taxes. Justice and air-pollution 
control are good examples of  collectively consumed 
public services.

A second function of  the public economy is to 
supply “merit goods.” Sometimes the majority of  us 
become a little paternalistic and decide that we know 
what is best for all of  us. We believe some goods are 
especially meritorious, like education, and we fear that 
others might not fully appreciate this truth. Therefore, 
we produce these merit goods, at considerable cost, 
but offer them at a zero price. Unlike the first case of  
collectively consumed goods, we could sell these 
merit goods. A schoolroom’s doors can be closed to 
those who do not pay, quite unlike justice. But we choose 
to open the doors wide to ensure that no one will turn 
away from the service because of  its cost, and then we 
finance the service with compulsory payments. Merit 
goods are a case of  the majority playing God, and 
“coercing” the minority by the use of  bribes to change 
their behavior.

A third classic function of  government is the 
redistribution of  income. Here we wish to perform a 
service for one group and charge another group the 
cost of  that service. Welfare payments are a clear 
case. Again, any kind of  a private market or pricing 
mechanism is totally inappropriate; we obviously do 
not expect welfare recipients to return their payments. 
Again, we turn to compulsory payments: taxes. In 
sum, the private market may not be able to process 
certain goods and services (pure “public goods”), or it 
may give the “wrong” prices (“merit goods”), or we 
simply do not want the consumer to pay (income-
redistributive services).

But the virtual elimination of  price from the public 
sector is an extreme and highly simplistic response to 
the special requirements of  the public sector. Merit 
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goods may be subsidized without going all the way to 
zero prices. Few would argue for full-cost admission 
prices to museums, but a good case can be made  
for moderate prices that cover, say, their daily operat- 
ing costs, (e.g., salaries of  guards and janitors, heat 
and light).

Unfortunately, as we have given local government 
more to do, we have almost unthinkingly extended the 
tradition of  “free” public services to every new under- 
taking, despite the clear trend in local government 
toward the assumption of  more and more functions 
that do not fit the neat schema above. The provision of  
free public facilities for automobile movement in the 
crowded cores of  our urban areas can hardly be 
defended on the grounds that: (a) motorists could not be 
excluded from the expressways if  they refused to pay 
the toll, or (b) the privately operated motor vehicle is an 
especially meritorious way to move through densely 
populated areas, or (c) the motorists cannot afford to 
pay their own way and that the general (property) tax-
payers should subsidize them. And all this applies with a 
vengeance to municipal marinas and golf  courses.

PRiCeS TO RaTiON The USe  
OF exiSTiNG FaCiLiTieS

We need to understand better the rationing function 
of  price as it manifests itself  in the urban public sector: 
how the demand for a temporarily (or permanently) 
fixed stock of  a public good or service can be adjusted 
to the supply. At any given time the supply of  street, 
bridge, and parking space is fixed; “congestion” on the 
streets and a “shortage” of  parking space express 
demand greater than supply at a zero price, a not too 
surprising phenomenon. Applying the market solution, 
the shortage of  street space at peak hours (“conges- 
tion”) could have been temporarily relieved (ratio- 
nalized) by introducing a short-run rationing price to 
divert some motorists to other hours of  movement, 
some to other modes of  transportation, and some to 
other activities.

Public goods last a long time and therefore current 
additions to the stock are too small to relieve shortages 
quickly and easily. The rationing function of  price is 
probably more important in the public sector where it  
is customarily ignored than in the private sector where it is 
faithfully expressed.

Rationing need not always be achieved with money, 
as when a motorist circles the block over and over 

looking for a place to park. The motorist who is not 
willing to “spend time” waiting and drives away forfeits 
the scarce space to one who will spend time (luck 
averaging out). The parking “problem” may be rein- 
terpreted as an implicit decision to keep the money 
price artificially low (zero or a nickel an hour in a 
meter) and supplement it with a waiting cost or time 
price. The problem is that we did not clearly understand 
and explicitly agree to do just that.

The central role of  price is to allocate – across the 
board – scarce resources among competing ends to 
the point where the value of  another unit of  any good 
or service is equal to the incremental cost of  producing 
that unit. Expressed loosely, in the long run we turn 
from using prices to dampen demand to fit a fixed 
supply to adjusting the supply to fit the quantity 
demanded, at a price which reflect the production 
costs.

Prices which ration also serve to signal desired 
new directions in which to reallocate resources. If  the 
rationing price exceeds those costs of  production 
which the user is expected to bear directly, more 
resources should ordinarily be allocated to that 
activity. And symmetrically a rationing price below the 
relevant costs indicates an uneconomic provision of  
that service in the current amounts. Rationing prices 
reveal the intensity of  the users’ demands. How much 
is it really worth to drive into the heart of  town at rush 
hour or launch a boat? In the long run, motorists and 
boaters should be free to choose, in rough measure, 
the amount of  street and dock space they want and 
for which they are willing to pay. But, as in the private 
sector of  our economy, free choice would carry with it 
full (financial) responsibility for that choice.

We need also to extend our price strategy to “factor 
prices”; we need a sophisticated wage policy for local 
public employees. Perhaps the key decision in urban 
development pertains to the recruiting and assignment 
of  elementary- and secondary-school teachers. The 
more able and experienced teachers have the greater 
range of  choice in post and quite naturally they choose 
the newer schools in the better neighborhoods, after 
serving the required apprenticeship in the older 
schools in the poorer neighborhoods. Such a pattern 
of  migration certainly cannot implement a policy of  
equality of  opportunity.

This author argued six years ago that egalitarianism 
in the public school system has been overdone; even 
the army recognizes the role of  price when it awards 
extra “jump pay” to paratroopers, only a slightly more 
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hazardous occupation than teaching behind the lines. 
Besides, it is male teachers whom we need to attract to 
slum schools, both to serve as father figures where there 
are few males at home and to serve quite literally as 
disciplinarians. It is bad economics to insist on equal 
pay for teachers everywhere throughout the urban area 
when males have a higher productivity in some areas 
and when males have better employment opportuni- 
ties outside teaching – higher “opportunity costs” that 
raise their supply price. It is downright silly to argue that 
“equal pay for equal work” is achieved by paying the 
same money wage in the slums as in the suburbs.

About a year ago, on being offered premium 
salaries for service in ghetto schools, the teachers 
rejected, by name and with obvious distaste, any form 
of  “jump pay.” One facile argument offered was that 
they must protect the slum child from the stigma of  
being harder to teach, a nicety surely lost on the 
parents and outside observers. One suspects that the 
real reason for avoiding salary differentials between 
the “slums and suburbs” is that the teachers seek to 
escape the hard choice between the higher pay and 
the better working conditions. But that is precisely what 
the price system is supposed to do: equalize sacrifice.

PRiCeS TO GUide The  
diSTRiBUTiON OF iNCOMe

A much wider application of  tolls, fees, fines, and 
other “prices” would also confer greater control over 
the distribution of  income for two distinct reasons. 
First, the taxes currently used to finance a given public 
service create implicit and unplanned redistribution of  
income. Second, this drain on our limited supply of  
tax money prevents local government from under- 
taking other programs with more explicit and planned 
redistributional effects.

More specifically, if  upper-middle- and upper-
income motorists, golfers, and boaters use subsidized 
public streets, golf  links, and marinas more than in 
proportion to their share of  local tax payments from 
which the subsidy is paid, then these public activities 
redistribute income toward greater inequality. Even if  
these activities were found to be neutral with respect 
to the distribution of  income, public provision of  these 
discretionary services comes at the expense of  a 
roughly equivalent expenditure on the more classic 
public services: protection, education, public health, 
and welfare.

Self-supporting public golf  courses are so common 
and marinas are such an easy extension of  the same 
principle that it is much more instructive to test the 
faith by considering the much harder case of  the 
public museum: “culture.” Again, we must recall that it 
is the middle- and upper-income classes who typically 
visit museums, so that free admission becomes, in 
effect, redistribution toward greater inequality, to the 
extent that the lower-income nonusers pay local taxes 
(e.g., property taxes directly or indirectly through rent, 
local sales taxes). The low prices contemplated are 
not, moreover, likely to discourage attendance 
significantly and the resolution of  special cases (e.g., 
student passes) seems well within our competence.

Unfortunately, it is not obvious that “free” public 
marinas as tennis courts pose foregone alternatives – 
“opportunity costs.” If  we had to discharge a teacher 
or policeman every time we built another boat dock or 
tennis court, we would see the real cost of  these public 
services. But in a growing economy, we need only not 
hire another teacher or policeman and that is not so 
obvious. In general, then, given a binding local budget 
constraint – scarce tax money – to undertake a local 
public service that is unequalizing or even neutral in 
income redistribution is to deny funds to programs 
that have the desired distributional effect, and is to 
lose control over equity.

Typically, in oral presentations at question time, it 
is necessary to reinforce this point by rejoining, “No, I 
would not put turnstiles in the playgrounds in poor 
neighborhoods, rather it is only because we do put 
turnstiles at the entrance to the playgrounds for the 
middle- and upper-income groups that we will be able 
to ‘afford’ playgrounds for the poor.”

PRiCeS TO eNLaRGe The  
RaNGe OF ChOiCe

But there is more at stake in the contemporary chaos 
of  hidden and unplanned prices than “merely” 
efficiency and equity. There is no urban goal on which 
consensus is more easily gained than the pursuit of  great 
variety and choice – “pluralism.” The great rural to 
urban migration was prompted as much by the search 
for variety as by the decline of  agriculture and rise of  
manufacturing. Wide choice is seen as the saving 
grace of  bigness by even the sharpest critics of  the 
metropolis. Why, then, do we tolerate far less variety in 
our big cities than we could have? We have lapsed into 
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a state of  tyranny by the majority, in matters of  both 
taste and choice.

In urban transportation the issue is not, in the final 
analysis, whether users of  core-area street space at 
peak hours should or should not be required to pay 
their own way in full. The problem is, rather, that by not 
forcing a direct quid pro quo in money, we implicitly 
substitute a new means of  payment – time in the 
transportation services “market.” The peak-hour 
motorist does pay in full, through congestion and time 
delay. But implicit choices blur issues and confuse 
decision making.

Say we were carefully to establish how many more 
dollars would have to be paid in for the additional 
capacity needed to save a given number of  hours 
spent commuting. The majority of  urban motorists 
perhaps would still choose the present combination of  
“underinvestment” in highway, bridge and parking 
facilities, with a compensatory heavy investment of  
time in slow movement over these crowded facilities. 
Even so, a substantial minority of  motorists do prefer 
a different combination of  money and time cost. A 
more affluent, long-distance commuter could well see 
the current level of  traffic congestion as a real problem 
and much prefer to spend more money to save time. If  
economies of  scale are so substantial that only one 
motorway to town can be supported, or if  some 
naturally scarce factor (e.g., bridge or tunnel sites) 
prevents parallel transportation facilities of  different 
quality and price, then the preferences of  the minority 
must be sacrificed to the majority interest and we do 
have a real “problem.” But, ordinarily, in large urban 
areas there are a number of  near-parallel routes to 
town, and an unsatisfied minority group large enough 
to justify significant differentiation of  one or more of  
these streets and its diversion to their use. Greater 
choice through greater scale is, in fact, what bigness is 
all about.

The simple act of  imposing a toll, at peak hours, on 
one of  these routes would reduce its use, assuming 
that nearby routes are still available without user 
charges, thereby speeding movement of  the motorists 
who remain and pay. The toll could be raised only to 
the point where some combination of  moderately 
rapid movement and high physical output were jointly 
optimized. Otherwise the outcry might be raised that 
the public transportation authority was so elitist as to 
gratify the desire of  a few very wealthy motorists for 
very rapid movement, heavily overloading the “free” 
routes. It is, moreover, quite possible, even probable, 

that the newly converted, rapid-flow, toll-route would 
handle as many vehicles as it did previously as a 
congested street and not therefore spin off  any extra 
load on the free routes.

Our cities cater, at best, to the taste patterns of  the 
middle-income class, as well they should, but not so 
exclusively. This group has chosen, indirectly through 
clumsy and insensitive tax-and-expenditure decisions 
and ambiguous political processes, to move about 
town flexibly and cheaply, but slowly, in private 
vehicles. Often, and almost invariably in the larger 
urban areas, we would not have to encroach much on 
this choice to accommodate also those who would 
prefer to spend more money and less time, in urban 
movement. In general, we should permit urban resi- 
dents to pay in their most readily available “currency” 
– time or money.

Majority rule by the middle class in urban trans- 
portation has not only disenfranchised the affluent 
commuter, but more seriously it has debilitated  
the low-fare, mass transit system on which the poor 
depend. The effect of  widespread automobile owner- 
ship and use on the mass transportation system is an 
oft-told tale: falling bus and rail patronage leads to less 
frequent service and higher overhead costs per trip 
and often higher fares which further reduce demand 
and service schedules. Perhaps two-thirds or more of  
the urban residents will tolerate and may even prefer 
slow, cheap automobile movement. But the poor are 
left without access to many places of  work – the 
suburbanizing factories in particular – and they face 
much reduced opportunities for comparative shop- 
ping, and highly constrained participation in the 
community life in general. A truly wide range of  
choice in urban transportation would allow the rich to 
pay for fast movement with money, the middle-income 
class to pay for the privacy and convenience of  the 
automobile with time, and the poor to economize by 
giving up (paying with) privacy.

A more sophisticated price policy would expand 
choice in other directions. Opinions differ as to the 
gravity of  the water-pollution problem near large 
urban areas. The minimum level of  dissolved oxygen 
in the water that is needed to meet the standards of  
different users differs greatly, as does the incremental 
cost that must be incurred to bring the dissolved 
oxygen levels up to successively higher standards. The 
boater accepts a relatively low level of  “cleanliness” 
acquired at relatively little cost. Swimmers have higher 
standards attained only at much higher cost. Fish and 
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fisherman can thrive only with very high levels of  
dissolved oxygen acquired only at the highest cost. 
Finally, one can imagine an elderly convalescent or an 
impoverished slum dweller or a confirmed landlubber 
who is not at all interested in the nearby river. What, 
then, constitutes “clean”?

A majority rule decision, whether borne by the 
citizen directly in higher taxes or levied on the industrial 
polluters and then shifted on to the consumer in higher 
produce prices, is sure to create a “problem.” If   
the pollution program is a compromise – a halfway 
measure – the fisherman will be disappointed because 
the river is still not clean enough for his purposes and 
the landlubbers will be disgruntled because the 
program is for “special interests” and he can think of  
better uses for his limited income. Surely, we can 
assemble the managerial skills in the local public sector 
needed to devise and administer a structure of  user 
charges that would extend choice in outdoor recreation, 
consistent with financial responsibility, with lower 
charges for boat licenses and higher charges for fishing 
licenses.

Perhaps the most fundamental error we have 
committed in the development of  our large cities is 
that we have too often subjected the more affluent 
residents to petty irritations which serve no great 
social purpose, then turned right around and permitted 
this same group to avoid responsibilities which have 
the most critical and pervasive social ramifications. It 
is a travesty and a social tragedy that we have pre- 
vented the rich from buying their way out of  annoying 
traffic congestion – or at least not helped those who 
are long on money and short on time arrange such an 
accommodation. Rather, we have permitted them, 
through political fragmentation and flight to tax 
havens, to evade their financial and leadership 
responsibilities for the poor of  the central cities. That 
easily struck goal, “pluralism and choice,” will require 
much more managerial sophistication in the local 
public sector than we have shown to date.

PRiCiNG TO ChaNGe TaSTeS  
aNd BehaViOR

Urban managerial economies will probably also come 
to deal especially with “developmental pricing” 
analogous to “promotional pricing” in business. Prices 
below cost may be used for a limited period to create 
a market for a presumed “merit good.” The hope 

would be that the artificially low price would stimulate 
consumption and that an altered expenditure pattern 
(practice) would lead in time to an altered taste pattern 
(preference), as experience with the new service led to 
a fuller appreciation of  it. Ultimately, the subsidy 
would be withdrawn, whether or not tastes changed 
sufficiently to make the new service self-supporting – 
provided, of  course, that no permanent redistribution 
of  income was intended.

For example, our national parks had to be sub- 
sidized in the beginning and this subsidy could be 
continued indefinitely on the grounds that these are 
“merit goods” that serve a broad social interest.  
But long experience with outdoor recreation has so 
shifted tastes that a large part of  the costs of  these 
parks could now be paid for by a much higher set of  
park fees.

It is difficult, moreover, to argue that poor people 
show up at the gates of  Yellowstone Park, or even the 
much nearer metropolitan area regional parks, in 
significant number, so that a subsidy is needed to 
continue provision of  this service for the poor. A care- 
ful study of  the users and the incidence of  the taxes 
raised to finance our parks may even show a slight 
redistribution of  income toward greater inequality.

Clearly, this is not the place for an economist to 
pontificate on the psychology of  prices but a number 
of  very interesting phenomena that seem to fall under 
this general heading deserve brief  mention. A few 
simple examples of  how charging a price changes 
behavior are offered, but left for others to classify.

In a recent study of  depressed areas, the case was 
cited of  a community-industrial-development com- 
mission that extended its fund-raising efforts from 
large business contributors to the general public in a 
supplementary “nickel and dime” campaign. They 
hoped to enlist the active support of  the community at 
large, more for reasons of  public policy than for 
finance. But even a trivial financial stake was seen as a 
means to create broad and strong public identification 
with the local industrial development programs and to 
gain their political support.

Again, social-work agencies have found that even a 
nominal charge for what was previously a free service 
enhances both the self-respect of  the recipient and his 
respect for the usefulness of  the service. Paradoxically, 
we might experiment with higher public assistance 
payments coupled to nominal prices for selected 
public health and family services, personal counseling, 
and surplus foods.
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To bring a lot of  this together now in a programmatic 
way, we can imagine a very sophisticated urban public 
management beginning with below-cost prices on, say, 
the new rapid mass transit facility during the promo- 
tional period of  luring motorists from their automobiles 
and of  “educating” them on the advantages of  a 
carefree journey to work. Later, if  and when the new 
facility becomes crowded during rush hours and after a 
taste of  this new transportation mode has become well 
established, the “city economist”’ might devise a-three-
price structure of  fares: the lowest fare for regular off-
peak use, the middle fare for regular peak use (tickets 
for commuters), and the highest fare for the occasional 
peak-time user. Such a schedule would reflect each 
class’s contribution to the cost of  having to carry 
standby capacity.

If  the venture more than covered its costs of  
operation, the construction of  additional facilities 
would begin. Added social benefits in the form of  a 
cleaner, quieter city or reduced social costs of  traffic 
control and accidents could be included in the cost 
accounting (“cost-benefit analysis”) underlying the 
fare structure. But below-cost fares, taking care to 
count social as well as private costs, would not be 
continued indefinitely except for merit goods or when 
a clear income-redistribution end is in mind.  
And, even then, not without careful comparison of   
the relative efficiency of  using the subsidy money  
in alternative redistributive programs. We need, it 
would seem, not only a knowledge of  the economy of  
the city, but some very knowledgeable city economists 
as well.



“The Competitive advantage  
of the inner City” 
Harvard Business Review (1995) 

Michael  Porter 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Harvard Business School professor Michael Porter declares that the economic distress of inner-city 
neighborhoods may be the most pressing issue facing the United States. Many scholars and practitioners across 
the political spectrum agree. But there is little agreement on what role government should play in economic 
development and job creation and how they should go about their  business. 

Implicit in Wilbur Thompson’s views on urban economics is the assumption that whatever the private market 
can do should be left to it (p. 305). Thompson and other mainstream Western economists feel that the role of 
government in economics should be limited to provision of public goods like highways and services like police 
and fire protection, merit goods like immunizations, and redistribution of a small amount of government revenue 
to indigent people unable to work because of physical or mental disabilities, age, or other reasons. While the 
selection by Engels in this book (p. 53) is mainly descriptive, Engels and his mentor Karl Marx developed a 
diametrically opposed point of view: that government should own all property and provide all goods and services 
collectively. Marxist governments in Soviet Russia, Maoist China, and eventually throughout the communist bloc 
abolished private property and established vast government bureaucracies to provide goods and services 
collectively. But by the end of the twentieth century, communist economic systems had collapsed virtually 
everywhere. Most scholars and practitioners worldwide favor private market economies, but often with greater 
governmental regulation, public spending, and welfare than in the US and the UK. Scandinavian countries, the 
Netherlands, and some other countries mix free-market approaches and a much more extensive welfare  state. 

Porter sees lack of jobs as the root cause of crime, drug abuse, dysfunctional families, and other social 
problems. He feels that the government response to the problem of inner-city decline and lack of jobs has been 
ineffective in the United States and other countries. But he does not believe that government should fund 
businesses or provide jobs. Rather, Porter argues that the best solution to inner-city problems lies in identifying 
and taking advantage of their particular strengths and encouraging private entrepreneurs to build successful 
private for-profit businesses and provide  jobs. 

Porter characterizes the current approach to inner-city problems as based on a social model aimed at the 
individual. As economist Wilbur Thompson describes (p. 305), market-oriented countries like the United States 
rely primarily on private business to meet social needs. They rely on government to fund free universal public 
primary and secondary school education, public goods like highways, national security, agencies to regulate 
private market activities, but social welfare, free medical assistance, subsidized public housing, and other 
redistributive programs only for “the truly disadvantaged.” 

Porter argues that government programs to create jobs in inner-city neighborhoods and train local residents 
for employment have been fragmented and inefficient. He believes that programs consisting of subsidies, 
preference programs, and expensive efforts to stimulate economic activity have not worked well. In Porter’s view, 
governments have dumped money on small, marginal inner-city businesses that cannot not turn a profit without 
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government help. These businesses in turn have often hired or required private sector contractors to hire 
incompetent workers. Or they have spent large sums to get hopelessly blighted redevelopment areas and badly 
contaminated brownfield areas back into usable condition. Often the subsidized firms fail, the workers hired 
through preference programs are fired when the subsidies run out, and the brownfields and redevelopment 
project areas sit vacant or are developed as showcase projects that burn up money better spent  elsewhere. 

Porter argues for a new economic model of inner-city revitalization. He favors private, for-profit initiatives 
based on economic self-interest, rather than artificial inducements, charity, and government mandates. Such an 
approach will only work, Porter argues, if it takes advantage of the true competitive advantages of the inner  city. 

Porter considers the view that inner-city real estate or labor costs are sufficiently lower to make a compelling 
reason for firms to locate in inner-city neighborhoods rather than in suburban or exurban locations to be a myth. 
Even if some inner-city land is inexpensive, the costs of demolishing old structures, installing new infrastructure, 
and dealing with environmental problems that are necessary before the land can be redeveloped make it more 
expensive than raw greenfield suburban land by the time it is ready for building. Rather, Porter argues, there are 
four true advantages to inner-city locations: (1) their strategic location, (2) local market demand the areas 
themselves possess, (3) possibilities of integration with regional job clusters, and (4) an industrious labor force 
that is eager to work. Firms that can best exploit these inner-city advantages, Porter believes, can turn a profit 
without government assistance and may find inner-city locations the best place to do business. Unlike scholars 
like Harvard’s William Julius Wilson, who emphasizes the loss of jobs that people with limited education can 
perform, Porter argues that there still are (or could be) plenty of firms in the inner city that can use unskilled labor 
for warehouse and production-line workers, truck drivers, retail, and other unskilled  jobs. 

Porter places a large part of the blame for the high costs and difficulties of doing business in inner cities on 
government regulation and anti-business attitudes. This is a common argument among conservatives who favor 
less government. He argues that local governments can and should improve the economic climate and make 
inner-city neighborhoods more attractive for private investment by reducing regulation – strategies that Harvey 
Molotch found that growth machines favored (p. 293). Many developing countries reduce or eliminate regulations 
for special manufacturing or export processing zones to lure in foreign direct investment. Reducing regulation 
to encourage business reinvestment in distressed inner-city neighborhoods has been a theme in British 
Enterprise Zone and US Empowerment Zone/Enterprise Community programs. In these programs a blighted 
inner-city area is designated. Within the boundaries of the zone, government provides a mixture of incentives to 
encourage businesses to locate within the zone. Some of the incentives are monetary – such as subsidies or 
tax relief. But many involve regulatory relief, such as allowing industries to avoid costly environmental regulations 
such as technology to reduce greenhouse gas emissions or to comply with strict and costly occupational health 
and safety  requirements. The idea is that industries will locate within the zones and employ local residents. With 
jobs and income, residents will be able to afford better housing, food, clothing, and health care. As they spend 
money within their own neighborhoods, local businesses will thrive. The employed residents will not be 
dependent on local government for welfare assistance. And with pride in earning a living families will stay 
together, people will stop taking drugs, robberies and other crimes will drop, and many other social ills will 
decline or  disappear. 

Porter is a brilliant scholar with a global impact, but limited direct experience with neighborhoods such as the 
ones W.E.B. Du Bois (p. 124) or Elijah Anderson (p. 131) describe. Given historic racism, bad schools, and the 
lack of skills many inner-city Black ghetto residents possess, are not preference programs necessary? Would 
Porter’s prescriptions reach people with a “street culture” who chose to live the “gangsta lifestyle” that Elijah 
Anderson describes? 

Michael Porter is the Bishop William Lawrence University Professor of Business Administration at the Harvard 
Business School and the Director of Harvard’s Institute for Strategy and Competitiveness. Since 2000 he has 
been a university professor – the highest professional recognition that Harvard awards a faculty member. As well 
as his MBA from Harvard Business School and a PhD in Business Economics from Harvard, Porter holds 
fourteen honorary doctorates. Porter’s graduate course on competitiveness is taught in partnership with more 
than eighty other universities, many of them in developing nations. Porter also leads Harvard Business School’s 
New CEO Workshop, a program for newly appointed CEOs of the world’s largest and most complex organizations. 
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The economic distress of  America’s inner cities may 
be the most pressing issue facing the nation. The lack 
of  businesses and jobs in disadvantaged urban areas 
fuels not only a crushing cycle of  poverty but also 
crippling social problems, such as drug abuse and 
crime. And, as the inner cities continue to deteriorate, 
the debate on how to aid them grows increasingly 
divisive.

The sad reality is that the efforts of  the past few 
decades to revitalize the inner cities have failed. The 
establishment of  a sustainable economic base – and 
with it employment opportunities, wealth creation, role 
models, and improved local infrastructure – still eludes 
us despite the investment of  substantial resources.

Past efforts have been guided by a social model 
built around meeting the needs of  individuals. Aid to 

In the early 1990s, Porter turned his attention to inner-city problems. In 1994, he founded and remains chairman 
of the Initiative for a Competitive Inner City (ICIC), a nonprofit private-sector organization that assists inner-city 
business development across the United States. Recently Porter has extended his thinking about competitiveness 
and strategic planning to the fields of health care and environmental management. In addition to advising private 
corporations, and national governments, Professor Porter serves as senior strategy advisor to the Boston Red 
Sox, a major league baseball  team. 

Porter is the author of eighteen books and more than 125 articles. Porter’s most influential book, Competitive 
Strategy: Techniques for Analyzing Industries and Competitors, originally published in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, in 1998 by the Harvard Business School Press, is in its sixty-third printing and has been 
translated into nineteen languages. Competitive Advantage: Creating and Sustaining Superior Performance, 
originally published in New York in 1985 by the Free Press, is in its thirty-eighth printing. Other of Porter’s 
eighteen books include Michael E. Porter on Competition, updated and expanded edition (Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press, 2008), Competitive Strategy: Techniques for Analyzing Industries and Competitors 
(New York: Free Press, 1998), On Competition (Boston: Harvard Business School Press, 1998), and The 
Competitive Advantage of Nations (New York: Free Press, 1990). 

Books on community-based economic development – generally less oriented to private sector approaches 
than Porter – include Michael Todaro and Steven Smith, Economic Development, 11th edn (Boston: Addison-
Wesley, 2012), Wayne E. Nafziger, Economic Development, 5th edn (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
2012), Dwight H. Perkins, Seven Radelet, David L. Lindauer, and Steven A. Block, Economics of Development, 
7th edn (New York: W.W. Norton, 2012), Joan Fitzgerald, Emerald Cities: Urban Sustainability And Economic 
Development (New York and London: Oxford University Press, 2010), Edward J. Blakeley and Nancey Green 
Leigh, Planning Local Economic Development: Theory and Practice, 4th edn (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
2009), and Paul Ong and Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris (eds.), Jobs and Economic Development in Minority 
Communities (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2006). 

There is a large literature on entrepreneurship in cities, including social entrepreneurship. See, for example 
Edward L. Glaeser, Stuart S. Rosenthal, and William C. Strange, Urban Economics and Entrepreneurship 
(Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economic Research, 2009), David Bornstein How to Change the World: 
Social Entrepreneurs and the Power of New Ideas, updated edition (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2008), and Alex Nicholls, Social Entrepreneurship: New Models of Sustainable Social Change  
(London and New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). 

There is also a large literature on development economics in developing countries. A recent anthology on 
writings on development economics is Georgio Secondi (ed.), The Development Economics Reader (Routledge: 
London and New York, 2009). 

Porter, Michael, “The Competitive Advantage of  the Inner City,” reprinted by permission of  Harvard Buisness 
Review, May/June, 1995, 55–71. Copyright © 1995 by the President and Fellows of  Harvard College; all rights 
 reserved. 
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inner cities, then, has largely taken the form of  relief  
programs such as income assistance, housing 
subsidies, and food stamps, all of  which address highly 
visible – and real – social needs.

Programs aimed more directly at economic 
development have been fragmented and ineffective. 
These piecemeal approaches have usually taken the 
form of  subsidies, preference programs, or expensive 
efforts to stimulate economic activity in tangential 
fields such as housing, real estate, and neighborhood 
development. Lacking an overall strategy, such pro- 
grams have treated the inner city as an island isolated 
from the surrounding economy and subject to its own 
unique laws of  competition. They have encouraged 
and supported small, subscale businesses designed to 
serve the local community but ill equipped to attract 
the community’s own spending power, much less 
export outside it. In short, the social model has ina- 
dvertently undermined the creation of  economi- 
cally viable companies. Without such companies  
and the jobs they create, the social problems will  
only worsen.

The time has come to recognize that revitalizing 
the inner city will require a radically different approach. 
While social programs will continue to play a critical 
role in meeting human needs and improving educa- 
tion, they must support – and not undermine – a 
coherent economic strategy. The question we should 
be asking is how inner-city-based businesses and 
nearby employment opportunities for inner-city 
residents can proliferate and grow. A sustainable 
economic base can be created in the inner city, but 
only as it has been created elsewhere: through private, 
for-profit initiatives and investment based on economic 
self-interest and genuine competitive advantage – not 
through artificial inducements, charity, or government 
mandates.

We must stop trying to cure the inner city’s 
problems by perpetually increasing social investment 
and hoping for economic activity to follow. Instead,  
an economic model must begin with the premise that 
inner-city businesses should be profitable and should 
be positioned to compete on a regional, national, and 
even international scale. These businesses should  
be capable not only of  serving the local commu- 
nity but also of  exporting goods and services to  
the surrounding economy. The cornerstone of  such a 
model is to identify and exploit the competitive 
advantages of  inner cities that will translate into truly 
profitable businesses.

Our policies and programs have fallen into the trap 
of  redistributing wealth. The real need – and the real 
opportunity – is to create wealth.

TOwaRdS a New MOdeL: LOCaTiON 
aNd BUSiNeSS deVeLOPMeNT

Economic activity in and around inner cities will take 
root if  it enjoys a competitive advantage and occupies 
a niche that is hard to replicate elsewhere. If  
companies are to prosper, they must find a compelling 
competitive reason for locating in the inner city. A 
coherent strategy for development starts with that 
fundamental economic principle, as the contrasting 
experiences of  the following companies illustrate.

Alpha Electronics (the company’s name has been 
disguised), a 28-person company that designed and 
manufactured multimedia computer peripherals, was 
initially based in lower Manhattan. In 1987, the New 
York City Office of  Economic Development set out to 
orchestrate an economic “renaissance” in the South 
Bronx by inducing companies to relocate there. Alpha, 
a small but growing company, was sincerely interested 
in contributing to the community and eager to take 
advantage of  the city’s willingness to subsidize its 
operations. The city, in turn, was happy that a high-
tech company would begin to stabilize a distressed 
neighborhood and create jobs. In exchange for relo- 
cating, the city provided Alpha with numerous incen- 
tives that would lower costs and boost profits. It 
appeared to be an ideal strategy.

By 1994, however, the relocation effort had proved 
a failure for all concerned. Despite the rapid growth of  
its industry, Alpha was left with only 8 of  its original 28 
employees. Unable to attract high-quality employees 
to the South Bronx or to train local residents, the com- 
pany was forced to outsource its manufacturing and 
some of  its design work. Potential suppliers and 
customers refused to visit Alpha’s offices. Without the 
city’s attention to security, the company was plagued 
by theft.

What went wrong? Good intentions notwith- 
standing, the arrangement failed the test of  business 
logic. Before undertaking the move, Alpha and the city 
would have been wise to ask themselves why none of  
the South Bronx’s thriving businesses was in elec- 
tronics. The South Bronx as a location offered no 
specific advantages to support Alpha’s business, and  
it had several disadvantages that would prove fatal. 
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Isolated from the lower Manhattan hub of  computer-
design and software companies, Alpha was cut off  
from vital connections with customers, suppliers, and 
electronic designers.

In contrast, Matrix Exhibits, a $2.2 million supplier 
of  trade-show exhibits that has 30 employees, is 
thriving in Atlanta’s inner city. When Tennessee-based 
Matrix decided to enter the Atlanta market in 1985, it 
could have chosen a variety of  locations. All the other 
companies that create and rent trade show exhibits 
are based in Atlanta’s suburbs. But the Atlanta World 
Congress Center, the city’s major exhibition space, is 
just a six-minute drive from the inner city, and Matrix 
chose the location because it provided a real com- 
petitive advantage. Today Matrix offers customers 
superior response time, delivering trade-show exhibits 
faster than its suburban competitors. Matrix benefits 
from low rental rates for warehouse space – about half  
the rate its competitors pay for similar space in the 
suburbs – and draws half  its employees from the local 
community. The commitment of  local police has 
helped the company avoid any serious security pro- 
blems. Today Matrix is one of  the top five exhibition 
houses in Georgia.

Alpha and Matrix demonstrate how location can 
be critical to the success or failure of  a business. Every 
location – whether it be a nation, a region, or a city – 
has a set of  unique local conditions that underpin the 
ability of  companies based there to compete in a par-
ticular field. The competitive advantage of  a location 
does not usually arise in isolated companies but in 
clusters of  companies – in other words, in companies 
that are in the same industry or otherwise linked 
together through customer, supplier, or similar rela-
tionships. Clusters represent critical masses of  skill, 
information, relationships, and infrastructure in a 
given field. Unusual or sophisticated local demand 
gives companies insight into customers’ needs. Take 
Massachusetts’s highly competitive cluster of  infor-
mation-technology industries: it includes companies 
specializing in semiconductors, workstations, super-
computers, software, networking equipment, data-
bases, market research, and computer magazines.

Clusters arise in a particular location for specific 
historical or geographic reasons – reasons that may 
cease to matter over time as the cluster itself  becomes 
powerful and competitively self-sustaining. In suc- 
cessful clusters such as Hollywood, Silicon Valley, 
Wall Street, and Detroit, several competitors often 
push one another to improve products and processes. 

The presence of  a group of  competing companies 
contributes to the formation of  new suppliers, the 
growth of  companies in related fields, the formation 
of  specialized training programs, and the emergence 
of  technological centers of  excellence in colleges and 
universities. The clusters also provide newcomers with 
access to expertise, connections, and infrastructure 
that they in turn can learn and exploit to their own 
economic advantage.

If  locations (and the events of  history) give rise to 
clusters, it is clusters that drive economic development. 
They create new capabilities, new companies, and 
new industries. I initially described this theory of  
location in The Competitive Advantage of  Nations (Free 
Press, 1990), applying it to the relatively large 
geographic areas of  nations and states. But it is just as 
relevant to smaller areas such as the inner city. To 
bring the theory to bear on the inner city, we must first 
identify the inner city’s competitive advantages and 
the ways inner-city businesses can forge connections 
with the surrounding urban and regional economies.

The TRUe adVaNTaGeS  
OF The iNNeR CiTy

The first step toward developing an economic model 
is identifying the inner city’s true competitive 
advantages. There is a common misperception that 
the inner city enjoys two main advantages: low-cost 
real estate and labor. These so-called advantages are 
more illusory than real. Real estate and labor costs are 
often higher in the inner city than in suburban and 
rural areas. And even if  inner cities were able to offer 
lower-cost labor and real estate compared with other 
locations in the United States, basic input costs can no 
longer give companies from relatively prosperous 
nations a competitive edge in the global economy. 
Inner cities would inevitably lose jobs to countries like 
Mexico or China, where labor and real estate are far 
cheaper.

Only attributes that are unique to inner cities will 
support viable businesses. My ongoing research of  
urban areas across the United States identifies four 
main advantages of  the inner city: strategic location, 
local market demand, integration with regional 
clusters, and human resources. Various companies and 
programs have identified and exploited each of  those 
advantages from time to time. To date, however, no 
systematic effort has been mounted to harness them.
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Strategic location

Inner cities are located in what should be economically 
valuable areas. They sit near congested high-rent 
areas, major business centers, and transportation and 
communications nodes. As a result, inner cities can 
offer a competitive edge to companies that benefit 
from proximity to downtown business districts, logis- 
tical infrastructure, entertainment or tourist centers, 
and concentrations of  companies.

Local market demand

The inner-city market itself  represents the most 
immediate opportunity for inner-city-based entre- 
preneurs and businesses. At a time when most other 
markets are saturated, inner-city markets remain 
poorly served – especially in retailing, financial 
services, and personal services. In Los Angeles, for 
example, retail penetration per resident in the inner 
city compared with the rest of  the city is 35% in 
supermarkets, 40% in department stores, and 50% in 
hobby, toy, and game stores.

The first notable quality of  the inner-city market is 
its size. Even though average inner-city incomes are 
relatively low, high population density translates into 
an immense market with substantial purchasing 
power. Boston’s inner city, for example, has an 
estimated total family income of  $3.4 billion.

Spending power per acre is comparable with  
the rest of  the city despite a 21% lower average 
household income level than in the rest of  Boston, 
and, more significantly, higher than in the surrounding 
suburbs. In addition, the market is young and growing 
rapidly, owing in part to immigration and relatively 
high birth rates.

integration with regional clusters

The most exciting prospects for the future of  inner-
city economic development lie in capitalizing on 
nearby regional clusters: those unique-to-a-region 
collections of  related companies that are competitive 
nationally and even globally. For example, Boston’s 
inner city is next door to world-class financial-services 
and health-care clusters. South Central Los Angeles is 
close to an enormous entertainment cluster and a 
large logistical-services and wholesaling complex.

The ability to access competitive clusters is a very 
different attribute – and one much more far reaching 
in economic implication – than the more generic 
advantage of  proximity to a large downtown area with 
concentrated activity. Competitive clusters create two 
types of  potential advantages. The first is for business 
formation. Companies providing supplies, compo- 
nents, and support services could be created to take 
advantage of  the inner city’s proximity to multiple 
nearby customers in the cluster . . .

The second advantage of  these clusters is the 
potential they offer inner-city companies to compete 
in downstream products and services. For example, an 
inner-city company could draw on Boston’s strength in 
financial services to provide services tailored to inner-
city needs – such as secured credit cards, factoring, 
and mutual funds – both within and outside the inner 
city in Boston and elsewhere in the country.

[. . .]

human resources

The inner city’s fourth advantage takes on a number 
of  deeply entrenched myths about the nature of  its 
residents. The first myth is that inner-city residents do 
not want to work and opt for welfare over gainful 
employment. Although there is a pressing need to deal 
with inner-city residents who are unprepared for work, 
most inner-city residents are industrious and eager to 
work. For moderate-wage jobs ($6 to $10 per hour) 
that require little formal education (for instance, 
warehouse workers, production-line workers, and 
truck drivers), employers report that they find hard- 
working, dedicated employees in the inner city. For 
example, a company in Boston’s inner-city neighbor- 
hood of  Dorchester bakes and decorates cakes sold to 
supermarkets throughout the region. It attracts and 
retains area residents at $7 to $8 per hour (plus 
contributions to pensions and health insurance) and 
has almost 100 local employees. The loyalty of  its 
labor pool is one of  the factors that has allowed the 
bakery to thrive.

Admittedly, many of  the jobs currently available to 
inner-city residents provide limited opportunities for 
advancement. But the fact is that they are jobs; and the 
inner city and its residents need many more of  them 
close to home. Proposals that workers commute to 
jobs in distant suburbs – or move to be near those  
jobs – underestimate the barriers that travel time and 
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relative skill level represent for inner-city residents. 
Moreover, in deciding what types of  businesses are 
appropriate to locate in the inner city, it is critical to  
be realistic about the pool of  potential employees. 
Attracting high-tech companies might make for better 
press, but it is of  little benefit to inner-city residents. 
Recall the contrasting experiences of  Alpha Electro- 
nics and Matrix Exhibits. In the case of  Alpha, there 
was a complete mismatch between the company’s 
need for highly skilled professionals and the available 
labor pool in the local community. In contrast, Matrix 
carefully considered the available workforce when it 
established its Atlanta office. Unlike the Tennessee 
headquarters, which custom-designs and creates 
exhibits for each client, the Atlanta office specializes in 
rentals made from prefabricated components – work 
requiring less-skilled labor, which can be drawn from 
the inner- city. Given the work-force, low-skill jobs are 
realistic and economically viable: they represent the 
first rung on the economic ladder for many individuals 
who otherwise would be unemployed. Over time, 
successful job creation will trigger a self-reinforcing 
process that raises skill and wage levels.

The second myth is that the inner city’s only entre-
preneurs are drug dealers. In fact, there is a real capac-
ity for legitimate entrepreneurship among inner- city 
residents, most of  which has been channeled into the 
provision of  social services. For instance, Boston’s 
inner city has numerous social service providers as 
well as social, fraternal, and religious organizations. 
Behind the creation and building of  those organiza-
tions is a whole cadre of  local entrepreneurs who have 
responded to intense local demand for social services 
and to funding opportunities provided by government, 
foundations, and private sector sponsors. The chal-
lenge is to redirect some of  that talent and energy 
toward building for-profit businesses and creating 
wealth.

The third myth is that skilled minorities, many of  
whom grew up in or near inner cities, have abandoned 
their roots. Today’s large and growing pool of  talented 
minority managers represents a new generation of  
potential inner-city entrepreneurs. Many have been 
trained at the nation’s leading business schools and 
have gained experience in the nation’s leading com- 
panies. Approximately 2,800 African Americans and 

New Model Old Model

Economic: create wealth Social: redistribute wealth

Private sector Government and social service organizations

Profitable businesses Subsidized businesses

Integration with the regional economy Isolation from the larger economy

Companies that are export oriented Companies that serve the local community

Skilled and experienced minorities engaged in  Skilled and experienced minorities engaged in the 
building businesses social service sector
 
Mainstream, private sector institutions enlisted Special institutions created
 
Inner-city disadvantages addressed directly Inner-city disadvantages counterbalanced

Government focuses on improving the environment  Government directly involved with providing  
for business services or funding

Figure 1 Inner-city economic development
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1,400 Hispanics graduate from M.B.A. programs every 
year compared with only a handful 20 years ago. 
Thousands of  highly trained minorities are working at 
leading companies such as Morgan Stanley, Citibank, 
Ford, HewlettPackard, and McKinsey & Company. 
Many of  these managers have developed the skills, 
net-work, capital base, and confidence to begin thinking 
about joining or starting entrepreneurial companies in 
the inner city . . .

The ReaL diSadVaNTaGeS  
OF The iNNeR CiTy

The second step toward creating a coherent economic 
strategy is addressing the very real disadvantages  
of  locating businesses in the inner city. The inescap- 
able fact is that businesses operating in the inner city 
face greater obstacles than those based elsewhere. 
Many of  those obstacles are needlessly inflicted by 
government. Unless the disadvantages are addressed 
directly, instead of  indirectly through subsidies or 
mandates, the inner city’s competitive advantages will 
continue to erode.

Land

Although vacant property is abundant in inner cities, 
much of  it is not economically usable. Assembling 
small parcels into meaningful sites can be prohibitively 
expensive and is further complicated by the fact that a 
number of  city, state, and federal agencies each 
control land and fight over turf  . . .

Building costs

The cost of  building in the inner city is signifi- 
cantly higher than in the suburbs because of  the  
costs and delays associated with logistics, negotia-
tions with community groups, and strict urban regula-
tions: restrictive zoning, architectural codes, permits, 
inspections, and government-required union con-
tracts and minority setasides. Ironically, despite  
the desperate need for new projects, construction in 
inner cities is far more regulated than it is in the 
suburbs – a legacy of  big city politics and entrenched 
bureaucracies.

[. . .]

Other costs

Compared with the suburbs, inner cities have high 
costs for water, other utilities, workers’ compensation, 
health care, insurance, permitting and other fees, real 
estate and other taxes, OSHA compliance, and 
neighborhood hiring requirements. For example, 
Russer Foods, a manufacturing company located in 
Boston’s inner city, operates a comparable plant in 
upstate New York. The Boston plant’s expenses are 
55% higher for workers’ compensation, 50% higher for 
family medical insurance, 166% higher for unemploy- 
ment insurance, 340% higher for water, and 67% 
higher for electricity. High costs like these drive away 
companies and hold down wages. Some costs, such as 
those for workers’ compensation, apply to the state or 
region as a whole. Others, such as real estate taxes, 
apply citywide. Still others, such as property insurance, 
are specific to the inner city. All are devastating  
to maintaining fragile inner-city companies and to 
attracting new businesses.

It is an unfortunate reality that many cities – 
because they have a greater proportion of  residents 
dependent on welfare, Medicaid, and other social 
programs – require higher government spending and, 
as a result, higher corporate taxes. The resulting tax 
burden feeds a vicious cycle – driving out more com- 
panies while requiring even higher taxes from those 
that remain. Cities have been reluctant to challenge 
entrenched bureaucracies and unions, as well as 
inefficient and outdated government departments, all 
of  which unduly raise city costs.

Finally, excessive regulation not only drives up 
building and other costs but also hampers almost all 
facets of  business life in the inner city, from putting up 
an awning over a shop window to operating a pushcart 
to making site improvements. Regulation also stunts 
inner-city entrepreneurship, serving as a formidable 
barrier to small and start-up companies. Restrictive 
licensing and permitting, high licensing fees, and 
archaic safety and health regulations create barriers to 
entry into the very types of  businesses that are logical 
and appropriate for creating jobs and wealth in the 
inner city.

Security

Both the reality and the perception of  crime rep- 
resent profound impediments to urban economic 



M I C H A E L   P O R T E R 322

development. First, crime against property raises 
costs. For example, the Shops at Church Square, an 
inner-city strip shopping center in Cleveland, Ohio, 
spends $2 per square foot more than a compar- 
able suburban center for a full-time security guard, 
increased lighting, and continuous cleaning – raising 
overall costs by more than 20%. Second, crime against 
employees and customers creates an unwillingness to 
work in and patronize inner-city establishments and 
restricts companies’ hours of  operation. Fear of  crime 
ranks among the most important reasons why com- 
panies opening new facilities failed to consider inner-
city locations and why companies already located in 
the inner city left. Currently, police devote most of  
their resources to the security of  residential areas, 
largely overlooking commercial and industrial sites.

infrastructure

Transportation infrastructure planning, which today 
focuses primarily on the mobility of  residents for 
shopping and commuting, should consider equally  
the mobility of  goods and the ease of  commercial 
transactions. The most critical aspects of  the new 
economic model – the importance of  the location of  
the inner city, the connections between inner-city 
businesses and regional clusters, and the development 
of  export-oriented businesses – require the presence 
of  strong logistical links between inner-city business 
sites and the surrounding economy. Unfortunately, the 
business infrastructure of  the inner city has fallen into 
disrepair. The capacity of  roads, the frequency and 
location of  highway on-ramps and off-ramps, the links 
to downtown, and the access to railways, airports, and 
regional logistical networks are inadequate.

employee skills

Because their average education levels are low, many 
inner-city residents lack the skills to work in any but 
the most unskilled occupations. To make matters 
worse, employment opportunities for less educated 
workers have fallen markedly. In Boston between  
1970 and 1990, for example, the percentage of  jobs 
held by people without high school diplomas  
dropped from 29% to 7%, while those held by college 
graduates climbed from 18% to 44%. And the 
unemployment rate for African–American men aged 

16 to 64 with less than a high school education in 
major northeastern cities rose from 19% in 1970 to 
57% in 1990.

Management skills

The managers of  most inner-city companies lack 
formal business training. That problem, however, is not 
unique to the inner city; it is a characteristic of  small 
businesses in general. Many individuals with extensive 
work histories but little or no formal managerial train-
ing start businesses. Inner-city companies without 
well trained managers experience a series of  predict-
able problems that are similar to those that affect 
many small businesses: weaknesses in strategy  
development, market segmentation, customer-needs 
evaluation, introduction of  information technology, 
process design, cost control, securing or restructuring 
financing, interaction with lenders and government 
regulatory agencies, crafting business plans, and 
employee training. Local community colleges often 
offer management courses, but their quality is uneven, 
and entrepreneurs are hard-pressed for time to attend 
them.

Capital

Access to debt and equity capital represents a 
formidable barrier to entrepreneurship and company 
growth in inner-city areas.

First, most inner-city businesses still suffer from 
poor access to debt funding because of  the limited 
attention that mainstream banks paid them historically. 
Even in the best of  circumstances, small business 
lending is only marginally profitable to banks because 
transaction costs are high relative to loan amounts. 
Many banks remain in small-business lending only to 
attract deposits and to help sell other more profitable 
products.

The federal government has made several efforts 
to address the inner city’s problem of  debt capital. As 
a result of  legislation like the Community Reinvestment 
Act, passed in order to overcome bias in lending, 
banks have begun to pay much more attention to 
inner-city areas. In Boston, for example, leading banks 
are competing fiercely to lend in the inner city – and 
some claim to be doing so profitably. Direct financ- 
ing efforts by government, however, have proved 
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ineffective. The proliferation of  government loan 
pools and quasi-public lending organizations has pro- 
duced fragmentation, market confusion, and dupli- 
cation of  overhead. Business loans that would provide 
scale to private sector lenders are siphoned off  by 
these organizations, many of  which are high-cost, 
bureaucratic, and risk-averse. In the end, the develop- 
ment of  high-quality private sector expertise in inner-
city business financing has been undermined.

Second, equity capital has been all but absent. 
Inner-city entrepreneurs often lack personal or family 
savings and networks of  individuals to draw on for 
capital. Institutional sources of  equity capital are 
scarce for minority-owned companies and have 
virtually ignored inner-city business opportunities.

attitudes

A final obstacle to companies in the inner city is anti- 
business attitudes. Some workers perceive businesses 
as exploitative, a view that guarantees poor relations 
between labor and management. Equally debilitating 
are the antibusiness attitudes held by community 
leaders and social activists. These attitudes are the 
legacy of  a regrettable history of  poor treatment of  
workers, departures of  companies, and damage to the 
environment. But holding on to these views today is 
counterproductive. Too often, community leaders 
mistakenly view businesses as a means of  directly 
meeting social needs; as a result, they have unrealistic 
expectations for corporate involvement in the 
community . . .

Demanding linkage payments and contributions 
and stirring up antibusiness sentiment are political 
tools that brought questionable results in the past 
when owners had less discretion about where they 
chose to locate their companies. In today’s increasingly 
competitive business environment, such tactics will 
serve only to stunt economic growth.

Overcoming the business disadvantages of  the 
inner city as well as building on its inherent advantages 
will require the commitment and involvement of  
business, government, and the nonprofit sector. Each 
will have to abandon deeply held beliefs and past 
approaches. Each must be willing to accept a new 
model for the inner city based on an economic rather 
than social perspective. The private sector, nongovern- 
ment or social service organizations, must be the 
focus of  the new model.

The new role of the private sector

The economic model challenges the private sector to 
assume the leading role. First, however, it must adopt 
new attitudes toward the inner city. Most private 
sector initiatives today are driven by preference 
programs or charity. Such activities would never stand 
on their own merits in the marketplace. It is inevitable, 
then, that they contribute to growing cynicism. The 
private sector will be most effective if  it focuses on 
what it does best: creating and supporting econo- 
mically viable businesses built on true competi- 
tive advantage. It should pursue four immediate 
opportunities as it assumes its new role.

1. Create and expand business activity in the inner city. 
The most important contribution companies can 
make to inner cities is simply to do business there. 
Inner cities hold untapped potential for profitable 
businesses. Companies and entrepreneurs must seek 
out and seize those opportunities that build on the true 
advantages of  the inner city. In particular, retailers, 
franchisers, and financial services companies have 
immediate opportunities. Franchises represent an 
especially attractive model for inner-city entrepre- 
neurship because they provide not only a business 
concept but also training and support.

Businesses can learn from the mistakes that many 
outside companies have made in the inner city. One 
error is the failure of  retail and service businesses to 
tailor their goods and services to the local market . . .

Another common mistake is the failure to build 
relationships within the community and to hire locally. 
Hiring local residents builds loyalty from neighborhood 
customers, and local employees of  retail and service 
businesses can help stores customize their products. 
Evidence suggests that companies that were perceived 
to be in touch with the community had far fewer 
security problems, whether or not the owners lived in 
the community.

[. . .]
2. Establish business relationships with inner city 

companies. By entering into joint ventures or customer– 
supplier relationships, outside companies will help 
inner-city companies by encouraging them to export 
and by forcing them to be competitive. In the long run, 
both sides will benefit . . . Such relationships, based not 
on charity but on mutual self-interest, are sustainable 
ones; every major company should develop them.

3. Redirect corporate philanthropy from social services 
to business-to-business efforts. Countless companies give 
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many millions of  dollars each year to worthy innercity 
social-service agencies. But philanthropic efforts  
will be more effective if  they also focus on building 
business-to-business relationships that, in the long 
run, will reduce the need for social services.

First, corporations could have a tremendous 
impact on training. The existing system for job training 
in the United States is ineffective. Training programs 
are fragmented, overhead intensive, and disconnected 
from the needs of  industry. Many programs train 
people for nonexistent jobs in industries with no 
projected growth. Although reforming training will 
require the help of  government, the private sector 
must determine how and where resources should be 
allocated to ensure that the specific employment 
needs of  local and regional businesses are met. 
Ultimately, employers, not government, should certify 
all training programs based on relevant criteria and 
likely job availability.

Training programs led by the private sector could 
be built around industry clusters located in both the 
inner city (for example, restaurants, food service, and 
food processing in Boston) and the nearby regional 
economy (for example, financial services and health 
care in Boston). Industry associations and trade 
groups, supported by government incentives, could 
sponsor their own training programs in collaboration 
with local training institutions.

[. . .]
Second, the private sector could make an equally 

substantial impact by providing management assis- 
tance to inner-city companies. As with training, cur- 
rent programs financed or operated by the government 
are inadequate. Outside companies have much to 
offer companies in the inner city: talent, know-how, 
and contacts. One approach to upgrading manage- 
ment skills is to emphasize networking with companies 
in the regional economy that either are part of  the 
same cluster (customers, suppliers, and related 
businesses) or have expertise in needed areas. An 
inner-city company could team up with a partner in 
the region who provides management assistance; or a 
consortium of  companies with a required expertise, 
such as information technology, could provide assis- 
tance to inner-city businesses in need of  upgrading 
their systems.

[. . .]
4. Adopt the right model for equity capital investments. 

The investment community – especially venture 
capitalists – must be convinced of  the viability of  

investing in the inner city. There is a small but grow- 
ing number of  minority-oriented equity providers 
(although none specifically focus on inner cities). A 
successful model for inner-city investing will probably 
not look like the familiar venture-capital model created 
primarily for technology companies. Instead, it may 
resemble the equity funds operating in the emerging 
economies of  Russia or Hungary – investing in such 
mundane but potentially profitable projects as 
supermarkets and laundries. Ultimately, inner-city-
based businesses that follow the principles of  com- 
petitive advantage will generate appropriate returns to 
investors – particularly if  aided by appropriate 
incentives, such as tax exclusions for capital gains and 
dividends for qualifying inner-city businesses.

The new role of government

To date, government has assumed primary respon- 
sibility for bringing about the economic revitalization 
of  the inner city. Existing programs at the federal, 
state, and local levels designed to create jobs and 
attract businesses have been piecemeal and frag- 
mented at best. Still worse, these programs have been 
based on subsidies and mandates rather than on 
marketplace realities. Unless we find new approaches, 
the inner city will continue to drain our rapidly 
shrinking public coffers.

Undeniably, inner cities suffer from a long history 
of  discrimination. However, the way for government 
to move forward is not by looking behind. Government 
can assume a more effective role by supporting the 
private sector in new economic initiatives. It must shift 
its focus from direct involvement and intervention to 
creating a favorable environment for business. This is 
not to say that public funds will not be necessary. But 
subsidies must be spent in ways that do not distort 
business incentives, focusing instead on providing the 
infrastructure to support genuinely profitable busi- 
nesses. Government at all levels should focus on four 
goals as it takes on its new role.

1. Direct resources to the areas of  greatest economic 
need. The crisis in our inner cities demands that they 
be first in line for government assistance. This may 
seem an obvious assertion. But the fact is that many 
programs in areas such as infrastructure, crime pre- 
vention, environmental cleanup, land development, 
and purchasing preference spread funds across cons- 
tituencies for political reasons. For example, most 
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transportation infrastructure spending goes to creat- 
ing still more attractive suburban areas. In addition, a 
majority of  preference-program assistance does not go 
to companies located in low-income neighborhoods.

[. . .]
Unfortunately, the qualifying criteria for current 

government assistance programs are not properly 
designed to channel resources where they are most 
needed. Preference programs support business based 
on the race, ethnicity, or gender of  their owners rather 
than on economic need. In addition to directing 
resources away from the inner city, such race-based or 
gender-based distinctions reinforce inappropriate 
stereotypes and attitudes, breed resentment, and 
increase the risk that programs will be manipulated to 
serve unintended populations. Location in an econo- 
mically distressed area and employment of  a signifi- 
cant percentage of  its residents should be the 
qualification for government assistance and preference 
programs. Shifting the focus to economic distress in 
this way will help enlist all segments of  the private 
sector in the solutions to the inner city’s problems.

2. Increase the economic value of  the inner city as a 
business location. In order to stimulate economic 
development, government must recognize that it is a 
part of  the problem. Today its priorities often run 
counter to business needs. Artificial and outdated 
government-induced costs must be stripped away in 
the effort to make the inner city a profitable location 
for business. Doing so will require rethinking policies 
and programs in a wide range of  areas . . .

Indeed, there are numerous possibilities for reform. 
Imagine, for example, policy aimed at eliminating the 
substantial land and building cost penalties that 
businesses face in the inner city. Ongoing rent sub- 
sidies run the risk of  attracting companies for which 
an inner-city location offers no other economic value. 
Instead, the goal should be to provide building-ready 
sites at market prices. A single government entity 
could be charged with assembling parcels of  land and 
with subsidizing demolition, environmental cleanup, 
and other costs. The same entity could also streamline 
all aspects of  building – including zoning, permitting, 
inspections, and other approvals.

That kind of  policy would require further progress 
on the environmental front. A growing number of  
cities – including Detroit, Chicago, Indianapolis, 
Minneapolis, and Wichita, Kansas – have successfully 
developed so-called brownfield urban areas by mak- 
ing environmental cleanup standards more flexible 

depending on land use, indemnifying land owners 
against additional costs if  contamination is found on a 
site after a cleanup, and using tax-increment financing 
to help fund cleanup and redevelopment costs.

Government entities could also develop a more 
strategic approach to developing transportation and 
communications infrastructures, which would facili- 
tate the fluid movement of  goods, employees, cus- 
tomers, and suppliers within and beyond the inner city. 
Two projects in Boston are prime examples: first, a 
new exit ramp connecting the inner city to the nearby 
Massachusetts Turnpike, which in turn connects to the 
surrounding region and beyond; and a direct access 
road to the harbor tunnel, which connects to Logan 
International Airport. Though inexpensive, both 
projects are stalled because the city does not have a 
clear vision of  their economic importance.

3. Deliver economic development programs and services 
through mainstream, private sector institutions. There has 
been a tendency to rely on small community-based 
nonprofits, quasi-governmental organizations, and spe-
cial-purpose entities, such as community development 
banks and specialized small-business investment cor-
porations, to provide capital and business-related ser-
vices. Social service institutions have a role, but it is not 
this. With few exceptions nonprofit and government 
organizations cannot provide the quality of  training, 
advice, and support to substantial companies that 
mainstream, private sector organizations can. Com- 
pared with private sector entities such as commercial 
banks and venture capital companies, special-purpose 
institutions and non-profits are plagued by high over-
head costs; they have difficulty attracting and retaining 
high-quality personnel, providing competitive compen-
sation, or offering a breadth of  experience in dealing 
with companies of  scale.

[. . .]
The most important way to bring debt and equity 

investment to the inner city is by engaging the private 
sector. Resources currently going to government or 
quasi-public financing would be better channeled 
through other private financial institutions or directed 
at recapitalizing minority-owned banks focusing on 
the inner city, provided that there were matching 
private sector investors. Minority-owned banks that 
have superior knowledge of  the inner city market 
could gain a competitive advantage by developing 
business-lending expertise in inner-city areas.

As in lending, the best approach to increase the 
supply of  equity capital to the inner cities is to provide 
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private sector incentives consistent with building 
economically sustainable businesses. One approach 
would be for both federal and state governments to 
eliminate the tax on capital gains and dividends from 
long-term equity investments in inner-city-based 
businesses or subsidiaries that employ a minimum 
percentage of  inner-city residents. Such tax incentives, 
which are based on the premise of  profit, can play a 
vital role in speeding up private sector investment. 
Private sector sources of  equity will be attracted to 
inner-city investment only when the creation of  
genuinely profitable businesses is encouraged.

4. Align incentives built into government programs with 
true economic performance. Aligning incentives with 
business principles should be the goal of  every govern- 
ment program. Most programs today would fail such  
a test. For example, preference programs in effect 
guarantee companies a market. Like other forms of  
protectionism, they dull motivation and retard cost 
and quality improvement. A 1988 General Account- 
ing Office report found that within six months of  
graduating from the Small Business Association’s 
purchasing preference program, 30% of  the com- 
panies had gone out of  business. An additional  
58% of  the remaining companies claimed that the 
withdrawal of  the SBA’s support had had a devastating 
impact on business. To align incentives with economic 
performance, preference programs should be rewrit- 
ten to require an increasing amount of  non-set-aside 
business over time.

Direct subsidies to businesses do not work. Instead, 
government funds should be used for site assembly, 
extra security, environmental clean-up, and other 
investments designed to improve the business envir- 
onment. Companies then will be left to make decisions 
based on true profit.

The new role of community- 
based organizations

Recently, there has been renewed activity among 
community-based organizations (CBOs) to become 
directly involved in business development. CBOs can, 
and must, play an important supporting role in the 
process. But choosing the proper strategy is critical, 
and many CBOs will have to change fundamentally 
the way they operate. While it is difficult to make a 
general set of  recommendations to such a diverse 
group of  organizations, four principles should guide 

community-based organizations in developing their 
new role.

1. Identify and build on strengths. Like every other 
player, CBOs must identify their unique competitive 
advantages and participate in economic development 
based on a realistic assessment of  their capabilities, 
resources, and limitations. Community-based organi- 
zations have played a much-needed role in developing 
low-income housing, social programs, and civic 
infrastructure. However, while there have been a few 
notable successes, the vast majority of  businesses 
owned or managed by CBOs have been failures. Most 
CBOs lack the skills, attitudes, and incentives to 
advise, lend to, or operate substantial businesses. 
They were able to master low-income housing 
development, in which there were major public 
subsidies and a vacuum of  institutional capabilities. 
But, when it comes to financing and assisting for-profit 
business development, CBOs simply can’t compete 
with existing private sector institutions.

Moreover, CBOs naturally tend to focus on com- 
munity entrepreneurship: small retail and service 
businesses that are often owned by neighborhood 
residents. The relatively limited resources of  CBOs, as 
well as their focus on relatively small neighborhoods, 
is not well-suited to developing the more substantial 
companies that are necessary for economic vitality.

Finally, the competitive imperatives of  for-profit 
business activity will raise inevitable conflicts for 
CBOs whose mission rests with the community. 
Turning down local residents in favor of  better 
qualified out-side entrepreneurs, supporting necessary 
layoffs or the dismissal of  poorly performing workers, 
assigning prime sites for business instead of  social 
uses, and approving large salaries to successful 
entrepreneurs and managers are only a handful of  the 
necessary choices. Given these organizations’ roots in 
meeting the social needs of  neighborhoods, it will be 
difficult for them to put profit ahead of  their traditional 
mission.

2. Work to change workforce and community attitudes. 
Community-based organizations have a unique 
advantage in their intimate knowledge of  and influence 
within inner-city communities, and they can use that 
advantage to help promote business develop- 
ment. CBOs can help create a hospitable environ- 
ment for business by working to change community 
and workforce attitudes and acting as a liaison with 
residents to quell unfounded opposition to new 
businesses . . .
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3. Create work-readiness and job-referral systems. 
Community-based organizations can play an active 
role in preparing, screening, and referring employees 
to local businesses. A pressing need among many 
inner city residents is work-readiness training, which 
includes communication, self-development, and work-
place practices. CBOs, with their intimate knowledge 
of  the local community, are well equipped to provide 
this service in close collaboration with industry . . .

CBOs can also help inner-city residents by actively 
developing screening and referral systems. Admittedly, 
some inner-city-based businesses do not hire many 
local residents. The reasons are varied and complex 
but seem to revolve around a few bad experiences that 
owners have had with individual employees and their 
work attitudes, absenteeism, false injury claims, or 
drug use . . .

4. Facilitate commercial site improvement and develop-
ment. Community-based organizations (especially 
community development corporations) can also lev-
erage their expertise in real estate and act as a catalyst 
to facilitate environmental cleanup and the develop-
ment of  commercial and industrial property . . .

OVeRCOMiNG iMPediMeNTS  
TO PROGReSS

This economic model provides a new and com- 
prehensive approach to reviving our nation’s distressed 
urban communities. However, agreeing on and 
implementing it will not be without its challenges. The 
private sector, government, inner-city residents, and 

the public at large all hold entrenched attitudes and 
prejudices about the inner city and its problems. These 
will be slow to change. Rethinking the inner city in 
economic rather than social terms will be uncom- 
fortable for many who have devoted years to social 
causes and who view profit and business in general 
with suspicion. Activists accustomed to lobbying for 
more government resources will find it difficult to 
embrace a strategy for fostering wealth creation. 
Elected officials used to framing urban problems in 
social terms will be resistant to changing legislation, 
redirecting resources, and taking on recalcitrant 
bureaucracies. Government entities may find it hard to 
cede power and control accumulated through past 
programs. Local leaders who have built social service 
organizations and merchants who have run mom-and-
pop stores could feel threatened by the creation of  
new initiatives and centers of  power. Local politicians 
schooled in old-style community organizing and 
confrontational politics will have to tread unfamiliar 
ground in facilitating cooperation between business 
and residents.

These changes will be difficult ones for both  
individuals and institutions. Nonetheless, they must  
be made. The private sector, government, and  
community-based organizations all have vital new 
parts to play in revitalizing the economy of  the inner 
city. Businesspeople, entrepreneurs, and investors 
must assume a lead role; and community activists, 
social service providers, and government bureaucrats 
must support them. The time has come to embrace a 
rational economic strategy and to stem the intolerable 
costs of  outdated approaches.



“The New arab City”

Yasser  Elshestawy 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The degree to which people simplify and distort images of cities elsewhere in the world is shaped by three main 
factors: how different the cities are from cities they are familiar with, how varied the cities themselves are from 
each other, and how rapidly they are changing. Many cities in the developing world are quite different culturally, 
socially, economically, and physically from Western cities. Cities on the same continent, within the same country, 
and even within the same region are often very different from each other. The selections in The City Reader by 
Tingwei Zhang on Chinese cities (p. 687) and Filip De Boeck on Kinshasa in the Democratic Republic of the 
Congo (p. 394) clarify and refine distorted images of cities in China and Africa. In the West, contemporary Arab 
cities are perhaps the most misunderstood of all types of cities. As the author of this selection, Egyptian-born, 
United Arab Emirates-based professor Yasser Elshestawy points out, even the conventional category – Middle-
Eastern cities – reflects the nineteenth-century English Orientalist image grouping together and homogenizing 
cities lying halfway between England and India and excluding North Africa cities, which might more accurately 
also be described as Arab cities. As, Elshestawy points out, Arab cities are changing fast, and their natural and 
built environments, resources, histories, culture, economies, and politics are not only quite different from 
contemporary Western cities, but cities in the vast region differ dramatically from what they were in the past and 
from each  other. 

In Elshestawy’s opinion, newly built rich, modern, and prosperous Arab cities – exemplified by Dubai in the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Doha in Qatar – are now well-integrated into the global economy with rapidly 
evolving new urban forms and culture. Desperately poor cities, like Sana’a, Yemen, with a hostile environment 
and few resources, or like Baghdad, Iraq, wracked by religious and cultural conflicts and past or present despotic 
regimes look wistfully at their prosperous neighbors and dream of becoming “like Dubai.” Cairo – at a moderate 
level of development – contains strips of luxurious new residential development (some built by developers from 
Dubai) here and there among poor, traditional, informal  neighborhoods. 

From the time the prophet Muhammad (570–632) unified Arabia, Islam spread rapidly throughout the  
Middle East and North Africa. Some Arab cities developed similar physical and cultural characteristics such as 
mosques and minarets, covered markets (souks), maze-like alleyways, and houses designed to hide women from 
view and similar cultures built on Islamic ethics and Sharia law. But, as Elshestawy points out, the physical form 
and social characteristics of cities in this vast region were always nuanced and complex, and the antiquated 
stereotype of a traditional Arab city is further distorted today by images of chaotic slum-like developments filled 
with  terrorists. 

Elshestawy draws a distinction between two types of Arab cities – cities that are forward and progressive 
versus cities that are mired in tradition, history and political  conflict. 

The forward and progressive cities include Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait City, Dubai, and Abu Dhabi in the 
United Arab Emirates, and the city the author describes in detail in this selection, Doha, Qatar. These cities have 
become nodes in what Manuel Castells (p. 229) calls “the space of flows.” They are linked into the world city 
network Peter Taylor describes (p. 92) and strongly influenced by new technologies and globalization as Saskia 
Sassen (p. 650)  describes. 
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The massive transformation now underway in Arab cities is fueled by a combination of natural resource wealth 
(oil and gas) and the flow of global capital. Arguably neoliberal economic policies that promote the free flow of 
capital and the integration of the world economy have made the transformation possible. Cities in oil- and natural 
gas-rich countries like Saudi Arabia and members of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) like the UAE, Kuwait, 
Bahrain, and Qatar are able to use wealth from their natural resources to fuel development and change. But 
change is also based on attracting capital into other sectors of the economy. Dubai, for example, one of the 
UAE’s Emirates and the poster child for rapid modernization among Arab cities, now derives less than 3 percent 
of its national wealth from oil and gas. Most of Dubai’s booming economy comes from positioning itself as a 
transit hub (with more international visitors overnighting than any airport in the world, including London’s 
Heathrow Airport), free trade zone (including the largest free trade zone in the world), center for creative industry 
(with high-tech R&D related to media, the internet, and biotechnology), finance, accounting, legal and other 
financial services, and tourism. As Elshestawy points out “like Dubai” has become a byword for any kind of glitzy 
and exclusive project. “Dubaization” has become a verb, and other Arab cities aspire to replicate the “Dubai 
Model.” In Cairo, for example, new enclaves of luxury housing are being built by Emaar, Dubai’s largest development 
 corporation. 

Elshestawy’s two case studies show the great divide between the new Arab cities and Arab cities that remain 
mired in tradition, history, and political  conflict. 

Doha is the capital of the tiny country of Qatar, which lies on a peninsula on the east coast of Saudi Arabia. 
Qatar has a population of only 1.67 million people – only 400,000 of whom are Qatari nationals – on a land area 
of 4,475 square miles (11,590 square kilometers), smaller than the US state of Connecticut. But Qatar has vast 
oilfields and about one third of the world’s proven reserves of natural gas. This explains why Qatar’s per capita 
income is $108,924, Qatar Airlines has more than 200 wide-bodied planes, and why the country paid $250 
million to acquire Cezanne’s “Card Players” for their art museum and plans to spend more than $100 billion in 
infrastructure improvements by the time it hosts the Fédération Internationale de Football Association (FIFA) 
international soccer competition in  2022. 

Two decades ago Qatar’s capital city, Doha, consisted mostly of low-rise traditional houses in a desert setting. 
Infrastructure was primitive. Now Doha has gleaming skyscrapers designed by international architects, an enor-
mous international airport, luxury villas and condos, malls, world-class museums, banks, corporate headquarters, 
and satellite campuses of some of the world’s most prestigious universities. As Elshestawy describes, Doha has 
a $20 billion mixed use development on a four million square meter man-made island. The camels resting in front 
of a partly completed skyscraper in Plate 38 capture the speed and extent of change in  Doha. 

Elshestawy contrasts Doha to conditions in Cairo, Egypt, where he grew up. In addition to its history as a  
node in one of the world’s earliest great civilizations, Cairo has played an important role as a center of Islamic 
culture since the mid-seventh century. The 2013 United Nations Human Development Index places Egypt in  
the medium category, ranked 112 among all nations included in the index – much wealthier than the poorest  
Arab country (Yemen), but far below the level of development in Qatar, the UAE, and other Gulf countries in the 
top  rank. 

Elshestawy quotes one UN expert who characterizes Cairo as a big informal city with just strips of formality. 
In other words, in many neighborhoods Cairo residents build and repair their own houses, improvise basic 
services such as water and electricity, and dispose of sewage and garbage themselves. But among the informal 
slums new upscale developments are being built – including one named “Beverly Hills” and another massive 
project, Uptown Cairo, being built by Emaar, Dubai’s largest state-owned development corporation adjacent to 
one of Cairo’s largest slums: a dramatic illustration of Dubaization in practice. Luxurious villas in the gated 
Uptown Cairo development are within a “fortress” even more extreme than the gated communities that Mike 
Davis describes in Los Angeles (p. 212). 

Elshestawy’s nuanced description of the variety and complexity of Arab cities today emphasizes what he calls 
“the great divide” between the two types of cities – the wealthy and innovative new Arab cities versus cities that 
are mired in tradition, history and political conflict. While we can hope for the best, it appears likely that some 
Arab cities will continue to struggle with poverty, lack of resources, religious and sectarian conflict, and traditional 
culture than keep them from participating effectively in the world city network. Others – particularly the 
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resource-rich and economically successful cities in Arabia and the Gulf – already have economies, built 
environments, and cultural institutions as advanced as any in the world and are on a rapid upward trajectory to a 
new model of urbanization. These cities are already globally connected and, Elshestawy argues, their status 
within the world city network is key to their  success. 

Rich and poor, progressive and traditional, Arab cities face challenges common to cities elsewhere in the 
world. How, given their resources and stage of development, can they brand themselves and position themselves 
within the world city network? How can they retain the best of traditional architecture and culture as they 
modernize and integrate into the global economy? Can they modernize without losing the best of the religious 
and cultural values that have sustained them for centuries? How can wealth be distributed to meet basic health, 
educational, housing, and social welfare needs of all their residents? Perhaps most important of all is what is a 
desirable model for progressive cities in such rapidly changing regions of the world – development by poorly paid 
and unjustly treated migrant workers that results in star architecture, malls, gated communities for the rich, indoor 
ski slopes, formula one race tracks, theme-park-like residential developments, and other sites for conspicuous 
consumption, or a form of society in which wealth meets the health, education, housing, and social welfare needs 
of all the population, migrant workers are treated fairly, new development is low carbon and sustainable, 
economies based increasingly on high tech innovation rather than extraction of oil and gas, historic building are 
preserved and traditional culture retained, as well as world class venues for artistic, musical, and cultural 
 expression? 

Yasser Elshestawy is an Associate Professor of Architecture at the United Arab Emirates University in Al Ain, 
Abu Dhabi, where he has taught since 1997. He teaches courses related to urban studies, Middle Eastern 
Studies, Architecture, and Urban Design. He is also the director of the UAE University Urban Research Lab. 
Professor Elshestawy was born in Egypt and educated at Cairo University. He was a teaching assistant at the 
University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, from 1991 to 1993 and a teaching assistant at Pennsylvania State University 
from 1988 to  1990. 

This selection was commissioned for this edition of The City Reader. Other of Yasser Elshestawy’s books 
include Dubai: Behind an Urban Spectacle (London: Routledge, 2013) and edited anthologies published by 
Routledge: The Evolving Arab City (2008, reprint edition, 2011), and Planning Middle Eastern Cities (2004). 

Other books on Arab cities include Jamil Akbar, Crisis in the Built Environment: The Case of the Muslim city 
(Singapore: Mimar, 1988), Pascal Menoret, Joyriding in Riyadh: Oil, Urbanism, and Road Revolt (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), Ismail Serageldin and Samir El-Sadek, The Arab City: Its Character and 
Islamic Cultural Heritage (Riyadh: The Arab Urban Development Institute, 1982). 

Other books on Dubai include Ahmed Kanna, Dubai: The City as Corporation (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 2010), Stephen J. Ramos, Dubai Amplified: The Engineering of a Port Geography (Surrey: 
Ashgate, 2010), and Jeffrey Sampler and Sael Eigner, Sand to Silicon: Achieving Rapid Growth: Lessons from 
Dubai (London: Profile Books, 2009). Evil Paradises: Dreamworlds of Neoliberalism (New York: The New 
Press, 2008) edited by Mike Davis and Daniel Monk contains a polemic by Mike Davis attacking  Dubai. 

Other books on urbanism and urban planning in Cairo include Nezar Al Sayyad, Cairo: Histories of a City 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2013) and Paul Amer and Diane Singerman, Cairo Cosmopolitan: 
Politics, Culture, and Urban Space in the New Globalized Middle East (Cairo: The American University of Cairo 
Press, 2009). 

The term “Arab cities” does not capture the complexity 
of  Middle Eastern cities. While there are great 
differences among them based on history, culture, 
economics, and politics it is useful to distinguish 
between cities that are struggling because of  religious 
and cultural conflicts and past or present despotic 
regimes such as Iraq, Beirut, and Damascus or the 

grinding poverty in the slums of  Cairo and Rabat. 
Contrast this with the glitz and glamour of  cities in the 
Arabian peninsula such as Dubai or Doha, which are 
aspiring to become urban models for the Arab world. 
By opening up to global capital they have the potential 
to become a “new Arab city” by accommodating 
Western forms and planning models. Unburdened by 
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the shackles of  history they are free to create a new 
identity. This paper analyses the divide and illustrates 
it with case studies. (For further discussion on this, see 
my previous work The Evolving Arab City, Planning 
Middle Eastern Cities and Dubai: Behind an Urban 
Spectacle.) 

In discussing the state of  Arab cities in the twenty-
first century I will be looking at how the city has been 
conceived and constructed in the (Western) urban 
literature while also providing an overview of  its 
transformation and main characteristics, taking into 
account regional differences. One of  the key outcomes 
of  recent urbanization processes is the emergence of  
what one arguably could call two types of  cities—
cities that are forward and progressive versus cities 
that are mired in tradition, history, and political 
conflict; a great divide marking a stark and very visible 
contrast, which I will discuss in the second part of  this 
selection. I am arguing that the former represents the 
“new Arab city” that has the potential to offer a new 
mode of  urbanism for the rest of  the region. The 
discussion is contextualized through two case studies: 
one from Doha, an emerging urban center in the Gulf  
and Cairo, a traditional city with a distinguished and 
proud history that nevertheless languishes at the 
moment, trying to catch-up with these gleaming 
centers in the Arabian  peninsula. 

The “aRaB CiTy”: aN  OVeRView 

The 2012 “State of  the Arab City” report published by 
the UN agency Habitat makes a number of  curious 
assertions: the Arab city is “hierarchically organized 
around the Great Mosque” and covered markets 
constitute the main public space. This pattern, the 
report asserts, continues and “Arab cities are still 
characterized by the historic concept of  the market 
and the traditional suq.” Clearly such propositions 
play into a common perception of  an “Arab” city that 
may be applicable for some centers, during certain 
historical epochs, but does not necessarily reflect any 
kind of  urban reality. It is based on orientalist con- 
ceptions of  the Arab world propagated in some 
instances by scholarship emanating from the region 
itself, largely discredited and dismissed as perpetuating 
antiquated and outdated models of  urban develop- 
ment. Indeed the picture is much more nuanced and 
complex than the overly simplistic statement by a UN 
agency  suggests. 

The words “Arab city” evokes a multitude of  
images, preconceptions and stereotypes. At its most 
elementary it is for many a place filled with mosques 
and minarets; settings characterized by chaotic, slum-
like developments; a haven for terrorists; maze-like 
alleyways; crowded coffeehouses where people sit 
idling their time away smoking a nerghile; sensuality 
hidden behind veils and mashrabiy’yas—traditional 
Arab projecting lattice-work windows that hide house 
interiors from outside view. But it is also a place of  
unprecedented development, rising skyscrapers, 
modern shopping malls, and unabashed consumer-
ism. Most importantly it is a setting where one can 
observe the tensions of  modernity and tradition; relig-
iosity and secularism; exhibitionism and veiling; in 
short a place of  contradictions and paradoxes. Each 
of  these characterizations plays into clichés about 
what constitutes an Arab or Middle Eastern city. The 
latter term is particularly problematic. It is primarily a 
British colonial invention—indicating the location of  
“this” region in relation to both Britain and India. 
Furthermore, it excludes cities of  North Africa. It may 
be more accurate to describe them as “Arab cities.” At 
the same time, arguments are made that there is a 
divide in this region between emerging cities (the Gulf) 
and the traditional centers – a form of  “Gulfication” or 
“Dubaization” in which these new centers are influ-
encing and shaping the urban form of  “traditional” 
cities. Counterarguments are made that cities in the 
Middle East and North Africa are influenced by a 
variety of  cities and regions throughout the world and 
that the relationship is far more complex than a one-
way, linear  directionality. 

The Arab/Middle Eastern city is thus caught 
between a variety of  worlds, ideologies, and struggles. 
At its very essence it is a struggle for modernity and 
trying to ascertain one’s place in the twenty-first 
century. The paradoxes described above are remnants 
of  the past: of  the colonial heritage that did, and still 
does, play a large role in determining the region’s 
direction. It could thus be argued that colonialism has 
returned—in a more subtle and disguised form—and 
in some instances instigated by local elements. In the 
movie The Battle of  Algiers by Gillo Pontecorvo, the 
city’s traditional quarter, the qasbah, the site of  
resistance, is contrasted with the European quarter, 
the seat of  the colonial masters. In order to deal with 
the insurgency, the qasbah is sealed and movement 
between the two worlds is strictly controlled. While 
the colonials eventually left, the divide essentially 
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remained. As a consequence the region was mired for 
a long time in struggles and conflicts, depriving it of  
the ability to develop properly. The qasbah’s scope 
simply grew to encompass the whole region. Now in 
the current climate of  globalization and the growing 
influence of  multinational corporations, the “West” 
has returned—yet these developments tend to be 
exclusive catering to an elite segment of  society—
both local and foreign. The majority of  locals are kept 
out—thus the qasbah phenomenon has returned but 
in a more refined and subtle manner. Is this a 
phenomena reserved for the formerly colonized only? 
Or, should this be understood in the wider context of  
 globalization? 

Many of  these issues tie in with global city theory. 
For example the notion of  exclusion is presented as a 
characteristic of  world cities by John Friedman and 
Goetz Wolff, Saskia Sassen, Peter Marcuse, and others. 
An essential component of  world cities discourse is 
the construct of  networking. Cities are conceived as 
lying on a network, and research is directed at ascer- 
taining the level of  connectivity—a space of  flows 
opposed to the space of  places as developed by Manuel 
Castells. Research by Saskia Sassen and by Stephen 
Graham and Simon Marvin discussing the impact of  
network infrastructures on city form affirms the 
connectivity among cities and the fragmentary nature 
of  contemporary urban structures. A number of  
critics have pointed out that the typical global city 
discourse leaves out many cities; they are “off  the 
map” and increasingly have been calling for an exami- 
nation of  “marginalized” cities. A central construct 
underlying these new developments is the notion of  
transnational urbanism in which urbanizing processes 
are examined from “below,” looking at the lives of  
migrants, for example, and the extent to which they 
moderate globalizing processes. The global city 
discourse—whereby certain cities are offered as a 
model which other cities must aspire to if  they are to 
emerge from “off  the map”—is essentially in dispute. 
Underlying all these critiques is the work of  urban 
sociologist Janet Abu-Lughod who has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern cities and has reminded 
us that globalization needs to be placed in its proper 
historical  context. 

Cities in the Arab world are curiously left behind in 
this discussion. Indeed the city is mainly conceived, 
constructed, and evaluated through the lens of  history 
and tradition. While certainly worthwhile in its own 
right, this perspective has the danger of  amplifying the 

relegation of  these cities to the status of  mere reposi- 
tories of  memory, whose sole aim is the preservation 
of  a supposedly lost heritage, and its subsequent 
revival at the hands of  enlightened experts. Yet there 
have been attempts at moving beyond such readings 
to one that assesses the role played by Arab cities in 
the global city  discourse. 

For example, books I edited in 2004 and 2008 
discuss the impact of  globalization on a select set  
of  cities in the region and assess the state of  the 
contemporary Arab city. Written mostly by architects 
and planners, the selections in these books are unique 
not just for their geographical focus but also because 
of  the involvement of  those from the design/planning 
profession, in a field that tends to be dominated by 
writings from the social sciences (geography, anthro- 
pology, political science, and economics). 

Other collections and publications explore similar 
themes. Of  note is the work of  a group of  French 
urbanists, Roman Stadnicki, Leila Vignal, and Pierre-
Arnauld Barthel who have examined the state of  the 
Arab city in response to the emergence of  mega- 
projects, the influence of  a Gulf-led mode of  urbanism 
and most recently the impact of  the Arab Spring on 
cities in the region, among other subjects. Their 
approach draws on an interdisciplinary perspective, 
bringing together a group of  young scholars, both 
from within and outside the region. Dubai as an urban 
phenomenon has received particular attention; for 
instance a book I authored in 2010, explores the city’s 
hidden, less spectacular spaces and another by 
Stephen Ramos describes the role the city’s infra- 
structure plays in its urban  development. 

Perhaps the most interesting work is being done 
through an interdisciplinary perspective aiming to 
combine insights from anthropology and urban 
planning. This would include Pascal Menoret’s study 
of  Riyadh’s urban form, through an examination of  
the Doxiadis masterplan and its relation to youth 
culture; or Ahmed Kanna’s work on Dubai discussing 
the city’s spectacular architecture as seen through the 
eyes of  its privileged citizens. Cairo has received 
attention as well as manifested through a two-part 
collection edited by two political scientists, Paul Amar 
and Diane Singerman forcefully arguing for the 
emergence of  a “new Middle East.” 

All the preceding work is unique in that it ties 
together a variety of  perspectives—sociological, poli- 
tical, architectural, and historical. This approach ex- 
poses the multidimensional nature of  Arab cities and 
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shows that they are plagued with many problems 
similar to other world cities and as such can make a 
positive contribution to understanding urbanizing pro-
cesses in the twenty-first century. They are not a one-
thousand-and-one night’s fantasy relegated to studying 
issues of  heritage, identity and Islamic  urbanism. 

eMeRGiNG TheMeS: The GReaT  
diVide aNd  COMMONaLiTieS 

The Arab city is undergoing a massive transformation 
comparable to changes that took place in the twentieth 
century while they were under foreign occupation or 
protection. However, this time the changes are fuelled 
by global capital—and arguably neoliberal economic 
policies. These moments of  change—or rupture—
have resulted in a change in the cities’ urban form. 
They were instigated by both local and external 
elements. However, in the twenty-first century the 
main players are real estate conglomerates—parti- 
cularly from the Gulf  region, and from one specific 
city that stands way above the rest: Dubai. The 
dominance and attractiveness of  the Gulf  model is, of  
course, fuelled by an abundance of  capital, creating a 
great divide in the  region. 

Various economic statistics indicate that the pace 
of  economic growth among the Gulf  Cooperation 
Council (GCC) countries—Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi 
Arabia, Doha, UAE, Oman—is stronger than in the 
rest of  the Arab world. This gap appears to have 
widened in recent years. Some of  these numbers are 
quite striking. For example, the total population of  
GCC countries was around 50 million in 2013—
roughly 14 percent of  the Arab population of  the 
Middle East and North Africa. However, the economy 
of  GCC countries in 2013 was close to US$1.5 trillion, 
which accounted for more than 50 percent of  the 
Arab world’s US$3 trillion  economy. 

In 1995 the GCC countries had an average per 
capita income of  US$8,500, which was 7.3 times 
higher than the per capital income of  the remaining 
Arab countries. In 2006 the GCC per capita income 
rose to US$19,300, which was 10.4 times larger than 
the average for other Arab countries. Thus, the rift 
widened. The current (2013) per capita incomes in 
some GCC countries such as Qatar ($108,924) and 
the UAE ($63,477) are higher than in many advanced 
industrial countries. The UN’s 2013 Human 
Development Index shows that Qatar and the UAE 

are among the very high category countries (rank 36, 
41); the high category includes Bahrain, Kuwait, and 
Saudi Arabia ranked between 48 and 57. All are GCC 
countries. This is followed by Lebanon (72), Algeria 
(93), and Tunisia (94). Egypt languishes in the medium 
category ranked at 112, along with Syria (116), Iraq 
(131), and Sudan (171). 

Another gap between GCC and other Arab 
countries is governance, which measures six 
parameters: voice and accountability, political stability, 
government effectiveness, regulatory quality, rule of  
law, and costs of  corruption. According to the World 
Bank’s governance indicators for 2005, on average 
GCC countries achieved higher scores in all 
parameters. The high quality of  governance in GCC 
countries has led to a sharp increase in foreign 
investment inflows. The share of  GCC in total inflow 
of  foreign investment into the Arab world has also 
increased. This divide in the region is of  course based 
on oil wealth. According to the International Monetary 
Fund the bulk of  the oil windfall will be invested in the 
region where projects worth more than US$1,000 
billion are planned. A study by McKinsey estimated 
that over the period 2005 to 2020 the Gulf  is likely to 
have a US$3,000 billion oil surplus, half  of  which will 
stay in the region, with capital of  another US$750 
billion or so going into investments in the wider Middle 
East and North Africa. 

The above clearly shows the supremacy and 
dominance of  the Gulf  region. This has serious 
implications for the level of  urbanization, proliferation 
of  megaprojects and overall influence. Cities in the 
Gulf  through their sheer economic might are able to 
project their influence beyond their borders to other 
parts of  the region. Acting as willing participants and 
recipients of  Gulf  monies, these countries have 
accepted a particular mode of  urbanism that is 
inspired by, and a reflection of, urban development 
projects that have been built in the Gulf  over the past 
two decades. Dubai and Abu Dhabi are cities that 
have becoming shining beacons for many in the 
region, since they are reflecting a level of  affluence 
that their citizens aspire to. The phrase “like Dubai” 
has become a byword for any kind of  glitzy and 
exclusive project and a certain opulence, coupled 
with unabashed consumerism. Phrases such as 
“Dubai Model,” “Dubaization,” and “Gulfication” 
have been coined to describe projects like these. The 
Arab Spring has amplified and intensified these 
 trends. 
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BeyONd TRadiTiON: CaSe  STUdieS 

The emergence of  a new type of  Arab city, inspired by 
a set of  cities in the Gulf  has arguably shifted the Arab 
urban discourse away from the antiquated reading  
of  the Islamic model to one that is dominated by  
a neoliberal discourse. Cities are seen primarily as a 
canvas for real estate investments. Their heritages—
whether in their natural environment or built 
patrimony—are merely tools for attracting investment 
and serving a globally connected and well-to-do 
clientele. The following sections describe two cities in 
particular that illustrate the kind of  stark division that 
is characterizing the urban region in the Arab world: 
Doha and Cairo. My aim here is not to provide an 
overall view of  urban development in these cities, but 
rather to suggest a set of  issues that are unique to 
each  center. 

doha: Neoliberal spaces and an  
emerging global  center 

The case of  Doha is illustrative of  what one may call 
a “typical” Gulf  city in the sense that growth has been 
fairly recent, there is no historic core, and the popu- 
lation is dominated by expatriates. This has led to very 
unique forms of  urbanization and exclusionary 
tendencies related to the division of  labor—through 
the presence of  labor camps, for example. The 
following statistics shed light on the massive 
transformation that has occurred and highlights the 
problematic nature of  its  demographic. 

The Qatar Statistics Authority (QSA) show a total 
population of  more than 1.67 million as of  March 
2010—up from 800,000 in 2006—and strong growth 
rates are expected to continue. Of  this total, fewer 
than 400,000 are Qatari nationals. According to the 
QSA, 76 percent of  the total population is male, while 
24 percent is female—a disparity that is largely due to 
the number of  male migrant workers. The influx of  
foreign workers, who account for an estimated 90 
percent of  the total labor force means that Qatari 
nationals are greatly outnumbered by expatriates. The 
majority of  laborers come from South Asia, the 
Philippines, and other Arab countries, while most of  
mid- to upper-level white-collar expatriates are from 
Western Europe, Australia, and North America. The 
centrality of  Doha, the capital and financial and 
commercial center, is clear if  one considers that it 

accounts for 46 percent of  the country’s population, 
according to the last census in  2004. 

These changes have been accompanied by massive 
urban development projects. According to a 2010 
report by the Oxford Business Group, these projects 
are in the area of  infrastructure, real estate/mega- 
projects and the retail sector. With respect to real 
estate, the most ambitious is the Pearl-Qatar, a $20 
billion mixed-use development on a manmade island 
built on four million square meters of  reclaimed land 
off  the eastern coast of  the country, close to the West 
Bay Lagoon. Along those same lines but in a different 
context is the Heart of  Doha project, which aims at 
transforming, and in turn gentrifying, the city center. 
The objective is to convert the area into a fashionable 
district capable of  attracting professionals. At the level 
of  retail and development of  luxurious malls, Doha 
has a series of  upscale shopping venues. More are on 
the way and they are financed for the most part by 
government-related entities such as Qatari Diar. There 
is also a proliferation of  museums such as the Islamic 
Museum by I.M. Pei, and the massive Qatar National 
Museum designed by Jean  Nouvel. 

The case of  Souq Waqif  is an interesting one since 
it encapsulates the extent to which neoliberal policies 
in urban development take advantage of  an imagined 
heritage and staged spectacle to re-configure an old 
part of  the city. Souq Waqif  is a project commissioned 
and supervised by a government entity—the Qatari 
Emiri Diwan—involving the renovation of  an old 
market. The renovation involved an extensive re-
imagination of  traditional Qatari architecture so that 
the entire setting could be displayed to wandering 
tourists and residents as a sign of  an authentic envi-
ronment. In the process many buildings were demol-
ished and the entire area lost its function as a gathering 
space for a low-income populace. Indeed the market 
has acquired a high-end character filled with expen-
sive cafés and restaurants, as well as exclusive bou-
tique hotels catering to the super- rich. 

Increasingly such projects are beginning to impact 
the city proper and its residents. The Heart of  Doha, 
or Musheireb, project, located right next to Souq 
Waqif, has resulted in a massive relocation of  the 
area’s inhabitants and shopkeepers (see Plate 38). 
Others have not been so lucky. For instance garages 
and electronic stores in the Bin Mahmoud neighbor- 
hood are on their way to being demolished to make 
way for a mixed used development by a “private” 
company. While such neighborhoods, particularly a 
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200-mile stretch on Al Fujaah street, constitute an 
important part of  the city’s landscape—catering to 
both Qataris and expatriates—they have no place 
within this neoliberal vision. Alarmingly, those evicted 
from the area have nowhere to  go. 

The proliferation of  these projects that cater pri- 
marily to the local Qatari population, wealthy 
expatriates, and a few tourists mask serious divisions 
within the city. All of  this takes place against a 
backdrop of  a spectacular urbanity, where Doha is 
asserting itself  as a global city, which is a common 
trend in the region. Dividing the city follows this logic 
of  neoliberal urbanization—although in this case 
mostly implemented by the state and state-connected 
 entities. 

Cairo: egypt of the slums  
or egypt of the  palaces 

“Egypt of  the slums or Egypt of  the palaces,” this is 
how Yihya Fakri a columnist for the Lebanese 
newspaper Al Akhbar recently described Cairo. He 
writes that “the truth imposes itself  on anyone who 
walks through the streets of  Cairo, where slums are 
located right next to palaces, where millions of  people 
dwell out in the open or in houses more miserable 
than graves right next to the high walls that surround 
fancy resorts.” In a few words he succinctly captured 
the main problem facing Cairo—namely the 
proliferation of  informal settlements dominating the 
city’s landscape. Other observers have voiced similar 
concerns. Naglaa Arafa, program analyst for the 
United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 
slum-upgrading initiative observes that “Cairo is a big 
informal city with strips, just strips, of  formality.” 
Echoing a similar theme, David Sims, an American 
housing expert who has done extensive work in Egypt, 
argues that “it is only a slight exaggeration to say that 
informality is the defining characteristic of  the modern 
Egyptian built landscape.” He cites studies that have 
found that the population of  the informal areas of  
Cairo has been growing at more than three times the 
rate of  the formal parts of  the  city. 

Indeed, Cairo is being remapped and its 
demarcations are becoming clearer and clearer. It is 
now quite clearly divided into two societies. The upper 
classes have fled the central city to gated pockets of  
privilege. A new set of  social structures caters to their 
needs, isolating them from the deteriorating conditions 

of  ordinary citizens. Yet what makes Cairo unique in 
comparison to other urban centers is the geographical 
distribution of  these divisions. Rich and poor areas are 
dispersed throughout the city—sometimes juxtaposed 
and in some instances overlapping. While this has 
resulted in a vibrant mix there is a tendency now to 
adopt new policies—in part inspired by neoliberal 
orientations—by designing entire neighborhoods and 
cities, which then become ghettos for the rich and the 
poor. Outlying areas such as New Cairo are turning 
into gated enclaves for the rich, whereas the remainder 
of  the city is turning into a large collection of  informal 
settlements and slums (see Plate 39). 

A series of  policies have led to these stark divisions 
primarily due to the absence of  a strong government 
that would enforce any meaningful housing policies or 
planning strategy—leading people to take matters in 
their own hand. According to Diane Singerman, a 
professor of  government at American University in 
Washington, who has written extensively about Cairo, 
“people see the government as something quite 
foreign or removed from their lives.” In Cairo, this has 
meant that both rich and poor have often had to rely 
on their own resources to build not just their homes, 
but their own districts. Top-earners increasingly opt 
for the private gated enclaves, while the poor live in 
illegally built suburbs reclaimed from the surrounding 
countryside—a convergence of  solutions for both 
informal settlements and gated communities. Yet 
while there is clearly a serious problem in terms of  
informal settlements, what is even more surprising is 
that the government is encouraging foreign investment 
towards the luxurious real estate  sector. 

This is evident for example in the proliferation of  
upscale shopping malls described by an Oxford 
Business Group report as a “retail surge.” While this is 
taking place at the retail level, similar developments 
are occurring within the luxurious residential sector. 
Developers in Egypt, both national and foreign, have 
preferred to invest in class-A housing and luxury units, 
aimed at Egypt’s high earners and an increas- 
ing number of  Gulf  and European investors. Gulf  
players such as Emaar, Damac, and Qatari Diar have 
introduced the sort of  high-end, mixed-use develop- 
ments more frequently seen in Dubai and Doha to  
the Egyptian landscape and their partnerships with 
local contractors has brought valuable business to the 
wider sector beyond their direct investment. In 
addition this has led to a transformation in the city’s 
urban  landscape. 
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While Zamalek, Heliopolis, and Mohandeseen 
represent Cairo’s traditionally upscale areas, these 
new developments have begun to attract buyers away 
from the city’s crowded center to outlying gated 
communities clustered largely around 6th October 
City to the west and New Cairo to the east. Local and 
regional developers are rapidly adding to the housing 
stock in these locations, often as part of  mixed-use 
developments, with SODIC, for example, bringing 
well over two million square meters of  built-up area in 
the coming years with its Eastown and Westown 
projects in Cairo, on top of  the 1.75 million square 
meters of  residential and commercial land that was 
brought online following the recent opening of  its 
Beverly Hills development. Similarly, the Talaat 
Mustafa Group’s Madinaty and Al Rehab projects 
alone add 120,000 new units to the market. But 
perhaps the project that summarizes the inherent 
contradictions within Cairo’s urban landscape and is a 
perfect manifestation of  the existence of  the two 
Cairos, the slum and palace, is Dubai-based Emaar’s 
Uptown Cairo. It also highlights the extent to which a 
Gulf-based onslaught is transforming the city’s urban 
 landscape. 

The project—a residential gated community—is 
located on Cairo’s Muqattam mountain—immediately 
overlooking Manshiet Nasser, one of  the city’s largest 
informal settlements. Understandably the project 
received opposition from various conservation groups, 
and urban planning experts on the grounds that it will 
create traffic congestion on one of  the city’s main 
arteries—Salah Salem Road; its environmental 
impact; and a social issue—namely that it overlooks 
two low-income areas: a public housing project and 
the aforementioned Manshiet Nasser. In the summer 
of  2007, residential units went on sale. One particular 
attraction promoted by the developer is that all roads 
leading to the project would be built by Emaar. This is 
of  particular significance since it shows the extent to 
which the developer is trying to maintain a distance 
from the Cairene context. Yet, the closeness to one of  
the most notorious ashwai’yat (slums) in Cairo may 
lead to social trouble, primarily because it makes 
visible in a most direct way the social polarization of  
Cairene society. Peter Marcuse and Robert van 
Kempen’s metaphor of  the slum/citadel acquires 
poignant irony. In a more recent development, Emaar 
has expanded its portfolio significantly in the Egyptian 
market, promising more of  the same: upscale resi- 
dential communities located next to the new American 

University of  Cairo campus in New Cairo and another 
one next to Cairo’s Smart City. Other developers have 
followed suit; again the Dubai based Futaim group has 
recently (2013) opened a Cairo Festival City modeled 
after its Dubai counterpart (containing, among other 
things, the city’s first IKEA store). Entering such places 
is striking as it transports one from the chaos of  Cairo 
to an environment that is evocative of  the urban 
settings in the Gulf. An urban imaginary that is 
appealing to many Cairene residents who are longing 
for an escape of  their  surroundings. 

CONCLUdiNG  ThOUGhTS 

The preceding two case studies show in unmistakable 
terms the widening gulf  that exists between two cities 
in the region: Cairo as representative of  the old order 
and Doha as the “new” Arab City. Such a comparative 
analysis allows us to take a more discerning mode of  
inquiry vis-à-vis cities in the region, recognizing that 
they are not all the same. Which is precisely why there 
is a need to discuss whether there are any newly 
emerging centers. Is there a new “Arab city” that 
captures the “minds and hearts” of  the Arab populace, 
longing to escape their impoverished and deterio- 
rating lands, ancient civilizations notwithstanding,  
to get a taste, a glimpse, of  modernity and to feel 
perhaps for once that they are part of  the developed 
world? Is there a new “urban imaginary” that 
seductively appeals to the Arab  masses? 

Moving beyond the limiting and limited context of  
the region, can we argue that a true center needs to be 
globally integrated and part of  a new “post-industrial 
world order?” Do such cities have a new globalized 
identity characterized by the emergence of  an “unpre- 
cedented premier service-industry city typology, a 
new open city” as was recently announced in a call for 
papers in a major conference. Much of  the criticism 
directed at the Khaliji city is that it lacks ingenuity, its 
population is transient, and that it only accommodates 
a service industry and is thus lacking the authenticity 
that its elder counterparts have. Such arguments 
would have been perfectly fine in the twentieth century, 
but in the twenty-first century a new type of  city is 
emerging—one that is globally connected, and forms 
part of  a network of  cities. Within such an emerging 
paradigm, a transformation of  cities has occurred 
dissolving antiquated notions of  nations and borders, 
characterized by seamless connections, fluid borders, 
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indeterminate spaces deftly navigated by worldly 
travelers. A new global citizen will emerge challenging 
established formulations of  identity and citizenship. 
And the Gulf  city has become a perfect laboratory for 
experimenting with these new forms of  citizenship 
and place  formation. 

Manifestations of  such a reality are already evident 
in the urban centers of  the Gulf—the presence of  a 
unique hybridized culture and populace, a form of  
transnational urbanism linking migrants to their home 
countries but also allowing for an assertion of  their 
identity within their respective Khaliji cities. Such 

forms of  expression and nourishing of  local vis-à-vis 
global identities can be found in all sorts of  settings 
such as a street corner in Dubai’s low-income 
neighborhood, Hor al Anz for example, or inside Abu 
Dhabi’s superblocks, home to a little Bangladesh. 
Dubai, Doha, and Abu Dhabi, unburdened by ancient 
history, and given their unique cosmopolitan blend of  
cultures, are in an unprecedented position to provide 
the blueprint for our urban future—and should thus 
command our attention. They are neither backward 
nor artificial but offer an urban vision for the twenty-
first  century. 



“Metropolitics and  
Fiscal equity”

Myron  Orfield 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

In this selection, University of Minnesota law professor Myron Orfield begins by describing the dramatically 
different characteristics of municipalities that are lumped together under the catchall term “suburb.” Orfield 
makes the case for equalizing revenue and services across jurisdictions, and suggests reforms that will promote 
greater fiscal equity in metropolitan regions. Underlying Orfield’s analysis are creative use of statistical analysis 
and spatial analysis using Geographical Information Systems (GIS) software. While Shlomo Angel used GIS to 
map all the largest metropolitan regions in the world and to analyze their size, density, and spatial characteristics 
(p. 537), Orfield concentrates on American metropolitan regions. He is particularly interested in understanding 
how widely their needs and ability to raise money differ and to understand different types of jurisdictions. His 
recommendations are based on an approach to thinking about the politics of metropolitan regions that he calls 
“metropolitics.” While Orfield’s data and discussion are based on metropolitan regions in the United States, 
similar disparities among local governments exist in many other countries, and his research methodology and 
theory of metropolitics have nearly universal  relevance. 

Local government in metropolitan areas of the United States is fragmented into dozens or hundreds of 
separate cities and counties. Fragmentation is often extreme. For example the Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 
metropolitan region is governed by 418 separate local governments. Usually there is one large core city in the 
region with many smaller suburban governments. This is true of metropolitan regions in many other countries. 
Particularly in fast-growing developing countries as urbanization spills over the historic boundary of the core city, 
new jurisdictions in the peri-urban area are created to plan and govern the new areas. As in the United States, in 
many countries the new local governments that are springing up are quite different from each other in their 
economic and social make-up and their need and ability to raise  revenue. 

Orfield applied a type of multivariate statistical analysis called cluster analysis to group similar municipalities 
into categories based on empirical measures of their demographics, fiscal characteristics, and other factors that 
affect the cost of providing local services. Orfield did spatial analysis of this metropolitan data using GIS software 
to display similarities and differences among the different types of suburbs in map  form. 

Orfield distinguishes among six types of suburbs – three of which he considers to be at risk. He named the 
three types of at-risk suburbs: at-risk segregated communities, at-risk older communities, and at-risk low-density 
communities. He named the three other types as bedroom-developing communities, affluent job centers, and 
very affluent job centers. Each type of suburb faces some challenges, but the nature of the challenges and their 
severity are quite  different. 

Each layer of government in the American federal system is assigned governmental functions and given access 
to some revenue sources: a system of fiscal federalism. In the United States, the federal government receives most 
of its revenue from the federal income tax and has responsibility for national defense, diplomacy, the postal service, 
and other concerns of national interest. States raise revenue from sources such as state income and sales taxes 
and spend it on state-level projects such as state highways. At the local level, cities and counties raise most of their 
revenue from the local property tax – an annual excise tax based on the assessed value of land and buildings in the 
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community. They use their local property tax receipts and other own-source revenue to provide police and fire 
services, streets, sanitation, parks, libraries, and other local services. Many school districts are highly dependent on 
property tax revenue to pay the cost of free universal primary and secondary  education. 

Access to revenue at the local level is not equal. Nor do all citizens in a region pay proportionally or receive 
comparable local services. Some jurisdictions have much greater tax capacity than others. For example, some 
jurisdictions have a great deal of high-value property that can yield a large amount of property tax revenue. This 
means that they can fund more and better police, firefighters, libraries, parks and other services than jurisdictions 
without comparable revenue sources, tax citizens less, or both. Moreover, it is often the wealthiest jurisdic- 
tions with the least need that are best off financially. A segregated at-risk community such as East Palo Alto, 
California, with a large low-income minority population and little business or industry to tax needs a great deal of 
revenue for social welfare expenditures, but has little own-source revenue to meet these needs. A neighboring 
very affluent job center like Mountain View, California, with many wealthy residents and the corporate headquarters 
of Google and dozens of other high-tech companies, collects a large amount of property tax revenue, but has 
little need for social welfare expenditures (though, as Orfield points out, rapid growth in communities like 
Mountain View creates needs for expenditures to deal with growth). Moreover, there is a vicious cycle in which 
communities like East Palo Alto, which lose out in the competition for desirable revenue sources early on, are 
unable to compete for desirable development thereafter. Rich jurisdictions grow richer; poor ones are often 
locked into a cycle of decline. Fiscal zoning and tax-base competition encourage concentrations of poor families 
in communities that are the least able to generate the revenues they  need. 

While cluster analysis provides a solid, scientific basis for classifying jurisdictions it is difficult for non-experts 
to grasp the statistical output. But the implications of such analysis displayed in maps are easy to interpret. The 
revolution in GIS and related spatial information technologies introduced in Part Three on urban space make it 
possible to produce easily understandable maps that powerfully demonstrate metropolitan disparities. Orfield’s 
GIS maps of the percentage of elementary students eligible for free lunches by schools in the Denver region and 
the tax capacity per household of municipalities in the central area of the New York region illustrate the power of 
GIS for this purpose, just as Shlomo Angel’s maps show how widely metropolitan areas of the world vary in size 
and density (p. 537). 

Local governments have the legal authority to regulate land use within their boundaries and, as Orfield points 
out, often use fiscal zoning to encourage land uses they consider desirable and discourage others. For example, 
a jurisdiction that relies primarily on the local property tax for its revenue may encourage only high-value local land 
uses such as commercial and industrial development and expensive single-family housing for the rich. They want 
new development to at least pay its own way by generating as much property tax revenue as the development 
costs in capital expenditures for infrastructure like roads, water and sewer lines, and ongoing maintenance costs 
or ideally to get enough new revenue to decrease current residents’ financial burden. They want neighboring 
jurisdictions to house low- and moderate- income households – particularly if they have school-aged children – 
because these households typically require more in expenditures than they generate in revenue. The might 
encourage housing for affluent, childless senior citizens that pays more in property taxes than it consumes in 
municipal expenditures, but discourage housing for families with young children who will add to the school 
district’s expenses. These beggar-thy-neighbor strategies produce an urban pattern that is certainly inequitable 
and arguably inefficient and irrational in other  ways. 

The final part of Orfield’s selection states his own normative point of view, describes an innovative theory 
about metropolitan politics, and makes policy recommendations. He feels the current fragmented and competitive 
governance structure of metropolitan regions is unfair and inefficient. Orfield considers competition for revenue 
sources among local governments wasteful and shortsighted. He favors reducing metropolitan fiscal inequality. 
He argues that a healthy society needs stable, cooperative regions and that fiscal equity will benefit society as a 
whole. His main concern is to reduce the tax burden on at-risk segregated and at-risk older communities and 
increase services to their residents. Orfield summarizes a theory of metropolitics that he has developed. He 
argues that once common interests of a group of municipalities have been determined using statistical analysis 
and GIS spatial analysis, different clusters of communities may work together to change the system in ways that 
will benefit them. His analysis demonstrated that generally poorer at-risk communities have large enough voting 
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In the months leading up to national elections, the 
eyes of  political pollsters and pundits are typically on 
the United States’ suburbs. The notion that the suburbs 
are where elections are won or lost has become an 
unassailable idée fixe in contemporary politics. While 
there is certainly some truth to this premise, it obscures 
the more complex reality that “the suburbs” are in fact 
a remarkably diverse collection of  communities with a 
broad range of  differing strengths and weaknesses.

A close look at the United States’ twenty-five 
largest metropolitan areas shows that far from being a 
monolith, the suburbs actually comprise several dis- 
tinct types. Some inner-ring suburban communities 
suffer from the same urban ills that afflict inner cities, 
such as poverty and racial segregation. Many develop- 
ing suburbs on the fringes of  metropolitan areas are 

experiencing explosive population growth but have 
limited resources to pay for the schools, sewers, and 
roads that this growth requires. Still others enjoy the 
tax benefits of  large concentrations of  office space 
and high-end housing, but are plagued by traffic con- 
gestion and degradation of  the open space that made 
them attractive places to live in the first place.

The prevailing catch-as-catch-can pattern of  
metropolitan development, which encourages waste- 
ful intra-regional competition and environmentally 
damaging land use, hurts all types of  suburbs. 
Socioeconomic segregation, fiscal inequality, and 
sprawl plague virtually every metropolitan area, and 
appear to be growing worse in most of  them. At least 
40 percent of  the metropolitan population resides in 
suburbs with social or fiscal challenges severe enough 

populations that, if they correctly perceive how unfairly they are being treated, they can muster the votes in state 
legislatures to change laws to make local financing more  fair. 

Orfield concludes the selection by suggesting policies to promote regional equity such as state revenue-sharing 
programs that distribute state revenues to local governments based significantly on need and metropolitan tax 
base-sharing programs that share tax resources within a single region. Other policies that Orfield discusses include 
regional review and coordination of local planning, land-use reform, coordinated infrastructure planning, regional 
housing planning, and metropolitan governance reform. While Orfield’s analysis is original and powerful, many 
academics and practitioners have identified the problems he illuminates and others have suggested these remedies 
for decades. The Twin Cities of Minneapolis and Saint Paul, Minnesota, where Orfield lives have progressive voters. 
The Minneapolis-Saint Paul region is the only region in the United States to have adopted a limited regional tax 
sharing program. As a state legislator, Orfield was able to get some laws changed to increase regional  equity. 

Myron Orfield is a law professor at the University of Minnesota Law School where he teaches courses on civil 
rights, state and local government, state and local finance, land use, regional governance, and the legislative 
process. He is also the director of the University of Minnesota’s Institute on Metropolitan Opportunity, a non-
resident senior fellow at the Brookings Institution in Washington, DC, an affiliate faculty member at the University 
of Minnesota’s Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs, and the president of Ameregis, a demographic 
research and geographic information systems firm he created. In 1990, Orfield was elected to the Minnesota 
House of Representatives, where he served five terms and, in 2000, to the Minnesota Senate, where he served 
one term. There he was the architect of a series of important changes in land use, fair housing, and school and 
local government aid  programs. 

Orfield’s theories are more fully developed in American Metropolitics: The New Suburban Reality (Washington, 
DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2002) and Metropolitics: A Regional Agenda for Community and Stability 
(Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 1999). He is also the author of Region: Planning the Future of 
the Twin Cities (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2010). 

Other books exploring metropolitan issues are Elizabeth Kneebone and Alan Berubs, Confronting Suburban 
Poverty in America (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2013), Paul Knox, Metrourbania (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2008), Robert Lang and Jennifer B. LeFurgy, Boomburbs: The Rise of 
America’s Accidental Cities (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution Press, 2007), Peter Dreier, John Mollenkopf, 
and Todd Swanstrom, Place Matters: Metropolitics For The Twenty-First Century, 2nd revised edn (Kansas City: 
University Press of Kansas Press, 2005), and Peter Calthorpe, The Next American Metropolis: Ecology, 
Community, and the American Dream, 3rd edn (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 1997). 
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to be considered “at risk” in our classification. Another 
25 percent lives in rapidly developing communities 
that are struggling to keep up with their explosive 
growth with limited financial resources.

Regional government reform is needed to stem 
this tide. Though the obstacles are formidable, there is 
reason for optimism. Every type of  metropolitan 
community – from central cities wrestling with poverty 
and other social ills to the affluent outer-ring suburbs 
beset by traffic congestion and runaway development 
– stands to benefit from these reforms. Political parties 
and leaders who can persuade metropolitan voters to 
act in their long-term self-interest on these issues will 
be rewarded with far greater gains than those chasing 
the vagaries of  shifting polls.

The New SUBURBaN ReaLiTy

In the inner-ring Chicago suburb of  Cicero, where a 
visit by Martin Luther King once precipitated a violent 
protest against housing integration, nonwhite students 
are now in the majority. In the mid-1990s in Cherokee 
County, an Atlanta suburb comprised largely of  
bedroom-developing communities, students often 
attended schools set up in trailers as their communities 
had neither the tax base nor other resources to build 
new schools for a growing population. At the same 
time, schools were closing for lack of  students in the 
region’s core. Lopatcong Township, New Jersey, an 
area at the fringes of  the New York region making the 
transition from rural to suburban, is defending its 2003 
ordinance to limit multifamily dwellings to two 
bedrooms, effectively zoning out families with children 
in order to keep school enrollment (and costs) down. 
The proliferation of  large-lot housing developments in 
suburban Macomb County, Michigan, has contami- 
nated a nearby lake due to a rash of  failed septic 
systems, which will cost between $2 billion and $4 
billion to convert to sewer.

These examples reflect the fragmentation that lies 
at the heart of  the United States’ new suburban reality. 
If  the suburbs were ever a homogeneous bastion of  
untroubled prosperity, they certainly are no longer. 
Evidence for this goes well beyond the anecdotal. An 
analysis of  the twenty-five largest metropolitan areas 
demonstrates that varying social and economic 
pressures have led to the emergence of  distinct types 
of  suburban communities that differ from one another 
in identifiable ways.

A method known as cluster analysis was used to 
group suburban areas according to several measures 
of  their fiscal characteristics (specifically, their ability 
to raise tax revenue and the change over time in that 
ability) as well as key factors that directly or indirectly 
affect the cost of  providing local services (including 
poverty levels, population density and growth, age of  
housing, and racial composition). The cluster analysis 
identified six types of  communities, three of  which 
face economic or social challenges severe enough to 
be considered “at risk.”

The health of  any community is largely a function 
of  whether it has adequate resources to meet its 
particular needs. Two important factors used in the 
cluster analysis are school populations, which affect 
the “needs” side of  the ledger, and tax capacity, on the 
“resources” side. Schools are a powerful indicator of  a 
community’s current health and of  its future well-
being. As the number of  poor children in a community’s 
schools grows, middle-class families’ demand for 
housing in the community softens, and housing prices 
reflect this decline. Families with school-age children 
are likely to leave first because changes in the schools 
affect them most. Some non-poor families may 
choose to stay in the community but put their children 
in private schools, though few households can afford 
the additional expense for long. A community with 
schools in transition may also draw “empty-nesters” 
and other non-poor households without school-age 
children. Poverty rates among school-age children 
therefore tend to rise more quickly than the overall 
poverty rate.

Although poverty and its consequences underlie 
economic segregation, it is difficult to separate poverty 
from race and ethnicity, particularly for African 
Americans and Latinos, who are strongly discriminated 
against in the housing market. Sadly, an analysis of  
racial data for elementary school students in the 
twenty-five largest metropolitan areas shows that 
once the minority share in a community’s schools 
increases to a threshold level (10–20 percent), racial 
transition accelerates until minority percentages 
reach very high levels (greater than 80 percent).

While trends in a community’s school population 
indicate critical local needs, local tax capacity is a  
good measure of  the ability to raise revenues to meet 
those needs. Communities with copious tax resources 
have low tax rates and great services. Resource-poor 
communities have just the opposite. Why is this? Think 
of  it this way: if  a community’s tax wealth per household 
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BOx 1 The TRUTh aBOUT whiTe FLiGhT

The close relationship between racially segregated communities and areas of concentrated poverty has 
been used to support flawed conclusions about African Americans and Latinos. Some people, associating 
an influx of minorities into a community with social and economic decline, conclude that minority residents 
somehow contribute less than whites to a community’s health and stability. Nowhere was this tragic 
misconception better illustrated than in a segment from the television news magazine NBC Dateline 
about the white-collar Chicago suburb of Matteson, Illinois, 20 miles south of the Loop. In the early to 
mid-1990s, black middle-class families began to move to Matteson, a community of large, attractive 
suburban homes, open space, and good schools. These blacks were, by most important demographic 
measures, at least the socioeconomic equals of Matteson’s white residents. Some were, in fact, better 
off than Matteson’s whites. But as soon as black households became a significant percentage of the 
population, there was a sudden sell-off of homes by white residents. Asked why they were moving, the 
white sellers replied, “Because crime is increasing.” On the evidence, neither claim was true. School 
test scores and the crime rate remained unchanged. However, once the white residents left, demand 
for middle-class housing in Matteson cooled, because the black middle class was not large enough to 
sustain market demand. Not only did the schools become more segregated, but also they became much 
poorer. This is why “white flight” invariably means poverty: this tragic sequence of events has played itself 
out in countless suburbs across the United States.

is $100, a 10 percent tax rate raises $10 per household 
for services; if  tax wealth is $1,000 per household, the 
same rate raises $100. No matter how smart admini- 
strators are, and no matter how much reorganization 
they do, they cannot avoid this basic truth.

One of  the three at-risk suburban types identified 
by the cluster analysis is comprised of  aging commu-
nities that have very low tax capacity, high municipal 
costs, and – most distinctively – high concentrations 
of  minority children in the public schools. As a group, 
these at-risk segregated communities had per-household 
tax capacities that were less than two-thirds of  the 
metropolitan area average, and the slowest growth in 
tax capacity of  all the suburban types. On the cost 
side, this group had very high poverty rates (nearly 
twice the regional average), lower-than-average popu-
lation growth, aging housing stock, a population 
density almost four times the regional average, and a 
higher percentage of  minority children in the public 
schools than even the central cities.

The at-risk segregated communities are some of  
metropolitan America’s worst places to live. Poor and 
segregated, they have a fraction of  the resources of  
the central cities they surround. In 1994, the taxes on 
a $100,000 house in the at-risk segregated suburb of  
Maywood, Illinois, were $4,672. This level of  taxation 
would support local school spending of  $3,350 per 
pupil. In Kenilworth, an affluent suburb to the north, 
the taxes would be $2,688, yet this lower rate, applied 

to the whole tax base, would support almost three 
times the level of  spending per pupil. Similarly, busi- 
ness taxes on a 100,000-square-foot office building in 
booming DuPage County were $212,639, compared 
with $468,000 in south suburban Cook County.

A second category of  at-risk communities – made 
up mostly of  inner-ring suburbs and outlying cities 
that have been swallowed up by metropolitan growth 
– has older housing stock than any of  the other 
suburban groups. Like the at-risk segregated commu- 
nities, these at-risk older communities have relatively low 
tax capacity and tax-capacity growth, and even higher 
density, but they also have relatively low levels of  
poverty and of  minority children in public schools.

These places often stand cheek by jowl with the 
at-risk segregated suburbs, and there is often a strongly 
defended racial line between them. In fact, though, the 
at-risk segregated and older communities have many 
common concerns. Both groups have slow (or even 
negative) population growth, relatively meager local 
resources, and struggling commercial districts. Their 
main street corridors and commercial districts cannot 
attract new, big businesses that could easily build on 
greenfield sites. Despite these commonalities, 
segregated and older at-risk suburbs have not formed 
a cohesive political whole, probably because they are 
often divided on the issue of  race (see Table 1).

Many communities included in the third at-risk 
group are exurbs on the fringes of  the metropolitan 
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areas that are making the transition from rural to subur-
ban. These at-risk low-density communities share the 
characteristics of  low tax capacity and low-tax-capac-
ity growth with the other at-risk suburbs, but they differ 
in other important ways. Many are just beginning the 
transition from rural or farm land to suburban develop-
ment patterns. Their relatively low fiscal resources are 
thus stretched thin by demands for new infrastructure 
and the other accoutrements of  growth. Compared to 
most other suburban areas, they must also cope with 
significantly higher-than-average poverty.

The fourth suburban type represents what many 
would regard as the quintessential suburb. Bedroom-
developing communities have rapidly growing popula- 
tions that tend to be white and relatively affluent. 
Density is low, housing is new, and tax capacity is just 
below average but growing at an average rate. 
Although this group contained about a quarter of  the 
population of  the metropolitan areas studied, it had 
nearly 60 percent of  the population growth in those 
areas. Though not experiencing the social stress of  
some of  the at-risk communities, bedroom-developing 
suburbs must manage the costs of  a high rate of  popu- 
lation growth with only average (or below average) 
local resources (see Tables 2 and 3).

Both the at-risk low-density and the bedroom-
developing communities share fiscal pressures arising 
from school and infrastructure finance. In all the large 
metropolitan areas, the student-to-household ratio in 
these two types of  communities is much higher than 
the regional average. Because of  this ratio and their (at 
best) average tax base, these suburbs often have the 
lowest per-pupil spending in metropolitan United 
States. Developmental infrastructure such as roads 
and sewers can also present large challenges for the 
at-risk and bedroom-developing suburbs.

The last two classifications include many of  the 
so-called “edge cities”: suburban communities with 
vast amounts of  open space and more jobs than 
bedrooms. Affluent job centers (and the even more 
prosperous very affluent job centers) reap the benefits of  
extraordinary tax bases – capacities of  more than two 
and five times the regional averages respectively – that 
are growing at rates outstripping regional averages. 
Collectively, they have more than four times the office 
space per household of  any other group of  suburbs, 
more even than central cities. At the same time, cost 
factors such as poverty and age of  housing are well 
below regional averages. As might be expected, the 
political and business leaders in these communities 

work hard to maintain their quality of  life, and, of  
types of  suburbs, they are the ones that have revolted 
most successfully against growth and sprawl.

These places might seem to have it all: affluent 
residents, a high tax base, an average number of  
children, and very low poverty. However, the mass of  
jobs in these two types of  communities also has its 
downside. First, because many workers cannot afford 
the local housing, these beehives of  local activity 
generally have intense traffic congestion. Second, 
because land becomes so valuable, it is often difficult 
to maintain open space.

Well over half  (over 56 percent) of  the suburban 
population of  the twenty-five largest metropolitan 

Dissimilarity indexes

1992 1997 % Change

Atlanta 50 52 4
Boston n.a. 55 n.a.
Chicago 94 95 1
Cincinnati 59 57 –3
Cleveland 62 64 3
Dallas/Ft Worth 51 51 0
DC/Baltimore 53 51 –4
Denver 48 55 15
Detroit 60 60 0
Houston 39 39 0
Kansas City 54 53 –2
Los Angeles 54 57 6
Miami 49 50 2
Milwaukee 66 63 –5
Mpls/St Paul 42 48 14
NY/Newark n.a. 66 n.a.
Philadelphia n.a. 51 n.a.
Phoenix n.a. n.a. n.a.
Pittsburgh 43 39 –9
Portland 36 50 39
St Louis 46 60 30
San Diego 51 51 0
SF/Oakland 48 53 10
Seattle 34 38 12
Tampa 32 36 13

25 metropolitan 
area average

51 54     6 

Table 2 Segregation by income in elementary schools 
dissimilarity indexes for 1992 and 1997

Source: National Center for Education Statistics.
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areas lived in at-risk communities. Yet they controlled 
only 38 percent of  local tax capacity in the suburbs. 
Conversely, the two clusters of  affluent job centers 
accounted for less than 10 percent of  the suburban 
population, but had 22 percent of  the local tax capacity. 
Poverty levels and other cost factors diverge in equally 
dramatic fashion. These disparities point to a widening 
gulf  between “have” and “have not” suburbs.

In fact, quantitative analyses show that both eco-
nomic and racial segregation in US schools rose during 
the 1990s. Dissimilarity indexes (general measures of  
the degree of  segregation) show that metropolitan 
areas with increased economic and racial segre- 
gation in elementary schools between 1992 and 1997 

outnumbered metro areas with reduced segregation 
during those same years.

Tax-base inequality also increased during the 1990s. 
A general measure of  inequality in tax bases known as 
the Gini coefficient indicated an average increase of  
about 8 percent in the twenty-five largest metropolitan 
areas between 1993 and 1998, with eighteen of  the 
metro areas showing increases in inequality.

Comparing the Gini coefficients for the twenty-five 
largest US metropolitan areas in 1998 to the economic 
and racial dissimilarity indexes for the same cities in 
1997 shows just how closely tax-base inequality in a 
metropolitan area correlates with income and racial 
segregation. Seven of  the ten metropolitan areas with 

Elementary 
schools 
1992

Elementary 
schools 
1997

Elementary 
schools 
% change

Metropolitan
population
1990

Metropolitan
population
2000

Metropolitan
population 
% change

Atlanta 66 67 2 69 66 –4
Boston 67 66 –1 71 66 –7
Chicago 76 75 –1 85 81 –5
Cincinnati 76 77 1 77 75 –3
Cleveland 76 76 0 83 77 –7
Dallas/Ft Worth 58 58 0 64 59 –8
DC/Baltimore 65 65 0 66 57 –14
Denver 53 55 4 65 62 –5
Detroit 81 82 1 88 85 –3
Houston 46 45 –2 68 68 0
Kansas City 67 70 4 73 69 –5
Los Angeles 56 57 2 74 68 –8
Miami 60 60 0 73 74 1
Milwaukee 65 69 6 83 82 –1
Mpls/St Paul 54 53 –2 64 58 –9
NY/Newark 72 71 –1 82 82 0
Philadelphia 66 67 2 77 72 –6
Phoenix 53 56 6 52 44 –15
Pittsburgh 70 69 –1 71 67 –6
Portland 42 40 –5 66 48 –27
St Louis 66 69 5 79 74 –6
San Diego 44 46 5 59 54 –8
SF/Oakland 45 48 7 65 61 –6
Seattle 40 39 –3 58 50 –14
Tampa 37 35 –5 71 64 –10

25 metropolitan  
area average

60 61 1 71 67 –7

Table 3 Racial segregation in metropolitan populations and elementary schools dissimilarity indexes in selected years

Source: National Center for Education Statistics and 2000 Census of  Population data compiled by the Mumford Center, 
State University of  New York at Albany.
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the most unequal tax-base distributions are also 
among the ten areas with the greatest degree of  
income segregation in schools and nine of  the ten are 
among the ten areas showing the greatest degrees of  
racial segregation in schools (see Table 4).

Urban sprawl indicators also correlate strongly with 
measures of  segregation and inequality. Regions where 
population density in the urbanized areas declined the 
most tend to show the greatest degrees of  racial segre- 
gation and tax-base inequality. Comparing the sprawl 
data with tax capacity data for different types of  
communities shows that sprawl affects the fiscal health 

of  sprawling communities. The average tax capacity for 
at-risk, low-density suburbs in the twelve metropolitan 
areas with the greatest degrees of  sprawl is 60 percent 
of  the regional average; in the thirteen metro areas with 
the least sprawl, the average capacity is 78 percent of  
the regional average. Likewise, the capacities for 
bedroom-developing suburbs are 82 percent of  the 
regional average in sprawling metro areas, and 101 
percent of  the average in more contained areas. Clearly, 
the suburban areas most directly affected by sprawl are 
fiscally stronger relative to the rest of  their metropolitan 
areas in regions where growth is managed more 
effectively (see Maps 1, 2 and 3).

The ROad TO ReFORM

The many challenges facing the United States’ metro- 
politan areas can be attacked effectively only through 
a coordinated, regional approach. Concentrated 
poverty and community disinvestments, among the 
most important of  the countless factors feeding 
metropolitan sprawl, are related to incentives built 
into public policies for metropolitan development. 
These incentives include tax policies that promote 
wasteful competition among local governments, 
transportation and infrastructure investment patterns 
that subsidize sprawling development, and fragmented 
governance that makes thoughtful and efficient land-
use planning more difficult.

Fortunately, the foundations for positive change 
are, to a large extent, already in place. Regional tax 
reform, which involves a more equitable fiscal relation- 
ship among the cities in a metropolitan area, has its 
roots in the state school-aid systems that exist in 
virtually every state in the country. Land-use reform to 
combat sprawl is a growing issue in the nation, and 
sixteen states have already adopted comprehensive 
growth management acts. Federal law has required 
that regional governments coordinate hundreds of  
millions of  transportation dollars in every region in the 
country the challenge now is to make these existing 
regional governments more effective and more 
accountable to the people they serve.

Tax reform

Under the fiscal system that currently holds sway in 
most regions of  the country, local governments have 
strong incentives to adopt policies and regulations 

Metropolitan 
area

1993 Gini 
coefficient

1998 Gini 
coefficient

1993–1998
Change  
in Gini  
coefficient

Atlanta 0.16 0.17   2 %
Boston 0.21 0.25  16
Chicago 0.26 0.27   2
Cincinnati 0.31 0.36  15
Cleveland 0.21 0.24  14
Dallas/Ft Worth 0.17 0.19  10
DC 0.25 0.22 –12
Denver 0.20 0.21   8
Detroit 0.23 0.21  –5
Houston 0.13 0.15  15
Kansas City 0.32 0.25 –22
Los Angeles 0.20 0.22   9
Miami 0.19 0.21  10
Milwaukee 0.25 0.27   6
Mpls St Paul 0.18 0.17  –1
New York 0.24 0.23  –5
Philadelphia 0.28 0.33  20
Phoenix 0.11 0.15  38
Pittsburgh 0.26 0.26   2
Portland 0.11 0.15  30
St Louis 0.32 0.37  15
San Diego 0.10 0.11   1
San Francisco 0.15 0.17  15
Seattle 0.11 0.21  99
Tampa 0.13 0.13   2

25 metropolitan 
area average

0.20 0.22   8

Table 4 1993 and 1998 Gini coefficients, tax capacity per 
household

Sources: Various state and local government agencies
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Map 1 Denver region: Percentage of  students eligible for free or reduced lunch by elementary school, 2001
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Map 2 Denver region: Percentage of  non-Asian minority elementary students by school, 2001
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designed to serve their own short-term economic 
interest at the expense of  their own long-term health 
and the well-being of  the region as a whole.

One way that local governments do this is through 
“fiscal zoning,” a deliberate attempt by a government 
to reap fiscal dividends from new development by 
limiting the types of  land uses within its jurisdiction. 
Because property taxes are the most significant form 
of  revenue for most local governments, they have a 
direct incentive to tailor their land-use regulations to 
encourage development of  high-value commercial, 
industrial, and residential properties that generate 
relatively little in public costs, and to discourage 
development of  lower-value properties such as afford- 
able housing that create a need for higher public 
expenditures.

When played out over an entire metropolitan area, 
this fiscal zoning process can significantly influence 
where people can afford to live, the types and quality 
of  public services they receive from their local govern-
ment, and the presence or absence of  employment 
opportunities near their homes.

Another aspect of  local governments’ short-
sighted pursuit of  positive fiscal dividends is the 
wasteful and biased competition for desirable com-
mercial and industrial properties. It is wasteful because 
one community’s gain is likely to be another commu-
nity’s loss. The resources expended in such competi-
tion typically do not enhance the overall regional 
economy, but only shuffle activity from one place to 
another. It is biased because it creates the potential for 
a vicious, self-reinforcing cycle of  decline in places 
that “lose” early in the game. As a locality loses activi-
ties that generate positive fiscal dividends, it must 
either raise taxes on its remaining tax base to maintain 
services at existing levels or reduce services at exist-
ing tax rates. Either choice further reduces the locali-
ty’s ability to compete for additions to its tax base or 
to keep its existing base.

Fiscal zoning and tax-base competition tend to 
concentrate families and individuals with the greatest 
need for public services in communities that are the 
least able to generate the revenue to provide those 
services. Conversely, those who can afford to live 
where they choose (and therefore are less in need of  
public services) are increasingly concentrated in com- 
munities that have managed to successfully attract the 
development of  large, expensive homes and other 
revenue-generating land uses. The result is a widening 
gap between communities with low tax capacities and 

high costs, on the one hand, and those with high tax 
capacities and low costs on the other.

The arguments for tax reform are primarily effi-
ciency arguments. Attenuating the link between 
growth in particular types of  local land uses and the 
tax base available to produce local services reduces 
wasteful competition. Providing financial incentives 
for particular types of  development that provide 
regional benefits but do not generate local fiscal divi-
dends can improve the functioning of  regional housing 
and labor markets.

An essential part of  creating a stable, cooperative 
region is to gradually equalize the resources of  local 
governments with land-use planning powers. In 
addition to improving equity, which will allow central 
cities, at-risk suburbs, and many bedroom-developing 
suburbs to lower taxes and improve services, it will 
reduce the competition between places, give commu- 
nities real fiscal incentives to cooperate, and make 
regional land-use planning easier to achieve.

Many states attempt to reduce fiscal inequity 
among jurisdictions through revenue-sharing pro-
grams that distribute a portion of  the revenue from 
one or more state taxes to local governments through 
a variety of  formulas. Although most revenue-sharing 
programs began with a simple per-capita approach, 
they now generally place greater emphasis on the 
communities’ needs, typically determined by charac-
teristics such as tax base, revenues, spending, or some 
combination of  the three. Equity measures improve 
for all but two of  the twenty-five largest metropolitan 
areas when aid is added to local tax capacity. However, 
the effects of  aid vary considerably, ranging from a  
63 percent change for the better in the inequality 
measure to an 11 percent change for the worse.

Tax-base sharing, an alternative way to reduce tax-
base inequities, has several advantages over the 
patchwork quilt of  aid programs common to most 
states. Unlike separate programs that distribute state 
revenues to counties, cities, townships, and special 
districts, tax-base sharing simply redistributes the 
common base from which each local jurisdiction 
derives its revenues. It also helps to equalize the 
resources available to local governments without 
removing local control over tax rates. Further, by 
requiring local governments to relinquish some of  
their fiscal dividend from new commercial/industrial 
development, tax-base sharing reduces the incentive 
to waste taxpayer dollars by stealing it away from 
other communities. Similarly, including residential 



“ M E T R O P O L I T I C S  A N D  F I S CA L  E Q U I T Y ” 351

F
O
U
R

property in tax-base sharing dilutes local governments’ 
incentives to use fiscal zoning or its substitutes to 
restrict residential development to “profitable” types 
of  housing, making cooperative, efficient land-use 
planning easier.

With tax-base sharing, a portion of  each locality’s 
tax base (or growth in tax base) is contributed to a 
regional pool and redistributed according to criteria 
such as tax capacity, service cost or need indicators, 
or land-use decisions. In Minneapolis-St Paul, the only 
metropolitan area for which tax-base sharing legis- 
lation has actually been enacted, local tax-base dis- 
parities were reduced by roughly 20 percent by the 
program in the year 2000. Simulations for other 
metropolitan areas show that tax-base sharing is a 
much more cost-effective means of  reducing tax-base 
equity than existing aid programs. Tax-base sharing 
reduces disparities by two percentage points for each 
percentage point of  shared revenues, while current 
aid programs reduce disparities by just half  of  a 
percentage point for each percentage point of  aid.

Reforms in these policy areas need not be radical. 
All states provide at least some financial support to 
local governments. A reform agenda can begin with 
incremental improvements in the way current aid is 
allocated. Tax-base-sharing programs can be designed 
to capture a portion of  tax-base growth, as occurred 
in the Twin Cities, rather than part of  existing tax 
bases, allowing regions to reap the efficiency benefits 
immediately while the redistributive impacts grow 
more slowly.

Land-use reform

Individual communities can do little to deal with the 
underlying regional forces contributing to sprawl- 
ing development patterns. While local development 
moratoriums, slowdowns, or other local restrictions 

may seem like a good strategy for reducing the nega- 
tive impacts of  increased development, ultimately 
they only throw development farther out to surround- 
ing communities eager to attract additional develop- 
ment to add to their tax base and help them keep up 
with the costs of  their residential growth. In many 
cases, these surrounding communities are at-risk low-
density and bedroom-developing communities trying 
to keep up with their growing costs.

A number of  states have tried to tackle the difficul-
ties associated with purely local land-use planning 
through some form of  statewide planning. At present, 
sixteen states have a land-use planning system in 
place; ten of  these states actually require comprehen-
sive local planning, while the other six encourage it. 
Oregon led the way with the passage of  its Land Use 
Act in 1973. This landmark legislation requires each 
of  the state’s cities and counties to adopt a long-range, 
comprehensive plan for development consistent with 
the state’s specified planning goals.

Another popular strategy employed by states to 
combat sprawling development has been to authorize 
and encourage the use of  various “smart growth” 
tools. Common growth-management tools include the 
urban growth boundary, which prevents or limits 
development outside a designated area; the urban 
service area, which limits provision of  public services 
such as sewerage and water to a designated area; 
designated areas where growth will be focused; and 
concurrency, which requires adequate public infra- 
structure to be in place before or at the same time as 
development occurs. These can be effective tools. 
Misused or used in isolation without complementary 
policies in the non-developing portions of  regions, 
however, they can contribute to low-density, dispersed 
development instead of  preventing it.

Smart-growth planning also attempts to protect 
agricultural lands and open space from development, 
maintaining the amenity value of  such areas and 

BOx 2 hOw NOT TO CURB GROwTh

Efforts by individual communities to unilaterally curb development within their boundaries often end up 
contributing to sprawl instead of reducing it. In 1972, the San Francisco region city of Petaluma decided to 
slow growth by limiting the number of building permits issued annually. This caused a dramatic increase in 
housing demand in farther-out Santa Rosa. According to US Census figures, the population of the Santa 
Rosa area nearly doubled between 1970 and 1980. In the end, Santa Rosa had to build new roads and 
sewers, and residents of Petaluma were forced to deal with the increased traffic through their community.
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preserving them for future generations. To this end, 
many states and regions create agricultural district 
programs, purchase agriculture conservation ease- 
ments or development rights through state land trust 
funds, and allow the transfer of  development rights 
from a rural to an urban location. These land-pre- 
servation tools, though well intentioned, are extremely 
costly and cannot on their own truly change the nature 
of  US development patterns.

Effective regional land-use reform hinges on three 
elements: coordinated infrastructure planning, a 
regional housing plan, and regional review and coor-
dination of  local planning.

Coordinated infrastucture planning

Piecemeal provision of  the basic infrastructure that 
guides regional investment and development patterns 
is a major contributor to inefficient, sprawling develop- 
ment, congested roadways, and environmental strains. 
Regionalizing infrastructure provision and planning 
helps guide development in more efficient and equit- 
able ways. It can, for instance, help reduce per capita 
costs throughout the region by creating an orderly 
pattern of  development. Transportation investments 
are an especially important part of  regional infra- 
structure that should be coordinated with other 
investments, and giving a regional agency authority 
over transportation investments is one way to help 
achieve this goal.

Regional housing plan

A regional strategy to reduce zoning, financial, and 
other barriers to the development of  affordable 
housing is the logical first step toward the goal of  
mixed-income housing in every community within a 
region. The housing industry has long argued that 
regulatory barriers such as large lot sizes, prohibitions 
on multifamily housing, and assorted fees hurt the 
natural marketplace for affordable housing. Removing 
such barriers is a step that the building community 
can accept, and is a way to develop a relationship with 
an important private-sector actor in land develop- 
ment. Fair-share requirements ensure that all places 
contribute to the regionwide supply of  affordable 
housing. These programs allocate to each city a part 
of  the region’s affordable housing, on the basis of  the 

jurisdiction’s population, previous efforts to create 
affordable housing, and job availability. An effec- 
tive fair-share housing program seeks a sustainable 
balance of  lower-cost and more expensive housing in 
all areas of  the region, whether they are greenfield 
suburban sites or gentrifying neighborhoods.

Regional review and coordination  
of local planning

Because much land-use and infrastructure planning is 
best provided at the local level, regional land-use 
reform requires a coordinated framework in which 
local governments develop comprehensive land-use 
plans that are consistent with state or regional plan- 
ning goals. Ideally, these goals are clearly laid out and 
applicable to all communities within the region, and 
any local plans and policies inconsistent with these 
goals may be challenged in court or in special forums 
created for such adjudication. There should be strong 
penalties for noncompliance, such as financial sanc- 
tions or the loss of  authority to make land-use 
decisions and to grant building permits.

Metropolitan governance reform

The fragmentation of  metropolitan areas into many 
local governments is not only a barrier to effective 
growth management, but also a leading cause of  racial 
and economic segregation, sprawl, and fiscal dispari-
ties within those areas. In regions without a shared tax 
base or dominant central city, competing jurisdictions 
often duplicate infrastructure and services that could 
be provided more cost effectively in older suburbs and 
central cities. Duplication of  services and infrastruc-
ture in turn contributes to fiscal, social, and environ-
mental stresses in the at-risk communities at the core 
of  metropolitan regions as well as in those at the edge. 
Zoning incentives to attract high-value residential and 
commercial development result in exclusive neighbor-
hoods, segregated by race and income. Meanwhile, 
the new office and commercial centers in suburban 
edge cities siphon customers and resources from 
established business districts and allow the commuter 
zone to expand, further inducing sprawl.

Recognizing fragmentation’s negative effects, a 
number of  regions have acted to bring a greater regio- 
nal focus to local governance. Metropolitan planning 
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organizations (MPOs) are the most widespread form of  
regional governance in the United States today. MPOs 
were created by Congress in the 1970s to address the 
growing transportation challenges in metropolitan 
regions. Given broad powers to guide regional growth 
through long-range transportation planning and the 
allocation of  federal transportation funds to individual 
jurisdictions, the MPOs in the United States’ twenty-
five largest metropolitan areas are, in a very real sense, 
special-purpose regional governing bodies.

However, MPOs are not directly accountable to 
voters and do not always make their transportation 
investments with social separation, sprawl, and fiscal 
inequities in mind. Without broader authority and a 
mandate to address these assorted issues comprehen- 
sively, MPOs are limited in what they can accomplish 
on regional concerns.

Several regional councils and associations 
designated as MPOs have, either by state mandate or 
through their own initiative, taken on myriad other 
functions, attempting to fill the void in regional 
governance created by political fragmentation. Some 
of  the most common duties taken on by MPO staff  
include air quality conformity planning, local and 
regional economic development initiatives, land-use 
plan review and coordination, ride-share services, and 
regional demographic and economic forecasting.

A strong, accountable regional governing body is 
an essential part of  a comprehensive regional reform 
plan. The following strategies will help to ensure the 
long-term viability of  any regional governing body, 
whether an MPO with expanded authority or some 
other regional body.

j Strategy 1: Apportion voting membership by 
population. Decisions on how and where to spend 
taxpayer dollars for regional investments should be 
made in a fair and equitable manner, giving equal 
representation to all types of  communities and 
residents in a region.

j Strategy 2: Hold direct elections for voting 
members. Direct elections of  members of  regional 
governing bodies would make regional decision-
making more open and participatory. Even without 
expanding the current scope of  MPO powers, 
direct election of  MPO boards would create a 
legitimate forum for the discussion of  regional 
issues. Any increase in MPOs’ powers would make 
direct election even more important.

j Strategy 3: Broaden and deepen public aware- 
ness of  how transportation investments contribute 
to or alleviate social separation and sprawl. Regional 
bodies should be required to evaluate their transpor-
tation decisions to determine whether they worsen 
or alleviate social separation and sprawling develop-
ment patterns in the region.

j Strategy 4: Broaden the scope of  land-use 
planning. MPOs or another regional body should 
develop an advisory land-use plan for the region 
that embodies a vision for efficiently coordinating 
all major forms of  developmental infrastructure. 
These advisory land-use plans might offer cities 
incentives to submit for review comprehensive 
plans covering such issues as sustainable develop- 
ment, affordable housing, and public transit (see 
Table 5).

BOx 3 ReGiONaLiSM aT wORK 

Two regions – Portland, Oregon, and Minneapolis-St Paul – have vested significant and comprehensive 
planning powers in a single regional government body. Portland Metro controls development patterns 
through its administration of the state-mandated regional urban growth boundary. The Twin Cities 
Metropolitan Council regulates the expansion of its Metropolitan Urban Service Area through its authority 
to plan for and permit extensions to the regional sewer system.

These formal powers, complemented by council members’ accountability to the governor in 
Minnesota and directly to the voters in Portland, give these regional governments political leverage that 
other metropolitan planning organizations and regional councils lack. Unlike most MPOs, members of 
the Portland and Twin Cities councils are unaffiliated with local governments and state agencies. This 
detachment from parochial interests gives Metro and the Met Council unique freedom to focus exclusively 
on regional needs and concerns.
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Making the case for regional reform

Economists and others have made the important 
point that regional cooperation helps every com- 
munity, but the parochial costs and benefits of  regional 
reforms vary by community type within metropolitan 
areas. Therefore, making the case for regionalism 
requires an understanding of  the nature of  the dif- 
ferent suburban community types and the ways they 
may benefit from the various reforms.

The at-risk developed suburbs

The case for regional reform to present to the at- 
risk segregated and at-risk older suburbs is simple. 

Regional equity gives them lower taxes and better ser-
vices. In the at-risk developed suburbs, taxes are com-
paratively high for the mix of  services provided. In 
states and regions without substantial state-supported 
school equity, these taxes can be the highest in metro-
politan United States. Simulations of  property tax-
sharing throughout the country show the older 
suburbs as the largest net gainers of  resources of  any 
of  the subregions. New equity resources could help 
older suburbs shore up and improve aging infrastruc-
ture, clean up brownfield sites, reconfigure abandoned 
malls or industrial facilities, invest in housing in declin-
ing neighborhoods, and give underfunded schools a 
boost. If  the equity is sufficiently comprehensive, such 
measures could be taken even as the local tax rates 
were being reduced.

Metropolitan area Tax capacity 
Gini coefficient

Gini coefficient
after tax base sharing

% change
 

Gini coefficient
after aid

% change

Atlanta 0.17 0.13 –21 0.17 3
Boston 0.25 0.20 –20 0.19 –22
Chicago 0.27 0.22 –20 0.17 –36
Cincinnati 0.36 0.29 –20 0.35 –2
Cleveland 0.24 0.20 –19 0.22 –9
Dallas/Ft Worth 0.19 0.15 –21 n.a n.a
DC 0.22 0.18 –21 0.17 –24
Denver 0.21 0.17 –19 0.20 –7
Detroit 0.21 0.17 –21 0.24 11
Houston 0.15 0.12 –22 n.a n.a
Kansas City 0.25 0.20 –21 0.22 –11
Los Angeles 0.22 0.18 –19 0.15 –33
Miami 0.21 0.17 –18 0.17 –18
Milwaukee 0.27 0.22 –18 0.10 –63
Mpls St Paul 0.17 n.a n.a 0.17 –3
New York 0.23 0.18 –22 0.18 –22
Philadelphia 0.33 0.28 –16 0.26 –21
Phoenix 0.15 0.12 –21 0.09 –41
Pittsburgh 0.26 0.21 –19 0.25 –4
Portland 0.15 0.12 –18 0.13 –12
St Louis 0.37 0.29 –20 0.24 –36
San Diego 0.11 0.08 –20 0.08 –20
San Francisco 0.17 0.14 –20 0.13 –27
Seattle 0.21 0.17 –21 0.20 –7
Tampa 0.13 0.11 –19 0.12 –14

25 Metropolitan  
Area Average

0.22 0.178 –20 0.182 –17

Table 5 Revenue capacity equity before and after aid from state governments and tax base sharing
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The residential resources of  at-risk developed 
suburbs are often deteriorating or threatened by rapid 
change on their borders. A strong, well-implemented 
housing plan that requires newer suburbs to take more 
responsibility for affordable housing is the only way to 
avoid this downward transition. Such a plan takes 
pressure off  the older suburbs and prevents the 
concentration of  poverty and decline in these places. 
Once older declining suburbs understand that they 
already have more than their fair share of  affordable 
housing, they can use a good regional housing plan as 
a powerful defensive strategy to maintain their 
communities’ stability.

Without regional solutions, the future of  these 
at-risk places is bleak. With their low fiscal capacity 
and lack of  amenities, they have little hope of  
improving their position in a competitive regional 
economy. If  they cut taxes, they cannot generate the 
revenues needed to deal with their old infrastructure 
or poverty problems in their schools. If  they raise 
taxes to deal with these challenges, they cannot attract 
businesses or homeowners. In the end, these places 
have no haven outside regional cooperation.

The developing suburbs

At-risk low-density and bedroom-developing suburbs 
have three compelling reasons to support regional 
cooperation. First, it will reduce their taxes and 
increase their services, most notably in terms of  
schools. Second, it will help them get the infrastructure 
they need for safe and orderly development. Third, it 
will provide a better alternative to local unilateral 
growth moratoriums or slow-growth action to respond 
to the increasingly negative reaction within these 
communities to the development status quo.

While bedroom-developing communities are 
places of  comparatively low poverty and diver- 
sity, their children-per-household ratio is very high. 
Throughout the country, at-risk low-density suburbs 
spend less per pupil than districts in other types of  
metropolitan communities. Through school equity 
and almost any form of  tax sharing, both of  these 
types of  developing communities can be among the 
largest recipients of  per-student aid. And as with the 
older suburbs, regional fiscal equity can also allow 
these places to have lower tax rates.

In chasing after development to make up for the 
lack of  a local tax base, developing communities tend 

to neglect the provision of  infrastructure that will 
eventually be needed but will be more costly to 
provide retroactively once development is in place. 
Regionalism provides assistance for infrastructure in 
developing communities through equity, which can 
give them money to build infrastructure as well as to 
relieve cash-flow crises that force them to seek devel-
opment at any price, and through sharing regional 
infrastructure costs. By pooling regional resources, 
and creating regional funds and bonding authorities, 
regionalism can get infrastructure to these communi-
ties in a cost-effective way.

Sprawl is another problem of  particular concern to 
residents of  bedroom-developing suburbs. Most of  
the local initiatives to curb growth have been in these 
places. But a single community can have little effect 
on the growth of  a region. Acting alone, a community 
not only is unlikely to solve its own growth-related 
problems but also is likely to impose higher costs on 
the region when it tries. In the end, regional or state-
wide planning to protect open space and create a 
regional growth boundary has been more effective 
than unilateral action. Regionally funded transit com-
muting alternatives are among the most promising 
ways to respond to growing congestion. A coopera-
tive regional approach that encourages affordable 
housing close to affluent job centers is also likely to be 
more helpful than local NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) 
approaches.

affluent job centers

Despite their low poverty rates and high fiscal 
capacities, affluent job centers are not immune from 
problems caused by the prevailing pattern of  regional 
development. Because they are intense centers of  job 
growth, these communities are often troubled by 
higher rates of  congestion than other suburban areas, 
particularly in the United States’ fast-growth regions. 
Open space is harder to preserve in these commu- 
nities, because land becomes very valuable. In the 
most extreme cases, suburban “edge cities” can 
become as densely urban and congested as city 
business districts.

Some of  the most celebrated and extreme fights 
against status-quo development patterns have 
occurred in this small group of  suburbs. Here, too, 
regionalism presents the only possible response  
to these concerns, the only real way to maintain a 
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suburban/rural edge, and the only plausible plan for 
dealing with traffic congestion. It is the only way to 
have an effect on a neighboring community’s poor 
decisions.

Today’s metropolitan politics are based on an 
inaccurate model of  poor cities and rich suburbs.  
It does not acknowledge that almost half  of  the  
US population lives in places that have finished 
developing and have increasing urban problems. Nor 

does it come to terms with the fiscal pressure of  
growth and the public’s increasing discontent with 
sprawl and loss of  open space. A new metropoli- 
tics must understand the diversity of  US suburbs  
and build a broad bipartisan movement for greater 
regional cooperation. If  metro-politics does not 
succeed, our metropolitan regions will continue to 
become more unequal, and more energy will be spent 
growing against ourselves.
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iNTROdUCTiON TO PaRT FiVe 

The effects of urban planning are perhaps the greatest – and, at the same time, the most invisible – 
influences on human life and culture. In the words of Paul and Percival Goodman, the co-authors of 
Communitas: Means of Livelihood and Ways of Life (1947), we hardly realize as we go about the daily 
round of our lives “that somebody once drew some lines on a piece of paper who might have drawn 
otherwise” and that “now, as engineer and architect once drew, people have to walk and live.” 

When the Sumerian kings built the walls of Eridu and Uruk, they engaged in acts of urban planning and 
thus determined how their people would “walk and live.” The walls provided safety and protection for the 
people of the city and also defined the new political unity of the city-state. The associated roads, bridges, 
irrigation systems, and centers for market and ceremonial functions all served a dual function in that they 
met the practical social needs of the urban population in general and fulfilled the power aspirations of the 
god-king and priestly elites in particular. The ancient citadels were centers of religious meaning, as well as 
economic and political power, and thus a third component of urban planning – an idealized, often spiritual 
vision of what constitutes the best possible state of human existence – was present at the very beginning 
of city- building. 

The origins of modern urban planning are complex. On one level, modern planning is a direct extension 
of the ancient and pre-modern models: imposing order on nature for the health, safety, and amenity of the 
urban masses, for the political benefit of the urban elites, and for a way of expressing each culture’s highest 
spiritual ideals. On another level, however, modern planning is far more complex than anything that had ever 
gone on before. Modern planning operates, by and large, in a politically and economically pluralistic 
environment, making every alteration of the physical arrangements of the city a complex negotiation 
between competing interests. And the practice of modern urban planning also takes place at a stage of 
human development when the planner’s defining goal is no longer merely to impose human order on nature, 
but to continuously impose order on the city  itself. 

All the goals and functions of planning – both the ancient holdovers and the modern elaborations – are 
present in the first planning responses to the urban conditions associated with the Industrial Revolution. As 
Friedrich Engels (p. 53) and other contemporary observers described, the cities of the new industrialism 
were characterized by horrendous overcrowding, ubiquitous misery, and despair. There were daily threats 
to the public health and safety, not just for the impoverished working class but for the capitalist middle class 
as well. These conditions gave rise to movements for housing reform, to great advances in the technologies 
of water supply and sewage disposal, and to the emergence of middle-class suburbs. They also led to the 
construction of model “company towns” by various industrial firms in both Europe and America, and 
eventually to the development of a modern urban planning  profession. 

Reviewing the history of urban planning in the nineteenth century, Richard LeGates and Frederic Stout 
(the co-editors of this volume) have written that “the classic texts of early urban planning history often seem 
surprisingly modern.” An example of the surprising modernity of early urban planning is the nineteenth-
century parks movement, especially the work of Frederick Law Olmsted (p. 364), which gave rise to 
something very like comprehensive urban planning practice. Projects like Central Park in New York (Plate 
22) represented a transplantation and democratization of European landscape gardening traditions, to be 



360

sure, but Olmsted’s goal was not merely to bring nature into the city. Rather, Olmsted repeatedly appealed 
to the political and economic leadership of American cities to create parks that would achieve a whole 
range of public benefits: they would contribute to the public health by serving as the “lungs” of the city; they 
would be practical and necessary additions to the physical infrastructure of the metropolis, providing a 
general recreation ground; their ponds and reservoirs would serve as adjuncts to municipal water-supply 
systems; and they would soften and tame human nature, by providing wholesome alternatives to the vulgar 
street amusements, bars, and brothels that daily tempted poor and working-class  youth. 

Olmsted was a reformer and a moral visionary, but he was also a successful businessman and a canny 
political operative capable of offering his clients useful strategic advice on how to fund and build constituencies 
in favor of large municipal projects. Somewhat less practical, but even more visionary, were a group of 
architects, planners, and activists who may be termed, collectively, the utopian modernists. Three of these – 
Ebenezer Howard, Le Corbusier, and Frank Lloyd Wright – define the mainstream of that utopian  tradition. 

Not one of them had his utopian vision realized in its entirety, but each had an enormous influence on 
the way contemporary cities, and city life, developed in the twentieth century. A fourth, the Spanish 
engineer/planner Arturo Soria y Mata, is influential for his vision of the relationship between transportation 
systems and land use. Plate 23 illustrates Soria’s vision of a “linear city” developed along a central spine 
containing an electric streetcar line and other  utilities. 

Ebenezer Howard (p. 371) prided himself on being “the inventor of the Garden City idea,” and his 
tireless devotion to the project of decongesting the modern metropolis by building small, self-contained, 
greenbelted cities in the rural countryside is one of the marvels of modern urban planning history. Plate 24 
illustrates Howard’s vision of “a group of slumless, smokeless cities.” Howard originally wanted his Garden 
Cities to be cooperatively owned. He wanted the surrounding greenbelt to be much larger than the built-up 
part of the city itself. And he wanted his cities to be economically independent, not commuter suburbs. In 
the process of actually building Letchworth and Welwyn – the two Garden Cities constructed before his 
death in 1928 – Howard had to compromise many of his original goals. Building lots and businesses were 
privately owned; the greenbelt became more of a park than an extensive rural buffer zone; and neither of 
the original Garden Cities ever became a fully independent economic entity. Nonetheless as Plate 25, the 
plan for Welwyn, illustrates, these were fully planned communities that embodied many of Howard’s ideals. 
The Garden City experiment gave rise to a larger movement of town planning, and disciples of Howard 
spread his ideas and his example  worldwide. 

Charles-Édouard Jeanneret-Gris, better known as Le Corbusier (p. 379), was another utopian visionary 
who never saw his ideal plans fully developed but who was enormously influential nonetheless. Le Corbusier 
wanted his “Contemporary City of Three Million,” illustrated in Plate 26, to be a series of exquisite towers, 
geometrically arranged in a surrounding park, and he spent years looking for governmental and industrial 
sponsors for his plan. Many “Corbusian” high-rise urban developments have been built throughout the 
world. Indeed, the “International Style” of modern architecture and the principles of the International 
Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM), which Le Corbusier pioneered, have become global standards 
of urban development. But in almost every case, the surrounding park has been compromised away in the 
process of realization. In case after case, the tower in the park has become the tower without the park or, 
even worse, the tower in the parking lot! 

While Le Corbusier was issuing his manifestos and shocking the architectural and planning establish- 
ment with his modernist plans, American planners like Clarence Perry (p. 563), Clarence Stein, and Henry 
Wright were also wrestling with the problem of how to adapt urban form to the automobile. Clarence Perry, 
an architect and educator, published his seminal work on “The Neighborhood Unit,” reprinted in Part Seven: 
Urban Design and Placemaking. Perry envisioned compact, school-centered, neighborhoods for nuclear 
families with cars and worked out land use and street designs to accommodate enough households to 
support a primary school surrounded by streets engineered for slow-moving traffic almost exclusively from 
residents of the neighborhood itself. In their influential plan for Radburn, New Jersey, illustrated in Plate 27, 
Stein and Wright invented and implemented a series of planning concepts including superblocks, residential 
cul-de-sacs, and the separation of pedestrian and vehicular  traffic. 

U R B A N  P L A N N I N G  H I STO RY  A N D  V I S I O N S 
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Frank Lloyd Wright (p. 388), the originator of the visionary “Broadacre City” plan, was also responding 
to the automobile. Wright called for a city composed of family homesteads – one full acre per person – and 
the withering away of dense and crowded traditional cities. Wright’s 1935 plan for Broadacre City is 
illustrated in Plate 28. The private automobile, Wright thought, would virtually abolish distance and allow 
for a new kind of community based on individualism and self-reliance. What actually became of Wright’s 
Broadacre was sprawl suburbia, not the outcome Wright advocated at all. One acre per person became 
one-eighth of an acre per family or less; the core high-rise cities refused to wither away; the transportation 
monoculture of the automobile became, many argued, a new form of dependency rather than a technology 
of liberation; and the family-oriented suburban community became problematic at best, an object of ridicule 
at worst, producing the kind of “drive-in culture” described by Kenneth T. Jackson (p. 73). More recently, 
some analysts of suburbia, like Robert Bruegmann (p. 218) and Frederic Stout (p. 696) have argued that 
what many disdain as “sprawl” is a popular, completely understandable, and almost inevitable response to 
the challenge of housing ever-larger urban populations in a way that provides citizens of the modern 
metropolis with a range of social and environmental  choices. 

The utopian visionaries were more than just planners, if they can be said to be planners at all. Even 
Ebenezer Howard, the most moderate of the group, was a dreamer and a social reform enthusiast. Together, 
the utopian modernists concerned themselves with great philosophical issues such as the connection 
between humanity and nature, the relationship of city plan to moral reform, and the role of urban design and 
new technologies of production and transportation to the evolutionary transformation of society. It would be 
left to more practical men and women – the actual members of the urban planning profession as it developed 
in the twentieth century – to address the real-world problems of ever-changing cities and metropolitan 
regions. If the utopian modernists established the lofty goals, the professional planners – whose work is 
described in the next section on Urban Planning Theory and Practice – attended to the  details. 

Still, the role of visionary projections of better lives through better urban planning persists as an important 
motivating force in contemporary urban planning. Establishing a good planning vision and sticking to it can 
have profound positive impacts. Plate 29 illustrates the famous “Paseo del Rio” of San Antonio, Texas. Like 
hundreds of other cities, San Antonio had a blighted area – in this case a river-turned-drainage-ditch – 
disfiguring the downtown. But unlike other cities, San Antonio developed a vision of turning the problem 
area into a magnificent location of riverfront amenities and recreational activities. Today, the Paseo provides 
a pleasant place to sit, stroll, paddle, and shop. Boston, Massachusetts, worked the same kind of urban 
planning magic by collaborating with developer James Rouse to turn a seedy and obsolete market place 
around Quincy Market (Plate 30) into a magnificent center for strolling, shopping, dining, and cultural  events. 

Planning interventions of like those in San Antonio and Boston – often combined with new office 
building developments or the re-purposing of old industrial sites – have been the common practice of 
modern planning authorities for more than a hundred years. But not all planning has been successful. The 
first large-scale public housing projects in Europe and America were launched with hope and idealism, but 
many – like Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis, Missouri, or the massive projects in Chicago – became instant crime-
ridden slums that eventually had to be razed. And another form of idealistic urban planning – the construction 
of colonial cities, first as centers of imperialistic economic exploitation, later as post-colonial attempts to 
achieve modern economic and political efficiency – provides a troubling example of a bad fit between the 
utopian visions of the highly developed, industrialized societies of the West and the traditional customs and 
lifestyles of still developing parts of Africa, Asia, the Middle East, and Latin America. This is the focus of 
scholars like Filip De Boeck whose essay on Kinshasa in the Democratic Republic of Congo (p. 394) 
describes how one European colonial trading outpost in Central Africa became a modern post-colonial city 
haunted by the ghosts of its imperialistic past and surrounded by an equally “spectral” community of semi-
rural, recently tribal Congolese finding their own path through the process of imposed  urbanization. 

The problematic nature of the utopian planning project as applied to colonial cities is, perhaps, just one 
example of a deeper issue that affects all planning exercises, especially the utopian. Utopias are important 
precisely because they are visionary, but visions differ depending on time, place, and the specific goals and 
values that they embody and hope to achieve. For example, Le Corbusier’s centralized towers emphasized 
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the need for speed and efficiency to achieve success in modern society, while Wright’s decentralized 
Broadacre homesteads valorized the preservation of family unity and independence in response to modern 
society. In the 1970s and 1980s, a new set of goals and values took hold in planning circles, the idea of 
sustainable development. Closely allied with environmentalism and “green” politics, “sustainability” quickly 
became a ubiquitous catchword in planning  discussions. 

The concept of sustainability was defined and raised to a level of worldwide prominence by the 
publication in 1987 of the report of the World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), 
commonly known as the Brundtland Report (p. 404) because the Commission chairperson was Gro 
Brundtland of Norway, the first environment minister of a European nation to become prime minister. 
According to the Brundtland Report, sustainable development is “development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Concerned about 
“the biosphere’s ability to absorb the effect of human activities,” the WCED defined humanity’s basic needs 
as “food, clothing, shelter, and jobs” and called on the nations of the world to pay special attention to “the 
largely unmet needs of the world’s poor, which should be given overriding priority.” In the wake of  
the Brundtland Report, the world’s nations have been asked to cut back on industrial production and the 
emission of greenhouse gases that affect the climate, and cities around the world have been asked to 
adopt “green policies” relating to transportation, energy use, resource management, and sprawl. As 
Timothy Beatley describes (p. 492), many European cities are now pursuing policies suggested by the 
Brundtland  Report. 

The “New Urbanism” is both a visionary planning and design movement that addresses the idea of 
sustainability and a process of real-estate development that began by emphasizing a “new traditionalism” 
based on small-town scale for new communities throughout North America, Europe, and more recently 
China. The principles of the New Urbanist movement are laid out in detail in “The Charter of the New 
Urbanism” (p. 410). Originally promulgated in 1993 – but reflecting ideas that hark back to the work of 
Ebenezer Howard, Clarence Perry, Jane Jacobs, and many others – the Charter details the movement’s 
goals and strategies. The New Urbanism fervently embraces the natural environment, regional 
metropolitanism, and the ideals of social justice and participatory democracy. It just as ardently opposes 
the wastefulness of suburban sprawl, inner-city decay, and agricultural deterioration. There are many and 
diverse approaches to New Urbanist planning, but the Charter calls for adherence to a set of broad 
guidelines at the metropolitan scale, at the neighborhood or district scale, and at the intimate scale of 
houses and streets. The metropolis as a whole should encourage density and infill, support a wide range 
of transit options, and view every element of the urban planning process as parts of “one interrelated 
community-building challenge.” Neighborhoods should be compact, mixed-use, and “pedestrian-friendly,” 
and the architecture of homes should respect the local climate and community history in a way that creates 
environments that are safe, accessible, and  open. 

Following along on the principles of sustainable development, architect/planner/and Congress for the 
New Urbanism co-founder Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) advocates a vision of a new approach to future urban 
development that responds directly to the challenge of global climate change in which land use and 
transportation systems are designed together in harmony with the natural environment to eliminate the 
blight of suburban sprawl and produce livable, sustainable urban communities. A selection from Calthorpe’s 
Urbanism in the Age of Climate Change appears in Part Six of this book. In one sense, New Urbanist 
conceptions look backward to the Garden Cities of Ebenezer Howard – especially in their use of 
greenbelting and light-rail mass-transit options – but they also look forward to an entirely new relationship 
between city and region, between individual and community. In short, the New Urbanist vision is a response 
to a future already in the process of becoming. Characterized by “a dramatic shift in the nature and location 
of our workplace and a fundamental change in the character of our increasingly diverse households,” it is 
one of the most successful examples of how originally visionary ideas in planning and design have a way of 
becoming contemporary urban reality. Indeed, urban utopia may well be closer than we think. That is the 
argument behind David Owen’s “Green Manhattan: Everywhere Should Be More Like New York” (p. 414), 
an article that appeared in The New Yorker magazine in  2004. 

U R B A N  P L A N N I N G  H I STO RY  A N D  V I S I O N S 
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Owen recounts how he and his wife lived in Manhattan shortly after they graduated from college in the 
1970s. What they discovered, to their surprise, was that Manhattan was almost a “utopian environmentalist 
community” and clearly the “greenest community in the United States.” Although many think of the densest, 
most congested part of New York City as the very source of all the pollution and excessive energy use that 
actually defines unsustainability, Owen’s article clearly demonstrated that New Yorkers walk or take public 
transportation at ten times the rate of the average American and have a lower rate of energy consumption 
– and, therefore, a smaller “carbon footprint” – than residents of any other city or town in the United States 
on a per capita basis: lower than the suburbs, lower than Los Angeles, lower than an off-the-grid hippie 
commune in Vermont! And this is precisely because Manhattan is dense and congested. Those 
characteristics – combined with workplaces close to residences, walkable scale for many routine errands, 
and an excellent transit infrastructure – are what make for true “green urbanism” and that lead to what 
Owen calls “the keys to sustainability . . . living smaller, living closer, and driving less.” That is the urban 
future that Owen and others now recommend, and many believe that existing demographic trends are 
already headed in that direction. As economist Edward Glaeser (p. 707) notes, humanity is “an urban 
species.” Perhaps the imperfect, problem-ridden city itself is a version of the urban utopia already in  place. 

In the end, it may be enough to understand that although intelligent urban planning may sometimes 
originate in fanciful utopian visions, utopia may also be sometimes found by merely opening your eyes to 
the urban world around you. The narrator of the Gilgamesh Epic thought so when he gazed upon the walls 
of Uruk, George Orwell thought so when in Homage to Catalonia he describes how he first encountered 
the free city of Barcelona during the Spanish Revolution, and Jane Jacobs thought so when she lived on 
Hudson Street in New York’s Greenwich Village (p. 149). Perhaps the sustainable urban future will indeed 
be “more like Manhattan” – denser, more walkable cities with fewer cars, more transit options, and, of 
course, a full range of exciting, vibrant public spaces accessible to all. That may well be the challenge and 
the opportunity of the urban  future. 



“Public Parks and the  
enlargement of Towns” 
American Social Science Association (1870) 

Frederick Law  Olmsted 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Frederick Law Olmsted (1822–1903) has been called “America’s great pioneer landscape architect,” and, 
during his lifetime, he was widely recognized as one of the most influential public figures in the nation. Along with 
his business partner, the English-born architect Calvert Vaux, Olmsted originated and dominated the urban parks 
movement, pioneered the development of planned suburbs, and laid out scores of public and private institutions. 
Central Park in New York, illustrated as it looked in 1863 in Plate 22, remains his best-known masterpiece. The 
designs for Riverside, Illinois (outside Chicago), the Boston park system, the Capitol grounds in Washington, 
DC, the 1893 World’s Fair, and the campus of Stanford University in California are equally impressive contributions 
to the built  environment. 

Olmsted began his career practicing and writing about farming, then turned his talents to journalism and, in 
the 1850s, published a series of books describing the society and economy of the slave states of the American 
South (collected into one volume as The Cotton Kingdom in 1861). With this background, it is hardly surprising 
that Olmsted thoroughly imbued his art of landscape architecture with a wide variety of social and political, as 
well as cultural,  concerns. 

“Public Parks and the Enlargement of Towns” was originally presented as an address to the American  
Social Science Association meeting at the Lowell Institute, Boston, in 1870. In it, Olmsted provides a number of 
specific guidelines for parks and parkways and suggests ways to overcome political resistance to public  
funding for parks and planned urban growth. Most importantly, however, he lays out the political and philoso- 
phical case for public parks in terms of three great moral imperatives: first, the need to improve public  
health by sanitation measures and the use of trees to combat air and water pollution; second, the need to  
combat urban vice and social degeneration, particularly among the children of the urban poor; and third, the  
need to advance the cause of civilization by the provision of urban amenities that would be democratically 
available to  all. 

Both as a practitioner and as a theorist, Olmsted anticipated many of the principal concerns of urban 
planning, both infrastructural and social, down to the present day. Indeed, behind the somewhat convoluted 
Victorianisms of his prose lies a strikingly modern mind. In the design of the Garden City, Ebenezer Howard  
(p. 371) borrowed directly from Olmsted, and even plans so fundamentally different as those of Frank Lloyd 
Wright (p. 388) and Le Corbusier (p. 379) owe a debt to Olmsted insofar as they recognize and address the 
central problem of the relationship between nature and the built urban environment. As one of the founders of 
modern landscape architecture and integrated urban design, Olmsted’s work and thought invite comparison 
with all those who came after him in the profession, either as practitioners or critics. Although the contemporary 
New Urbanists like Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) and the advocates of sustainable planning like the World 
Commission on Environment and Development (p. 404), Timothy Beatley (p. 492), and the framers of the 
Charter of the New Urbanism (p. 410) go well beyond the parks movement in their comprehensive vision of the 
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city–nature relationship, Olmsted and the nineteenth-century park builders can still be regarded as pioneers in 
a new way of looking at the urban built  environment. 

A selection of Olmsted’s most important writings may be found in S.B. Sutton (ed.), Civilizing American 
Cities: Writings on City Landscapes by Frederick Law Olmsted (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971). Johns 
Hopkins University has published most of Olmsted’s work in the multi-volume Collected Papers of Frederick Law 
Olmsted (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977–1992). Biographies of Olmsted and commentary on 
his work include Laura Wood Roper’s FLO: A Biography of Frederick Law Olmsted (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1973), Elizabeth Stevenson’s Park Maker: A Life of Frederick Law Olmsted (New York: 
Macmillan, 1977), Charles E. Beveridge, Paul Rocheleau, and David Larkin’s Frederick Law Olmsted: Designing 
the American Landscape (New York: Rizzoli, 1995), and Witold Rybczynski, A Clearing in the Distance: Frederick 
Law Olmsted and America in the Nineteenth Century (New York: Scribner, 1999). Also of interest are the 
pictures of Olmsted parks by noted photographer Lee Friedlander collected in Photographs: Frederick Law 
Olmsted Landscapes (New York: Distributed Art Publishers, 2008). 

Galen Cranz’s The Politics of Park Design: A History of Urban Parks in America (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1982) is a superb overview that places Olmsted’s planning and landscape design achievements in the context 
of a larger movement for urban social reform. See also Cynthia Zaitzevsky, Frederick Law Olmsted and the 
Boston Park System (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 1992) and Susan L. Klaus, Modern Arcadia: Frederick Law 
Olmsted, Jr. and the Plan for Forest Hill Gardens (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002). For information on La 
Villette in Paris and other great European parks, see Topos, Parks: Green Spaces in European Cities (New York: 
Princeton Architectural Press, 2002). Also of interest are Peter Harnik, Inside City Parks (Washington, DC: 
Urban Land Institute, 2000) and Terence Young, Building San Francisco’s Parks, 1850–1930 (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 2004).  

We have reason to believe, then, that towns which of  
late have been increasing rapidly on account of  their 
commercial advantages, are likely to be still more 
attractive to population in the future; that there will in 
consequence soon be larger towns than any the world 
has yet known, and that the further progress of  
civilization is to depend mainly upon the influences by 
which men’s minds and characters will be affected 
while living in large towns.

Now, knowing that the average length of  the life of  
mankind in towns has been much less than in the 
country, and that the average amount of  disease and 
misery and of  vice and crime has been much greater 
in towns, this would be a very dark prospect for 
civilization, if  it were not that modern Science has 
beyond all question determined many of  the causes 
of  the special evils by which men are afflicted in 
towns, and placed means in our hands for guarding 
against them. It has shown, for example, that under 
ordinary circumstances, in the interior parts of  large 
and closely built towns, a given quantity of  air con- 
tains considerably less of  the elements which we 
require to receive through the lungs than the air of  the 
country or even of  the outer and more open parts of  
a town, and that instead of  them it carries into the 

lungs highly corrupt and irritating matters, the action 
of  which tends strongly to vitiate all our sources of  
vigor – how strongly may perhaps be indicated in the 
shortest way by the statement that even metallic 
plates and statues corrode and wear away under the 
atmosphere influences which prevail in the midst of  
large towns, more rapidly than in the country.

The irritation and waste of  the physical powers 
which result from the same cause, doubtless indirectly 
affect and very seriously affect the mind and the moral 
strength; but there is a general impression that a class 
of  men are bred in towns whose peculiarities are not 
perhaps adequately accounted for in this way. We may 
understand these better if  we consider that whenever 
we walk through the denser part of  a town, to merely 
avoid collision with those we meet and pass upon the 
sidewalks, we have constantly to watch, to foresee, 
and to guard against their movements. This involves a 
consideration of  their intentions, a calculation of  their 
strength and weakness, which is not so much for their 
benefit as our own. Our minds are thus brought into 
close dealings with other minds without any friendly 
flowing toward them, but rather a drawing from them. 
Much of  the intercourse between men when engaged 
in the pursuits of  commerce has the same tendency 
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– a tendency to regard others in a hard if  not always 
hardening way. Each detail of  observation and of  the 
process of  thought required in this kind of  intercourse 
or contact of  minds is so slight and so common in the 
experience of  towns-people that they are seldom 
conscious of  it. It certainly involves some expendi- 
ture nevertheless. People from the country are even 
conscious of  the effect on their nerves and minds of  
the street contact – often complaining that they feel 
confused by it; and if  we had no relief  from it at all 
during our waking hours, we should all be conscious 
of  suffering from it. It is upon our opportunities of  
relief  from it, therefore, that not only our comfort in 
town life, but our ability to maintain a temperate, 
good-natured, and healthy state of  mind, depends. 
This is one of  many ways in which it happens that men 
who have been brought up, as the saying is, in the 
streets, who have been most directly and completely 
affected by town influences, so generally show, along 
with a remarkable quickness of  apprehension, a 
peculiarly hard sort of  selfishness. Every day of  their 
lives they have seen thousands of  their fellow-men, 
have met them face to face, have brushed against 
them, and yet have had no experience of  anything in 
common with them.

[. . .]
It is practically certain that the Boston of  today is 

the mere nucleus of  the Boston that is to be. It is 
practically certain that it is to extend over many miles 
of  country now thoroughly rural in character, in parts 
of  which farmers are now laying out roads with a view 
to shortening the teaming distance between their 
wood-lots and a railway station, being governed in 
their courses by old property lines, which were first 
run simply with reference to the equitable division of  
heritages, and in other parts of  which, perhaps, some 
wild speculators are having streets staked off  from 
plans which they have formed with a rule and pencil in 
a broker’s office, with a view, chiefly, to the impressions 
they would make when seen by other speculators on a 
lithographed map. And by this manner of  planning, 
unless views of  duty or of  interest prevail that are not 
yet common, if  Boston continues to grow at its present 
rate even for but a few generations longer, and then 
simply holds its own until it shall be as old as the 
Boston in Lincolnshire now is, more men, women, and 
children are to be seriously affected in health and 
morals than are now living on this Continent.

Is this a small matter – a mere matter of  taste; a 
sentimental speculation?

It must be within the observation of  most of  us that 
where, in the city, wheel-ways originally twenty-feet 
wide were with great difficulty and cost enlarged to 
thirty, the present width is already less nearly adequate 
to the present business than the former was to the 
former business; obstructions are more frequent, 
movements are slower and oftener arrested, and the 
liability to collision is greater. The same is true of  
sidewalks. Trees thus have been cut down, porches, 
bow-windows, and other encroachments removed, 
but every year the walk is less sufficient for the com- 
fortable passing of  those who wish to use it.

It is certain that as the distance from the interior to 
the circumference of  towns shall increase with the 
enlargement of  their population, the less sufficient 
relatively to the service to be performed will be any 
given space between buildings.

In like manner every evil to which men are spe- 
cially liable when living in towns, is likely to be 
aggravated in the future, unless means are devised 
and adapted in advance to prevent it.

Let us proceed, then, to the question of  means, and 
with a seriousness in some degree befitting a question, 
upon our dealing with which we know the misery or 
happiness of  many millions of  our fellow-beings will 
depend.

We will for the present set before our minds the two 
sources of  wear and corruption which we have seen  
to be remediable and therefore preventable. We may 
admit that commerce requires that in some parts of  a 
town there shall be an arrangement of  buildings, and 
a character of  streets and of  traffic in them which will 
establish conditions of  corruption and of  irritation, 
physical and mental. But commerce does not require 
the same conditions to be maintained in all parts of   
a town.

Air is disinfected by sunlight and foliage. Foliage 
also acts mechanically to purify the air by screening it. 
Opportunity and inducement to escape at frequent 
intervals from the confined and vitiated air of  the 
commercial quarter, and to supply the lungs with air 
screened and purified by trees, and recently acted 
upon by sunlight, together with opportunity and 
inducement to escape from conditions requiring vigi-
lance, wariness, and activity toward other men, – if  
these could be supplied economically, our problem 
would be solved.

In the old days of  walled towns all tradesmen lived 
under the roof  of  their shops, and their children and 
apprentices and servants sat together with them in the 
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evening about the kitchen fire. But now that the 
dwelling is built by itself  and there is greater room, the 
inmates have a parlor to spend their evening in; they 
spread carpets on the floor to gain in quiet, and hang 
drapery in their windows and papers on their walls to 
gain in seclusion and beauty. Now that our towns are 
built without walls, and we can have all the room that 
we like, is there any good reason why we should not 
make some similar difference between parts which 
are likely to be dwelt in, and those which will be 
required exclusively for commerce?

Would trees, for seclusion and shade and beauty, 
be out of  place, for instance, by the side of  certain of  
our streets? It will, perhaps, appear to you that it is 
hardly necessary to ask such a question, as throughout 
the United States trees are commonly planted at  
the sides of  streets. Unfortunately they are seldom  
so planted as to have fairly settled the question of   
the desirableness of  systematically maintaining trees 
under these circumstances. In the first place, the 
streets are planned, wherever they are, essentially 
alike. Trees are planted in the space assigned for 
sidewalks, where at first, while they are saplings and 
the vicinity is rural or suburban, they are not much in 
the way, but where, as they grow larger, and the vicinity 
becomes urban, they take up more and more space, 
while space is more and more required for passage. 
That is not all. Thousands and tens of  thousands are 
planted every year in a manner and under conditions 
as nearly certain as possible either to kill them outright, 
or to so lessen their vitality as to prevent their natural 
and beautiful development, and to cause premature 
decrepitude. Often, too, as their lower limbs are found 
inconvenient, no space having been provided for trees 
in laying out the street, they are deformed by butcherly 
amputations. If  by rare good fortune they are suffered 
to become beautiful, they still stand subject to be 
condemned to death at any time, as obstructions in 
the highway.

What I would ask is, whether we might not with 
economy make special provision in some of  our 
streets – in a twentieth or a fiftieth part, if  you please, 
of  all – for trees to remain as a permanent furniture  
of  the city? I mean, to make a place for them in which 
they would have room to grow naturally and gracefully. 
Even if  the distance between the houses should have 
to be made half  as much again as it is required to be in 
our commercial streets, could not the space be 
afforded? Out of  town space is not costly when mea- 
sures to secure it are taken early. The assessments for 

benefit where such streets were provided for, would, in 
nearly all cases, defray the cost of  the land required. 
The strips of  ground required for the trees, six, twelve, 
twenty feet wide, would cost nothing for paving or 
flagging.

The change both of  scene and of  air which would 
be obtained by people engaged for the most part in the 
necessarily confined interior commercial parts of  the 
town, on passing into a street of  this character after 
the trees have become stately and graceful, would be 
worth a good deal. If  such streets were made still 
broader in some parts, with spacious malls, the advan- 
tage would be increased. If  each of  them were given 
the proper capacity, and laid out with laterals and 
connections in suitable directions to serve as a con- 
venient trunk line of  communication between two 
large districts of  the town or the business centre and 
the suburbs, a very great number of  people might thus 
be placed every day under influences counteracting 
those with which we desire to contend.

These, however, would be merely very simple impro- 
vements upon arrangements which are in common use 
in every considerable town. Their advantages would be 
incidental to the general uses of  streets as they are. But 
people are willing very often to seek recreations as well 
as receive it by the way. Provisions may indeed be made 
expressly for public recreations, with certainty that if  
convenient they will be resorted to.

We come then to the question: what accommo- 
dations for recreation can we provide which shall be so 
agreeable and so accessible as to be efficiently attrac-
tive to the great body of  citizens, and which, while 
giving decided gratification, shall also cause those 
who resort to them for pleasure to subject themselves, 
for the time being, to conditions strongly counterac-
tive to the special, enervating conditions of  the town?

In the study of  this question all forms of  recreation 
may, in the first place, be conveniently arranged under 
two general heads. One will include all of  which the 
predominating influence is to stimulate exertion of  
any part or parts needing it; the other, all which cause 
us to receive pleasure without conscious exertion. 
Games chiefly of  mental skill, as chess, or athletic 
sports, as baseball, are examples of  means of  recrea- 
tion of  the first class, which may be termed that of  
exertive recreation; music and the fine arts generally of  
the second or receptive division.

Considering the first by itself, much considera- 
tion will be needed in determining what classes of  
exercises may be advantageously provided for. In the 
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Bois de Boulogne there is a race-course; in the Bois  
de Vincennes a ground for artillery target-practice. 
Military parades are held in Hyde Park. A few cricket 
clubs are accommodated in most of  the London 
parks, and swimming is permitted in the lakes at 
certain hours. In the New York Park, on the other 
hand, none of  these exercises are provided for or 
permitted, except that the boys of  the public schools 
are given the use on holidays of  certain large spaces 
for ball playing. It is considered that the advantage  
to individuals which would be gained in providing  
for them would not compensate for the general 
inconvenience and expense they would cause.

I do not propose to discuss this part of  the subject 
at present, as it is only necessary to my immediate 
purpose to point out that if  recreations requiring large 
spaces to be given up to the use of  a comparatively 
small number, are not considered essential, numerous 
small grounds so distributed through a large town that 
some one of  them could be easily reached by a short 
walk from every house, would be more desirable than 
a single area of  great extent, however rich in landscape 
attractions it might be. Especially would this be the 
case if  the numerous local grounds were connected 
and supplemented by a series of  trunk-roads or 
boulevards such as has already been suggested.

Proceeding to the consideration of  receptive rec-
reations, it is necessary to ask you to adopt and bear in 
mind a further subdivision, under two heads, accord-
ing to the degree in which the average enjoyment is 
greater when a large congregation assembles for a 
purpose of  receptive recreation, or when the number 
coming together is small and the circumstances are 
favorable to the exercise of  personal friendliness.

The first I shall term gregarious; the second, 
neighborly. Remembering that the immediate matter  
in hand is a study of  fitting accommodations, you will, 
I trust, see the practical necessity of  this classification.

Purely gregarious recreation seems to be generally 
looked upon in New England society as childish and 
savage, because, I suppose, there is so little of  what we 
call intellectual gratification in it. We are inclined to 
engage in it indirectly, furtively, and with complication. 
Yet there are certain forms of  recreation, a large share 
of  the attraction of  which must, I think, lie in the grati-
fication of  the gregarious inclination, and which, with 
those who can afford to indulge in them, are so popular 
as to establish the importance of  the requirement.

If  I ask myself  where I have experienced the most 
complete gratification of  this instinct in public and out 

of  doors, among trees, I find that it has been in the 
promenade of  the Champs-Élysées. As closely follow- 
ing it I should name other promenades of  Europe, and 
our own upon the New York parks. I have studiously 
watched the latter for several years. I have several 
times seen fifty thousand people participating in them; 
and the more I have seen of  them, the more highly 
have I been led to estimate their value as means of  
counteracting the evils of  town life.

Consider that the New York Park and the Brooklyn 
Park are the only places in those associated cities 
where, in this eighteen hundred and seventieth year 
after Christ, you will find a body of  Christians coming 
together, and with an evident glee in the prospect of  
coming together, all classes largely represented, with a 
common purpose, not at all intellectual, competitive 
with none, disposing to jealousy and spiritual or 
intellectual pride toward none, each individual adding 
by his mere presence to the pleasure of  all others, all 
helping to the greater happiness of  each. You may 
thus often see vast numbers of  persons brought 
closely together, poor and rich, young and old, Jew 
and Gentile. I have seen a hundred thousand thus 
congregated, and I assure you that though there have 
been not a few that seemed a little dazed, as if  they  
did not quite understand it, and were, perhaps, a little 
ashamed of  it, I have looked studiously but vainly 
among them for a single face completely unsym- 
pathetic with the prevailing expression of  good nature 
and light-heartedness.

Is it doubtful that it does men good to come 
together in this way in pure air and under the light of  
heaven, or that it must have an influence directly 
counteractive to that of  the ordinary hard, hustling 
working hours of  town life?

You will agree with me, I am sure, that it is not, and 
that opportunity, convenient, attractive opportunity, 
for such congregation, is a very good thing to provide 
for, in planning the extension of  a town.

[. . .]
Think that the ordinary state of  things to many is at 

this beginning of  the town. The public is reading just 
now a little book in which some of  your streets of  
which you are not proud are described. Go into one of  
those red cross streets any fine evening next summer, 
and ask how it is with their residents. Oftentimes  
you will see half  a dozen sitting together on the door-
steps or, all in a row, on the curb-stones, with their feet 
in the gutter; driven out of  doors by the closeness 
within; mothers among them anxiously regarding their 
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children who are dodging about at their play, among 
the noisy wheels on the pavement.

Again, consider how often you see young men in 
knots of  perhaps half  a dozen in lounging attitudes 
rudely obstructing the sidewalks, chiefly led in their 
little conversation by the suggestions given to their 
minds by what or whom they may see passing in the 
street, men, women, or children, whom they do not 
know and for whom they have no respect or sympathy. 
There is nothing among them or about them which is 
adapted to bring into play a spark of  admiration,  
of  delicacy, manliness, or tenderness. You see them 
presently descend in search of  physical comfort to a 
brilliantly lighted basement, where they find others of  
their sort, see, hear, smell, drink, and eat all manner of  
vile things.

Whether on the curb-stones or in the dram-shops, 
these young men are all under the influence of  the 
same impulse which some satisfy about the tea-table 
with neighbors and wives and mothers and children, 
and all things clean and wholesome, softening, and 
refining.

If  the great city to arise here is to be laid out little 
by little, and chiefly to suit the views of  land-owners, 
acting only individually, and thinking only of  how what 
they do is to affect the value in the next week or the 
next year of  the few lots that each may hold at the 
time, the opportunities of  so obeying this inclination 
as at the same time to give the lungs a bath of  pure 
sunny air, to give the mind a suggestion of  rest from 
the devouring eagerness and intellectual strife of  town 
life, will always be few to any, to many will amount  
to nothing.

But is it possible to make public provision for rec-
reation of  this class, essentially domestic and secluded 
as it is?

It is a question which can, of  course, be conclusively 
answered only from experience. And from experience 
in some slight degree I shall answer it. There is one 
large American town, in which it may happen that a 
man of  any class shall say to his wife, when he is going 
out in the morning: “My dear, when the children come 
home from school, put some bread and butter and 
salad in a basket, and go to the spring under the 
chestnut-tree where we found the Johnsons last week. 
I will join you there as soon as I can get away from the 
office. We will walk to the dairy-man’s cottage and get 
some tea, and some fresh milk for the children, and 
take our supper by the brook-side”; and this shall be no 
joke, but the most refreshing earnest.

There will be room enough in the Brooklyn Park, 
when it is finished, for several thousand little family 
and neighborly parties to bivouac at frequent intervals 
through the summer, without discommoding one 
another, or interfering with any other purpose, to say 
nothing of  those who can be drawn out to make a day 
of  it, as many thousand were last year. And although 
the arrangements for the purpose were yet very 
incomplete, and but little ground was at all prepared 
for such use, besides these small parties, consisting of  
one or two families, there came also, in companies of  
from thirty to a hundred and fifty, somewhere near 
twenty thousand children with their parents, Sunday-
school teachers, or other guides and friends, who 
spent the best part of  a day under the trees and on  
the turf, in recreations of  which the predominating 
element was of  this neighborly receptive class. Often 
they would bring a fiddle, flute, and harp, or other 
music. Tables, seats, shade, turf, swings, cool spring-
water, and a pleasing rural prospect, stretching off  
half  a mile or more each way, unbroken by a carriage 
road or the slightest evidence of  the vicinity of  the 
town, were supplied them without charge and bread 
and milk and ice-cream at moderate fixed charges. In 
all my life I have never seen such joyous collections of  
people. I have, in fact, more than once observed tears 
of  gratitude in the eyes of  poor women, as they 
watched their children thus enjoying themselves.

The whole cost of  such neighborly festivals, even 
when they include excursions by rail from the distant 
parts of  the town, does not exceed for each person, on 
an average, a quarter of  a dollar; and when the arran- 
gements are complete, I see no reason why thousands 
should not come every day where hundreds come 
now to use them; and if  so, who can measure the 
value, generation after generation, of  such provisions 
for recreation to the over-wrought, much-confined 
people of  the great town that is to be?

For this purpose neither of  the forms of  ground we 
have heretofore considered are at all suitable. We want 
a ground to which people may easily go after their 
day’s work is done, and where they may stroll for an 
hour, seeing, hearing, and feeling nothing of  the bustle 
and jar of  the streets, where they shall, in effect, find 
the city put far away from them. We want the greatest 
possible contrast with the streets and the shops and 
the rooms of  the town which will be consistent with 
convenience and the preservation of  good order and 
neatness. We want, especially, the greatest possible 
contrast with the restraining and confining conditions 
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of  the town, those conditions which compel us to walk 
circumspectly, watchfully, jealously, which compel  
us to look closely upon others without sympathy. 
Practically, what we most want is a simple, broad, 
open space of  clean greensward, with sufficient play 
of  surface and a sufficient number of  trees about it to 
supply a variety of  light and shade. This we want as a 
central feature. We want depth of  wood enough about 
it not only for comfort in hot weather, but to completely 
shut out the city from our landscapes.

The word park, in town nomenclature, should, I 
think, be reserved for grounds of  the character and 
purpose thus described.

[. . .]
A park fairly well managed near a large town, will 

surely become a new center of  that town. With the 
determination of  location, size, and boundaries should 
therefore be associated the duty of  arranging new 
trunk routes of  communication between it and the 
distant parts of  the town existing and forecasted.

These may be either narrow informal elongations 
of  the park, varying say from two to five hundred  
feet in width, and radiating irregularly from it, or if, 
unfortunately, the town is already laid out in the 
unhappy way that New York and Brooklyn, San 
Francisco and Chicago, are, and, I am glad to say, 
Boston is not, on a plan made long years ago by a man 
who never saw a spring-carriage, and who had a 
conscientious dread of  the Graces, then we must 
probably adopt formal Park-ways. They should be so 

planned and constructed as never to be noisy and 
seldom crowded, and so also that the straightforward 
movement of  pleasure-car carriages need never be 
obstructed, unless at absolutely necessary crossings, 
by slow-going heavy vehicles used for commercial 
purposes. If  possible, also, they should be branched or 
reticulated with other ways of  a similar class, so that 
no part of  the town should finally be many minutes’ 
walk from some one of  them; and they should be 
made interesting by a process of  planting and decora- 
tion, so that in necessarily passing through them, 
whether in going to or from the park, or to and from 
business, some substantial recreative advantage may 
be incidentally gained. It is a common error to regard 
a park as something to be produced complete in itself, 
as a picture to be painted on canvas. It should rather 
be planned as one to be done in fresco, with constant 
consideration of  exterior objects, some of  them quite 
at a distance and even existing as yet only in the 
imagination of  the painter.

I have thus barely indicated a few of  the points from 
which we may perceive our duty to apply the means in 
our hands to ends far distant, with reference to this 
problem of  public recreations. Large operations of  
construction may not soon be desirable, but I hope you 
will agree with me that there is little room for question, 
that reserves of  ground for the purposes I have referred 
to should be fixed upon as soon as possible, before the 
difficulty of  arranging them, which arises from private 
building, shall be greatly more formidable than now.
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“The Town–Country Magnet” 
from Garden Cities of To-morrow (1898/1902) 

Ebenezer  Howard 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

A court stenographer by trade, Ebenezer Howard (1850–1928) was a quiet, modest, self-effacing man – “a man 
without credentials or connections,” as one biographer put it – who nevertheless managed to change the world. 
Born in London, Howard early experienced the pollution, congestion, and social dislocations of the modern 
industrial metropolis. After a year in America (as a homesteader in Nebraska!), he returned to England in 1876 
and became involved in political movements and discussion groups addressing what was then termed “the 
Social Question.” Howard was influenced by a number of radical theorists and visionaries including the social 
reformer Robert Owen, the utopian novelist Edward Bellamy, and the single tax advocate Henry George.  
He published To-morrow: a Peaceful Path to Real Reform in 1898 (now better known under its 1902 title, 
Garden Cities of To-morrow) and methodically set about convincing people of the beauty and utility of “the 
Garden City idea.” 

Although Howard’s plan may seem quaintly Victorian to the modern reader, the ideas he put forth were 
revolutionary at the time. Indeed, Howard’s ideas of urban decentralization, zoning for different uses, the 
integration of nature into cities, greenbelting, and the development of self-contained “New Town” communities 
outside crowded central cities illustrated in Plate 24 laid the groundwork for the entire tradition of modern city 
planning. Unlike many other utopian dreamers, Howard lived to see his plans actually put into action, if in a 
somewhat compromised form. In his own lifetime, the Garden Cities of Letchworth and Welwyn were built in 
England. Later, the Garden City idea spread to continental Europe, to America by way of the New Deal, and to 
much of the rest of the  world. 

Howard’s argument begins with a protest against urban overcrowding; the one issue upon which, he writes, 
“men of all parties” are “well-nigh universally agreed.” He then explains why “the people continue to stream  
into the already overcrowded cities” by reference to “the town magnet,” that combination of jobs and ameni- 
ties that characterizes the modern metropolis. Arrayed against this urban magnetic force is “the country  
magnet,” the appealing features of the more natural, but increasingly desolate, rural districts. Finally, Howard 
describes his own plan, a new kind of human community based on “the town–country magnet,” which is the best 
of both  worlds. 

As detailed in his famous concentric-ring diagram (which, he is careful to warn, is “a diagram only,” not an 
actual site plan), the center of Garden City is to be a Central Park containing important public buildings and 
surrounded by a “Crystal Palace” ring of retail stores. The entire city of approximately 1,000 acres, serving a 
population of 32,000, would be encircled by a permanent agricultural greenbelt of some 5,000 acres, and the 
new cities would be connected with central “Social Cities” and each other by a system of railroad lines, forming 
a metropolitan  region. 

Howard’s ideas about the evils of overcrowding are similar to those of Friedrich Engels (p. 53), and his 
solution to the problem invites comparison with the very different solutions proposed by Le Corbusier (p. 379) 
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aUThOR’S iNTROdUCTiON

In these days of  strong party feeling and of  keenly 
contested social and religious issues, it might perhaps 
be thought difficult to find a single question having a 
vital bearing upon national life and well-being on 
which all persons, no matter of  what political party, or 
of  what shade of  sociological opinion, would be found 
to be fully and entirely agreed . . .

[. . .]
There is, however, a question in regard to which 

one can scarcely find any difference of  opinion . . . It is 
wellnigh universally agreed by men of  all parties, not 
only in England, but all over Europe and America and 
our colonies, that it is deeply to be deplored that the 
people should continue to stream into the already 
over-crowded cities, and should thus further deplete 
the country districts.

All . . . are agreed on the pressing nature of  this 
problem, all are bent on its solution, and though it  
would doubtless be quite Utopian to expect a similar 
agreement as to the value of  any remedy that may be 

proposed, it is at least of  immense importance that, on 
a subject thus universally regarded as of  supreme 
importance, we have such a consensus of  opinion at the 
outset. This will be the more remarkable and the more 
hopeful sign when it is shown, as I believe will be conclu-
sively shown in this work, that the answer to this, one of  
the most pressing questions of  the day, makes of  com-
paratively easy solution many other problems which 
have hitherto taxed the ingenuity of  the greatest think-
ers and reformers of  our time. Yes, the key to the 
problem how to restore the people to the land – that 
beautiful land of  ours, with its canopy of  sky, the air that 
blows upon it, the sun that warms it, the rain and dew 
that moisten it – the very embodiment of  Divine love for 
man – is indeed a Master Key, for it is the key to a portal 
through which, even when scarce ajar, will be seen to 
pour a flood of  light on the problems of  intemperance, 
of  excessive toil, of  restless anxiety, of  grinding poverty 
– the true limits of  Governmental interference, ay, and 
even the relations of  man to the Supreme Power.

It may perhaps be thought that the first step to be 
taken towards the solution of  this question – how to 

and Frank Lloyd Wright (p. 388). Direct followers of Howard include Patrick Geddes and Lewis Mumford  
(p. 110), who helped to spread the Garden City idea throughout Europe and America. More recently, Peter 
Calthorpe (p. 511) has effectively reinvented the Garden City idea in California as the Regional City in the form 
of greenbelted, suburban “Pedestrian Pockets” and TODs (transit-oriented developments) linked to central cities 
(and each other) by a network of light-rail transportation  systems. 

Garden Cities of To-morrow remains a readable and relevant book. It is available as the second volume of 
Richard T. LeGates and Frederic Stout (eds.), Early Urban Planning (nine volumes, London: Routledge/
Thoemmes, 1998) and in earlier editions by Attic Books (1985), Eastbourne (1985), MIT Press (1965), Faber 
and Faber (1960, 1951, and 1946). The original edition appeared under the title To-morrow: A Peaceful Path to 
Real Reform (London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1898), and an elegant new edition is now available, under the 
original title, edited by Peter Hall and Colin Ward (London and New York: Routledge, 2003). 

Biographies of Ebenezer Howard include Robert Beevers, The Garden City Utopia: A Critical Biography of 
Ebenezer Howard (New York: St. Martin’s, 1988), and Dugald Macfadyen, Sir Ebenezer Howard and the Town 
Planning Movement (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1933; reprinted Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1970). Excellent accounts of Howard and the Garden City movement may be found in Robert Fishman’s Urban 
Utopias in the Twentieth Century (New York: Basic Books, 1977) and Peter Hall’s Cities of Tomorrow (Oxford: 
Basil Blackwell, 1988). 

Additional books about Ebenezer Howard and the Garden City movement include Standish Meacham, 
Regaining Paradise: Englishness and the Early Garden City Movement (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1999), Peter Geoffrey Hall and Colin Ward, Sociable Cities: The Legacy of Ebenezer Howard (New York: John 
Wiley and Sons, 1998), Stephen V. Ward (ed.), The Garden City: Past, Present and Future (London and New 
York: E. & F.N. Spon, 1992), Stanley Buder, Visionaries and Planners: The Garden City Movement and the 
Modern Community (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), and Kermit Parsons and David Schuyler (eds.), 
From the Garden City to Green Cities: The Legacy of Ebenezer Howard (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 2002). 
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restore the people to the land – would involve a careful 
consideration of  the very numerous causes which 
have hitherto led to their aggregation in large cities. 
Were this the case, a very prolonged enquiry would be 
necessary at the outset. Fortunately, alike for writer 
and for reader, such an analysis is not, however, here 
requisite, and for a very simple reason, which may be 
stated thus: Whatever may have been the causes 
which have operated in the past, and are operating 
now, to draw the people into the cities, those causes 
may all be summed up as “attractions”; and it is 
obvious, therefore, that no remedy can possibly be 
effective which will not present to the people, or at 
least to considerable portions of  them, greater “attrac- 
tions” than our cities now possess, so that the force of  
the old “attractions” shall be overcome by the force of  
new “attractions” which are to be created. Each city 
may be regarded as a magnet, each person as a needle; 
and, so viewed, it is at once seen that nothing short of  
the discovery of  a method for constructing magnets 
of  yet greater power than our cities possess can be 
effective for redistributing the population in a 
spontaneous and healthy manner.

So presented, the problem may appear at first sight 
to be difficult, if  not impossible, of  solution. “What”, 
some may be disposed to ask, “can possibly be done 
to make the country more attractive to a workaday 
people than the town – to make wages, or at least the 
standard of  physical comfort, higher in the country 
than in the town; to secure in the country equal 
possibilities of  social intercourse, and to make the 
prospects of  advancement for the average man or 
woman equal, not to say superior, to those enjoyed in 
our large cities?” The issue one constantly finds 
presented in a form very similar to that. The subject is 
treated continually in the public press, and in all forms 
of  discussion, as though men, or at least working men, 
had not now, and never could have, any choice or 
alternative, but either, on the one hand, to stifle their 
love for human society – at least in wider relations 
than can be found in a straggling village – or, on the 
other hand, to forgo almost entirely all the keen and 
pure delights of  the country. The question is universally 
considered as though it were now, and for ever must 
remain, quite impossible for working people to live in 
the country and yet be engaged in pursuits other than 
agricultural; as though crowded, unhealthy cities were 
the last word of  economic science; and as if  our 
present form of  industry, in which sharp lines divide 
agricultural from industrial pursuits, were necessarily 

an enduring one. This fallacy is the very common one 
of  ignoring altogether the possibility of  alternatives 
other than those presented to the mind. There are in 
reality not only, as is so constantly assumed, two 
alternatives – town life and country life – but a third 
alternative, in which all the advantages of  the most 
energetic and active town life, with all the beauty and 
delight of  the country, may be secured in perfect 
combination; and the certainty of  being able to live 
this life will be the magnet which will produce the 
effect for which we are all striving – the spontaneous 
movement of  the people from our crowded cities to 
the bosom of  our kindly mother earth, at once the 
source of  life, of  happiness, of  wealth, and of  power. 
The town and the country may, therefore, be regarded 
as two magnets, each striving to draw the people to 
itself  – a rivalry which a new form of  life, partaking of  
the nature of  both, comes to take part in. This may be 
illustrated by a diagram (Figure 1) of  “The Three 
Magnets”, in which the chief  advantages of  the Town 
and of  the Country are set forth with their corresponding 
drawbacks, while the advantages of  the Town–Country 
are seen to be free from the disadvantages of  either.

The Town magnet, it will be seen, offers, as com-
pared with the Country magnet, the advantages of  
high wages, opportunities for employment, tempting 
prospects of  advancement, but these are largely coun-
terbalanced by high rents and prices. Its social oppor-
tunities and its places of  amusement are very alluring, 
but excessive hours of  toil, distance from work, and 
the “isolation of  crowds” tend greatly to reduce the 
value of  these good things. The well-lit streets are a 
great attraction, especially in winter, but the sunlight is 
being more and more shut out, while the air is so viti-
ated that the fine public buildings, like the sparrows, 
rapidly become covered with soot, and the very 
statues are in despair. Palatial edifices and fearful 
slums are the strange, complementary features of  
modern cities.

The Country magnet declares herself  to be the 
source of  all beauty and wealth; but the Town magnet 
mockingly reminds her that she is very dull for lack of  
society, and very sparing of  her gifts for lack of  capital. 
There are in the country beautiful vistas, lordly parks, 
violet-scented woods, fresh air, sounds of  rippling 
water; but too often one sees those threatening words, 
“Trespassers will be prosecuted”. Rents, if  estimated 
by the acre, are certainly low, but such low rents are 
the natural fruit of  low wages rather than a cause  
of  substantial comfort; while long hours and lack of  
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amusements forbid the bright sunshine and the pure 
air to gladden the hearts of  the people. The one 
industry, agriculture, suffers frequently from excessive 
rainfalls; but this wondrous harvest of  the clouds is 
seldom properly in-gathered, so that, in times of  
drought, there is frequently, even for drinking pur- 
poses, a most insufficient supply. Even the natural 
healthfulness of  the country is largely lost for lack of  
proper drainage and other sanitary conditions, while, 
in parts almost deserted by the people, the few who 
remain are yet frequently huddled together as if  in 
rivalry with the slums of  our cities.

But neither the Town magnet nor the Country 
magnet represents the full plan and purpose of  nature. 
Human society and the beauty of  nature are meant to 
be enjoyed together. The two magnets must be made 
one. As man and woman by their varied gifts and 
faculties supplement each other, so should town  
and country. The town is the symbol of  society – of  
mutual help and friendly co-operation, of  fatherhood, 

motherhood, brotherhood, sisterhood, of  wide rela- 
tions between man and man – of  broad, expanding 
sympathies – of  science, art, culture, religion. And the 
country! The country is the symbol of  God’s love and 
care for man. 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 are we 
warmed and sheltered. On its bosom we rest. Its 
beauty is the inspiration of  art, of  music, of  poetry. Its 
forces propel all the wheels of  industry. It is the source 
of  all health, all wealth, all knowledge. But its fullness 
of  joy and wisdom has not revealed itself  to man. Nor 
can it ever, so long as this unholy, unnatural separation 
of  society and nature endures. Town and country must 
be married, and out of  this joyous union will spring a 
new hope, a new life, a new civilization. It is the 
purpose of  this work to show how a first step can be 
taken in this direction by the construction of  a Town–
Country magnet; and I hope to convince the reader 
that this is practicable, here and now, and that on 

Figure 1
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principles which are the very soundest, whether 
viewed from the ethical or the economic standpoint.

I will undertake, then, to show how in “Town– 
Country” equal, nay better, opportunities of  social 
intercourse may be enjoyed than are enjoyed in any 
crowded city, while yet the beauties of  nature may 
encompass and enfold each dweller therein; how 
higher wages are compatible with reduced rents and 
rates; how abundant opportunities for employment 
and bright prospects of  advancement may be secured 
for all; how capital may be attracted and wealth 
created; how the most admirable sanitary conditions 
may be ensured; how beautiful homes and gardens 
may be seen on every hand; how the bounds of  
freedom may be widened, and yet all the best results 
of  concert and co-operation gathered in by a happy 
people.

The construction of  such a magnet, could it be 
effected, followed, as it would be, by the construction 
of  many more, would certainly afford a solution of  the 
burning question set before us by Sir John Gorst, “how 
to back the tide of  migration of  the people into the 
towns, and to get them back upon the land”.

[. . .]

The TOwN–COUNTRy MaGNeT

The reader is asked to imagine an estate embracing  
an area of  6,000 acres, which is at present purely 
agricultural, and has been obtained by purchase in the 
open market at a cost of  £40 an acre, or £240,000. 
The purchase money is supposed to have been raised 
on mortgage debentures, bearing interest at an 
average rate not exceeding 4 per cent. The estate is 
legally vested in the names of  four gentlemen of  
responsible position and of  undoubted probity and 
honour, who hold it in trust, first, as a security for the 
debenture-holders, and, secondly, in trust for the 
people of  Garden City, the Town–Country magnet, 
which it is intended to build thereon. One essential 
feature of  the plan is that all ground rents, which are to 
be based upon the annual value of  the land, shall be 
paid to the trustees, who, after providing for interest 
and sinking fund, will hand the balance to the Central 
Council of  the new municipality, to be employed by 
such Council in the creation and maintenance of  all 
necessary public works – roads, schools, parks, etc. 
The objects of  this land purchase may be stated in 
various ways, but it is sufficient here to say that some 

of  the chief  objects are these: To find for our indus- 
trial population work at wages of  higher purchasing  
power, and to secure healthier surroundings and more 
regular employment. To enterprising manufacturers, 
co-operative societies, architects, engineers, builders, 
and mechanicians of  all kinds, as well as to many 
engaged in various professions, it is intended to offer a 
means of  securing new and better employment for 
their capital and talents, while to the agriculturists at 
present on the estate as well as to those who may 
migrate thither, it is designed to open a new market for 
their produce close to their doors. Its object is, in 
short, to raise the standard of  health and comfort of  
all true workers of  whatever grade – the means by 
which these objects are to be achieved being a healthy, 
natural, and economic combination of  town and 
country life, and this on land owned by the municipality.

Garden City, which is to be built near the centre of  
the 6,000 acres, covers an area of  1,000 acres, or a 
sixth part of  the 6,000 acres, and might be of  circular 
form, 1,240 yards (or nearly three-quarters of  a mile) 
from centre to circumference. (Figure 2 is a ground 
plan of  the whole municipal area, showing the town in 
the centre; and Figure 3, which represents one section 
or ward of  the town, will be useful in following the 
description of  the town itself  – a description which is, 
however, merely suggestive, and will probably be much 
departed from . . .)

Six magnificent boulevards – each 120 feet wide – 
traverse the city from centre to circumference, 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 standing 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, containing 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. 
This building is in wet weather one of  the favourite 
resorts of  the people, whilst the knowledge that its 
bright shelter is ever close at hand tempts people into 
Central Park, even in the most doubtful of  weathers. 
Here manufactured goods are exposed for sale, and 
here most of  that class of  shopping which requires the 
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joy of  deliberation and selection is done. The space 
enclosed by the Crystal Palace is, however, a good 
deal larger than is required for these 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 circular 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. Asking the friend who accompanies us on 
our journey what the population of  this little city may 
be, we are told about 30,000 in the city itself, and 
about 2,000 in the agricultural estate, and that there 

are in the town 5,500 building lots of  an average size of  
20 feet 3 130 feet – the minimum space allotted for 
the purpose being 20 3 100. Noticing the very varied 
architecture and design which the houses and groups 
of  houses display – some having common gardens 
and co-operative kitchens – we learn that general 
observance of  street line or harmonious departure 
from it are the chief  points as to house building, over 
which the municipal authorities exercise control, for, 
though proper sanitary arrangements are strictly 
enforced, the fullest measure of  individual taste and 
preference is encouraged.

Walking still toward the outskirts of  the town, we 
come upon “Grand Avenue”. This avenue is fully 
entitled to the name it bears, for it is 420 feet wide, 
and, forming a belt of  green upwards of  three miles 
long, divides that part of  the town which lies outside 
Central Park into two belts. It really constitutes an 
additional park of  115 acres – a park which is within 
240 yards of  the furthest removed inhabitant. In this 
splendid avenue six sites, each of  four acres, are 
occupied by public schools and their surrounding 

Figure 2
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Figure 3

playgrounds and gardens, while other sites are 
reserved for churches, of  such denominations as the 
religious beliefs of  the people may determine, to be 
erected and maintained out of  the funds of  the 
worshippers and their friends. We observe that the 
houses fronting on Grand Avenue have departed (at 
least in one of  the wards – that of  which Figure 3 is a 
representation) – from the general plan of  concentric 
rings, and, in order to ensure a longer line of  frontage 
on Grand Avenue, are arranged in crescents – thus 
also to the eye yet further enlarging the already 
splendid width of  Grand Avenue.

On the outer ring of  the town are factories, ware-
houses, 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  railway which passes through the 
estate. This arrangement enables goods to be loaded 
direct into trucks from the warehouses and work shops, 
and so sent by railway to distant 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 reducing 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 electric energy, with the result that the cost of  
electricity for lighting and other purposes is greatly 
reduced.

The refuse of  the town is utilized on the agricultural 
portions of  the estate, which are held by various 
individuals in large farms, small holdings, allotments, 
cow pastures, etc.; the natural competition of  these 
various methods of  agriculture, tested by the willing- 
ness of  occupiers to offer the highest rent to the 
municipality, tending to bring about the best system  
of  husbandry, or, what is more probable, the best 
systems adapted for various purposes. Thus it is easily 
conceivable that it may prove advantageous to grow 
wheat in very large fields, involving united action 
under a capitalist farmer, or by a body of  co-operators; 
while the cultivation of  vegetables, fruits, and flowers, 
which requires closer and more personal care, and 
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more of  the artistic and inventive faculty, may possibly 
be best dealt with by individuals, or by small groups of  
individuals having a common belief  in the efficacy 
and value of  certain dressings, methods of  culture, or 
artificial and natural surroundings.

This plan, or, if  the reader be pleased to so term it, 
this absence of  plan, avoids the dangers of  stagnation 
or dead level, and, though encouraging individual ini-
tiative, permits of  the fullest co-operation, while the 
increased rents which follow from this form of  compe-
tition are common or municipal property, and by far 
the larger part of  them are expended in permanent 
improvements.

While the town proper, with its population engaged 
in various trades, callings, and professions, and with a 
store or depot in each ward, offers the most natural 
market to the people engaged on the agricultural 
estate, inasmuch as to the extent to which the towns-
people demand their produce they escape altogether 
any railway rates and charges; yet the farmers and 
others are not by any means limited to the town as 
their only market, but have the fullest right to dispose 
of  their produce to whomsoever they please. Here, as 
in every feature of  the experiment, it will be seen that 
it is not the area of  rights which is contracted, but the 
area of  choice which is enlarged.

This principle of  freedom holds good with regard 
to manufacturers and others who have established 
themselves in the town. These manage their affairs  
in their own way, subject, of  course, to the general  
law of  the land, and subject to the provision of  suf- 
ficient space for workmen and reasonable sanitary 

conditions. Even in regard to such matters as water, 
lighting, and telephonic communication – which a 
municipality, if  efficient and honest, is certainly the 
best and most natural body to supply – no rigid or 
absolute monopoly is sought; and if  any private 
corporation or any body of  individuals proved itself  
capable of  supplying on more advantageous terms, 
either the whole town or a section of  it, with these or 
any commodities the supply of  which was taken up by 
the corporation, this would be allowed. No really 
sound system of  action is in more need of  artificial 
support than is any sound system of  thought. The area 
of  municipal and corporate action is probably 
destined to become greatly enlarged; but, if  it is to be 
so, it will be because the people possess faith in such 
action, and that faith can be best shown by a wide 
extension of  the area of  freedom.

Dotted about the estate are seen various charitable 
and philanthropic institutions. These are not under the 
control of  the municipality, but are supported and 
managed by various public-spirited people who have 
been invited by the municipality to establish these 
institutions in an open healthy district, and on land let 
to them at a pepper-corn rent, it occurring to the 
authorities that they can the better afford to be thus 
generous, as the spending power of  these institutions 
greatly benefits the whole community. Besides, as 
those persons who migrate to the town are among its 
most energetic and resourceful members, it is but just 
and right that their more helpless brethren should be 
able to enjoy the benefits of  an experiment which is 
designed for humanity at large.



“a Contemporary City” 
from The City of Tomorrow and its Planning (1929) 

Le  Corbusier 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Le Corbusier (1887–1965) was one of the founding fathers of the modernist movement and of what has come 
to be known as the International Style in architecture. Painter, architect, city planner, philosopher, author of 
revolutionary cultural manifestos, and a founding member of the Congres Internationale de l’Architecture Moderne 
(CIAM), Le Corbusier exemplified the energy and efficiency of the Machine Age. His was the bold, nearly mystical 
rationality of a generation that was eager to accept the scientific spirit of the twentieth century on its own terms 
and to throw off all pre-existing ties – political, cultural, conceptual – with what it considered an exhausted, 
outmoded  past. 

Born Charles-Éduoard Jeanneret-Gris, Le Corbusier grew up in the Swiss town of La Chaux-de-Fonds, noted 
for its watch-making industry. He took his famous pseudonym after he moved to Paris to pursue a career in art 
and architecture. From the first, his designs for modern houses – he called them “machines for living” – were 
strikingly original, and many people were shocked by the spare cubist minimalism of his designs. The real shock, 
however, came in 1922 when Le Corbusier presented the public with his plan for “A Contemporary City of Three 
Million People.” Laid out in a rigidly symmetrical grid pattern, the city consisted of neatly spaced rows of identical, 
strictly geometrical skyscrapers as illustrated in Plate 26. This was not the city of the future, Le Corbusier 
insisted, but the city of today. It was to be built on the Right Bank, after demolishing several hundred acres of the 
existing urban fabric of Paris! 

The “Contemporary City” proposal certainly caught the attention of the public, but it did not win Le Corbusier 
many actual urban planning commissions. Throughout the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, he sought out potential 
patrons wherever he could find them – the industrial capitalists of the Voisin automobile company, the communist 
rulers of the Soviet Union, and the fascist Vichy government of occupied France – mostly without success. Le 
Corbusier’s real impact came not from cities he designed and built himself but from cities that were built by others 
incorporating the planning principles that he pioneered. Most notable among these was the notion of “the sky-
scraper in the park,” an idea that is today ubiquitous. Whether in relatively complete examples like Brasilia, designed 
by modernists Lucio Costa and Oscar Niemeyer, or Le Corbusier’s own Chandigar, India – where totally new cities 
were built from scratch – or in partial examples such as the skyscraper parks and the high-rise housing blocks that 
have been built in cities worldwide, the Corbusian vision has truly transformed the global urban  environment. 

Le Corbusier’s “Contemporary City” plan has often been contrasted to Frank Lloyd Wright’s “Broadacre”  
(p. 388), and the comparison of a thoroughly centralized versus a thoroughly decentralized plan is indeed  
striking. Le Corbusier’s boldness invites comparison with the original optimism of the post-World War II 
reconstruction and redevelopment efforts and even with the work of such visionary megastructuralists as Paolo 
Soleri. Some, however, have seen in the hyper-rationality of the pure Corbusian ideal an elitism and rigid class 
structure that runs counter to the democratic tradition. Lewis Mumford, Jane Jacobs, and Peter Hall may be 
counted as three of the severest critics. Allan Jacobs and Donald Appleyard’s “Urban Design Manifesto” (p. 596) 
deliberately takes the form of a Le Corbusier pronouncement but rejects his program, opting instead for lively 
streets, participatory planning, and the integration of old buildings into the new urban fabric. Beneath all the 
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The existing congestion in the centre must be eliminated.
The use of  technical analysis and architectural 

synthesis enabled me to draw up my scheme for a 
contemporary city of  three million inhabitants. The 
result of  my work was shown in November 1922 at  
the Salon d’Automne in Paris. It was greeted with a 
sort of  stupor; the shock of  surprise caused rage in 
some quarters and enthusiasm in others. The solution 
I put forward was a rough one and completely 
uncompromising. There were no notes to accompany 
the plans, and, alas! not everybody can read a plan. I 
should have had to be constantly on the spot in order 
to reply to the fundamental questions which spring 
from the very depths of  human feelings. Such ques- 
tions are of  profound interest and cannot remain 
unanswered. When at a later date it became necessary 
that this book should be written, a book in which I 
could formulate the new principles of  Town Planning, 
I resolutely decided first of  all to find answers to these 
fundamental questions. I have used two kinds of  
argument: first, those essentially human ones which 

start from the mind or the heart or the physiology of  
our sensations as a basis; secondly, historical and 
statistical arguments. Thus I could keep in touch with 
what is fundamental and at the same time be master 
of  the environment in which all this takes place.

In this way I hope I shall have been able to help my 
reader to take a number of  steps by means of  which 
he can reach a sure and certain position. So that when 
I unroll my plans I can have the happy assurance that 
his astonishment will no longer be stupefaction nor his 
fears mere panic.

[. . .]

a CONTeMPORaRy CiTy OF ThRee 
MiLLiON iNhaBiTaNTS

Proceeding in the manner of  the investigator in his 
laboratory, I have avoided all special cases, and all that 
may be accidental, and I have assumed an ideal site to 
begin with. My object was not to overcome the existing 

sparkling clarity of Le Corbusier’s urban designs are questions that must forever remain conjectural: how would 
democratic politics be practiced in a Corbusian city? What would social relationships be like amid the gleaming 
towers? Many of the new megacities of China (p. 687) seem to rely on Corbusian principles, but one may wonder 
if the emerging “creative class” that Richard Florida (p. 163) writes about be comfortable in a Corbusian city? 
How would the space-of-flows/space-of-place relationships envisioned by Manuel Castells (p. 229) work, or not 
work, within a Corbusian environment? And what is it about the Corbusian skyscraper as a characteristic cultural 
form of modern Western urbanism that made the twin towers of the World Trade Center a target for Al-Qaeda 
Islamist attack on September 11,  2001? 

Le Corbusier’s writings include The City of Tomorrow and its Planning (translated by Frederich Etchells from 
Urbanisme [1929], New York: Dover, 1987), Concerning Town Planning (translated by Clive Entwistle from 
Propos d’Urbanisme [1946], New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1948), and L’Urbanisme des Trois 
Etablissements Humaines (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1959). 

Excellent accounts of Le Corbusier’s ideas may be found in Robert Fishman, Urban Utopias in the Twentieth 
Century (New York: Basic Books, 1977), Peter Hall, Cities of Tomorrow (Oxford: Blackwell, 1988), Kenneth 
Frampton, Le Corbusier: Architect of the Twentieth Century, with photographs by Roberto Schezen (New York: 
Abrams, 2002), and Nicholas Fox Weber, Le Corbusier: A Life (New York: Knopf, 2008). For a closer look at 
some of Le Corbusier’s most important urban planning projects, consult Vikramaditya Prakash, Chandigarh’s Le 
Corbusier: The Struggle for Modernity in Postcolonial India (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2002) and 
Klaus-Peter Gast and Arthur Ruegg, Le Corbusier: Paris-Chandigarh (Basel: Birkhäuser, 2000). Jean-Louis 
Cohen, Le Corbusier (Cologne: Taschen, 2005) contains excellent photographs of Le Corbusier’s architectural 
work from all periods as does Le Corbusier Le Grand by the editors of Phaidon Press (London: 2008). For 
background on modernism as a movement, consult Richard Weston, Modernism (London: Phaidon Press, 
2001), Christopher Wilk, Modernism: Designing a New World (London: Victoria and Albert Museum, 2006), 
and Peter Gay, Modernism: The Lure of Heresy (New York: Norton, 2007). For the broader cultural and literary 
background of the movement, consult Pericles Lewis, The Cambridge Introduction to Modernism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007). 
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state of  things, but by constructing a theoretically water-
tight formula to arrive at the fundamental principles of  
modern town planning. Such fundamental principles, if  
they are genuine, can serve as the skeleton of  any 
system of  modern town planning; being as it were the 
rules according to which development will take place. 
We shall then be in a position to take a special case, no 
matter what: whether it be Paris, London, Berlin, New 
York or some small town. Then, as a result of  what we 
have learnt, we can take control and decide in what 
direction the forthcoming battle is to be waged. For the 
desire to rebuild any great city in a modern way is to 
engage in a formidable battle. Can you imagine people 
engaging in a battle without knowing their objectives? 
Yet that is exactly what is happening. The authorities 
are compelled to do something, so they give the police 
white sleeves or set them on horseback, they invent 
sound signals and light signals, they propose to put 
bridges over streets or moving pavements under the 
streets; more garden cities are suggested, or it is 
decided to suppress the tramways, and so on. And 
these decisions are reached in a sort of  frantic haste in 
order, as it were, to hold a wild beast at bay. That beast 
is the great city. It is infinitely more powerful than all 
these devices. And it is just beginning to wake. What 
will to-morrow bring forth to cope with it?

We must have some rule of  conduct.
We must have fundamental principles for modern 

town planning.

Site

A level site is the ideal site [for the contemporary city 
(Figure 1)]. In all those places where traffic becomes 
over-intensified the level site gives a chance of  a 
normal solution to the problem. Where there is less 
traffic, differences in level matter less.

The river flows far away from the city. The river is a 
kind of  liquid railway, a goods station and a sorting 
house. In a decent house the servants’ stairs do not go 
through the drawing room – even if  the maid is 
charming (or if  the little boats delight the loiterer 
leaning on a bridge).

Population

This consists of  the citizens proper; of  suburban 
dwellers; and of  those of  a mixed kind.

(a) Citizens are of  the city: those who work and live in it.
(b) Suburban dwellers are those who work in the outer 

industrial zone and who do not come into the city: 
they live in garden cities.

(c) The mixed sort are those who work in the business 
parts of  the city but bring up their families in garden 
cities.

To classify these divisions (and so make possible 
the transmutation of  these recognized types) is to 
attack the most important problem in town planning, 
for such a classification would define the areas to be 
allotted to these three sections and the delimitation of  
their boundaries. This would enable us to formulate 
and resolve the following problems:

1 The City, as a business and residential centre.
2 The Industrial City in relation to the Garden Cities 

(i.e. the question of  transport).
3 The Garden Cities and the daily transport of  the 

workers.

Our first requirement will be an organ that is 
compact, rapid, lively and concentrated: this is the 
City with its well organized centre. Our second 
requirement will be another organ, supple, extensive 
and elastic; this is the Garden City on the periphery. 
Lying between these two organs, we must require the 
legal establishment of  that absolute necessity, a protec-
tive zone which allows of  extension, a reserved zone  
of  woods and fields, a fresh-air reserve.

density of population

The more dense the population of  a city is the less are 
the distances that have to be covered. The moral, 
therefore, is that we must increase the density of  the 
centres of  our cities, where business affairs are carried on.

Lungs

Work in our modern world becomes more intensified 
day by day, and its demands affect our nervous system 
in a way that grows more and more dangerous. 
Modern toil demands quiet and fresh air, not stale air.

The towns of  to-day can only increase in density at 
the expense of  the open spaces which are the lungs of  
a city.
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We must increase the open spaces and diminish the 
distances to be covered. Therefore the centre of  the city 
must be constructed vertically.

The city’s residential quarters must no longer be 
built along “corridor-streets”, full of  noise and dust 
and deprived of  light.

It is a simple matter to build urban dwellings away 
from the streets, without small internal courtyards and 
with the windows looking on to large parks; and this 
whether our housing schemes are of  the type with 
“set-backs” or built on the “cellular” principle.

The street

The street of  to-day is still the old bare ground which 
has been paved over, and under which a few tube 
railways have been run.

The modern street in the true sense of  the word is 
a new type of  organism, a sort of  stretched-out 
workshop, a home for many complicated and delicate 

organs, such as gas, water and electric mains. It is 
contrary to all economy, to all security, and to all sense 
to bury these important service mains. They ought to 
be accessible throughout their length. The various 
storeys of  this stretched-out workshop will each have 
their own particular functions. If  this type of  street, 
which I have called a “workshop”, is to be realized, it 
becomes as much a matter of  construction as are the 
houses with which it is customary to flank it, and the 
bridges which carry it over valleys and across rivers.

The modern street should be a masterpiece of  civil 
engineering and no longer a job for navvies.

The “corridor-street” should be tolerated no  
longer, for it poisons the houses that border it and 
leads to the construction of  small internal courts  
or “wells”.

Traffic

Traffic can be classified more easily than other things.

Figure 1
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To-day traffic is not classified – it is like dynamite 
flung at hazard into the street, killing pedestrians. Even 
so, traffic does not fulfil its function. This sacrifice of  the 
pedestrian leads nowhere.

If  we classify traffic we get:

(a) Heavy goods traffic.
(b) Lighter goods traffic, i.e. vans, etc., which make short 

journeys in all directions.
(c) Fast traffic, which covers a large section of  the town.

Three kinds of  roads are needed, and in superim-
posed storeys:

(a) Below-ground there would be the street for heavy 
traffic. This storey of  the houses would consist 
merely of  concrete piles, and between them large 
open spaces which would form a sort of  clearing-
house where heavy goods traffic could load and 
unload.

(b) At the ground floor level of  the buildings there would 
be the complicated and delicate network of  the 
ordinary streets taking traffic in every desired 
direction.

(c) Running north and south, and east and west, and 
forming the two great axes of  the city, there would be 
great arterial roads for fast one-way traffic built on 
immense reinforced concrete bridges 120 to 180 
yards in width and approached every half-mile or so 
by subsidiary roads from ground level. These arterial 
roads could therefore be joined at any given point, so 
that even at the highest speeds the town can be 
traversed and the suburbs reached without having to 
negotiate any cross-roads.

The number of  existing streets should be 
diminished by two-thirds. The number of  crossings 
depends directly on the number of  streets; and cross-
roads are an enemy to traffic. The number of  existing 
streets was fixed at a remote epoch in history. The 
perpetuation of  the boundaries of  properties has, 
almost without exception, preserved even the faintest 
tracks and footpaths of  the old village and made 
streets of  them, and sometimes even an avenue . . . 
The result is that we have cross-roads every fifty yards, 
even every twenty yards or ten yards. And this leads to 
the ridiculous traffic congestion we all know so well.

The distance between two bus stops or two tube 
stations gives us the necessary unit for the distance 
between streets, though this unit is conditional on  
the speed of  vehicles and the walking capacity of  

pedestrians. So an average measure of  about 400 
yards would give the normal separation between 
streets, and make a standard for urban distances. My 
city is conceived on the gridiron system with streets 
every 400 yards, though occasionally these distances 
are subdivided to give streets every 200 yards.

This triple system of  superimposed levels answers 
every need of  motor traffic (lorries, private cars, taxis, 
buses) because it provides for rapid and mobile transit.

Traffic running on fixed rails is only justified if  it is in 
the form of  a convoy carrying an immense load; it then 
becomes a sort of  extension of  the underground 
system or of  trains dealing with suburban traffic. The 
tramway has no right to exist in the heart of  the modern city.

If  the city thus consists of  plots about 400 yards 
square, this will give us sections of  about 40 acres in 
area, and the density of  population will vary from 
50,000 down to 6,000, according as the “lots” are 
developed for business or for residential purposes. 
The natural thing, therefore, would be to continue to 
apply our unit of  distance as it exists in the Paris tubes 
to-day (namely, 400 yards) and to put a station in the 
middle of  each plot.

Following the two great axes of  the city, two 
“storeys” below the arterial roads for fast traffic, would 
run the tubes leading to the four furthest points of   
the garden city suburbs, and linking up with the 
metropolitan network . . . At a still lower level, and 
again following these two main axes, would run the 
one-way loop systems for suburban traffic, and below 
these again the four great main lines serving the 
provinces and running north, south, east and west. 
These main lines would end at the Central Station, or 
better still might be connected up by a loop system.

The station

There is only one station. The only place for the 
station is in the centre of  the city. It is the natural place 
for it, and there is no reason for putting it anywhere 
else. The railway station is the hub of  the wheel.

The station would be an essentially subterranean 
building. Its roof, which would be two storeys above 
the natural ground level of  the city, would form the 
aerodrome for aero-taxis. This aerodrome (linked up 
with the main aerodrome in the protected zone) must 
be in close contact with the tubes, the suburban lines, 
the main lines, the main arteries and the administrative 
services connected with all these . . .
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The plan of the city

The basic principles we must follow are these:

1 We must de-congest the centres of  our cities.
2 We must augment their density.
3 We must increase the means for getting about.
4 We must increase parks and open spaces.

At the very centre we have the station with its 
landing stage for aero-taxis.

Running north and south, and east and west, we 
have the main arteries for fast traffic, forming elevated 
roadways 120 feet wide.

At the base of  the sky-scrapers and all round them 
we have a great open space 2,400 yards by 1,500 
yards, giving an area of  3,600,000 square yards, and 
occupied by gardens, parks and avenues. In these 
parks, at the foot of  and round the sky-scrapers, would 
be the restaurants and cafes, the luxury shops, housed 
in buildings with receding terraces: here too would be 
the theatres, halls and so on; and here the parking 
places or garage shelters.

The sky-scrapers are designed purely for business 
purposes.

On the left we have the great public buildings, the 
museums, the municipal and administrative offices. 
Still further on the left we have the “Park” (which is 
available for further logical development of  the heart 
of  the city).

On the right, and traversed by one of  the arms  
of  the main arterial roads, we have the ware- 
houses, and the industrial quarters with their goods 
stations.

All around the city is the protected zone of  woods 
and green fields.

Further beyond are the garden cities, forming a wide 
encircling band.

Then, right in the midst of  all these, we have  
the Central Station, made up of  the following  
elements:

(a) The landing-platform; forming an aerodrome of  
200,000 square yards in area.

(b) The entresol or mezzanine; at this level are the raised 
tracks for fast motor traffic: the only crossing being 
gyratory.

(c) The ground floor where are the entrance halls and 
booking offices for the tubes, suburban lines, main 
line and air traffic.

(d) The “basement”: here are the tubes which serve the 
city and the main arteries.

(e) The “sub-basement”: here are the suburban lines 
running on a one-way loop.

(f) The “sub-sub-basement”: here are the main lines 
(going north, south, east and west).

The city

Here we have twenty-four sky-scrapers capable each 
of  housing 10,000 to 50,000 employees; this is the 
business and hotel section, etc., and accounts for 
400,000 to 600,000 inhabitants.

The residential blocks, of  the two main types 
already mentioned, account for a further 600,000 
inhabitants.

The garden cities give us a further 2,000,000 
inhabitants, or more.

In the great central open space are the cafes, 
restaurants, luxury shops, halls of  various kinds, a 
magnificent forum descending by stages down to the 
immense parks surrounding it, the whole arrangement 
providing a spectacle of  order and vitality.

density of population

(a) The sky-scraper: 1,200 inhabitants to the acre.
(b) The residential blocks with set-backs: 120 inhabitants 

to the acre. These are the luxury dwellings.
(c) The residential blocks on the “cellular” system, with 

a similar number of  inhabitants.

This great density gives us our necessary shor- 
tening of  distances and ensures rapid inter- 
communication.

Note. The average density to the acre of  Paris in the 
heart of  the town is 146, and of  London 63; and of   
the over-crowded quarters of  Paris 213, and of  
London 169.

Open spaces

Of  the area (a), 95 per cent of  the ground is open 
(squares, restaurants, theatres).

Of  the area (b), 85 per cent of  the ground is open 
(gardens, sports grounds).

Of  the area (c), 48 per cent of  the ground is open 
(gardens, sports grounds).
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educational and civic centres, universities, 
museums of art and industry, public 
services, county hall

The “Jardin anglais”. (The city can extend here, if  
necessary.)

Sports grounds: Motor racing track, Racecourse, 
Stadium, Swimming baths, etc.

The protected zone (which will be the 
property of the city), with its aerodrome

A zone in which all building would be prohibited; 
reserved for the growth of  the city as laid down by the 
municipality: it would consist of  woods, fields, and 
sports grounds. The forming of  a “protected zone” by 
continual purchase of  small properties in the imme- 
diate vicinity of  the city is one of  the most essential 
and urgent tasks which a municipality can pursue. It 
would eventually represent a tenfold return on the 
capital invested.

industrial quarters: types of  
buildings employed

For business: sky-scrapers sixty storeys high with no 
internal wells or courtyards . . .

Residential buildings with “set-backs”, of  six 
double storeys; again with no internal wells: the flats 
looking on either side on to immense parks.

Residential buildings on the “cellular” principle, 
with “hanging gardens”, looking on to immense parks; 
again no internal wells. These are “service-flats” of  
the most modern kind.

Garden cities: their aesthetic, economy, 
perfection and modern outlook

A simple phrase suffices to express the necessities  
of  tomorrow: we must build in the open.

The lay-out must be of  a purely geometrical kind, 
with all its many and delicate implications.

[. . .]
The city of  to-day is a dying thing because it is not 

geometrical. To build in the open would be to replace 
our present haphazard arrangements, which are all we 
have to-day, by a uniform lay-out. Unless we do this 
there is no salvation.

The result of  a true geometrical lay-out is repetition. 
The result of  repetition is a standard, the perfect form 
(i.e. the creation of  standard types). A geometrical 
lay-out means that mathematics play their part.

There is no first-rate human production but has 
geometry at its base. It is of  the very essence of  
Architecture. To introduce uniformity into the build- 
ing of  the city we must industrialize building. Building is 
the one economic activity which has so far resisted 
industrialization. It has thus escaped the march of  
progress, with the result that the cost of  building is still 
abnormally high.

The architect, from a professional point of  view, 
has become a twisted sort of  creature. He has grown 
to love irregular sites, claiming that they inspire him 
with original ideas for getting round them. Of  course 
he is wrong. For nowadays the only building that can 
be undertaken must be either for the rich or built at a 
loss (as, for instance, in the case of  municipal housing 
schemes), or else by jerry-building and so robbing the 
inhabitant of  all amenities. A motor-car which is 
achieved by mass production is a masterpiece of  
comfort, precision, balance and good taste. A house 
built to order (on an “interesting” site) is a masterpiece 
of  incongruity – a monstrous thing.

If  the builder’s yard were reorganized on the lines 
of  standardization and mass production we might 
have gangs of  workmen as keen and intelligent as 
mechanics.

The mechanic dates back only twenty years, yet 
already he forms the highest caste of  the working 
world.

The mason dates . . . from time immemorial! He 
bangs away with feet and hammer. He smashes up 
everything round him, and the plant entrusted to him 
falls to pieces in a few months. The spirit of  the mason 
must be disciplined by making him part of  the severe 
and exact machinery of  the industrialized builder’s 
yard.

The cost of  building would fall in the proportion of  
10 to 2.

The wages of  the labourers would fall into definite 
categories; to each according to his merits and service 
rendered.

The “interesting” or erratic site absorbs every crea-
tive faculty of  the architect and wears him out. What 
results is equally erratic: lopsided abortions; a special-
ist’s solution which can only please other specialists.

We must build in the open: both within the city and 
around it.
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Then having worked through every necessary 
technical stage and using absolute economy, we shall 
be in a position to experience the intense joys of  a 
creative art which is based on geometry.

The CiTy aNd iTS aeSTheTiC

(The plan of  a city which is here presented is a direct 
consequence of  purely geometric considerations.)

A new unit on a large scale (400 yards) inspires 
everything. Though the gridiron arrangement of  the 
streets every 400 yards (sometimes only 200) is 
uniform (with a consequent ease in finding one’s way 
about), no two streets are in any way alike. This is 
where, in a magnificent contrapuntal symphony, the 
forces of  geometry come into play.

Suppose we are entering the city by way of  the 
Great Park. Our fast car takes the special elevated 
motor track between the majestic sky-scrapers: as we 
approach nearer there is seen the repetition against 
the sky of  the twenty-four sky-scrapers; to our left and 
right on the outskirts of  each particular area are the 

municipal and administrative buildings; and enclosing 
the space are the museums and university buildings.

Then suddenly we find ourselves at the feet of  the 
first sky-scrapers. But here we have, not the meagre 
shaft of  sunlight which so faintly illumines the dismal 
streets of  New York, but an immensity of  space. The 
whole city is a Park. The terraces stretch out over 
lawns and into groves. Low buildings of  a horizontal 
kind lead the eye on to the foliage of  the trees. Where 
are now the trivial Procuracies? Here is the city with its 
crowds living in peace and pure air, where noise is 
smothered under the foliage of  green trees. The chaos 
of  New York is overcome. Here, bathed in light, stands 
the modern city [Figure 2].

Our car has left the elevated track and has dropped 
its speed of  sixty miles an hour to run gently through 
the residential quarters. The “set-backs” permit of  
vast architectural perspectives. There are gardens, 
games and sports grounds. And sky everywhere, as far 
as the eye can see. The square silhouettes of  the 
terraced roofs stand clear against the sky, bordered 
with the verdure of  the hanging gardens. The unifor- 
mity of  the units that compose the picture throw into 

Figure 2 A Contemporary city
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relief  the firm lines on which the far-flung masses are 
constructed. Their outlines softened by distance, the 
sky-scrapers raise immense geometrical facades all 
of  glass, and in them is reflected the blue glory of  the 
sky. An overwhelming sensation. Immense but radiant 
prisms.

And in every direction we have a varying spectacle: 
our “gridiron” is based on a unit of  400 yards, but it is 
strangely modified by architectural devices! (The “set-
backs” are in counterpoint, on a unit of  600 3 400.)

The traveller in his airplane, arriving from 
Constantinople or Pekin it may be, suddenly sees 

appearing through the wavering lines of  rivers and 
patches of  forests that clear imprint which marks a 
city which has grown in accordance with the spirit of  
man: the mark of  the human brain at work.

As twilight falls the glass sky-scrapers seem to 
flame.

This is no dangerous futurism, a sort of  literary 
dynamite flung violently at the spectator. It is a 
spectacle organized by an Architecture which uses 
plastic resources for the modulation of  forms seen in 
light.

A city made for speed is made for success.



“Broadacre City:  
a New Community Plan” 
Architectural Record (1935) 

Frank Lloyd  Wright 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

For more than half a century, the question “Who is the greatest American architect?” could have only one answer: 
Frank Lloyd Wright (1867–1959). First with his revolutionary “prairie houses” that seemed to grow directly out 
of the Midwest landscape with their long, low cantilevered rooflines, and later with such masterpieces as the 
Imperial Hotel in Tokyo, the Guggenheim Museum in New York, and the breathtaking “Fallingwater” house in 
western Pennsylvania, Wright became the spokesman for “organic architecture” and a style of building that 
expressed “the nature of the materials.” 

To many, Wright’s architecture and “the architecture of American democracy” were synonymous. As an 
unabashed egotist and a pioneer in the field of media celebrity, Wright encouraged the popular identification of 
himself with the American spirit. He cultivated an imperious image of plain-speaking, anti-collectivist democracy 
and sought personally to embody the notion of radical individualism. As an artistic genius, Wright despised the 
popular philistinism of his day and attributed what he thought was the decline of American popular culture to “the 
mobocracy” and to the unprincipled bankers and politicians who served its interests. By the 1920s and 1930s, 
Wright had become a social revolutionary but not, characteristically, of the socialist left. Rather, Wright called for 
a radical transformation of American society to restore earlier Emersonian and Jeffersonian virtues of individualism 
and self-reliance. The physical embodiment of that utopian vision was Broadacre  City. 

Wright unveiled his model of Broadacre City, illustrated in Plate 28, at Rockefeller Center, New York, in 1935. 
The article reprinted here represents his first and clearest statement of the revolutionary proposal whereby every 
citizen of the United States would be given a minimum of one acre of land, with the family homestead being the 
basis of a new civilization and with government reduced to nothing more than a county architect who would be 
in charge of directing land allotments and the construction of basic community facilities. Many at the time thought 
the idea was totally outlandish, but Broadacre (and the small, efficient “Usonian” house) proved to be prophetic 
as sprawling suburban regions transformed the American landscape during the last half of the twentieth  century. 

Wright believed that two inventions – the telephone and the automobile – made the old cities “no longer 
modern,” and he fervently looked forward to the day when dense, crowded agglomerations like New York and 
Chicago would wither and decay. In their place, Americans would re-inhabit the rural landscape (and reacquire 
the rural virtues of family independence and individual freedom) with a “city” of homesteads in which people 
would be isolated enough from one another to insure family stability but connected enough, through modern 
telecommunications and transportation, to achieve a real sense of community. Borrowing an idea from the 
anarchist philosopher Kropotkin, Wright believed that the citizens of Broadacre should pursue a combination of 
manual and intellectual work every day, thus achieving a human wholeness that modern society and the modern 
city had destroyed. He also believed that a system of personal freedom and dignity through landownership was 
the way to guarantee social harmony and avoid class  struggle. 

Broadacre City invites immediate comparison with the very different models of Ebenezer Howard’s Garden 
City (p. 371) and with Le Corbusier’s cities based on towers in a park (p. 379). Intriguingly, the overall population 
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Given the simple exercise of  several inherently just 
rights of  man, the freedom to decentralize, to redis- 
tribute and to correlate the properties of  the life of  
man on earth to his birthright – the ground itself  – and 
Broadacre City becomes reality.

As I see Architecture, the best architect is he who 
will devise forms nearest organic as features of  human 
growth by way of  changes natural to that growth. 
Civilization is itself  inevitably a form but not, if  
democracy is sanity, is it necessarily the fixation called 
“academic.” All regimentation is a form of  death 
which may sometimes serve life but more often 
imposes upon it. In Broadacres all is symmetrical but 
it is seldom obviously and never academically so.

Whatever forms issue are capable of  normal 
growth without destruction of  such pattern as they 
may have. Nor is there much obvious repetition in the 

new city. Where regiment and row serve the general 
harmony of  arrangement both are present, but 
generally, both are absent except where planting and 
cultivation are naturally a process or walls afford a 
desired seclusion. Rhythm is the substitute for such 
repetitions everywhere. Wherever repetition (standar- 
dization) enters, it has been modified by inner rhythms 
either by art or by nature as it must, to be of  any lasting 
human value.

The three major inventions already at work build- 
ing Broadacres, whether the powers that over-built the 
old cities otherwise like it or not, are:

1 The motor car: general mobilization of  the human 
being.

2 Radio, telephone and telegraph: electrical inter-
communication becoming complete.

density of Broadacre, on the one hand, and the Garden City vision, on the other, were not as different as many 
people think. In the original Garden City proposal, Howard called for a population of 32,000 living on 1,000 
acres of central city surrounded by 5,000 acres of greenbelt – about one-fifth of an acre per person overall. Even 
Le Corbusier’s plans – mostly unbuilt as proposed – have high-rise towers arrayed in expansive parks without 
the usual clutter of city streets, thereby reducing the effective density of the city as a whole. Still, Corbusier’s 
vision imagines a centralizing effect, Wright’s a decentralizing one. But the most revealing comparisons are  
with Robert Fishman’s description of the post-suburban “technoburbs” (p. 83) and Manuel Castells’s concept of 
“the space of flows” (p. 229). Although the global cities described in Part Eight of this volume have not 
disappeared, as some predicted, but actually grown in size and importance, one cannot help but wonder whether 
what Wright envisioned in 1935 may still actually be realized, at least in part, with the help of computer-based 
telecommunications and the possibility of “telecommuting” to work over the internet in the twenty-first  century. 

This selection is from Architectural Record (77, 1935). For more on Broadacre City see Robert Fishman’s 
Urban Utopias of the Twentieth Century (New York: Basic Books, 1977). John Sergeant, Frank Lloyd Wright’s 
Usonian Houses: The Case for Organic Architecture (New York: Whitney Library of Design, 1984) is also useful, 
and William Allin Storer, A Frank Lloyd Wright Companion (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994) is an 
impressive and definitive reference  book. 

Three excellent biographies of Wright are Meryle Secrest, Frank Lloyd Wright: A Biography (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998), Brendan Gill, Many Masks: A Life of Frank Lloyd Wright (New York: Da 
Capo Press, 1998), and Ada Louise Huxtable, Frank Lloyd Wright: A Life (New York: Viking, 2004). For good 
overviews of Wright’s work see David Larkin and Bruce Brooks Pfeiffer (eds.), Frank Lloyd Wright: The 
Masterworks (New York: Rizzoli, 1993), Neil Levine, The Architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 1996), and Roger Friedland and Harold Zellman, The Fellowship: The Untold Story 
of Frank Lloyd Wright and the Taliesin Fellowship (New York: Regan Books, 2006). The very best sources on 
Wright are Wright himself, although his writing style is often quirky and hyperbolic. Of particular interest are 
When Democracy Builds (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1945), Genius and the Mobocracy (New York: 
Duell, Sloan & Pearce, 1949), and The Living City (New York: Horizon, 1958). 

Wright, Frank Lloyd, “Broadacre City: A New Community Plan,” copyright 1935, 1943, 1999, 2002 the Frank 
Lloyd Wright Foundation, Scottsdale,  Arizona. 
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3 Standardized machine-shop production: machine 
invention plus scientific discovery.

The price of  the major three to America has been 
the exploitation we see everywhere around us in waste 
and in ugly scaffolding that may now be thrown away. 
The price has not been so great if  by way of  popular 
government we are able to exercise the use of  three 
inherent rights of  any man:

1 His social right to a direct medium of  exchange in 
place of  gold as a commodity: some form of  social 
credit.

2 His social right to his place on the ground as he has 
had it in the sun and air: land to be held only by use 
and improvements.

3 His social right to the ideas by which and for which 
he lives: public ownership of  invention and scientific 
discoveries that concern the life of  the people.

The only assumption made by Broadacres as ideal is 
that these three rights will be the citizen’s so soon as 
the folly of  endeavoring to cheat him of  their 
democratic values becomes apparent to those who 
hold (feudal survivors or survivals), as it is becoming 
apparent to the thinking people who are held blindly 
abject or subject against their will.

The landlord is no happier than the tenant. The 
speculator can no longer win much at a game about 
played out. The present success-ideal, placing, as it 
does, premiums upon the wolf, the fox and the rat in 
human affairs and above all, upon the parasite, is 
growing more evident every day as a falsity just as 
injurious to the “successful” as to the victims of  such 
success. Well – sociologically, Broadacres is release 
from all that fatal “success” which is, after all, only 
excess. So I have called it a new freedom for living in 
America. It has thrown the scaffolding aside. It sets up 
a new ideal of  success.

In Broadacres, by elimination of  cities and towns the 
present curse of  petty and minor officialdom, govern-
ment, has been reduced to one minor government for 
each county. The waste motion, the back and forth haul, 
that today makes so much idle business is gone. 
Distribution becomes automatic and direct, taking 
place mostly in the region of  origin. Methods of  distri-
bution of  everything are simple and direct. From the 
maker to the consumer by the most direct route.

Coal (one-third the tonnage of  the haul of  our 
railways) is eliminated by burning it at the mines and 
transferring that power, making it easier to take  

over the great railroad rights of  way; to take off  the 
cumbersome rolling stock and put the right of  way 
into general service as the great arterial on which 
truck traffic is concentrated on lower side lanes, many 
lanes of  speed traffic above and monorail speed trains 
at the center, continuously running. Because traffic 
may take off  or take on at any given point, these arte- 
rials are traffic not dated but fluescent. And the great 
arterial as well as all the highways become great archi- 
tecture, automatically affording within their structure 
all necessary storage facilities of  raw materials, the 
elimination of  all unsightly piles of  raw material.

In the hands of  the state, but by way of  the county, 
is all redistribution of  land – a minimum of  one acre 
going to the childless family and more to the larger 
family as effected by the state. The agent of  the state in 
all matters of  land allotment or improvement, or in 
matters affecting the harmony of  the whole, is the 
architect. All building is subject to his sense of  the 
whole as organic architecture. Here architecture is 
landscape and landscape takes on the character of  
architecture by way of  the simple process of  cultivation.

All public utilities are concentrated in the hands of  
the state and county government as are matters of  
administration, patrol, fire, post, banking, license and 
record, making politics a vital matter to everyone in 
the new city instead of  the old case where hopeless 
indifference makes “politics” a grafter’s profession.

In the buildings for Broadacres no distinction exists 
between much and little, more and less. Quality is in 
all, for all, alike. The thought entering into the first or 
last estate is of  the best. What differs is only individu-
ality and extent. There is nothing poor or mean in 
Broadacres.

Nor does Broadacres issue any dictum or see any 
finality in the matter either of  pattern or style.

Organic character is style. Such style has myriad 
forms inherently good. Growth is possible to Broad- 
acres as a fundamental form, not as mere accident of  
change but as integral pattern unfolding from within.

Here now may be seen the elemental units of  our 
social structure [Figure 1]: the correlated farm, the 
factory – its smoke and gases eliminated by burning 
coal at places of  origin, the decentralized school, the 
various conditions of  residence, the home offices, safe 
traffic, simplified government. All common interests 
take place in a simple coordination wherein all are 
employed: little farms, little homes for industry, little 
factories, little schools, a little university going to the 
people mostly by way of  their interest in the ground, 
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little laboratories on their own ground for professional 
men. And the farm itself, notwithstanding its animals, 
becomes the most attractive unit of  the city. The 
husbandry of  animals at last is in decent association 
with them and with all else as well. True farm relief.

To build Broadacres as conceived would auto- 
matically end unemployment and all its evils forever. 
There would never be labor enough nor could under-
consumption ever ensue. Whatever a man did would 
be done – obviously and directly – mostly by himself  
in his own interest under the most valuable inspiration 
and direction: under training, certainly, if  necessary. 
Economic independence would be near, a subsistence 
certain; life varied and interesting.

Every kind of  builder would be likely to have  
a jealous eye to the harmony of  the whole within 
broad limits fixed by the county architect, an archi- 

tect chosen by the county itself. Each county would 
thus naturally develop an individuality of  its own. 
Architecture – in the broad sense – would thrive.

In an organic architecture the ground itself  
predetermines all features; the climate modifies them; 
available means limit them; function shapes them.

Form and function are one in Broadacres. But 
Broadacres is no finality! The model shows four  
square miles of  a typical countryside developed on 
the acre as unit according to conditions in the tem- 
perate zone and accommodating some 1,400 families. 
It would swing north or swing south in type as condi- 
tions, climate and topography of  the region changed.

In the model the emphasis has been placed upon 
diversity in unity, recognizing the necessity of  culti- 
vation as a need for formality in most of  the planting. 
By a simple government subsidy certain specific acres 

Figure 1
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or groups of  acre units are, in every generation, 
planted to useful trees, meantime beautiful, giving 
privacy and various rural divisions. There are no rows 
of  trees alongside the roads to shut out the view. Rows 
where they occur are perpendicular to the road or the 
trees are planted in groups. Useful trees like white 
pine, walnut, birch, beech, fir, would come to maturity 
as well as fruit and nut trees and they would come as 
a profitable crop meantime giving character, privacy 
and comfort to the whole city. The general park is a 
flowered meadow beside the stream and is bordered 
with ranks of  trees, tiers gradually rising in height 
above the flowers at the ground level. A music-garden 
is sequestered from noise at one end. Much is made of  
general sports and festivals by way of  the stadium, 
zoo, aquarium, arboretum and the arts.

The traffic problem has been given special 
attention, as the more mobilization is made a comfort 
and a facility the sooner will Broadacres arrive. Every 
Broadacre citizen has his own car. Multiple-lane 
highways make travel safe and enjoyable. There are no 
grade crossings nor left turns on grade. The road 
system and construction is such that no signals nor 
any lamp-posts need be seen. No ditches are alongside 
the roads. No curbs either. An inlaid purfling over 
which the car cannot come without damage to itself  
takes its place to protect the pedestrian.

In the affair of  air transport Broadacres rejects the 
present airplane and substitutes the self-contained 
mechanical unit that is sure to come: an aerator 
capable of  rising straight up and by reversible rotors 
able to travel in any given direction under radio control 
at a maximum speed of, say, 200 miles an hour, and 
able to descend safely into the hexacomb from which 
it arose or anywhere else. By a doorstep if  desired.

The only fixed transport trains kept on the arterial 
are the long-distance monorail cars traveling at a 
speed (already established in Germany) of  220 miles 
per hour. All other traffic is by motor car on the twelve 
lane levels or the triple truck lanes on the lower levels 
which have on both sides the advantage of  delivery 
direct to warehousing or from warehouses to 
consumer. Local trucks may get to warehouse-storage 
on lower levels under the main arterial itself. A local 
truck road parallels the swifter lanes.

Houses in the new city are varied: make much of  
fireproof  synthetic materials, factory-fabricated units 
adapted to free assembly and varied arrangement, but 
do not neglect the older nature-materials wherever 
they are desired and available. House-holders’ utilities 

are nearly all planned in prefabricated utility stacks or 
units, simplifying construction and reducing building 
costs to a certainty. There is the professional’s house 
with its laboratory, the minimum house with its 
workshop, the medium house ditto, the larger house 
and the house of  machine-age luxury. We might speak 
of  them as a one-car house, a two-car house, a three-
car house and a five-car house. Glass is extensively 
used as are roofless rooms. The roof  is used often as a 
trellis or a garden. But where glass is extensively used 
it is usually for domestic purposes in the shadow of  
protecting overhangs.

Copper for roofs is indicated generally on the 
model as a permanent cover capable of  being worked 
in many appropriate ways and giving a general 
harmonious color effect to the whole.

Electricity, oil and gas are the only popular fuels. 
Each land allotment has a pit near the public lighting 
fixture where access to the three and to water and 
sewer may be had without tearing up the pavements.

The school problem is solved by segregating a 
group of  low buildings in the interior spaces of  the 
city where the children can go without crossing traffic. 
The school building group includes galleries for loan 
collections from the museum, a concert and lecture 
hall, small gardens for the children in small groups and 
well-lighted cubicles for individual outdoor study: 
there is a small zoo, large pools and green playgrounds.

This group is at the very center of  the model and 
contains at its center the higher school adapted to the 
segregation of  the students into small groups.

This tract of  four miles square, by way of  such 
liberal general allotment determined by acreage and 
type of  ground, including apartment buildings and 
hotel facilities, provides for about 1,400 families at, say, 
an average of  five or more persons to the family.

To reiterate: the basis of  the whole is general 
decentralization as an applied principle and architec-
tural reintegration of  all units into one fabric; free use 
of  the ground held only by use and improvements; 
public utilities and government itself  owned by the 
people of  Broadacre City; privacy on one’s own 
ground for all and a fair means of  subsistence for all by 
way of  their own work on their own ground or in their 
own laboratory or in common offices serving the life 
of  the whole.

There are too many details involved in the model 
of  Broadacres to permit complete explanation. Study 
of  the model itself  is necessary study. Most details are 
explained by way of  collateral models of  the various 
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types of  construction shown: highway construction, 
left turns, crossovers, underpasses and various houses 
and public buildings.

Anyone studying the model should bear in mind 
the thesis upon which the design has been built by the 
Taliesin Fellowship, built carefully not as a finality in 
any sense but as an interpretation of  the changes 
inevitable to our growth as a people and a nation.

Individuality established on such terms must thrive. 
Unwholesome life would get no encouragement and 
the ghastly heritage left by over-crowding in overdone 
ultra-capitalistic centers would be likely to disappear 
in three or four generations. The old success ideals 
having no chance at all, new ones more natural to the 
best in man would be given a fresh opportunity to 
develop naturally.



“Spectral Kinshasa: Building  
the City through an  
architecture of words” 
from Tim edensor and Mark Jayne (eds.),  
Urban Theory Beyond the West: A World of Cities (2012) 

Filip De  Boeck 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Utopian urban planning visions, even the most influential, are rarely actually built exactly the way their prophets 
envisioned them. The first Garden Cities (p. 371) did not have full greenbelts to the extent that Ebenezer Howard 
recommended. Many developments inspired by the bold modernism of Le Corbusier (p. 379) crowded the 
towers together and omitted the elegant parklands in between. The decentralized homestead-centered vision of 
Frank Lloyd Wright (p. 388) was realized, if at all, on one-eighth-acre lots, not one-acre-per-person allotments. 
And even urban interventions like Frederick Law Olmsted’s Central Park (p. 364), promising so much tranquility 
and moral uplift, found detractors, like Jane Jacobs (p. 149), who felt that parks were unsafe and suggested that 
well-observed streets and sidewalks were better places for children to play. But perhaps the clearest examples 
of the shortcomings of utopian planning practice may be seen in the imposition of Western-style cities on 
colonized rural populations of the underdeveloped world during the era of Western imperialism. There, the 
imposed cities take on a ghostly quality, both in the ambitious modernism of the administrative city centers and 
even more in the peripheral, often semi-rural shantytowns and districts built and inhabited by the colonized 
indigenous populations. One such city is Kinshasa in the Democratic Republic of Congo – formerly the Belgian 
Congo – that Filip De Boeck describes as “spectral Kinshasa.” 

Using an interdisciplinary approach that combines the qualitative evidence of humanist literary studies with 
history and quantitative social science, De Boeck begins his analysis of Kinshasa with a passage from Joseph 
Conrad’s 1898 short story “An Outpost of Progress,” which, like the author’s better-known Heart of Darkness 
(1899), is a pointed and morally outraged critique of the pretensions of European “civilization” revealed as highly 
developed savagery in the course of its colonialist enterprise throughout the underdeveloped world. In this case, 
the “outpost” of the title is a tiny ivory trading station on the banks of the Congo during the reign of Belgium’s 
King Leopold II, the empire builder who more than any other European ruler oversaw a regime of unspeakable 
brutality toward the indigenous people of central Africa. That trading post would one day become the city of 
 Kinshasa. 

First in the colonial period and later, after independence in 1960, under the conditions of post-colonialism, 
Kinshasa developed as two cities: La Ville, the modern European-style city, and La Cité, the communal and semi-
rural peripheral city that was the home of the indigenous tribal communities. Today, with a population of some 
eight million, Kinshasa is still two cities: one, the city of high-rise office buildings and major housing developments 
expressing the utopian ideals of modernism and progress; the other, a rambling, seemingly unplanned collection 
of settlements expressing the traditional African values and seemingly “invisible” systems of communal order that 
not so much defy as merely surround and contain the European-imposed urban ideals. In the end, the two cities 
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iNTROdUCTiON: The  OUTPOST 

In 1896, some years before Joseph Conrad published 
The Heart of  Darkness, he wrote An Outpost of  Progress, 
a short fictional story . . . in which he starts to use the 
material of  his Congo years for the first time. A 
psychological thriller, An Outpost may also be read as a 

political statement undermining the very idea of  
empire. The storyline focuses on . . . two white traders 
who are outposted in Africa at an ivory trading station 
along an unnamed river, easily identifiable as the 
Congo. The trading station’s storehouse is called  
‘the fetish’, ‘perhaps’, as Conrad remarks, ‘because  
of  the spirit of  civilization it contained.’ 

exist separately but also mirror each other, adding what De Boeck calls a “spectral dimension” that reveals “the 
shadow-side” of a global urbanization defined by “an increasing favela-zation and an ever more difficult access 
and right to the city for many of its current inhabitants.” But there is a curious sense of unity here as well. De 
Boeck reports that both the city’s leaders and its inhabitants share, in some sense, “the same dream of what the 
city should look like” and quotes a communal farmer, soon to be evicted by a major redevelopment project as 
saying, “Yes, we’ll be the victims, but still it will be beautiful.” This is not the fatalism of the defeated, he argues, 
but the recognition of a new kind of urban space where the real and the unreal, the visible and the invisible, 
interact in a way that “conjures up the marvelous through its appeal to the imagination.” 

De Boeck’s analysis of Kinshasa stands very much on its own as an example of innovative interdisciplinary 
study, but it gains further relevance when viewed in the context of many urban issues discussed in this volume. 
The United Nations Habitat report, “The Challenge of Slums” (p. 659) and Arrival City by Doug Saunders  
(p. 677) help to understand Kinshasa’s role as both a peripheral slum area, common to many emerging cities in 
the age of globalism, and a place where migrants to the city find unique ways of surviving and advancing. 
Kinshasa also raises issues of social inequality and access to urban space explored in other contexts in Ali 
Madanipour’s “Social Exclusion and Space” (p. 203), Mike Davis’s “Fortress L.A.” (p. 212), and David Harvey’s 
“The Right to the City” (p. 270). 

Filip De Boeck is Professor of Anthropology at the University of Leuven, Belgium, and the coordinator of the 
Institute for Anthropological Research in Africa. His research interests include African youth, cultural politics, and 
the transformation of urban space in the context of postcolonialism. His special focus is the urban and rural 
communities of the Democratic Republic of Congo. He is the co-editor, along with Alcinda Honwana, of Makers 
and Breakers: Children and Youth in Postcolonoal Africa (Oxford: James Curry, 2005) and the author of 
Kinshasa: The Invisible City (Ghent/Tervuren: Ludion/Royal Museum of Central Africa, 2004), a book featuring 
the photographs of Marie-Françoise  Plissart. 

The literature on the planning of colonial cities is vast and usually very specific to periods and regions – 
Spanish and Portuguese colonial cities in Latin America; British colonies in North America; French, British, and 
Dutch cities in Africa and Asia; concession cities in China. Faranak Miraftab and Neema Kudva (eds.), The Global 
South Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 2014) includes a number of selections on colonial cities and 
provides a comprehensive overview of cities in Africa, Asia, and Latin America that have evolved from colonial 
cities. The following titles may also prove useful: Anthony King, Colonial Urban Development: Culture, Social 
Power and Environment (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1976), Robert Ross and Gerard Telkamp (eds.), 
Colonial Cities: Essays on Urbanism in a Colonial Context (Dordrecht: Martinus Nijhoff, 1985), and Nezar Al 
Sayyad, Forms of Dominance: On the Architecture and Urbanism of the Colonial Enterprise (Brookfield, VT: 
Avebury, 1992). Important regional studies include Robert Home, Of Planting and Planning: The Making of 
British Colonial Cities (London: Spon, 1997); Jay Kinsbruner, The Colonial Spanish-American City: Urban Life 
in the Age of Atlantic Capitalism (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005); Ryan Bishop, John Phillips, and 
WeiWei Yo (eds.), Postcolonial Urbanism: Southeast Asian Cities and Global Processes (London: Routledge, 
2003); and Abumaliq Simone, City Life from Jakarta to Dakar: Movements at the Crossroads (London: Routledge, 
2009). For background on African cities, consult Bill Freund, The African City: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007) and Garth Myers, African Cities: Alternative Visions of Urban Theory and Practice (New 
York: Zed Books, 2011).
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Soon after the steamer that put them ashore 
disappears beyond the horizon, Kayerts and Carlier 
begin to feel uneasy and alone. At first, they still enjoy 
discussing the few novels they brought along . . . They 
also find some old copies of  a home paper, left by the 
previous station master . . . 

That print discussed what it was pleased to call ‘Our 
Colonial Expansion’ in high-flown language. It spoke 
much of  the rights and duties of  civilization, of  the 
sacredness of  the civilizing work, and extolled the 
merits of  those who went about bringing light, and 
faith and commerce to the dark places of  the earth. 
Carlier and Kayerts read, wondered, and began to 
think better of  themselves. Carlier said, one evening, 
waving his hand about, ‘In a hundred years, there will 
be perhaps a town here. Quays, and warehouses, and 
barracks, and – and – billiard-rooms. Civilization, my 
boy, and virtue – and all. And then, chaps will read that 
two good fellows, Kayerts and Carlier, were the first 
civilized men to live in this very spot!’ 

In spite of  this comforting thought, it soon becomes 
painfully clear that Kayerts and Carlier are not really 
up to the job, and have no clue how to go about the 
heavenly mission of  ‘bringing light, and faith and 
commerce to the dark places of  the earth.’ All Kayerts 
and Carlier seem to be able to do is sit there and wait 
for the steamer to return. A deep silence sets in, and 
they sense that they are out of  their element . . . : 

They lived like blind men in a large room, aware only 
of  what came in contact with them . . . but unable to 
see the general aspect of  things. The river, the forest, 
all the great land throbbing with life, were like a great 
emptiness . . . a  void. 

Foreshadowing the fate of  Conrad’s best known fictive 
character, the infamous Mr Kurtz [of  Heart of  
Darkness], Carlier and Kayerts are overtaken by what 
they call ‘the unusual’, and, slowly, . . . they go ‘out of  
their minds’. 

The story does not end too well for Kayerts and 
Carlier, but they were right about one thing indeed. 
The river stopped flowing through a void. Their 
modest ‘outpost of  progress’ . . . did indeed become a 
town, and what a town: Kinshasa, a city that counts 
amongst the African continent’s largest urban conglo- 
merations today. This megalopolis, which some 
describe as ‘the quintessential postcolonial African 

city’ and ‘one of  the most drastic cities of  the world,’ 
is now home to a population of  over nine million and 
keeps growing steadily. In this chapter I will first situate 
the three main phases of  Kinshasa’s expansion from 
the colonial era to the present day, before turning  
to the way in which Kinois generate alternative urban 
orders through the architecture of  their  speech. 

The COLONiaL PLaNNiNG  
OF The CiTy (1874–1960) 

None of  Kinshasa’s unbridled growth was foreseeable 
at the end of  the nineteenth century. Beginning in 
1878, Henry Morton Stanley set up four stations along 
the Congo River manned by 150 European and 
American officials and supplied by 4 steamers. The 
trading post at Stanley Pool formed the meeting point 
between the caravans coming from the Lower Congo 
and the navigable upstream part of  the river which 
reaches deep into the heart of  Central Africa. In the 
early years, while Savorgnan de Brazza was busy 
claiming the land at the opposite bank of  the Congo 
river in the name of  the French, the post transformed 
into a thriving model station which became the 
administrative centre of  the Stanley Pool District in 
1886 and flourished into the urban conglomeration of  
Leopoldville/Kinshasa soon afterwards. In fact, 
Stanley’s first station was far from isolated, . . . Already 
at the beginning of  the nineteenth century, [outlying] 
villages formed the regional core of  a large market 
system with wide-ranging connections, a bustling 
place where goats, fish, salt, but also slaves and 
European goods changed hands and were being 
traded by the local populations. But all of  that activity 
was still a far cry from the town that this settlement 
was soon to  become. 

Between 1885 and World War I, the core of  present-
day Kinshasa shaped up around a 10-kilometre-long 
axis between two sites, close to where Stanley and his 
men first set foot: the old military and commercial 
centre Ngaliema/Kintambo to the west, and what is 
now known as Gombe . . . By the end of  the nineteenth 
century, the Kintambo and Gombe outposts had thus 
developed from small trading stations into comptoir 
towns, Leopoldville and Kinshasa respectively. By 
1900, this Léopoldville-Kinshasa agglomeration, 
connected by a railway and a road which became 
Kinshasa’s main Boulevard de 30 juin after Congo’s 
1960 independence from Belgium, had already 
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considerably expanded to engulf  the former fisher- 
men’s village of  Kinshasa and beyond . . . , turning that 
whole riverine zone along the Stanley (now Malebo) 
Pool into a more industrial area, a transshipment hub 
for goods and raw materials to be siphoned off  to the 
Belgian Metropole. By 1910, the spirit of  civilization 
that had been contained by the ‘fetish’, the first trad- 
ing station’s storehouse, had shape-shifted into its  
true form, the full-fledged spirit of  capitalism. The 
riverbank was lined with at least 80 storehouses, 
belonging to several industrial enterprises and trading 
companies. Around that time, also, a railway was 
constructed to connect Ngaliema, Gombe and Ndolo. 
Meanwhile, the white population had grown to a 
thousand inhabitants, mostly men. And all that was 
left of  the ‘pristine’ village of  chief  Gobila was its 
name. The now infrastructurally derelict but lively port 
of  Beach Ngobila is still one of  the main gateways to 
present-day  Kinshasa. 

The industrial growth of  the city necessitated an 
increasing transfer of  cheap labour from the country’s 
rural hinterlands. The growing city also attracted 
people from all over the Belgian Congo and these 
were housed in a rapidly expanding number of  labour 
camps and ‘indigenous’ living areas. These included 
Saint Jean, Kinshasa and Barumbu, which were 
spatially demarcated from the ‘white’ Gombe by the 
railway line between Gombe and Kintambo. Between 
the end of  World War II and the end of  the Belgian 
colonial presence in 1960, Leopoldville multiplied its 
population tenfold, from 40,000 in 1945 to approxi- 
mately 400,000 in  1960. 

In the first half  of  the twentieth century, 
Leopoldville thus rapidly grew into what essentially 
was a segregationist, Janus-faced city, a city with a 
white heart, La Ville, the home of  the city’s European 
population . . . and a surrounding, quickly growing 
peripheral African city, commonly referred to as La 
Cité, home to an increasing number of  Congolese. By 
1959, these African cités included Dendale (currently 
Kasavubu), Ngiri-Ngiri, Bandalungwa, Kalamu, 
Lemba, Matete and Ndjili. They were the result of  a 
large-scale housing scheme launched by the Belgian 
colonial administration, a plan marked by the moder- 
nist ideals that were also en vogue in the Metropole 
during the 1950s. In ten years, more than 20,000 
houses were thus built by Belgian urban planners and 
architects in an impressive effort to respond to the 
demographic explosion of  the city and the increasing 
social unrest it engendered after WWII. Although the 

white and more residential areas of  Gombe were 
partly extended into Limete in the 1940s and 1950s, 
La Ville did not expand very much after 1960, caught 
as it was between the curbing Congo River on its 
western and northern side, and the growing belt of  
cités on its eastern and southern  borders. 

To some extent the division between La Ville on 
the one hand, and a growing number of  townships on 
the other, continues co mark Kinshasa’s urbanscape 
today. In the past, the two areas were not only 
separated from each other by a tangible colour bar, but 
they were also physically set apart by railway tracks, 
strategically placed army barracks . . . and other zones 
tampons, empty no man’s lands which spatially drew a 
divisive line between these various living areas. These 
zones of  separation were also responsible for the fact 
that the city became scattered over a vast distance. 
Even today, in the historical heart of  Kinshasa many 
of  these empty pockets of  land have not yet fully 
densified in terms of  housing and  construction. 

The CiTy’S POSTCOLONiaL  
exPaNSiON (1960–2010): The RaNdOM 
OCCUPaTiON OF URBaN  SPaCe 

After 1960 the number of  cités and communes urbano-
rurales increased drastically. Existing cités further 
densified and expanded, and others were added . . . 
Some of  these post-1960s expansions, such as 
Kinkole, had still been planned by the Belgian colonial 
administration, but many others were added on to the 
existing urban core in a rather unplanned and chaotic 
fashion. Today, the city continues to spread incessantly 
in western and southern direction towards the Lower 
Congo, and eastwards, way beyond Ndjili, Kinshasa’s 
national airport, towards the foot of  the impres- 
sive Mangengenge mountain, the eastern gateway to 
the  city. 

It is in these increasingly numerous urban areas 
that the city’s inhabitants have started to re-territorialize 
and reclaim space, develop their own specific forms 
of  urbanism, and infuse the city with their own praxis, 
values, moralities and temporal dynamics. In the 50 
years of  the post-independence period this process, 
which started at Kinshasa’s margins, has engulfed the 
city as a whole, marking a move away from the 
physical and mental ‘place’ of  colonialism (its spatial 
layout, its work ethos, its time-management and its 
language, French). Unhindered by any kind of  formal 
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industrialization or economic development, the city 
has bypassed, redefined, or smashed the colonial 
logics that were stamped onto its surface. It has done 
so spatially, in terms of  its architectural and urban 
development, as well as in terms of  its socio-cultural 
and economic imprint. Reaching across the formation 
period of  high colonialism and its modernist ideals, 
Kinshasa rejoined, to some extent, its earlier rural 
roots. Aided by a never-ending political and economic 
crisis, the city (re-)ruralized in many ways, not only in 
terms of  its social structures and spheres of  social 
interaction, but also in terms of  its economic survival 
and coping strategies, engendering a new type of  
agrarian  urbanity. 

The unused wastelands that were part of  the 
segregationist colonial urban planning are increasingly 
being turned into gardens and fields, as are the empty 
spaces along the city’s main traffic arteries. Formerly 
occupied spaces within the city, such as the cemeteries 
of  Kasavubu or Kintambo, which were officially closed 
down by the urban authorities in the 1980s, are being 
occupied and converted into fields as well. An even 
more striking example is provided by the transfor- 
mation which the Malebo Pool is currently under- 
going. Over the past twenty years, the inhabitants of  
the neighbourhoods along the Congo River . . . have 
converted large parts of  the Pool into arable land. 
They were inspired by the example of  the Koreans, 
who started to develop rice paddies in the Malebo 
Pool near Kingabwa in the 1980s. . . . By now, in certain 
areas such as the mouth of  the river Tshangu near the 
Ndjili airport, the empoldered area is already reaching 
10 kilometres into the Malebo Pool. In this way more 
than 800 out of  the 6,000 hectares that make up the 
Malebo Pool have already been transformed from 
water into arable  land. 

Over the years, the official authorities, from the 
National Ministry of  Agriculture down to the level of  
the ‘commune’, have made half-hearted attempts to 
impose a legal framework to direct, control and, above 
all, tax these new farming activities on previously non-
existent land. In theory, the state administration has 
the right to allocate the land to farmers. The latter are 
supposed to make a payment (US$200) . . . before 
being able to obtain a ‘contral d’exploitation’ from the 
Urban Division for Rural Development (US$10), and a 
‘permis d’exploitation agricole’ (another USD$10) from 
the Inspection of  Rural Development and Agriculture 
. . . One then acquires the right to use the land for as 
long as one wants, on the condition that one can prove 

it is continuously cultivated. The commune is 
supposed to send an inspector to check on this once a 
year. In practice, however, none of  these regulations 
and procedures are applied in any straightforward 
way. The inspector has never come, and since none of  
this land is on any official map, the authorities often 
don’t even know which land should be paid for. In 
reality this huge new garden belt is organized outside 
any clearly defined form of  government control on the 
ground. The factual ‘ownership’ of  these gardens is, 
therefore, in the hands of  some 80 farmers’ associa- 
tions. These have divided the riverine farmlands into a 
number of  ‘secteurs’ . . . which in turn are subdivided 
into a varying number of  ‘blocs’, each consisting of  
hundreds of  tiny garden plots that rarely surpass 2 to 
6 acres. A ‘président de secteur’ (officially representing 
the level of  the ‘commune’ but in reality acting quite 
independently), aided by a number of  ‘chefs de bloc’, 
overlooks the farming activities of  over 1,000 farmers. 
They also organize and oversee the contacts with the 
thousands of  women who each day buy up the 
gardens’ produce and ensure the vegetables’ distri- 
bution over a large part of  the city’s numerous  markets. 

In this way Kinshasa’s inhabitants not only continue 
and reconnect with the city’s and river’s longstanding 
market and trading history . . . , but they also remind us 
of  the fact that the city has not only looked into the 
mirror of  colonialist modernity to design itself, but 
that it has always contained a second mirror as well. 
This mirror is provided by the rural hinterland, 
Kinshasa’s natural backdrop, which does not only 
form the city’s periphery, and feed the peripheral city, 
but which has also deeply penetrated the city, 
economically but also socially (in terms of  the ethnic 
make-up of  large parts of  Kinshasa), and above all, 
culturally and mentally. Rather than pushing the rural 
out, Kinshasa’s urban identity has constantly been 
invaded and formed by blending with and depending 
on rural lifestyles, mentalities, moralities and modes 
of   survival. 

The small-scale modes of  action that punctuate 
rural living . . . provide Kinshasa’s inhabitants with 
urban politics of  the possible. These often unsteady, 
provisional and constantly shifting possibilities and 
action schemes are perhaps not the only ones 
available to Kinois to give form to the making and 
remaking of  associational life in the city . . . , but as a 
lever for the conceptualization of  collective action in 
the urban configuration it is impossible to underesti- 
mate their importance. It is in local zones and domains 
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. . . , with their myriad activities and their complex web 
of  ‘informal’ economies that have spun themselves 
around the river and Kinshasa as a whole, that the city 
reveals its own production and generates the possibility 
of  economic survival and of  social life in the urban 
context. Here the city reveals itself  not as the product 
of  careful planning or engineering, but rather as the 
outcome of  a randomly produced and occupied living 
space which belongs to whoever generates, grabs and 
uses  it. 

This random occupation might, of  course, in turn 
engender new conflicts. Again, the river-fields provide 
a good example of  that. The creation of  new arable 
land in the Malebo pool has led to innumerable and 
sometimes violent clashes concerning ownership and 
land rights over this previously non-existent land. . . . 

What complicates matters is that the farmers, the 
land chiefs, and the owners of  the newly constructed 
houses are each backed by various administrative and 
judicial instances on the communal and the provincial 
level. This has created a highly explosive situation 
leading to currently ongoing violent clashes between 
the various parties involved. In one instance, in early 
2010, the bodyguards of  a local traditional Teke chief, 
backed by some army officials, attacked a provincial 
minister while the latter visited the disputed site with 
some policemen and ordered the destruction of  what 
he considered an illegal occupation of   farmland. 

Yet, in spite of  such conflicting interests, and  
the uncertainties and the constant renegotiations 
these clashes entail, it is this organic approach to the 
production of  the city and its spaces that enables 

Kinois to survive at all. In many respects, Kinshasa’s 
cités are conceived around architectures that remain 
almost invisible, and are defined by lack and absence 
on a material level. And many activities in the city 
become possible not because there is a well-developed 
infrastructure available to sustain them, but rather 
because that infrastructure is not there, or only exists 
through its paucity. People’s lives in large parts of  the 
city unfold around truncated urban forms, fragments 
and figments of  imported urban technologies, echoes 
of  built environments from the colonial period, and 
recycled levels of  infrastructural accommodation. 
Although these infrastructures might have originated 
as the product of  a careful engineering of  the urban 
space, they no longer function along these lines today. 
Constantly . . . reduced to its most basic function, that 
of  a shelter, the built form is generated by a more real, 
living city which exists as a heterogeneous urban 
conglomeration through the bodies, movements, 
practices and discourses of  urban dwellers. This 
embodied praxis of  urban life is embedded in, as well 
as produces, the entanglement of  a wide variety of  . . . 
trajectories, relations and mirroring realities. All of  
these enjoin, merge, include, fracture, fragment and 
re-order the urban space. They create, define, and 
transform new sites of  transportation, new configura- 
tions of  interlaced spatialities, new public spaces of  
work and relaxation, new itineraries and clusters of  
relations, new social interactions, new regimes of  
knowledge and power. And the more there are oppor- 
tunities to short-circuit any dependence on (unstable) 
infrastructure and technology, and to bypass the 

Figure 1 Semi-rural slum near the Congo River in  Kinshasa
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intricate questions of  maintenance, ownership and so 
on, the better all of  these actions and transactions 
seem to work. In this way, the city exists beyond its 
 architecture. 

Of  course, this level of  urban functioning outside 
of  the official frameworks of  formal urban planning is 
punctuated with precariousness and hardship, and 
defined by necessity. Therefore, it is often far from an 
ideal way to live. But yet, at least to a certain extent, it 
also seems to be efficient and to work for many. It 
generates a specific agency in a specific urban 
experience. It also generates the capacity or the 
possibility to become a wilful actor in these urban 
networks. And it is efficient because it allows urbanites 
to be local producers and controllers of  infrastructure 
and technology, rather than local consumers of  
technology imported from elsewhere. It transforms 
city dwellers from passive victims into active parti- 
cipants with their own social, economic, political and 
religious agendas, which are often situated far beyond 
the level of  mere survival. Concretely, it offers them a 
considerable freedom to capture the sudden possi- 
bilities opened up by unexpected occasions that are 
generated by the synergies and frictions of  urban life. 
These energies constantly force the urban dweller to 
master the tricky skills of  improvisation. Kinois seem 
to be very good at doing exactly that – at being flexible, 
at opening up to this ‘unexpected’, that often reveals 
itself  outside the known pathways that constitute 
urban life as most in the global north know it. Urban 
residents of  cityscapes such as Kinshasa are highly 
skilled at discovering itineraries beyond the obvious, 
and at exploiting more invisible paths and possibilities 
that lie hidden in the folds of  urban domains and 
experiences. Often, these city dwellers have trained 
themselves to . . . exploit to the full the possibilities 
these juxtapositions offer. They are constantly busy in 
designing new ways to escape from the economic 
impositions and excesses that urban life imposes on 
them. They often know where to look and what to look 
for in order to generate feasibility within what is 
seemingly  unfeasible. 

The New KiNShaSa: The POLiTiCS  
OF eRaSURe aNd SPeCTRaL 
URBaNiZaTiON (2010–?) 

All of  this stands in sharp contrast to the official 
planning of  the city which the urban authorities and 

the Congolese government have recently committed 
themselves to after decades of  disinterest and laissez 
faire. For some years now, a successive series of  city 
governors has been engaged in ‘cleaning up’ the city. 
This cleansing basically boils down to a hard-handed 
politics of  erasure, destroying ‘irregular’, ‘anarchic’ 
and unruly housing constructions, bulldozing bars and 
terraces considered to be too close to the roadside, 
and banning containers, which Kinois commonly 
convert into little shops, from the street. The same is 
happening to the small street ‘restaurants’ . . . (which 
provide many women, and therefore whole families, 
with an income), as well as many other informal 
structures and infrastructures allowing urban dwellers 
to survive in the volatile economy of  the street. The 
urban authorities not only started to wage a war 
against these ‘illegal’ structures and activities but also 
against the very bodies of  those who perform or 
embody them. Amongst those who first fell victim to 
the state’s effort to ‘sanitize’ and recolonize the city, 
rewrite the city’s public spaces, redefine who has a 
right to the street and to the city, were Kinshasa’s 
street children and youth gangs . . . In an attempt to 
stamp a new material and moral scale onto the city’s 
surface, the urban authorities started to organize 
operations such as Kanga Vagabotlds (‘Grab the 
Vagabonds’) in order to expulse street children from 
the city’s public eye. But this urban policy went much 
further than purifying the streets of  unruly kids or 
prostitutes. What it envisaged was a much more 
harmful attempt at wilfully disrupting what is com- 
monly referred to as the ‘informal economy’, . . . which 
essentially refers to the entrepreneurial capacity of  
urban dwellers to generate the networked agencies, 
coping mechanisms and survival strategies . . . 

In Kinshasa, every singular life is embedded in a 
multiplicity of  relationships. Many of  these relation- 
ships are defined by family and kinship ties, but many 
others have to do with the specific ways in which one 
inserts oneself  – has to insert oneself  – in multiple 
complex, often overlapping, networks . . . Within the 
megalopolis that Kinshasa has become, this capacity 
‘to belong’, to socially position oneself  within as many 
different collectivities as possible, and thereby to 
obliterate anonymity . . . is crucial to survive and to 
exist beyond the raw reality of  mere survival and bare 
life. The capacity at insertion constitutes the pre- 
requisite for a life worth living in this kind of  urban 
environment, in economic as well as social terms. The 
state’s brutal destruction of  citizens’ material and 
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social environments under the guise of  an urban 
reform, which once again seems to be inspired by the 
earlier moral models of  colonialist modernity, there- 
fore forms a violent attack on precisely that crucial 
creative capacity which is a sine qua non to belong, and 
to belong together, in the city. The official urban 
politics ‘orphans’ many urban residents and in the  
end defines them as out of  place in the contours of  
this newer, cleaner, ‘better’ and more ‘modern’ urban 
 environment. 

The same exclusionist dynamics are fuelling an 
even more outspoken attempt at redefining what a 
‘proper’ city means today. During the campaign lead- 
ing up to the 2006 presidential elections, President 
Kabila launched his ‘Cinq Chantiers’ programme, his 
Five Public Works. The concept summarizes Kabila’s 
efforts to modernize education, health care, road 
infrastructure, access to electricity and housing ac- 
commodation in DR Congo. . . . Downtown Kinshasa 
(la Ville) went through a quite radical facelift, under the 
guidance of  Chinese engineers, Indian, or Pakistani 
architects, and real estate firms from Dubai, Zambia, 
or the Emirates. Along the main boulevards and major 
traffic arteries all trees were cut down and adjacent 
gardens and fields were destroyed, while the roads and 
boulevards themselves were widened to become 
eight-lane highways leading right into the heart of  the 
city. Some landmark buildings were embellished or 
restored, while others made way for new construction 
sites on an unprecedented scale. . . . 

Today, . . . almost every main street and boulevard 
of  Kinshasa is covered with huge billboards announc- 
ing the emergence of  this new city and offering the 

spectral, and often spectacular though highly spe- 
culative and still very volatile, vision of  Congo’s 
reinsertion into the global ecumene. The advertise- 
ments promise to bring ‘modernization’ and ‘un 
nouveau niveau de vie à Kin’ (a new standard of  life to 
Kinshasa). The billboards show representations of  
soon-to-be-constructed conference centres, five-star 
hotels, and skyscrapers with names such as ‘Modern 
Paradise’, Crown Tower or Riverview Towers. Many 
advertisements sport a portrait of  President Kabila 
alongside the statement that Congo will soon be ‘the 
mirror of  Africa’. Kinshasa, in other words, is again 
looking into the mirror of  modernity to fashion itself, 
but this time the mirror no longer reflects the earlier 
versions of  Belgian colonialist modernity, but instead 
it longs to capture the aura of  Dubai and other hot 
spots of  the new urban Global  South. 

The most striking billboard of  all is to be found 
near the beach, Kinshasa’s main port, close to the spot 
where, in Conrad’s novella, Kayerts and Carlier 
watched over ‘the fetish’, the storehouse containing 
the capitalist spirit of  civilization. Today, however, the 
beach offers a sorry sight. It has become an industrial 
wasteland. . . . It is this very same setting that was 
chosen by a company that calls itself  ‘Modern 
Construction’ to erect a new conference centre. On a 
huge billboard, a poster again shows a photo of  a 
smiling Kabila. On his left and right, one beholds a 
computer-animated picture revealing the new 
international conference centre, which will be built in 
the form of  a giant cruiser, complete with a rooftop 
terrace and restaurant! This building, Kabila seems to 
tell the Kinois, is the ultimate metaphor for the new 

Figure 2 Proposal for the Cité du Fleuve  Project
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Kinshasa and the new Congo. It offers the nation a 
new start and promises a prosperous voyage en  
route to global modernity. Even if, rather cynically, the 
name given to the building by the project developers is 
‘Modern Titanic’, the image of  the ship setting sail 
towards a new future for Kinshasa is powerfully 
seductive. Although there is no doubt in anyone’s 
mind that the odds against the Titanic not sinking are 
overwhelming, and although many urban residents in 
Kin know that they will never have a right to this new 
city, the hope which this naval image engenders, the 
hope for a better future, for new and more advantageous 
ways to cruise through life and navigate the city, simply 
proves to be irresistible. Even those who count them- 
selves amongst the President’s political adversaries 
cannot help but exclaim, ‘If  only this were true’, or, 
‘And what if  it would be for real this time?’ Although 
utopias usually remain locked within the realm of  pure 
speculation and material impossibility, Kabila’s 
[propagandists] seem to awaken new hopes, seem to 
have rekindled a dormant capacity to ‘believe’ and to 
dream against all odds: ‘C’est beau quand-meme, ca fait 
rêver! ’ people exclaim, ‘It is so beautiful that it makes 
one dream.’ 

But nowhere does the speculum of  neoliberal global 
modernity conjure up the oneiric more spectacularly 
(and nowhere does it reveal its exclusionist logics 
more strongly) than in another construction project, 
which is currently already underway: the Cité du 
Fleuve. This is the name given to an exclusive develop- 
ment to be situated on two artificially created islands. 
. . . The Main Island, the larger of  the two, will offer 
mixed commercial, retail and residential properties, 
while the smaller North Island will be reserved strictly 
for private homes and villas. The two islands will be 
connected to Kinshasa by means of  two  bridges. 

According to the developers’ website, La Cité du 
Fleuve will provide ‘a standard of  living unparalleled 
in Kinshasa and will be a model for the rest of  Africa’; 
it continues, ‘La Cité du Fleuve will showcase the new 
era of  African economic development.’ In reality, 
once more, most people currently living in the city will 
never be able to set foot on the two islands. If  all goes 
according to plan, the latter will be probably be . . . 
subject to their own special bylaws. Thus operated as 
a huge gated community, the Cité du Fleuve will 
inevitably redefine what is centre and what is edge in 
Kinshasa. Replicating the segregationist model of  
Ville and Cité that proved so highly effective during 
the Belgian colonial period, the islands will become 

the new Ville while the rest of  Kinshasa, with its nine 
million inhabitants, will be redefined in terms of  its 
periphery. In this way the new city map will redraw the 
geographies of  inclusion and exclusion in radical 
ways, and relegate its current residents to the city’s 
 edges. 

The first victims of  the Cité du Fleuve project (the 
realization of  which is planned over an eight-year 
period) will be a number of  fishermen’s villages in the 
Congo River, as well as hundreds of  farmers who now 
work on the empoldered land in the river. All of  them 
will be forced to move elsewhere to make room for the 
new development. Others will have to follow soon. As 
noted before, the emergence of  the new city drastically 
changes the content and scale of  what is deemed to 
be proper urban existence, and is going hand in hand 
with a destruction of  the small-scale networked 
agencies and coping mechanisms that currently allow 
the majority of  Kinois to survive in the  city. 

Undoubtedly, the re-urbanization process regula- 
rizes Kinshasa and ends its ‘exceptionalism’ in the 
sense that Kin’s dynamics of  urban growth has started, 
at last, to resemble that of  other world cities in the 
global south such as Dubai, Mumbai, Rio, or the urban 
conglomerations of  Southern China. Simultaneously, 
however, Kin will also join the shadow-side of  that 
global process of  urbanization, a side revealing itself  
in . . . an ever more difficult access and right to the city 
for many of  its current inhabitants of  which the 
majority is under the age of  25. Here, the spectral 
dimension of  the marvellous inevitably combines with 
the dimensions of  terror and the dismal. The night- 
marish side of  these new spectral topographies forms 
. . . the back of  the mirror which constantly reflects the 
occulted ‘underneath of  things’ accompanying this 
‘process of  urbanization’, and bringing it back to the 
surface and into the daily life experience of  the  Kinois. 

heTeROTOPOLOGy: dReaMiNG/
SPeaKiNG The New  KiNShaSa 

And yet, it is this very same mirror that somehow also 
unites Kinshasa’s powerful and powerless, its beau 
monde and its demi-monde, its Big Men and its ‘petit 
peuple’. Kinshasa’s residents and its leaders do not 
only share the same longing for a better city, but, 
remarkably, they often also share the same dream of  
what that city should look like. Upon my asking the 
farmers who are in danger of  being relocated due to 
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the Cité du Fleuve development whether they were 
well aware of  what awaited them, they stated, ‘Yes, 
we’ll be the victims, but still it will be beautiful.’ In 
other words, even though the governmental mana- 
gement of  the urban site generates new top- 
ographies of  inclusion and exclusion, of  propinquity 
and distance, and of  haves and have nots, and even if  
this dream of  a new future for the city simultaneously 
generates very tangible forms of  ever more pro- 
nounced segregation, even then, those who will not  
be granted access to the new ‘Mirror of  Africa’  
revel as much in this dream of  the modern city as the 
ruling  elites. 

In this sense, their commonly shared longing for a 
better city is not a utopia, it is something else. Unlike 
utopian, visionary dreams it does not generate or offer 
hope. Instead, it offers Kinshasa a new heterotopia, a 
new space that escapes from the real order of  things, 
its standard forms of  classification and accumulation, 
if  only because it conjures up the marvellous through 
its appeal to the imagination . . . It is precisely in the 
specular qualities of  the image of  the new city, the 
very process of  mirroring, realized in all those spaces 
where the interplay between real and unreal, or visible 
and invisible is realized, that this new heterotopology 
for Kinshasa is generated, allowing Kinois to overcome, 
even if  only for a moment, the fragmentedness, the 
contradictions and the ruptures that have scarred the 
face of  the city’s existence for so long now. It is not as 
if  this new heterotopia, this other, mythic Kinshasa, 
doesn’t have a very real relation with existing social, 
political, or economical processes in the city: all of  
these aspects are present in a very real, often material, 
form, but at the same time without any real or 
sustainable connection to place or  location. 

This is also the reason why, in the end, it almost 
doesn’t seem to matter whether the new city is 
physically built or not. The government does not really 
seem to believe the new polis will emerge in any 
lasting way, otherwise why would it have chosen  
to cynically refer to it as a Titanic? And the  
Kinois themselves are not easily fooled either: they 
know very well from past experiences not to trust or 
believe in the official discourses or the outcome of  its 
policies. . . . 

In the end, then, short-circuiting any real and 
tangible roadmaps for the construction of  a better 
urban future, the only place where the city is constantly 
being built is in language, in the architecture of  words. 
More than through material infrastructures or new 

technologies, the sheer force of  the word is perhaps 
the most powerful heterotopia through which the city 
imagines, invents and speaks itself. In Kinshasa, there 
is always the sneaking suspicion that the paths of  
transfer between language and reality have become 
totally unpredictable. Nevertheless words are also 
deeply believed in. They seem to be the ultimate 
weapon at one’s disposal to defend oneself  against an 
unfinished, unlivable, harsh and often hostile city. 
Together with the body, words also offer one of  the 
most powerful tools, one of  the most important 
building blocks with which to conquer, alter and erect 
the city over and over  again. 

In the Central African universe which brackets this 
urban world, the art of  rhetorics has always been the 
most efficient tool for self-realization and singula- 
rization . . . Words, also, have always had a tremendous 
power to construct or change reality, conjure up 
alternative orders, generate social networks and 
recreate public space (consider, in this respect, the 
word of  the diviner, the ritual specialist, the sacred 
king and the judge during a palaver, or the speech acts 
of  more recent urban figures of  success such as the 
politician, the musician and the preacher). In all of  
these contexts, the legitimate public word always 
constitutes a demiurgical ace of  social reproduction 
and of  world making. It is no coincidence that in the 
autochtonous Central-African cultural universe that 
brackets Kinshasa, colloquy, the act of  palavering and 
of  speaking together, is thought of  as an act of  
‘weaving’ the social world and as (a masculine 
equivalent of) giving birth to a child. Words, therefore, 
are always charged with a lot of  power, the power to 
make, conceive of  and act upon the world in which 
one lives. In this sociocultural constellation, words 
often seem more real than physical  reality. 

In a city where the built form of  the house is 
constantly banalized and reduced to its most basic 
function, that of  a shelter, and where the ordering and 
accumulation of  things rarely works beyond the simple 
architectures of  heaps of  charcoal, loaves of  bread, or 
white cassava flour for sale in Kinshasa’s streets  
and markets, city dwellers use speech as a potent 
instrument to create new urban orders. In such a city 
. . . it is not all that difficult to believe in the potential of  
words to represent and redesign the city through  
the construction of  rhetorical architectures. Their 
speech and prayers contain an unremitting attempt  
to subdue, to comprehend, to build and to govern the 
city, conjuring up new possible futures for  it. 



“Towards Sustainable  
development” 
from Our Common Future (1987) 

World Commission on Environment and Development  
(The Brundtland Commission) 

ediTOR’S  iNTROdUCTiON 

The physical city is a man-made construct, but the relationship between the city and the surrounding natural 
environment has always helped to define the character and quality of urban life. If the very first cities were 
expressions of “hydraulic” civilizations based on the control of water for irrigation, and if the cities of the Industrial 
Revolution ushered in a new age of unprecedented environmental degradation, it was unpolluted nature – or at 
least the idea of unpolluted nature – that offered a continuing source of intellectual regeneration and moral 
comparison. The utopian visionaries of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries – Frederick Law Olmsted (p. 364), 
Ebenezer Howard (p. 371), Le Corbusier (p. 379), and Frank Lloyd Wright (p. 388) – created city plans that 
balanced the man-made urban areas with parks, public gardens, or surrounding rural zones. And in recent years, 
the forces of nature ecology, green urbanism, and sustainability have grown in importance and become dominant 
forces in urban policy and  planning. 

In 1968, Stanford University biologist Paul Ehlich published The Population Bomb, predicting global 
overcrowding and persistent starvation in the underdeveloped nations by the 1980s. In 1970, the first Earth Day 
was celebrated in San Francisco. And in 1972, the Club of Rome published its influential report on The Limits to 
Growth, arguing that the world’s governments and economic powers needed to begin cutting back on 
overproduction and overconsumption in the face of uneven development, exploding population growth, and 
declining resources. All these developments suggested a growing shift toward environmentalism as the new 
reform paradigm at the very time that capitalism was globalizing and the ideological certainties of the 1960s left 
were beginning to lose favor. Then, in 1987, came Our Common Future, the report of the United Nations-
sponsored World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) and the clarion call for “sustainable 
development.” 

The WCED report is commonly called the Brundtland Report, so-named after the chairperson of the 
Commission, Gro Brundtland of Norway, the only prime minister of a major country to have previously served as 
environment minister. In its “Call to Action,” the Brundtland Report argued that during the twentieth century “the 
relationship between the human world and the planet that sustains it has undergone a profound change” and that 
the increased “rate of change is outstripping the ability of . . . our current capabilities.” As a result, the world needs 
to embrace the concept of sustainable development, defined as “development that meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” Such sustainable 
development, the Report continues, “contains within it . . . the concept of ‘needs,’ in particular the needs of the 
world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given.” 

Some skeptics dismissed the Brundtland Report as just one more attack on free-market capitalism in favor of 
massive government regulation of the economy. And even some radical environmentalists claimed that 
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a CaLL FOR aCTiON

Over the course of  this century, the relationship 
between the human world and the planet that sustains 
it has undergone a profound change.

When the century began, neither human numbers 
nor technology had the power radically to alter 
planetary systems. As the century closes, not only do 
vastly increased human numbers and their activities 
have that power, but major, unintended changes are 
occurring in the atmosphere, in soils, in waters, among 
plants and animals, and in the relationships among all 
of  these. The rate of  change is outstripping the ability 

of  scientific disciplines and our current capabilities to 
assess and advise. It is frustrating the attempts of  
political and economic institutions, which evolved in a 
different, more fragmented world, to adapt and cope. 
It deeply worries many people who are seeking ways 
to place those concerns on the political agendas.

The onus lies with no one group of  nations. 
Developing countries face the obvious life-threatening 
challenges of  desertification, deforestation, and pol- 
lution, and endure most of  the poverty associated 
with environmental degradation. The entire human 
family of  nations would suffer from the disappearance 
of  rain forests in the tropics, the loss of  plant and 

“sustainable development” was an oxymoron favored by big business interests to portray capitalism as 
ecologically benign. But the momentum behind the environmental vision of sustainability sparked by the 
Brundtland Report continued to grow with the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development of 1992, the 
Kyoto Protocol on global climate change of 1997–1999, and the World Summit on Sustainable Development in 
Johannesburg in 2002. Subsequent international climate change summits – and a series of sometimes 
controversial biennial reports of the UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) – have proven to 
be less successful in bringing substantive change in government policies around greenhouse gas emissions, 
especially when economic crises have redirected policies toward the revival of industrial development to provide 
jobs for the unemployed. But today, despite continued resistance to the imposition of strict controls on economic 
development, concerns about climate change and carbon dioxide emissions from the burning of fossil fuels have 
caused more and more governments to look for new, cleaner sources of energy. And in urban planning, the idea 
of “sustainability” has been broadly adopted as one of the key concepts behind urban development projects 
worldwide, especially in Europe and North America and most particularly in the work of New Urbanists (p. 410) 
and other advocates of environmentally low-impact building techniques, pedestrian-friendly cities, electric 
automobiles, and renewable energy sources like solar and  wind. 

For descriptions in this volume of sustainable development applied to urban contexts, consult Timothy 
Beatley’s “Planning for Sustainability in European Cities” (p. 492) and Peter Calthorpe’s Urbanism in the Age of 
Climate Change (p. 511). For a more expanded range of views on urban sustainability, consult Stephen Wheeler 
and Timothy Beatley (eds.), The Sustainable Urban Development Reader, 3rd edn (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2014). The literature on environmentalism in general is huge and ubiquitous, and a notable recent 
trend has been the perception that dense cities are, per capita, the greenest type of human settlement pattern. 
For example, in “Green Manhattan,” David Owen (p. 414) calls for cities to be “more like New York,” and in 
Triumph of the City (2011), Edward Glaeser (p. 707) argues that “misguided environmentalism”, like building 
height controls, often pushes urban populations out of cities towards the sprawling suburbs, thereby creating 
more pollution and more wasteful, unsustainable patterns of land  use. 

In the end, sustainability is an idea that is most compelling when it cleaves closely to the underlying science 
of climate change and avoids the exaggeration and sensationalism of journalism and political discourse, but 
since mass media frenzies and partisan bias are so closely intertwined with environmental policy, many dissenting 
voices abound, not all of them from “flat earthers” or climate change “deniers.” For the best of the questioning 
views, consult Bjorn Lumborg, The Skeptical Environmentalist: Measuring the Real State of the World 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001) and Stewart Brand, Whole Earth Discipline (New York: 
Penguin, 2010), a remarkably intelligent and challenging manifesto, by one of the founders of the modern 
environmental movement, for a new approach to sustainability that embraces formerly taboo subjects like nuclear 
power and genetically modified  crops. 
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animal species, and changes in rainfall patterns. 
Industrial nations face the life-threatening challenges 
of  toxic chemicals, toxic wastes, and acidification. All 
nations may suffer from the releases by industrialized 
countries of  carbon dioxide and of  gases that react 
with the ozone layer, and from any future war fought 
with the nuclear arsenals controlled by those nations. 
All nations will have a role to play in changing trends, 
and in righting an international economic system  
that increases rather than decreases inequality, that 
increases rather than decreases numbers of  poor and 
hungry.

The next few decades are crucial. The time has 
come to break out of  past patterns. Attempts to 
maintain social and ecological stability through old 
approaches to development and environmental pro- 
tection will increase instability. Security must be sought 
through change. The Commission has noted a number 
of  actions that must be taken to reduce risks to survival 
and to put future development on paths that are 
sustainable. Yet we are aware that such a reorientation 
on a continuing basis is simply beyond the reach of  
present decision-making structures and institutional 
arrangements, both national and international.

This Commission has been careful to base our 
recommendations on the realities of  present institu- 
tions, on what can and must be accomplished today. 
But to keep options open for future generations, the 
present generation must begin now, and begin together.

To achieve the needed changes, we believe that an 
active follow-up of  this report is imperative. It is with 
this in mind that we call for the UN General Assembly, 
upon due consideration, to transform this report into a 
UN Programme on Sustainable Development. Special 
follow-up conferences could be initiated at the regional 
level. Within an appropriate period after the presen- 
tation of  this report to the General Assembly, an 
international conference could be convened to review 
progress made, and to promote follow-up arrange- 
ments that will be needed to set benchmarks and to 
maintain human progress.

First and foremost, this Commission has been 
concerned with people – of  all countries and all walks 
of  life. And it is to people that we address our report. 
The changes in human attitudes that we call for 
depend on a vast campaign of  education, debate, and 
public participation. This campaign must start now if  
sustainable human progress is to be achieved.

The members of  the World Commission on 
Environment and Development came from 21 very 

different nations. In our discussions, we disagreed 
often on details and priorities. But despite our widely 
differing backgrounds and varying national and 
international responsibilities, we were able to agree to 
the lines along which change must be drawn.

We are unanimous in our conviction that security, 
wellbeing, and very survival of  the planet depend on 
such changes, now.

a ThReaTeNed FUTURe

The Earth is one but the world is not. We depend on 
one biosphere for sustaining our lives. Yet each com- 
munity, each country, strives for survival and prosperity 
with little regard for its impact on others. Some 
consume the Earth’s resources at a rate that would 
leave little for future generations. Others, many more 
in number, consume far too little and live with the 
prospect of  hunger, squalor, disease, and early death.

Yet progress has been made. Throughout much of  
the world, children born today can expect to live 
longer and be better educated than their parents. In 
many parts, the newborn can also expect to attain a 
higher standard of  living in a wider sense. Such pro-
gress provides hope as we contemplate the improve-
ments still needed, and also as we face our failures to 
make this Earth a safer and sounder home for us and 
for those who are to come.

The failures that we need to correct arise both from 
poverty and from the short-sighted way in which we 
have often pursued prosperity. Many parts of  the 
world are caught in a vicious downwards spiral: Poor 
people are forced to overuse environmental resources 
to survive from day to day, and their impoverishment 
of  their environment further impoverishes them, 
making their survival ever more difficult and uncertain. 
The prosperity attained in some parts of  the world is 
often precarious, as it has been secured through 
farming, forestry, and industrial practices that bring 
profit and progress only over the short term.

Societies have faced such pressures in the past and, 
as many desolate ruins remind us, sometimes 
succumbed to them. But generally these pressures 
were local. Today the scale of  our interventions in 
nature is increasing and the physical effects of  our 
decisions spill across national frontiers. The growth in 
economic interaction between nations amplifies the 
wider consequences of  national decisions. Economics 
and ecology bind us in ever-tightening networks. 
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Today, many regions face risks of  irreversible damage 
to the human environment that threaten the basis for 
human progress.

These deepening interconnections are the central 
justification for the establishment of  this Commis- 
sion. We traveled the world for nearly three years, lis-
tening. At special public hearings organized by the 
Commission, we heard from government leaders, sci-
entists, and experts, from citizens’ groups concerned 
about a wide range of  environment and development 
issues, and from thousands of  individuals – farmers, 
shanty-town residents, young people, industrialists, 
and indigenous and tribal peoples.

We found everywhere deep public concern for the 
environment, concern that has led not just to protests 
but often to changed behaviour. The challenge is to 
ensure that these new values are more adequately 
reflected in the principles and operations of  political 
and economic structures.

We also found grounds for hope: that people can 
cooperate to build a future that is more prosperous, 
more just, and more secure; that a new era of  econo- 
mic growth can be attained, one based on policies that 
sustain and expand the Earth’s resource base; and that 
the progress that some have known over the last 
century can be experienced by all in the years ahead. 
But for this to happen, we must understand better the 
symptoms of  stress that confront us, we must identify 
the causes, and we must design new approaches to 
managing environmental resources and to sustaining 
human development.

SyMPTOMS aNd CaUSeS

Environmental stress has often been seen as the result 
of  the growing demand on scarce resources and the 
pollution generated by the rising living standards  
of  the relatively affluent. But poverty itself  pollutes  
the environment, creating environmental stress in a 
different way. Those who are poor and hungry will 
often destroy their immediate environment in order to 
survive: They will cut down forests, their livestock will 
overgraze grasslands; they will overuse marginal land; 
and in growing numbers they will crowd into congested 
cities. The cumulative effect of  these changes is so 
far-reaching as to make poverty itself  a major global 
scourge.

On the other hand, where economic growth has led 
to improvements in living standards, it has sometimes 

been achieved in ways that are globally damaging in 
the longer term. Much of  the improvement in the past 
has been based on the use of  increasing amounts of  
raw materials, energy, chemicals, and synthetics and 
on the creation of  pollution that is not adequately 
accounted for in figuring the costs of  production 
processes. These trends have had unforeseen effects 
on the environment. Thus today’s environmental 
challenges arise both from the lack of  development 
and from the unintended consequences of  some 
forms of  economic growth.

[. . .]
Sustainable development is development that 

meets the needs of  the present without compromising 
the ability of  future generations to meet their own 
needs. It contains within it two key concepts:

j the concept of  ‘needs’, in particular the essential 
needs of  the world’s poor, to which overriding 
priority should be given; and

j the idea of  limitations imposed by the state of  
technology and social organization on the environ-
ment’s ability to meet present and future needs.

Thus the goals of  economic and social develop- 
ment must be defined in terms of  sustainability in all 
countries – developed or developing, market-oriented 
or centrally planned. Interpretations will vary, but must 
share certain general features and must flow from  
a consensus on the basic concept of  sustainable  
development and on a broad strategic framework for 
achieving it. Development involves a progressive trans-
formation of  economy and society. A development 
path that is sustainable in a physical sense could theo-
retically be pursued even in a rigid social and political 
setting. But physical sustainability cannot be secured 
unless development policies pay attention to such con-
siderations as changes in access to resources and in the 
distribution of  costs and benefits. Even the narrow 
notion of  physical sustainability implies a concern for 
social equity between generations, a concern that must 
logically be extended to equity within each generation.

The CONCePT OF SUSTaiNaBLe 
deVeLOPMeNT

The satisfaction of  human needs and aspirations is the 
major objective of  development. The essential needs 
of  vast numbers of  people in developing countries 
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– for food, clothing, shelter, jobs – are not being met, 
and beyond their basic needs these people have 
legitimate aspirations for an improved quality of  life. A 
world in which poverty and inequity are endemic will 
always be prone to ecological and other crises. 
Sustainable development requires meeting the basic 
needs of  all and extending to all the opportunity to 
satisfy their aspirations for a better life.

Living standards that go beyond the basic mini- 
mum are sustainable only if  consumption standards 
everywhere have regard for long-term sustainability. 
Yet many of  us live beyond the world’s ecological 
means, for instance in our patterns of  energy use. 
Perceived needs are socially and culturally determined, 
and sustainable development requires the promotion 
of  values that encourage consumption standards that 
are within the bounds of  the ecologically possible and 
to which all can reasonably aspire.

Meeting essential needs depends in part on achiev- 
ing full growth potential, and sustainable development 
clearly requires economic growth in places where 
such needs are not being met. Elsewhere, it can be 
consistent with economic growth, provided the 
content of  growth reflects the broad principles of  
sustainability and non-exploitation of  others. But 
growth by itself  is not enough. High levels of  pro- 
ductive activity and widespread poverty can coexist, 
and can endanger the environment. Hence sustainable 
development requires that societies meet human 
needs both by increasing productive potential and by 
ensuring equitable opportunities for all. An expansion 
in numbers can increase the pressure on resources 
and slow the rise in living standards in areas where 
deprivation is widespread. Though the issue is not 
merely one of  population size but of  the distribu- 
tion of  resources, sustainable development can only  
be pursued if  demographic developments are in 
harmony with the changing productive potential of  
the ecosystem.

A society may in many ways compromise its ability 
to meet the essential needs of  its people in the future 
– by overexploiting resources, for example. The 
direction of  technological developments may solve 
some immediate problems but lead to even greater 
ones. Large sections of  the population may be 
marginalized by ill-considered development.

Settled agriculture, the diversion of  watercourses, 
the extraction of  minerals, the emission of  heat and 
noxious gases into the atmosphere, commercial 
forests, and genetic manipulation are all examples of  

human intervention in natural systems during the 
course of  development. Until recently, such inter- 
ventions were small in scale and their impact limited. 
Today’s interventions are more drastic in scale and 
impact, and more threatening to life-support systems 
both locally and globally. This need not happen. At a 
minimum, sustainable development must not endan-
ger the natural systems that support life on Earth: the 
atmosphere, the waters, the soils, and the living beings.

Growth has no set limits in terms of  population or 
resource use beyond which lies ecological disaster. 
Different limits hold for the use of  energy, mate- 
rials, water, and land. Many of  these will manifest 
themselves in the form of  rising costs and diminishing 
returns, rather than in the form of  any sudden loss of  
a resource base. The accumulation of  knowledge and 
the development of  technology can enhance the 
carrying capacity of  the resource base. But ultimate 
limits there are, and sustainability requires that long 
before these are reached, the world must ensure 
equitable access to the constrained resource and 
reorient technological efforts to relieve the pressure.

Economic growth and development obviously 
involve changes in the physical ecosystem. Every 
ecosystem everywhere cannot be preserved intact. A 
forest may be depleted in one part of  a water-shed 
and extended elsewhere, which is not a bad thing if  
the exploitation has been planned and the effects on 
soil erosion rates, water regimes, and genetic losses 
have been taken into account. In general, renewable 
resources like forests and fish stocks need not be 
depleted provided the rate of  use is within the limits of  
regeneration and natural growth. But most renewable 
resources are part of  a complex and interlinked 
ecosystem, and maximum sustainable yield must be 
defined after taking into account system-wide effects 
of  exploitation.

As for nonrenewable resources, like fossil fuels and 
minerals, their use reduces the stock available for 
future generations. But this does not mean that such 
resources should not be used. In general the rate of  
depletion should take into account the criticality of  
that resource, the availability of  technologies for 
minimizing depletion, and the likelihood of  substitutes 
being available. Thus land should not be degraded 
beyond reasonable recovery. With minerals and fossil 
fuels, the rate of  depletion and the emphasis on 
recycling and economy of  use should be calibrated  
to ensure that the resource does not run out before 
acceptable substitutes are available. Sustainable 
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development requires that the rate of  depletion of  
nonrenewable resources should foreclose as few 
future options as possible.

Development tends to simplify ecosystems and to 
reduce their diversity of  species. And species, once 
extinct, are not renewable. The loss of  plant and 
animal species can greatly limit the options of  future 
generations; so sustainable development requires the 
conservation of  plant and animal species.

So-called free goods like air and water are also 
resources. The raw materials and energy of  production 

processes are only partly converted to useful products. 
The rest comes out as wastes. Sustainable develop-
ment requires that the adverse impacts on the quality of  
air, water, and other natural elements are minimized so 
as to sustain the ecosystem’s overall integrity.

In essence, sustainable development is a process 
of  change in which the exploitation of  resources, the 
direction of  investments, the orientation of  techno-
logical development, and institutional change are all in 
harmony and enhance both current and future poten-
tial to meet human needs and aspirations.



“Charter of the  
New Urbanism” 

Congress for the New  Urbanism 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The sustainability principles espoused by the Brundtland Commission (p. 404) helped to give weight and 
authority to urban environmentalist organizations worldwide, none more so than an innovative planning and 
design movement called the New Urbanism. The Chicago-based Congress for a New Urbanism was officially 
established in 1993, but the immediate origin of the movement was a meeting at the Awahnee Hotel in Yosemite 
Valley, California, in 1991. There, an extraordinary collective of visionary architects and designers – among them, 
Peter Calthorpe, Andres Duany, Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, Michael Corbett, Stafanos Polyzoides, Daniel Solomon, 
and Elizabeth Moule – met with a number of California policy-makers to promulgate the Awahnee Principles for 
future urban development along ecologically sound lines. Many of those Principles became elements of the 
“Charter of the New Urbanism.” The movement made swift gains throughout the 1990s – becoming a favored 
model of the US Department of Housing and Urban Development during the Clinton administration – and  
New Urbanist projects were built throughout the United States and Canada. In 2003, an allied Council for 
European Urbanism was established in the UK, actively encouraged by HRH Charles, Prince of Wales, and the 
New Urbanism spread worldwide with projects in France, Portugal, Sweden, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and  China. 

The heart of the Charter of the New Urbanism consists of 27 principles – nine in each of three broad  
categories – preceded by a kind of preamble that establishes the visionary, almost utopian, goals of the move- 
ment. The preamble begins by asserting that all of today’s urban ills – inner-city decay, suburban sprawl, the 
deterioration of agricultural and wilderness lands, even race- and class-based segregation – are parts of “one 
interrelated community-building challenge.” It goes on to call for the “restoration of existing urban centers”  
and the transformation of “sprawling suburbs into communities of real neighborhoods and diverse districts.”  
New urbanism recognizes “that physical solutions by themselves will not solve social and economic problems,” 
but it insists that “a coherent and supportive physical framework” is a necessary, if not sufficient, precondition  
for urban progress and that such progress must be achieved “through citizen-based participatory planning  
and design.” 

The 27 principles of the Charter address contemporary urban planning issues at a much finer level of detail, 
beginning with an examination of cities and towns at the metropolitan scale. “The metropolitan region,” it states, 
is defined by natural topography and represents “a fundamental economic unit of the contemporary world.” These 
metropolitan-scale principles go on to call for urban growth boundaries that do not “blur or eradicate the edges 
of the metropolis,” intensive “infill development” within existing cities, region-wide revenue sharing, and a wide 
range of transportation options that “maximize access and mobility . . . while reducing dependence upon the 
automobile.” 

The next set of principles examines the needs of “the neighborhood, the district, and the corridor.” The Charter 
calls for neighborhoods that are “compact, pedestrian-friendly, and mixed-use” so that “many activities of daily 
living” can be within walking distance. In addition, neighborhoods should contain local shopping districts (not 
distant malls), parks, and community schools. Finally, another nine principles look at “the block, the street, and 
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THE CONGRESS FOR THE NEW URBANISM views 
disinvestment in central cities, the spread of  placeless 
sprawl, increasing separation by race and income, envi-
ronmental deterioration, loss of  agricultural lands and 
wilderness, and the erosion of  society’s built heritage as 
one interrelated community-building challenge.

WE STAND for the restoration of  existing urban 
centers and towns within coherent metropolitan 
regions, the reconfiguration of  sprawling suburbs into 
communities of  real neighborhood and diverse 
districts, the conservation of  natural environments, 
and the preservation of  our built legacy.

WE RECOGNIZE that physical solutions by them-
selves will not solve social and economic problems, 
but neither can economic vitality, community stability, 
and environmental health be sustained without a 
coherent and supportive physical framework.

WE ADVOCATE the restructuring of  public policy 
and development practices to support the following 
principles: neighborhoods should be diverse in use 
and population; communities should be designed for 
the pedestrian and transit as well as the car; cities and 
towns should be shaped by physically defined and 
universally accessible public spaces and community 

the building,” calling for an architecture that “transcends style,” that grows from “local climate, topography, history, 
and building practice,” and that creates environments characterized by safety, accessibility, and  openness. 

The New Urbanism is not without its critics. Some have dismissed it as a “New Suburbanism” that addresses 
the issues of the young middle-class – double-income, no kids families called DINKs – but that has no relevance 
for low-income inner-city neighborhoods or even the loft-living districts of the tech workers of the Millennial 
Generation. Others feel that the “new traditionalism” tendencies of many New Urbanist developments feel 
artificial and too carefully, too strictly planned. And one critic even claimed that the emphasis on openness and 
accessibility leads to “crime-friendly neighborhoods.” But for all this, the New Urbanism has proven to be a long-
lived and ever-evolving  movement. 

Unlike most of the twentieth-century planning movements, the New Urbanism is not tied to the ambitions and 
pretensions of a single individual. Rather like the Garden City movement that Ebenezer Howard pioneered but 
did not monopolize, the New Urbanism has attracted a large number of practitioners, and the movement has 
various wings and branches that continually question and inform the movement’s mainstream. For example, 
although the Charter of the New Urbanism calls for a reasonable mix of transit options, including the private 
automobile, one somewhat alarmist video documentary of 2004 is titled The End of Suburbia: Oil Depletion and 
the Collapse of the American Dream. Yet another video, New Urban Cowboy: Toward a New Pedestrianism of 
2008, appears to be a publicity vehicle for the producer’s campaign for the Florida governorship! For a more 
sober critique, see David Harvey, “The New Urbanism and the Communitarian Trap,” Harvard Design Magazine, 
1 (1997), pp. 68–69. 

The literature on the New Urbanism is as rich and varied as the movement itself. Peter Katz, The New 
Urbanism: Towards an Architecture of Community (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1994) and Doug Kelbaugh, 
Common Place: Toward Neighborhood and Regional Design (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997) 
provide overviews of designs by Calthorpe and other New Urbanists. Kenneth B. Hall and Gerald A. Porterfield, 
Community by Design: New Urbanism for Suburbs and Small Communities (New York: McGraw-Hill 
Professional, 2001) and E. Talen, New Urbanism and American Planning: The Conflict of Cultures (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2005) offer detailed analyses of the New Urbanist movement. The 69-page New Urbanism: 
Peter Calthorpe vs. Lars Lerup: Michigan Debates on Urbanism (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2005) 
is a lively and scintillating exchange of views with an afterword by editor Robert Fishman. See also James Howard 
Kunstler’s The Geography of Nowhere (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1993) and Home from Nowhere: Remaking 
Our Everyday World for the Twenty-first Century (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1998) for a popular account of 
Calthorpe and other New Urbanists’ work. Also of interest are John Dutton, New American Urbanism: Re-forming 
the Suburban Metropolis (Milan: Skira, 2001), Todd W. Bressi (ed.), The Seaside Debates: A Critique of the 
New Urbanism (New York: Rizzoli, 2002), and Gabriele Tagliaventi, New Urbanism (Florence: Alinea, 2002). The 
best place to begin any research on the New Urbanist movement is Michael Leccese and Kathleen McCormick 
(eds.), Charter of the New Urbanism (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1999). 
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institutions; urban places should be framed by 
architecture and landscape design that celebrate local 
history, climate, ecology, and building practice.

WE REPRESENT a broad-based citizenry, com-
posed of  public and private sector leaders, commu-
nity activists, and multidisciplinary professionals. We 
are committed to reestablishing the relationship 
between the art of  building and the making of  com-
munity, through citizen-based participatory planning 
and design.

WE DEDICATE ourselves to reclaiming our 
homes, blocks, streets, parks, neighborhoods, districts, 
towns, cities, regions, and environment.

We assert the following principles to guide public policy, 
development practice, urban planning, and design:

The region: Metropolis, city, and town

1. Metropolitan regions are finite places with 
geographic boundaries derived from topography, 
watersheds, coastlines, farmlands, regional parks, 
and river basins. The metropolis is made of  
multiple centers that are cities, towns, and villages, 
each with its own identifiable center and edges.

2. The metropolitan region is a fundamental economic 
unit of  the contemporary world. Governmental 
cooperation, public policy, physical planning, and 
economic strategies must reflect this new reality.

3. The metropolis has a necessary and fragile 
relationship to its agrarian hinterland and natural 
landscapes. The relationship is environmental, 
economic, and cultural. Farmland and nature are 
as important to the metropolis as the garden is to 
the house.

4. Development patterns should not blur or eradicate 
the edges of  the metropolis. Infill development 
within existing urban areas conserves environmen-
tal resources, economic investment, and social 
fabric, while reclaiming marginal and abandoned 
areas. Metropolitan regions should develop strate-
gies to encourage such infill development over 
peripheral expansion.

5. Where appropriate, new development contiguous 
to urban boundaries should be organized as neigh-
borhoods and districts, and be integrated with the 
existing urban pattern. Noncontiguous develop-
ment should be organized as towns and villages 
with their own urban edges, and planned for a 
jobs/housing balance, not as bedroom suburbs.

6. The development and redevelopment of  towns 
and cities should respect historical patterns, prec-
edents and boundaries.

7. Cities and towns should bring into proximity a 
broad spectrum of  public and private uses to 
support a regional economy that benefits people 
of  all incomes. Affordable housing should be  
distributed throughout the region to match job 
opportunities and to avoid concentrations of  
poverty.

8. The physical organization of  the region should be 
supported by a framework of  transportation alter-
natives. Transit, pedestrian, and bicycle systems 
should maximize access and mobility throughout 
the region while reducing dependence upon the 
automobile.

9. Revenues and resources can be shared more coop-
eratively among the municipalities and centers 
within regions to avoid destructive competition for 
tax base and to promote rational coordination of  
transportation, recreation, public services, housing, 
and community institutions.

The neighborhood, the district, and the corridor

1. The neighborhood, the district, and the corridor 
are the essential elements of  development  
and redevelopment in the metropolis. They form 
identifiable areas that encourage citizens to  
take responsibility for their maintenance and 
evolution.

2. Neighborhoods should be compact, pedestrian-
friendly, and mixed-use. Districts generally 
emphasize a special single use, and should follow 
the principles of  neighborhood design when 
possible. Corridors are regional connectors of  
neighborhoods and districts; they range from 
boulevards and rail lines to rivers and parkways.

3. Many activities of  daily living should occur  
within walking distance, allowing independence to 
those who do not drive, especially the elderly and  
the young. Interconnected networks of  streets 
should be designed to encourage walking, reduce 
the number and length of  automobile trips, and 
conserve energy.

4. Within neighborhoods, a broad range of  housing 
types and price levels can bring people of  diverse 
ages, races, and incomes into daily interac- 
tion, strengthening the personal and civic bonds 
essential to an authentic community.
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5. Transit corridors, when properly planned and 
coordinated, can help organize metropolitan 
structure and revitalize urban centers. In contrast, 
highway corridors should not displace investment 
from existing centers.

6. Appropriate building densities and land uses 
should be within walking distance of  transit stops, 
permitting public transit to become a viable 
alternative to the automobile.

7. Concentrations of  civic, institutional, and com- 
mercial activity should be embedded in neigh- 
borhoods and districts, not isolated in remote, 
single-use complexes. Schools should be sized and 
located to enable children to walk or bicycle to 
them.

8. The economic health and harmonious evolution 
of  neighborhoods, districts, and corridors can be 
improved through graphic urban design codes that 
serve as predictable guides for change.

9. A range of  parks, from tot-lots and village greens 
to ball fields and community gardens, should  
be distributed within neighborhoods. Conserva- 
tion areas and open lands should be used to  
define and connect different neighborhoods and 
districts.

The block, the street, and the building

1. A primary task of  all urban architecture and land-
scape design is the physical definition of  streets 
and public spaces as places of  shared use.

2. Individual architectural projects should be 
seamlessly linked to their surroundings. This issue 
transcends style.

3. The revitalization of  urban places depends on 
safety and security. The design of  streets and 
buildings should reinforce safe environments, but 
not at the expense of  accessibility and openness.

4. In the contemporary metropolis, development 
must adequately accommodate automobiles. It 
should do so in ways that respect the pedestrian 
and the form of  public space.

5. Streets and squares should be safe, comfortable, and 
interesting to the pedestrian. Properly configured, 
they encourage walking and enable neighbors to 
know each other and protect their communities.

6. Architecture and landscape design should grow 
from local climate, topography, history, and building 
practice.

7. Civic buildings and public gathering places require 
important sites to reinforce community identity 
and the culture of  democracy. They deserve 
distinctive form, because their role is different from 
that of  other buildings and places that constitute 
the fabric of  the city.

8. All buildings should provide their inhabitants with a 
clear sense of  location, weather and time. Natural 
methods of  heating and cooling can be more 
resource-efficient than mechanical systems.

9. Preservation and renewal of  historic buildings, 
districts, and landscapes affirm the continuity and 
evolution of  urban society.



“Green Manhattan: everywhere  
Should Be More Like New york” 
The New Yorker (2004) 

David  Owen 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

In 1912, the great British architect and town planning pioneer Raymond Unwin – who was deeply influenced by 
the arts and crafts medievalism of William Morris and who, along with his partner Barry Parker, designed 
Letchworth, Ebenezer Howard’s first Garden City – published an influential pamphlet entitled “Nothing Gained 
by Overcrowding!” Unwin’s distaste for extreme urban density – and that of the Garden City movement as a 
whole – was a response to the polluted and unhealthy conditions of London and the industrial cities of the 
nineteenth century, the kind of conditions described by Friedrich Engels (p. 53) and other activists. In 2004, 
journalist David Owen published in The New Yorker an article with the provocative title “Green Manhattan: 
Everywhere Should Be More Like New York” that argued that far from being “an ecological nightmare, a wasteland 
of concrete and garbage,” Manhattan was “the greenest community in the United States” and the very “model of 
environmental responsibility.” 

The gulf that separates Unwin’s view of urban density and Owen’s is that the overarching goal of the utopian 
vision has shifted over the course of a hundred years from concerns about congestion, pollution, and health to 
broader issues of environmental sustainability. Owen admits that places like New York do indeed use massive 
amounts of energy and generate huge amounts of greenhouse gases and solid wastes when calculated by the 
square foot. But when calculated on a per capita basis, putting “one and a half million people on a 23-square-mile 
island . . . forces the majority to live in some of the more inherently energy-efficient structures in the world: 
apartment buildings.” Density also allows urban residents to walk, bike, and take transit to run errands and go to 
work. As a result, Manhattanites use private automobiles at one-tenth the rate of suburbanites and consume a 
small fraction – again, on a per capita basis – of energy as compared to the average American. “Barring an almost 
inconceivable reduction in the earth’s population,” Owen concludes, “dense urban centers offer one of the few 
plausible remedies for some of the world’s most discouraging environmental ills.” 

David Owen has been a senior writer at Harper’s magazine, a contributing editor to The Atlantic Monthly, and, 
since 1991, a staff writer for The New Yorker. He is the author of more than a dozen books, four of them about 
golf and others about topics as diverse as teenage culture (High School, New York: Viking, 1981), the 
standardized-testing industry (None of the Above: Behind the Myth of Scholastic Aptitude, New York: Houghton 
Mifflin, 1985), and the invention of the Xerox machine (Copies in Seconds, New York: Simon and Schuster, 
2004). Owen wrote the essay reprinted here and later expanded it into an influential full-length book, Green 
Metropolis: Why Living Smaller, Living Closer, and Driving Less are the Keys to Sustainability (New York: 
Riverhead/Penguin, 2009). He followed Green Metropolis with a controversial but intelligent critique of popular 
environmentalism, The Conundrum: How Scientific Innovation, Increased Efficiency, and Good Intentions Can 
Make our Energy and Climate Problems Worse (New York: Riverhead/Penguin, 2012). 

Critics of Owen’s urban prescription points out that not all cities are like Manhattan either in density or global 
influence, an objection often leveled at Jane Jacobs (p. 149), Kenneth Jackson (p. 73), and other members of an 
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alleged “New York school” of urban analysis. And Owen readily acknowledges that “living in densely populated 
urban centers has many drawbacks” such as dirt, cacophony, and high rates of childhood asthma. But today he 
is hardly alone in calling for his “living smaller, living closer, and driving less” agenda. As long ago as 1985, 
architect and urban designer Peter Calthorpe argued in The Whole Earth Review that “the image of the city as 
a cancerous lesion oozing with pollution and destroying the environment” is a now-outmoded perceptual artifact 
of the nineteenth century. “Ideally,” he asserted, “the city is the most environmentally benign form of human 
settlement.” This is a theme that Calthorpe has elaborated in great detail in Urbanism in the Age of Climate 
Change (London: Island Press, 2011), a selection from which appears in Part Six: Urban Planning Theory and 
Practice (p. 423). 

Other important readings on designing cities for sustainability may be found in Stephen M. Wheeler and 
Timothy Beatley (eds.), The Sustainable Urban Development Reader, 3rd edn (London and New York: Routledge, 
2014) and Jeff Speck, Walkable City: How Downtown Can Save America, One Step at a Time (New York: North 
Point Press, 2012). Owen, like many others, blames the urban sustainability crisis on the twentieth-century 
American infatuation with the automobile and the development of suburbia. For a range of views on this subject, 
see Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1985, p. 73 in this volume), Robert Bruegmann, Sprawl: A Compact History (Chicago: 
University Of Chicago Press, 2005, p. 218 in this volume), Shlomo Angel, “Planning for a Planet of Cities”  
(p. 537), and Frederic Stout, “The Automobile, the City, and the New Urban Mobilities (2014, p. 696).  

My wife and I got married right out of  college, in 1978. 
We were young and naïve and unashamedly idealistic, 
and we decided to make our first home in a utopian 
environmentalist community in New York State. For 
seven years, we lived, quite contentedly, in circums- 
tances that would strike most Americans as austere in 
the extreme: our living space measured just seven 
hundred square feet, and we didn’t have a dishwasher, 
a garbage disposal, a lawn, or a car. We did our grocery 
shopping on foot, and when we needed to travel longer 
distances we used public transportation. Because 
space at home was scarce, we seldom acquired new 
possessions of  significant size. Our electric bills 
worked out to about a dollar a  day. 

The utopian community was Manhattan. . . . Most 
Americans, including most New Yorkers, think of  New 
York City as an ecological nightmare, a wasteland of  
concrete and garbage and diesel fumes and traffic 
jams, but in comparison with the rest of  America it’s a 
model of  environmental responsibility. By the most 
significant measures, New York is the greenest com-
munity in the United States, and one of  the greenest 
cities in the world. The most devastating damage 
humans have done to the environment has arisen from 
the heedless burning of  fossil fuels, a category in 
which New Yorkers are practically prehistoric. The 
average Manhattanite consumes gasoline at a rate 
that the country as a whole hasn’t matched since  
the mid-1920s, when the most widely owned car in the 

United States was the Ford Model T. Eighty-two per 
cent of  Manhattan residents travel to work by public 
transit, by bicycle, or on foot. That’s ten times the rate 
for Americans in general, and eight times the rate for 
residents of  Los Angeles County. New York City is 
more populous than all but eleven states; if  it were 
granted statehood, it would rank fifty-first in per-cap-
ita energy  use. 

“Any place that has such tall buildings and heavy 
traffic is obviously an environmental disaster—except 
that it isn’t,” John Holtzclaw, a transportation 
consultant for the Sierra Club and the Natural 
Resources Defense Council, told me. “If  New Yorkers 
lived at the typical American sprawl density of  three 
households per residential acre, they would require 
many times as much land. They’d be driving cars, and 
they’d have huge lawns and be using pesticides and 
fertilizers on them, and then they’d be overwatering 
their lawns, so that runoff  would go into streams.” The 
key to New York’s relative environmental benignity is 
its extreme compactness. Manhattan’s population 
density is more than eight hundred times that of  the 
nation as a whole. Placing one and a half  million 
people on a 23-square-mile island sharply reduces 
their opportunities to be wasteful, and forces the 
majority to live in some of  the most inherently energy-
efficient residential structures in the world: apartment 
buildings. It also frees huge tracts of  land for the rest 
of  America to sprawl  into. 
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My wife and I had our first child in 1984. We had 
both grown up in suburbs, and we decided that we 
didn’t want to raise our tiny daughter in a huge city. 
Shortly after she learned to walk, we moved to a small 
town in northwestern Connecticut, about ninety miles 
north of  midtown Manhattan. Our house, which was 
built in the late 1700s, is across a dirt road from a 
nature preserve and is shaded by tall white-pine trees. 
After big rains, we can hear a swollen creek rushing by 
at the bottom of  the hill. Deer, wild turkeys, and the 
occasional black bear feed themselves in our yard. 
From the end of  our driveway, I can walk several miles 
through woods to an abandoned nineteenth-century 
railway tunnel, while crossing only one paved  road. 

Yet our move was an ecological catastrophe. Our 
consumption of  electricity went from roughly four 
thousand kilowatt-hours a year, toward the end of  our 
time in New York, to almost thirty thousand kilowatt-
hours in 2003—and our house doesn‘t even have 
central air-conditioning. We bought a car shortly 
before we moved, and another one soon after we 
arrived, and a third one ten years later. (If  you live in 
the country and don’t have a second car, you can’t 
retrieve your first car from the mechanic after it’s been 
repaired; the third car was the product of  a mild 
midlife crisis, but soon evolved into a necessity.) My 
wife and I both work at home, but we manage to drive 
thirty thousand miles a year between us, mostly doing 
ordinary errands. Nearly everything we do away from 
our house requires a car trip. Renting a movie and later 
returning it, for example, consumes almost two 
gallons of  gasoline, since the nearest Blockbuster is 
ten miles away and each transaction involves two 
round trips. When we lived in New York, heat escaping 
from our apartment helped to heat the apartment 
above ours; nowadays, many of  the BTUs produced 
by our brand-new, extremely efficient oil-burning 
furnace leak through our 200-year-old roof  and into 
the dazzling star-filled winter sky  above. 

When most Americans think about environmen- 
talism, they picture wild, unspoiled landscapes—the 
earth before it was transmogrified by human habitation. 
New York City is one of  the most thoroughly altered 
landscapes imaginable, an almost wholly artificial 
environment, in which the terrain’s primeval contours 
have long since been obliterated and most of  the parts 
that resemble nature (the trees on side streets, the 
rocks in Central Park) are essentially decorations. 
Ecology-minded discussions of  New York City often 
have a hopeless tone, and focus on ways in which the 

city might be made to seem somewhat less oppres- 
sively man-made: by increasing the area devoted to 
parks and greenery, by incorporating vegetation into 
buildings themselves, by reducing traffic congestion, 
by easing the intensity of  development, by creating 
open space around structures. But most such changes 
would actually undermine the city’s extraordinary 
energy efficiency, which arises from the characteristics 
that make it surreally  synthetic. 

Because densely populated urban centers con- 
centrate human activity, we think of  them as pollution 
crisis zones. Calculated by the square foot, New York 
City generates more greenhouse gases, uses more 
energy, and produces more solid waste than most 
other American regions of  comparable size. On a 
map depicting negative environmental impacts in 
relation to surface area, therefore, Manhattan would 
look like an intense hot spot, surrounded, at varying 
distances, by belts of  deepening  green. 

If  you plotted the same negative impacts by 
resident or by household, however, the color scheme 
would be reversed. My little town has about four 
thousand residents, spread over 38.7 thickly wooded 
square miles, and there are many places within our 
town limits from which no sign of  settlement is visible 
in any direction. But if  you moved eight million people 
like us, along with our dwellings and possessions and 
current rates of  energy use, into a space the size of  
New York City, our profligacy would be impossible to 
miss, because you’d have to stack our houses and cars 
and garages and lawn tractors and swimming pools 
and septic tanks higher than skyscrapers. (Conversely, 
if  you made all eight million New Yorkers live at the 
density of  my town, they would require a space 
equivalent to the land area of  the six New England 
states plus Delaware and New Jersey.) Spreading 
people out increases the damage they do to the 
environment, while making the problems harder to 
see and to  address. 

Of  course, living in densely populated urban 
centers has many drawbacks. Even wealthy New 
Yorkers live in spaces that would seem cramped to 
Americans living almost anywhere else. A well-to- 
do friend of  mine who grew up in a town house in 
Greenwich Village thought of  his upbringing as pri- 
vileged until, in prep school, he visited a classmate 
from the suburbs and was staggered by the house, the 
lawn, the cars, and the swimming pool, and thought, 
with despair, You mean I could live like this? Manhattan 
is loud and dirty, and the subway is depressing, and the 
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fumes from the cars and cabs and buses can make 
people sick. Presumably for environmental reasons, 
New York City has one of  the highest childhood-
asthma rates in the country, with an especially 
alarming concentration in East  Harlem. 

Nevertheless, barring an almost inconceivable 
reduction in the earth’s population, dense urban 
centers offer one of  the few plausible remedies for 
some of  the world’s most discouraging environmental 
ills. To borrow a term from the jargon of  computer 
systems, dense cities are scalable, while sprawling 
suburbs are not. The environmental challenge we 
face, at the current stage of  our assault on the world’s 
non-renewable resources, is not how to make our 
teeming cities more like the pristine countryside. The 
true challenge is how to make other settled places 
more like Manhattan. This notion has yet to be widely 
embraced, partly because it is counterintuitive, and 
partly because most Americans, including most 
environmentalists, tend to view cities the way Thomas 
Jefferson did, as “pestilential to the morals, the  
health, and the liberties of  man.” New York is the 
place that’s fun to visit but you wouldn’t want to live 
there. What could it possibly teach anyone about 
being  green? 

New York’s example, admittedly, is difficult for 
others to imitate, because the city’s remarkable 
population density is the result not of  conscientious 
planning but of  a succession of  serendipitous historical 
accidents. The most important of  those accidents was 
geographic: New York arose on a smallish island rather 
than on the mainland edge of  a river or a bay, and the 
surrounding water served as a physical constraint to 
outward expansion. Manhattan is like a typical seaport 
turned inside out—a city with a harbor around it, rather 
than a harbor with a city along its edge. Insularity gave 
Manhattan more shoreline per square mile than other 
ports, a major advantage in the days when one of  the 
world’s main commercial activities was moving 
cargoes between ships. It also drove early development 
inward and  upward. 

A second lucky accident was that Manhattan’s 
street plan was created by merchants who were more 
interested in economic efficiency than in boulevards, 
parks, or empty spaces between buildings. The 
resulting crush of  architecture is actually humanizing, 
because it brings the city’s commercial, cultural, and 
other offerings closer together, thereby increasing 
their accessibility—a point made forty-three years 
ago by the brilliantly iconoclastic urban thinker Jane 

Jacobs, in her landmark book “The Death and Life of  
Great American Cities.” 

A third accident was the fact that by the early 1900s 
most of  Manhattan’s lines had been filled in to the 
point where not even Robert Moses could easily 
redraw them to accommodate the great destroyer of  
American urban life, the automobile. Henry Ford 
thought of  cars as tools for liberating humanity from 
the wretchedness of  cities, which he viewed with as 
much distaste as Jefferson did. In 1932, John Nolen, a 
prominent Harvard-educated urban planner and 
landscape architect, said, “The future city will be 
spread out, it will be regional, it will be the natural 
product of  the automobile, the good road, electricity, 
the telephone, and the radio, combined with the 
growing desire to live a more natural, biological life 
under pleasanter and more natural conditions.” This is 
the idea behind suburbs, and it’s still seductive. But it’s 
also a prescription for sprawl and expressways and 
tremendous  waste. 

New York City’s obvious urban antithesis, in terms 
of  density and automobile use, is metropolitan Los 
Angeles, whose metastatic outward growth has been 
virtually unimpeded by the lay of  the land, whose 
early settlers came to the area partly out of  a desire to 
create space between themselves and others, and 
whose main development began late enough to be 
shaped by the needs of  cars. But a more telling 
counterexample is Washington, D.C., whose basic 
layout was conceived at roughly the same time as 
Manhattan’s, around the turn of  the nineteenth 
century. The District of  Columbia’s original plan was 
created by an eccentric French-born engineer and 
architect named Pierre-Charles L’Enfant, who 
befriended General Washington during the Revolu- 
tionary War and asked to be allowed to design the 
capital. Many of  modern Washington’s most strik- 
ing features are his: the broad, radial avenues; the 
hublike traffic circles; the sweeping public lawns and 
ceremonial  spaces. 

Washington is commonly viewed as the most 
intelligently beautiful—the most European—of  large 
American cities. Ecologically, though, it’s a mess. 
L’Enfant’s expansive avenues were easily adapted to 
automobiles, and the low, widely separated buildings 
(whose height is limited by law) stretched the distance 
between destinations. There are many pleasant places 
in Washington to go for a walk, but the city is difficult 
to get around on foot: the wide avenues are hard to 
cross, the traffic circles are like obstacle courses, and 
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the grandiloquent empty spaces thwart pedestrians, by 
acting as what Jane Jacobs calls “border vacuums.” 
(One of  Jacobs’s many arresting observations is that 
parks and other open spaces can reduce urban vitality, 
by creating dead ends that prevent people from moving 
freely between neighborhoods and by decreasing 
activity along their edges.) Many parts of  Washington, 
furthermore, are relentlessly homogeneous. There are 
plenty of  dignified public buildings on Constitution 
Avenue, for example, but good luck finding a dry 
cleaner, a Chinese restaurant, or a grocery store. The 
city’s horizontal, airy design has also pushed develop- 
ment into the surrounding countryside. The fastest-
growing county in the United States is Loudoun 
County, Virginia, at the rapidly receding western edge 
of  the Washington metropolitan  area. 

The Sierra Club, an environmental organization 
that advocates the preservation of  wilderness and 
wildlife, has a national campaign called Challenge  
to Sprawl. The aim of  the program is to arrest the 
mindless conversion of  undeveloped countryside into 
subdivisions, strip malls, and SUV-clogged express- 
ways. The Sierra Club’s Web site features a slide- 
show-like demonstration that illustrates how various 
sprawling suburban intersections could be transformed 
into far more appealing and energy-efficient develop- 
ments by implementing a few modifications, among 
them widening the sidewalks and narrowing the 
streets, mixing residential and commercial uses, mov- 
ing buildings closer together and closer to the edges of  
sidewalks (to make them more accessible to pedes- 
trians and to increase local density), and adding public 
transportation—all fundamental elements of  the widely 
touted anti-sprawl strategy known as Smart Growth. In 
a recent telephone conversation with a Sierra Club 
representative involved in Challenge to Sprawl, I said 
that the organization’s anti-sprawl suggestions and the 
modified streetscapes in the slide show shared many 
significant features with Manhattan—whose most 
salient characteristics include wide sidewalks, narrow 
streets, mixed uses, densely packed buildings, and  
an extensive network of  subways and buses. The 
representative hesitated, then said that I was essentially 
correct, although he would prefer that the program not 
be described in such terms, since emulating New York 
City would not be considered an appealing goal by 
most of  the people whom the Sierra Club is trying  
to  persuade. 

An obvious way to reduce consumption of  fossil 
fuels is to shift more people out of  cars and into public 

transit. In many parts of  the country, though, public 
transit has been stagnant or in decline for years. New 
York City’s Metropolitan Transportation Authority 
and Department of  Transportation account for nearly 
a third of  all the transit passenger miles travelled in the 
United States and for nearly four times as many 
passenger miles as the Washington Metropolitan Area 
Transit Authority and the Los Angeles County 
Metropolitan Transportation Authority  combined. 

New York City looks so little like other parts of  
America that urban planners and environmenta- 
lists tend to treat it as an exception rather than an 
example, and to act as though Manhattan occupied an 
idiosyncratic universe of  its own. But the underlying 
principles apply everywhere. “The basic point,” Jeffrey 
Zupan, an economist with the Regional Planning 
Association, told me, “is that you need density to 
support public transit. In all cities, not just in New 
York, once you get above a certain density two things 
happen. First, you get less travel by mechanical means, 
which is another way of  saying you get more people 
walking or biking; and, second, you get a decrease in 
the trips by auto and an increase in the trips by transit. 
That threshold tends to be around seven dwellings per 
acre. Once you cross that line, a bus company can put 
buses out there, because they know they’re going to 
have enough passengers to support a reasonable 
frequency of  service.” 

Phoenix is the sixth-largest city in the United  
States and one of  the fastest-growing among the top 
ten, yet its public transit system accounts for just one 
per cent of  the passenger miles that New York City’s 
does. The reason is that Phoenix’s burgeoning 
population has spread so far across the desert—
greater Phoenix, whose population is a little more 
than twice that of  Manhattan, covers more than two 
hundred times as much land—that no transit system 
could conceivably serve it. And no amount of  
browbeating, public-service advertising, or federal 
spending can change  that. 

Cities, states, and the federal government often 
negate their own efforts to nurture public transit by 
simultaneously spending huge sums to make it easier 
for people to get around in cars. When a city’s 
automobile traffic becomes congested, the standard 
response has long been to provide additional capacity 
by building new roads or widening existing ones. This 
approach eventually makes the original problem 
worse, by generating what transportation planners call 
“induced traffic”: every mile of  new highway lures 
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passengers from public transit and other more efficient 
modes of  travel, and makes it possible for residential 
and commercial development to spread even farther 
from urban centers. And adding public transit in the 
hope of  reducing automobile congestion is as self-
defeating as building new highways, because un- 
clogging roads, if  successful, just makes driving seem 
more attractive, and the roads fill up again. A better 
strategy would be to eliminate existing traffic lanes 
and parking spaces gradually, thereby forcing more 
drivers to use less environmentally damaging 
alternatives—in effect, “induced transit.” One reason 
New Yorkers are the most dedicated transit users in 
America is that congestion on the city’s streets makes 
driving extraordinarily disagreeable. The average 
speed of  crosstown traffic in Manhattan is little more 
than that of  a brisk walker, and in midtown at certain 
times of  the day the cars on the side streets move so 
slowly that they appear almost to be parked. Con- 
gestion like that urges drivers into the subways, and it 
makes life easier for pedestrians and bicycle riders by 
slowing cars to a point where they constitute less of  a 
physical  threat. 

Even in New York City, the relationship between 
traffic and transit is not well understood. A number of  
the city’s most popular recent transportation-related 
projects and policy decisions may in the long run 
make the city a worse place to live in by luring 
passengers back into their cars and away from public 
transportation: the rebuilding and widening of  the 
West Side Highway, the implementation of  EZ-Pass 
on the city’s toll bridges, the decision not to impose 
tolls on the East River bridges, and the current 
renovation of  the FDR Drive (along with the federally 
funded $139-million Outboard Detour Roadway, 
which is intended to prevent users of  the FDR from 
being inconvenienced while the work is under way). 

Public transit itself  can be bad for the environment 
if  it facilitates rather than discourages sprawl. The 
Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority is 
considering extensions to some of  the most distant 
branches of  its system, and those extensions, if  built, 
will allow people to live even farther from the city’s 
center, creating new, non-dense suburbs where all 
other travel will be by automobile, much of  it to malls 
and schools and gas stations that will be built to 
accommodate them. Transit is best for the environment 
when it helps to concentrate people in dense urban 
cores. Building the proposed Second Avenue subway 
line would be environmentally sound, because it 

would increase New Yorkers’ ability to live without 
cars; building a bullet train between Penn Station and 
the Catskills (for example) would not be sound, 
because it would enable the vast, fuel-squandering 
apparatus of  suburbia to establish itself  in a region 
that couldn’t support it  otherwise. 

On the afternoon of  August 14, 2003, I was working 
in my office, on the third floor of  my house, when the 
lights blinked, my window air conditioner sputtered, 
and my computer’s backup battery kicked in briefly. 
This was the beginning of  the great blackout of  2003, 
which halted electric service in parts of  eight 
Northeastern and Midwestern states and in 
southeastern Canada. The immediate cause was 
eventually traced to Ohio, but public attention often 
focussed on New York City, which had the largest 
concentration of  affected power customers. Richard 
B. Miller, who resigned as the senior energy adviser for 
the city of  New York six weeks before the blackout, 
reportedly over deep disagreements with the city’s 
energy policy, told me, “When I was with the city,  
I attended a conference on global warming where 
somebody said, ‘We really need to raise energy and 
electricity prices in New York City, so that people will 
consume less.’ And my response at that conference 
was ‘You know, if  you’re talking about raising energy 
prices in New York City only, then you’re talking about 
something that’s really bad for the environment. If  you 
make energy prices so expensive in the city that a 
business relocates from Manhattan to New Jersey, 
what you’re really talking about, in the simplest terms, 
is a business that’s moving from a subway stop to a 
parking lot. And which of  those do you think is worse 
for the environment?’ 

People who live in cities use only about half  as 
much electricity as people who don’t, and people who 
live in New York City generally use less than the urban 
average. A truly enlightened energy policy would 
reward city dwellers and encourage others to follow 
their good example. Yet New York City residents pay 
more per kilowatt-hour than almost any other 
American electricity customers; taxes and other 
government charges, most of  which are not enume- 
rated on electricity bills, can constitute close to twenty 
per cent of  the cost of  power for residential and 
commercial users in New York. Richard Miller, after 
leaving his job with New York City, went to work as a 
lawyer in Consolidated Edison’s regulatory affairs 
department, spurred by his thinking about the 
environment. He believes that state and local officials 
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have historically taken unfair advantage of  the fact 
that there is no political cost to attacking a big utility. 
Con Ed pays more than six hundred million dollars a 
year in property taxes, making it by far the city’s largest 
property-tax payer, and those charges inflate electric 
bills. Meanwhile, the cost of  driving is kept artificially 
low. (Fifth Avenue and the West Side Highway don’t 
pay property taxes, for example.) “In addition,” Miller 
said, “the burden of  improving the city’s air has fallen 
far more heavily on power plants, which contribute 
only a small percentage of  New York City’s air 
pollution, than it has on cars—even though motor 
vehicles are a much bigger source.” 

Last year, the National Building Museum, in 
Washington, D.C., held a show called “Big & Green: 
Toward Sustainable Architecture in the 21st Century.” 
A book of  the same name was published in conjunction 
with the show, and on the book’s dust jacket was a 
photograph of  4 Times Square, also known as the 
Condé Nast Building, a forty-eight-story glass-and-
steel tower between Forty-second and Forty-third 
Streets, a few blocks west of  Grand Central Terminal. 
(The New Yorker’s offices occupy two floors in the 
building.) When 4 Times Square was built, in 1999, it 
was considered a major breakthrough in urban 
development. As Daniel Kaplan, a principal of  Fox & 
Fowle Architects, the firm that designed it, wrote in an 
article in Environmental Design & Construction in 1997, 
“When thinking of  green architecture, one usually 
associates smaller scale,” and he cited as an example 
the headquarters of  the Rocky Mountain Institute, a 
nonprofit environmental research and consulting firm 
based in Snowmass, Colorado. The RMI building is a 
four-thousand-square-foot, superinsulated, passive-
solar structure with curving sixteen-inch-thick walls, 
set into a hillside about fifteen miles north of  Aspen. It 
was erected in the early eighties and serves partly as a 
showcase for green construction technology. (It is also 
the home of  Amory Lovins, who is RMI’s co-founder 
and chief  executive officer.) RMI contributed to the 
design of  4 Times Square, which has many innovative 
features, among them collection chutes for recyclable 
materials, photovoltaic panels incorporated into  
parts of  its skin, and curtain-wall construction with 
exceptional shading and insulating  properties. 

These are all important innovations. In terms of  
the building’s true ecological impact, though, they are 
distinctly secondary. (The power generated by the 
photovoltaic panels supplies less than one per cent  
of  the building’s requirements.) The two greenest 

features of  4 Times Square are ones that most people 
never even mention: it is big, and it is situated in 
 Manhattan. 

* * * 

When I told a friend recently that I thought New York 
City should be considered the greenest community in 
America, she looked puzzled, then asked, “Is it because 
they’ve started recycling again?” Her question 
reflected a central failure of  the American environ- 
mental movement: that too many of  us have been 
made to believe that the most important thing we can 
do to save the earth and ourselves is to remember 
each week to set our cans and bottles and newspapers 
on the curb. Recycling is popular because it enables 
people to relieve their gathering anxieties about the 
future without altering the way they live. But most 
current recycling has, at best, a neutral effect on the 
environment, and much of  it is demonstrably harmful. 
As William McDonough and Michael Braungart point 
out in “Cradle to Cradle: Remaking the Way We Make 
Things,” most of  the materials we place on our curbs 
are merely “downcycled”—converted to a lower use, 
providing a pause in their inevitable journey to a 
landfill or an incinerator—often with a release of  
toxins and a net loss of  fuel, among other undesirable 
 effects. 

By far the worst damage we Americans do to the 
planet arises not from the newspapers we throw away 
but from the eight hundred and fifty million or so 
gallons of  oil we consume every day. We all know this 
at some level, yet we live like alcoholics in denial.  
How else can we explain that our cars have grown 
bigger, heavier, and less fuel-efficient at the same time 
that scientists have become more certain and more 
specific about the consequences of  our addiction to 
 gasoline? 

On a shelf  in my office is a small pile of  recent 
books about the environment which I plan to reread 
obsessively if  I’m found to have a terminal illness, 
because they’re so unsettling that they may make me 
less upset about being snatched from life in my prime. 
At the top of  the pile is “Out of  Gas: The End of  the 
Age of  Oil,” by David Goodstein, a professor at  
the California Institute of  Technology, which was 
published earlier this year. “The world will soon start 
to run out of  conventionally produced, cheap oil,” 
Goodstein begins. In succeeding pages, he lucidly 
explains that humans have consumed almost a trillion 
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barrels of  oil (that’s forty-two trillion gallons), or about 
half  of  the earth’s total supply; that a devastating 
global petroleum crisis will begin not when we have 
pumped the last barrel out of  the ground but when we 
have reached the halfway point, because at that 
moment, for the first time in history, the line repre- 
senting supply will fall through the line representing 
demand; that we will probably pass that point within 
the current decade, if  we haven’t passed it already; 
that various well-established laws of  economics are 
about to assert themselves, with disastrous repercus- 
sions for almost everything; and that “civilization  
as we know it will come to an end sometime in  
this century unless we can find a way to live without 
fossil fuels.” 

Standing between us and any conceivable solution 
to our energy nightmare are our cars and the asphalt-
latticed country we have built to oblige them. Those 
cars have defined our culture and our lives. A car is 
speed and sex and power and emancipation. It makes 
its driver a self-sufficient nation of  one. It is everything 
a city is  not. 

Most of  the car’s most tantalizing charms are 
illusory, though. By helping us to live at greater 
distances from one another, driving has undermined 
the very benefits that it was meant to bestow. Ignacio 
San Martin, an architecture professor and the head of  
the graduate urban-design program at the University 
of  Arizona, told me, “If  you go out to the streets of  

Phoenix and are able to see anybody walking—which 
you likely won’t—they are going to tell you that they 
love living in Phoenix because they have a beautiful 
house and three cars. In reality, though, once the 
conversation goes a little bit further, they are going to 
say that they spend most of  their time at home 
watching TV, because there is absolutely nothing to 
do.” One of  the main attractions of  moving to the 
suburbs is acquiring ground of  your own, yet you can 
travel for miles through suburbia and see no one doing 
anything in a yard other than working on the yard 
itself  (often with the help of  a riding lawnmower, one 
of  the few four-wheeled passenger vehicles that get 
worse gas mileage than a Hummer). The modern 
suburban yard is perfectly, perversely self-justifying: its 
purpose is to be taken care  of. 

In 1801, in his first Inaugural address, Thomas 
Jefferson said that the American wilderness would 
provide growing room for democracy-sustaining 
agrarian patriots “to the thousandth and thousandth 
generation.” Jefferson didn’t foresee the interstate 
highway system, and his arithmetic was off, in any case, 
but he nevertheless anticipated (and, in many ways, 
embodied) the ethos of  suburbia, of  anti-urbanism, of  
sprawl. The standard object of  the modem American 
dream, the single-family home surrounded by grass, is a 
mini-Monticello. It was the car that put it within our 
reach. But what a terrible price we have paid—and have 
yet to pay—for our liberation from the  city. 
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iNTROdUCTiON TO PaRT Six

Contemporary urban planning has come a long way from its origins in the visionary plans of Ebenezer 
Howard and the Garden Cities movement, Daniel Burnham’s monumental City Beautiful projects, the 
prescient regional plans of eccentric Scottish biologist Patrick Geddes, Le Corbusier and his modernist 
followers, Frank Lloyd Wright’s brilliant Broadacre City vision, and a host of other imagined and implemented 
plans discussed in Part Five, Urban Planning History and Visions. Today urban and regional planning (or 
town and country planning as it is called in the UK) has matured into an important profession with its own 
body of theory and set of professional practices. Hundreds of undergraduate and graduate degree programs 
in urban planning exist throughout the world and there are hundreds of thousands of practicing urban 
planners with their own local, national and international organizations, conferences, and publications. A 
substantial and robust literature on urban planning theory has mushroomed from the scattered writings of 
the tiny group of thinkers in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century who developed the first systematic 
theory about urban planning. This section focuses on the theory and practice of urban planning  today. 

If the city is the stage on which the human drama is played out, urban planners are the stagehands. 
Large local governments may employ dozens or even hundreds of professionally trained planners. Even 
most small and medium-sized cities and towns now have city planners and some sort of explicit plans for 
their future development. National and subnational government entities develop regional plans and China 
has a national urbanization plan for the entire country. In addition to professionals whose formal education 
is in urban and regional planning, planning staffs are likely to include architects and urban designers, 
geographers, economists, civil engineers, transportation experts, environmental professionals, computer 
experts, and staff trained in negotiation and other communicative planning skills. While most urban planners 
work in local government, planners also work at the regional, subnational and national levels of government 
and in the private and nonprofit  sectors. 

Urban plans are grounded in analysis of local conditions and articulate a vision of an urban future the 
citizens, local elected officials, planning staff, and consultants consider desirable. The best city plans 
reflect the culture and history of their city-region and respect vernacular planning and  architecture. 

Urban plans vary greatly in approach, content, sophistication, comprehensiveness, time frame, and 
format. Plans developed by the Los Angeles City Planning Commission or planners in Curitiba, Brazil, run 
to many volumes built on mountains of data and sophisticated analysis. The town plan for a small town, on 
the other hand, may contain a common-sense description of the town’s situation and some practical 
suggestions about land use, housing, transportation, and open space worked out by the residents and 
local elected officials under the direction of a part-time planning  consultant. 

The degree to which planners involve citizens in the urban planning process varies, depending on the 
planning culture of the city. Much urban planning now involves significant citizen participation at the middle 
and sometimes upper rungs of Sherry Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (p. 279), but there are still 
too many cities in which urban planning is done by technocrats beholden to local elites with little involvement 
of citizens and  stakeholders. 

Urban planning draws on social science and design as well as specialized knowledge related to land 
use, transportation, open space, historic preservation, housing, safety, and environmental and other 
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planning specialties. Planning methods rely heavily on quantitative social science methods such as 
statistical analysis of data using computerized statistical packages and spatial analysis using Geographical 
Information Systems (GIS) software, but can also involve qualitative methods. In addition to analytic skills 
planners need verbal, written, and visual communication skills and the ability to work with  people. 

The substance of city plans varies as widely as the planning culture of the cities that produce them. The 
plan for a small city might advance a narrow, business-as-usual vision for its future that envisions tearing 
down the local courthouse and building a parking garage to attract more off-highway business. By contrast, 
green city plans in some of the most environmentally sensitive European cities that Timothy Beatley 
describes (p. 492) are filled with imaginative ideas for use of public bicycle depots, wind and solar power 
generation, community gardens, co-generation, gray water systems, and recycling. Masdar City – a new 
city of 40,000 in the United Arab Emirates – has been planned and is being built as a zero-carbon, zero-
waste city with self-guided electric vehicles as the principal form of transportation. The city and regional 
plans – developed by planners who subscribe to the ideas of Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) and the Charter of 
the New Urbanism (p. 410) – reflect a distinct set of New Urbanist  values. 

Studying cities at any scale from observing a single neighborhood through mastering complex urban 
modeling for entire regions is interesting work. The opportunity to make plans as humble as a one-street 
traffic calming plan for a small town to planning an entire new city for three million inhabitants in China is 
an exciting  enterprise. 

In the first half of the twentieth century, urban planning was mostly an elitist, ivory-tower exercise that 
paid little attention to plan implementation. The first selection in this section, Peter Hall’s “The City of 
Theory” (p. 431) discusses the evolution and current status of twentieth-century urban planning theory. 
According to Hall, planning theory at that time was preoccupied with how to create stable cities geared to 
a static world. During this “golden age” the planner was free from political interference and serenely sure 
of his technical capacities. He (male) produced new town plans strongly influenced by the Garden Cities 
and City Beautiful movements. Theoretically perfect physical plans were hand-drawn in excruciating detail 
– a mixture of art and architecture – only to gather dust. While this first stage of urban planning theory 
represented an advance over earlier static architectural city planning, this ivory-tower planning approach 
was never very practical and was no longer defensible after World War II as the pace of urban development 
and urban change  accelerated. 

As long as half a century ago, computers promised to revolutionize urban planning practice. During the 
“systems revolution” of the 1960s, urban planners input mountains of data into mainframe computers and 
wrote computer programs to model traffic flows, land conversion, and the relationship between different 
“systems” that make up a city. They saw cities and regions, in the word of urban geographer Brian Berry, 
as consisting of systems within a system of cities. Traffic systems, park systems, and water systems within 
a single city existed within a hierarchical system of cities as Walter Christaller described in central place 
theory. The systems-planning theorists believed that empirical data and computer logic could provide the 
optimum solution to any planning problem. In contrast, today, most planners see urban planning as a 
normative, value-laden enterprise in which many different alternatives are possible and there is no single 
“best” solution to a given planning problem. As a result many planning theorists today acknowledge the 
value of accurate empirical information and computer analysis, but focus on planning processes that will 
facilitate plans to accommodate a variety of different interests. While computers are used extensively in 
urban planning today, the choices of what urban futures should be must fall to humans. Planners use 
spreadsheets, computerized statistical packages, GIS, and Computer Assisted Design (CAD) software 
extensively in their work. But they must ultimately decide what plans to suggest to local decision-makers 
based on community values and local politics as well as the results of analysis using these tools. Planning, 
like politics, is the art of the  possible. 

As Hall describes, in the past half century, urban planning theory has been buffeted by a series  
of conflicting approaches proposed by Marxists, advocacy planners, equity planners, pluralists,  
disjointed incrementalists, probabilistic planners, systems planners, green urbanists, ecological 
designers, feminist planners, and communicative action theorists. Perhaps as a result of such a variety 
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of approaches, a humbler, pluralistic, more realistic and flexible approach to urban planning theory has 
emerged  today. 

University of North Carolina planning professors Edward J. Kaiser and David R. Godschalk (p. 445) 
provide a good introduction to physical urban planning practice. They trace the evolution of twentieth-
century land use planning and describe the status of mainstream land use planning today using the 
metaphor of a tree with a sturdy trunk and many branches. In most cities the fundamental overarching urban 
plan document is called an urban general plan. By the 1950s, according to Kaiser and Godschalk, there 
was a general consensus that urban general plans should be long-term, visionary documents, charting the 
desired physical form of the city. Physical land-use planning was their primary purpose, rather than social 
or economic planning. In practice, Kaiser and Godschalk conclude, the general plan trunk of the urban land 
use planning tree is still at the core of most urban general plans but has now branched into management 
and policy plans as well as physical  design. 

Planning no longer takes place in ivory towers. As planning has become more relevant it has also 
become more conflictual. Paul Davidoff (p. 481) and John Forester (p. 467) describe conflicting values in 
urban planning and suggest approaches that recognize the pluralism and conflict. Citizens and decision-
makers did not care much about unrealistic static physical designs or utopian general plans developed in 
the first half of the twentieth century because these were mostly academic exercises. But they care a great 
deal about plans that propose locating a hazardous waste disposal site near them, restricting the way in 
which they can use land they own (reducing its value), razing a historic church, developing open space, 
polluting a stream, building factories that will increase carbon emission to the atmosphere, safety standards 
for schools in areas prone to earthquakes, hurricanes, or tornados, or building a highway through their 
neighborhood. Even if they recognize that a locally unwanted land use (LULU) like a dump or prison must 
be built somewhere, they do not want it built near them. There is a phrase for this: Not In My Back Yard. 
NIMBYs oppose development near them that they feel would negatively affect  them. 

Cornell planning professor John Forester describes how planners actually interact with neighborhood 
residents, local elected officials, interest groups, and private developers. Forester provides perhaps the 
best view we have of what current urban planning is really like as perceived by planners themselves. Based 
on interviews with dozens of practicing planners, Forester describes planners’ day-to-day activities, how 
they perceive their role, the nature of and limitations on their power, and the strategies they actually employ 
to get things done. Planners negotiate, mediate, resolve conflict, and serve as diplomats shuttling back and 
forth between competing factions. They can bring a gender perspective to their work and nurture better 
urban design, alternative transportation solutions, sustainable and low carbon developments, smart growth, 
New Urbanism or building more resilient cities. Like Myron Orfield (p. 388) Forester is interested in equity 
planning that will distribute resources such as housing, open space, and transportation options fairly. He 
would like to expand the number of public and merit goods and increase the economic redistribution that 
Wilbur Thompson describes (p. 305). He applauds efforts of many planners to redirect market forces and 
to empower people and communities poorly served by the private market. Planning practitioners who study 
Forester’s theoretical writings on planning in the face of conflict have much to learn that can help them be 
more  effective. 

Planner/lawyer Paul Davidoff proposes an approach to urban planning that recognizes that different 
groups compete in the planning process (p. 481). Unlike systems planners who believe mathematical 
modeling of data can produce a “best” solution to a planning problem, Davidoff sees planning as essentially 
a normative political process in which competing values contend. He envisioned a kind of planning practice 
in which city planners would act as advocates – particularly for poor people and disenfranchised groups. 
He invented a name for this kind of planning: advocacy planning. Davidoff and many planners whom he 
inspired saw advocacy planning as one way to bring about non-violent social change. Davidoff’s concern 
with social justice is an enduring one. From the early efforts of nineteenth-century reformers advocating on 
behalf of slum residents in the new industrial cities, through the American New Deal, New Frontier, and 
Great Society programs of the last century, to planners worldwide inspired by social justice ideals today, 
progressives have always made a connection between urban planning and social justice. A recent 
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incarnation of this tradition is equity planning, a subfield of urban planning developed by Cleveland State 
University professor and former Cleveland city planning director Norman  Krumholz. 

Another enduring value in urban planning has been a concern to harmonize the built environment with 
the natural environment. By the middle of the nineteenth century, park planners like Joseph Paxton in 
England and Frederick Law Olmsted in the United States were working hard to bring nature into crowded 
cities. In the early twentieth century, Scottish biologist/planner Patrick Geddes had worked out an elaborate 
scheme for regional planning that reflected different ecosystems. Similar thinking informed Ian McHarg’s 
theories in his classic book Design with Nature (1969). Today sustainable urban planning as proposed by 
the Brundtland Commission (p. 404), green urbanism as described by Timothy Beatley (p. 492), and 
planning for carbon-neutral cities as described by Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) continue to advance theory 
about planning cities in harmony with  nature. 

The selection in Part Six by Timothy Beatley describes green urbanism in Europe and what planners 
worldwide can learn from it. Timothy Beatley, a professor of urban and environmental planning at the 
University of Virginia, describes what environmentally conscious cities in Europe have actually done to 
retain their compact form, promote public transit, reduce auto dependency, substitute renewable energy 
sources for non-renewable energy sources, and support pedestrians (p. 492). Beatley identifies core 
aspects of the European sustainable urban development agenda, provides specific examples of exemplary 
green practices that some European cities have implemented, and eloquently argues that green urbanism 
is possible and can produce livable cities that respect the natural environment. Beatley’s selection 
combines theory and practice. It is both realistic about urban environmental challenges and optimistic 
about what can be  done. 

The selection by architect and urban designer Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) addresses perhaps the most 
fundamental planning problems confronting the world today – how to plan cities in such a way that global 
climate change will be slowed or stopped and the effects of climate change that have already occurred can 
be mitigated. After a long period of denial and inaction there is an emerging scientific consensus that human 
activity is rapidly altering climates worldwide, though climate change deniers, environmental alarmists, self-
interested actors, and politicians often cloud the debate. Scientific measurement of melting polar ice caps 
and glaciers, rising sea levels, and changes in ecosystems in many parts of the world show that, overall, the 
earth is becoming warmer. But the changes are far from uniform. Some regions of the earth are becoming 
wetter, colder, or more susceptible to extreme weather conditions. Solutions to global climate change will 
require radical changes in global energy uses and a level of international cooperation unthinkable in the 
recent past. Millions of decisions about the way in which cities are built will be decisive in addressing global 
climate change. Calthorpe describes ways to think about the impact of cites on global climate change and 
practical measures cities are adopting to make things  better. 

Of all the cities that have implemented creative solutions to the practical challenges cities face, perhaps 
none has done more that Curitiba, Brazil. Among urban planners Curitiba has achieved iconic status 
because it has implemented a range of planning ideas that clearly make it more efficient and livable than 
similar cities elsewhere in the world. Curitiba offers hope that a creative and tenacious individual – in 
Curitiba’s case the city’s dynamic mayor, Jaime Lerner – can improve the future of an entire city. The 
selection on Curitiba in this part by Jonas Rabinovitch and Josef Leitman (p. 504) provides an excellent 
overview of Curitiba’s achievement by two authors who were directly involved in Curitiba’s planning during 
the formative period and have since gone on to distinguished careers in international development. Little 
distinguished Curitiba at the time they made and began implementing their plans from dozens or hundreds 
of cities worldwide. Curitiba was wealthier than the poorest cities in Brazil and other developing countries, 
but not as wealthy as others. It a moderately large city, but not a megacity. Lerner and a talented staff of 
energetic young planners realized that Curitiba would grow rapidly and that efficient transportation was a 
key issue. Curitiba could not afford expensive heavy or light rail systems or a subway. Their solution was 
remarkably straightforward – build wide, straight roads leading from the center out into raw land that would 
be developed and use a fraction of the money that a light rail or subway system would cost to provide 
perhaps the best bus system in the world. Instead of an inadequate fleet of old and uncomfortable buses 
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requiring long waits and long and unpleasant commutes, Curitiba provided modern, attractive buses with 
short wait times and routes designed to get people where they wanted to go quickly. Along the major 
arteries the buses brought people from the newly developed peri-urban areas of the city into the center 
quickly: a bus rapid transit (BRT) system. Curitiba implemented many ingenious physical and social 
programs from closing a street to traffic and devoting it to children’s art projects to programs to pay poor 
residents to recycle  bottles. 

The fate of planet earth depends on how humans plan and manage the relationship between the human  
and built environment. More than half of the world’s population now lives in cities, and cities cause a 
disproportionate share of humans’ negative impact on the planet. Good planning theory and effective 
planning practices are  essential. 

As trade, capital flows, labor migration, and technological connectivity connect the world and the  
applied academic field of urban planning matures all over the world, planning ideas are readily accessible to 
a global audience. Planning professors in Shanghai, Abu Dhabi, or Bandung, Indonesia, can surf the internet, 
click on the same links as professors in Berkeley, California, Cambridge, Massachusetts, or London, England. 
Increasingly they have access to the same full text online scholarly journal  articles and e-books. 

Urban planning programs in the West have faculty who have done research and practiced urban 
planning in other countries and through contact with foreign students, keep abreast of the way planning is 
evolving elsewhere. Many non-Western planners have been educated in the West. Scholars from all over 
the world attend the top conferences for academic planners, and practitioners from all over the world 
attend conferences on low carbon cities, sustainable urban development, transportation planning, urban 
design, and other topics addressed in The City  Reader. 

How should planners approach planning theory that originates in other countries? Are there significant 
variations in the ways planners in different nations have influenced urban, regional, and national 
development? Do such variations arise from differences in planning cultures, meaning the collective ethos 
and dominant attitude of professionals? How are such professional cultures formed? Are they indigenous 
and immutable, or do they evolve with social, political, and economic changes both within and outside  
the national territory? Does the emergence of a world city network mean that urban planning will  
become homogenous everywhere in the world? These are some of the questions that Bishwapriya  
Sanyal addresses in “Hybrid Planning Cultures: The Search for the Global Cultural Commons” (p. 525). 
Based on a series of case studies of planning in ten different countries, Sanyal concludes that culture  
does play an important role in the way in which planning is conceived and practiced in different countries 
based on their history and level of their economic development. The planning theory paradigms that  
Peter Hall discusses (p. 431) can be found everywhere in the world and the paradigm shifts that occurred 
in Europe and North America are echoed in countries in the developing world. But how the paradigms have 
been received varies depending on the context. They are adapted to fit local conditions. The rational 
planning model was popular in developing countries during about the same “golden years” from the end of 
World War II until about 1968 that Hall describes and fell out of favor at about the same time that it did in 
the West. But the reasons why it was so influential initially and also why it fell out of favor are quite different. 
Sanyal found no evidence that planning cultures are immutable and unchanging. Over the past fifty years, 
planning cultures have evolved with social, political, and economic influences. Because so many urban 
planning ideas are now shared among a global audience, but how they are applied depends to such an 
extent on local cultures, Sanyal concludes that most planning cultures are “hybrids” blending ideas and 
adapting them to local culture. It is unlikely that urban planning theory and practice will be “homogenized” 
into a uniform approach. And this is as it should  be. 

The final selection in Part Six on “Making Room for a Planet of Cities” by Shlomo Angel (p. 537) provides 
comparative information on cities everywhere in the world and a provocative contrarian argument about 
planning for them. Angel used Geographical Information Systems (GIS) technology to good advantage in 
his research. He consolidated the best available cross-sectional and longitudinal data on 3,646 large  
cities worldwide and more detailed data on a representative sample of 120 cities, analyzed the data, and 
mapped the results. His book – Planet of Cities – from which this selection is taken – and a companion 
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Atlas of Urban Expansion allow him to provide comprehensive factual information about population, land 
area, density, fragmentation, rates of expansion and other issues that urbanists have studied and debated 
for years in partial and fragmented ways. He concludes that urban land cover has been growing very rapidly 
– sixteen-fold, on average, in his global representative sample of thirty cities in the seventy years between 
1930 and 2000. But all the cities on earth still consume a tiny fraction of the earth’s land. The dominant 
prescription for urban growth – expressed in this book by the Congress for the New Urbanism (p. 410), 
Timothy Beatley (p. 492), Peter Calthorpe (p. 511), and others – calls for compact city-centered growth. 
Bruegmann’s provocative argument that sprawl is a reasonable form of development (p. 218) runs counter 
to the overwhelming body of scholarly opinion. Angel falls somewhere in the middle. He acknowledges that 
compact development makes sense in many situations. But, based on his analysis, he parts company with 
conventional wisdom. For starters, like it or not, cities will continue to grow in land area and at lower than 
average densities in the future. Governments and planners do not have the power to stop the demographic, 
economic, and cultural drivers of this reality. So Angel argues cities must provide room for expansion. 
Unlike Bruegmann, who is willing to accept low-density sprawl as a rational market response, Angel draws 
distinction between different kinds of expansion. Not all expansion is sprawl. In some cases – particularly 
in the enormous megacities arising in Asian and elsewhere – Angel argues that the total population and 
density can be excessive. Reducing density in the most contested urban cores makes sense. And if the 
population of these densest areas is to be reduced the population must go somewhere. Prospects that 
they will return to rural areas or can be housed in small and medium-sized cities elsewhere are dim. That 
means the peri-urban areas of these cities (the land just outside the urbanized centers) must expand. And 
if expansion is planned and logical it can be the best solution. A combination of high-, medium-, and low-
density settlements linked to transportation and jobs and an average density that fits local conditions may 
best meet economic, social, and environmental  concerns. 



“The City of Theory” 
from Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History  
of Urban Planning and Design in the Twentieth  
Century, 3rd edn (2001) 

Peter  Hall 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

This selection from British geographer/planner/polymath Sir Peter Hall’s magisterial intellectual history of urban 
planning and design in the twentieth century, Cities of Tomorrow, discusses the evolution of planning theory in 
the United States and the UK – the body of abstract philosophical writings that guide day-to-day urban planning 
practice. Hall’s focus is on planning theory in the West, but his analysis has been enormously influential 
everywhere in the world. In another selection in this part of The City Reader Bishwapriya Sanyal (p. 525) 
describes ways in which the paradigms Hall discusses have played out in the developing world. While the 
Western paradigms have been influential worldwide, planning theory is shaped by to local planning cultures 
based on the history and level of development in the country and the unique social, economic, and cultural forces 
at play. This leads to what Sanyal calls “hybrids.” He concludes that there is little probability that a one-size-fits-all 
global planning theory will develop and that is as it should  be. 

Over time, the way in which people think about a subject changes. Sometimes the change is gradual with 
modest additions and refinements to what is generally understood. But from time to time there are sharp breaks 
in the continuity of theory. The ideas of paradigms and revolutionary changes in scientific thinking were best 
articulated by physicist and historian of science Thomas Kuhn in an influential book titled The Structure of 
Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962). Kuhn distinguished “scientific revolutions,” 
in which revolutionary breakthroughs in thinking occur, from “normal science” in which knowledge advances 
slowly and incrementally. Sixteenth-century Italian astronomer Nicolaus Copernicus’s theory placing the sun at 
the center of our solar system with planets (including earth) revolving around it, rather than a stationary flat earth 
at the center of the universe, for example, qualifies as a revolutionary scientific breakthrough, while mapping 
craters on Mars would be normal science. The crater mapping is an addition to human knowledge consistent with 
established theory, but Copernicus’s theory represents a whole new way of looking at the universe. Urban 
planning is a form of normative practice based on social science. A theory that urban planning should be done 
using computer models rather than architectural drawings would be a paradigm shift, but John Forester’s 
illuminating discussion of how urban planners resolve conflicts (p. 467) is an example of a “normal science” 
extension of social science knowledge about how to do urban  planning. 

Hall uses the term “paradigm” and describes major changes in planning theory as “paradigm shifts.” He 
describes a succession of planning theory paradigms that have evolved during the past hundred  years. 

According to Hall, the first planning paradigm of the modern era viewed urban planning as essentially 
architecture writ large. Hall points out that before World War II, urban planning was defined as the craft of 
physical planning. Professors who had been educated as architects dominated urban planning teaching and 
writing. The first generation of planning professors taught students to prepare architectural drawings extended 
to city scale – particularly self-contained, end-state physical plans like Raymond Unwin’s plan for the Garden City 



P E T E R   H A L L 432

of Letchworth, England. Planners were viewed as a privileged elite and were not expected to interact with the 
people for whom they were planning. Once a well-crafted, aesthetically pleasing, functional plan was complete 
on paper, the first generation of planning theorists believed that a city could be built just as a house is built from 
architectural drawings. The first generation of urban planners in India adopted this approach, and urban planning 
in India and elsewhere in the British colonies was based on the planning as design paradigm. That was true in 
other developing countries, too. A small number of architects and engineers in China, Indonesia, South and 
Central America, and Africa taught urban planning courses, concerned almost exclusively with urban design. 
Planning practitioners were almost all architects or  engineers. 

As Hall notes, few planners actually get to plan whole new towns from scratch. Rather, they usually have to 
decide how to integrate new housing, streets, commercial and retail districts, industrial areas, parks, open space, 
and infrastructure into existing cities and emerging suburbs. City planning does not end the way an architect’s 
plan for a new house does with a final set of drawings that will be built exactly as drawn. Rather, city planning is 
an ongoing, fluid, messy process. Nor is the urban planning process a value-neutral, scientific process in which 
an educated elite can pick the best solution to a planning problem and have the client meekly endorse it. As Paul 
Davidoff describes (p. 481) urban planning is a political process that requires planners to choose among 
conflicting values. John Forester (p. 467) describes these conflicts and how urban planners navigate them. Tidy 
ivory-tower plans have little chance of being implemented. Effective urban planning requires planners to interact 
with citizens – ideally along the higher rungs of Sherry Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (p. 279). In 
developing countries planning is as political or more so than in the  West. 

During the 1960s, systems analysts who had been educated as computer scientists, quantitative geographers, 
engineers, and regional economists developed a competing paradigm of what urban planning should be. They 
argued that urban planning should be a science, not a craft. They felt planners could and should base their plans 
on analysis of empirical data and use quantitative methodologies to plan transportation and other urban systems 
on an ongoing basis. The early urban planners who viewed urban planning as a branch of systems analysis were 
pioneers in using computers at a time when computers were new, costly, and hard to use. The systems theorists 
thought plans should be mathematical models rather than end-state architectural drawings. A first generation 
planner educated at the University of Liverpool in the 1920s who could produce a series of large, carefully 
drafted blueprints and design sketches for a new town would not know what to make of a systems planner 
educated at the University of Manchester or the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in the 1960s, presenting 
a series of equations and mathematical computer models showing how land should be subdivided, roads built, 
and parks dedicated over time as “the plan” for the same new  town. 

Planners have to confront questions of what kind of city they are planning and for whom. People hold strong 
and conflicting values of what makes a good city. Ebenezer Howard’s vision of compact, human-scale Garden 
Cities (p. 371) is very different from Le Corbusier’s vision of a radiant city for three million inhabitants consisting 
of massive high-rise buildings surrounded by parks and gardens (p. 379) or Frank Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre City 
vision (p. 388), where every household would live in a single-family home with a minimum of an acre of land per 
person. Plans that introduce green, sustainable, carbon neutral, resilient, equity, non-sexist, transit-oriented 
values may graft any of these “branches” onto the “sturdy trunk” of the conventional urban general plan tree that 
Edward J. Kaiser and David R. Godschalk (p. 445) describe as central to most urban planning  today. 

In the 1960s and 1970s many planners shaken by urban racial and class conflict concluded that urban 
planning was too important to leave to either elitist designers following the craft approach to planning or 
technocratic planners following the systems-planning model. Liberal planners and academics of the 1960s and 
1970s such as Paul Davidoff and Sherry Arnstein focused on planning outcomes and whom the city was being 
built for. While most cities were run by what Harvey Molotch calls “growth machines” that considered business 
interests most important, Davidoff, Arnstein, and other liberals saw urban planning as a vehicle that could benefit 
poor and powerless people rather than serve the interests of established business elites, pro-growth local 
governments and self-serving suburbanites intent on excluding low-income and minority households. David 
Harvey (p. 270) and other neo-Marxist planners went much  further. 

Twentieth-century neo-Marxists could not directly apply the categories Friedrich Engels and Karl Marx used to 
describe the class structure of mid-nineteenth-century Manchester, England (p. 53) to post-industrial cities 
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where service work has replaced much factory labor. In communist and socialist countries, the Marxist paradigm 
– particularly based on the model of the Soviet Union as Tingwei Zhang describes in the case of China (p. 687) 
– is the basis for planning. Marxist planners focus on centralized national economic development planning to 
build heavy industry and collectivizing agriculture – not battles over the consumption of finished goods or anti-
imperialist concerns that dominated neo-Marxist planners’ debates in the West. In the West, the stark class 
conflict between an oppressed industrial proletariat and wealthy owners of the means of production that 
characterized mid-nineteenth-century industrial cities had become far more complicated by the 1960s. Inequality, 
exclusion, racial segregation, and lack of opportunity were manifest in cities, but the categories had become 
more complex. Urban planning generally favored affluent, well-connected, white, male, straight, business-oriented 
residents rather than poor and working-class residents, racial and ethnic minorities, immigrants, women, and 
gays. Accordingly neo-Marxist theorists updated class analysis based on Karl Marx’s theory. Neo-Marxist urban 
theory was an important part of academic urban planning discourse throughout the  1970s. 

Hall ends his tour of planning theory with some critical comments on the current divorce between planning 
theory and practice. He argues that as graduate programs in city and regional planning have grown in number 
and size, and as a formal body of planning theory has developed, too often academic planners today merely 
debate each other’s academic theories with little attention to actual planning practice or the needs of planning 
practitioners on the front lines. As a result, practitioners consider much of the planning theory academics develop 
sterile and irrelevant. Finding academic planning theory irrelevant, urban planning practitioners concern 
themselves only with the nuts-and-bolts of planning practice without the deeper understanding relevant theory 
could offer. Hall calls for an improved, reciprocal relationship between the two: theory that is informed by and 
relevant to planning practice and planning practice informed and improved by (more relevant) theory. John 
Forester’s empirical research and practical theorizing (p. 467) is a good example of how Hall feels academic 
planning theorists might wed theory and practice. Forester interviewed dozens of practicing planners so that he 
was very knowledgeable about actual planning practice and then developed theory based on what they told him. 
This theory in turn has helped inform and improve planning practice as practitioners put into practice the 
theoretical insights that Forester  developed. 

The selection in this part of The City Reader entitled “Hybrid Planning Cultures: The Search for the Global 
Cultural Commons” by Bishwapriya Sanyal picks up Hall’s arguments and describes their relevance in different 
 countries. 

Peter Hall (1932–2014) taught urban planning at the Bartlett School of Architecture and Planning, University 
College, London from 1994 until his death. Between 1968 and 1989 he taught in and chaired both the geography 
and planning departments of the University of Reading in the UK. Beginning in 1980 he began shuttling between 
Reading and the University of California, Berkeley, where he also taught in both the geography and urban 
planning departments and directed Berkeley’s Institute of Urban and Regional Development. Hall left Reading in 
1989 and Berkeley in 1992 to become the Bartlett Professor of planning at the Bartlett School, University 
College London. In addition to his knighthood, Hall’s numerous honors include the founder’s medal of the Royal 
Geographical Society, membership of the British Academy, and the prestigious Balzan Prize in 2005 for Cities 
in  Civilization. 

Hall’s writings about planning theory are informed by the experience of actual planning. In addition to his 
academic accomplishments, Hall worked on planning projects as varied as the English Channel tunnel link, 
bringing high-speed bullet trains to California, and revitalizing the depressed seaside town of Blackpool, England, 
where he grew up. He has served as an advisor to successive UK governments including serving as Special 
Adviser on Strategic Planning to the British government from 1991 to 1994 and as a member of the Office of 
the Deputy Prime Minister’s Urban Task Force from 1998 to  1999. 

This selection is from Cities of Tomorrow: An Intellectual History of Urban Planning and Design in the 
Twentieth Century, 3rd edn (Oxford: Blackwell, 2001). Other of Peter Hall’s books include Good Cities, Better 
Lives: How Europe Discovered the Lost Art of Urbanism (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), Urban and 
Regional Planning, 5th edn, co-authored with Mark Tewdwr-Jones (London and New York: Routledge, 2010), 
Cities in Civilization (New York: Pantheon, 1998), The World Cities, 3rd edn (London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson; 
New York: St. Martin’s, l984), and Great Planning Disasters (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1982). 
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PLaNNiNG aNd The aCadeMy: 
PhiLadeLPhia, MaNCheSTeR, 
CaLiFORNia, PaRiS, 1955–1987

. . . about 1955 . . . city planning at last became 
legitimate; but in doing so, it began to sow the seeds of  
its own destruction. All too quickly, it split into two 
separate camps: the one, in the schools of  planning, 
increasingly and exclusively obsessed with the theory 
of  the subject; the other, in the offices of  local autho- 
rities and consultants, concerned only with the 
everyday business of  planning in the real world. That 
division was not at first evident; indeed, during the late 
1950s and most of  the 1960s, it seemed that at last a 
complete and satisfactory link had been forged 
between the world of  theory and the world of  practice. 
But all too soon, illusion was stripped aside: honey- 
moon was followed in quick succession during the 
1970s by tiffs and temporary reconciliations, in the 
1980s by divorce. And, in the process, planning lost 
much of  its new-found legitimacy.

The prehistory of academic city  
planning 1930–1955

It was not that planning was innocent of  academic 
influence before the 1950s. On the contrary: in vir- 
tually every urbanized nation, universities and poly- 
technics had created courses for the professional 
education of  planners; professional bodies had come 
into existence to define and protect standards, and had 
forged links with the academic departments. Britain 

took an early lead when in 1909 . . . the soap magnate 
William Hesketh Lever, founder of  Port Sunlight, won a 
libel action against a newspaper and used the proceeds 
to endow his local University of  Liverpool with a 
Department of  Civic Design. Stanley Adshead, the 
first professor, almost immediately created a new 
journal, the Town Planning Review, in which theory and 
good practice were to be firmly joined; its first editor 
was a young faculty recruit, Patrick Abercrombie, who 
was later to succeed Adshead in the chair first at 
Liverpool, then at Britain’s second school of  planning: 
University College London, founded in 1914. The 
Town Planning Institute – the Royal accolade was 
conferred only in 1959 – was founded in 1914 on the 
joint initiative of  the Royal Institute of  British Archi- 
tects, the Institution of  Civil Engineers and the Royal 
Institution of  Chartered Surveyors; by the end of  the 
1930s, it had recognized seven schools whose exami- 
nations provided an entry to membership.

The United States was slower: though Harvard had 
established a planning course in 1909, neck and neck 
with Liverpool, it had no separate department until 
1929. Nevertheless, by the 1930s America had schools 
also at MIT, Cornell, Columbia and Illinois, as well as 
courses taught in other departments at a great many 
universities across the country. And the American City 
Planning Institute, founded in 1917 as a breakaway 
from the National Conference on City Planning, ten 
years later became – mainly through the insistence of  
Thomas Adams – a full-fledged professional body on 
TPI lines, a status it retained when in 1938 it broadened 
to include regional planning and renamed itself  the 
American Institute of  Planners.

Section 2 of Eugenie Birch’s Urban and Regional Planning Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 2006) 
contains additional planning theory selections. Other overviews of planning theory include Susan Fainstein and 
Scott Campbell, Readings in Urban Theory, 3rd edn (London: Blackwell, 2011), Michael Brooks, Planning 
Theory for Practitioners (Chicago: APA Press, 2002). Philip Allmendinger, Planning Theory (New York: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2002), Nigel Taylor, Urban Planning Theory since 1945 (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1998), Seymour 
Mandelbaum (ed.), Explorations in Planning Theory (Rutgers: Center for Urban Policy Research Press, 1996), 
and John Friedmann, Planning in the Public Domain: From Knowledge to Action (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1987). 

Richard LeGates and Frederic Stout (eds.) Early Urban Planning 1870–1940 (London: Routledge/
Thoemmes, 1998) is an eight-volume set containing the full texts of classic early urban planning theory books by 
Ebenezer Howard, Patrick Geddes, Patrick Abercrombie, Clarence Perry, Nelson P. Lewis, John Nolen, and 
Charles Mulford Robinson, and articles by Daniel Burnham, Frederick Law Olmsted, Edwin Chadwick, Arturo 
Soria y Mata, Walter D. Moody, Raymond Unwin, Lawrence Veiller, Frederic C. Howe, A.D. Sanderson Furniss 
and Marion Phillips, Catherine Bauer, Edward Bassett, and Rexford  Tugwell. 
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The important point about these, and other, initia- 
tives was this: stemming as they did from professional 
needs, often through spin-offs from related professions 
like architecture and engineering, they were from the 
start heavily suffused with the professional styles of  
these design-based professions.

The job of  the planners was to make plans, to 
develop codes to enforce these plans, and then to 
enforce those codes; relevant planning knowledge 
was what was needed for that job; planning education 
existed to convey that knowledge together with the 
necessary design skills. So, by 1950, the utopian age of  
planning . . . was over; planning was now institution- 
alized into comprehensive land-use planning. All this 
was strongly reflected in the curricula of  the planning 
schools down to the mid-1950s, and often for years 
after that; and these in turn were reflected in the books 
and articles that academic planners wrote. Land-use 
planning, Keeble told his British audience in 1959 and 
Kent reminded the American counterpart in 1964, 
was a distinct and tightly bounded subject, quite dif- 
ferent from social or economic planning. And these 
texts reflected the fact that “city planners early ado- 
pted the thoughtways and the analytical methods that 
engineers developed for the design of  public works, 
and they then applied them to the design of  cities.”

The result, as Michael Batty has put it, was a 
subject that for the ordinary citizen was “somewhat 
mystical” or arcane, as law or medicine were, but that 
was – in sharp contrast to education for these older 
professions – not based on any consistent body of  
theory; rather, in it, “scatterings of  social science 
bolstered the traditional architectural determinism.” 
Planners acquired a synthetic ability not through 
abstract thinking, but by doing real jobs; in them, they 
used first creative intuition, then reflection. Though 
they might draw on bits and pieces of  theory about 
the city – the Chicago school’s sociological differen- 
tiation of  the city, the land economists’ theory of  
urban land rent differentials, the geographers’ con- 
cepts of  the natural region – these were employed 
simply as snippets of  useful knowledge. In the impor- 
tant distinction later made by a number of  writers, 
there was some theory in planning but there was no 
theory of  planning. The whole process was very direct, 
based on a single-shot approach: survey (the Geddesian 
approach) was followed by analysis (an implicit 
learning approach), followed immediately by design.

True, as Abercrombie’s classic text of  1933 argued, 
the making of  the plan was only half  the planner’s job; 

the other half  consisted of  planning, that is imple- 
mentation, but it was nowhere assumed that some 
kind of  continuous learning process was needed. 
True, too, the 1947 Act provided for plans – and the 
surveys on which they were based – to be quinquen- 
nially updated; the assumption was still that the result 
would be a fixed land-use plan. And, a decade after 
that, though Keeble’s equally classic text referred to 
the planning process, by this he simply meant the need 
for a spatial hierarchy of  related plans from the 
regional to the local, and the need at each scale for 
survey before plan. Nowhere is found a discussion  
of  implementation or updating. Thus – apart from 
extremely generalized statements like Abercrombie’s 
famous triad of  ‘beauty, health and convenience’ – the 
goals were left implicit; the planner would develop 
them intuitively from his own values, which by 
definition were “expert” and apolitical.

So, in the classic British land-use planning system 
created by the 1947 Town and Country Planning Act, 
no repeated learning process was involved, since the 
planner would get it right first time:

The process was therefore not characterized by 
explicit feedback as the search “homed in” on the best 
plan, for the notion that the planner had to learn about 
the nature of  the problem was in direct conflict with 
his assumed infallibility as an expert, a professional . . . 
The assumed certainty of  the process was such that 
possible links back to the reality in the form of  new 
surveys were rarely if  ever considered . . . This 
certainty, based on the infallibility of  the expert, 
reinforced the apolitical, technical nature of  the 
process. The political environment was regarded as 
totally passive, indeed subservient to the “advice” of  
the planners and in practice, this was largely the case.

(Batty, 1979)

It was, as Batty calls it, the golden age of  planning: 
the planner, free from political interference, serenely 
sure of  his technical capacities, was left to get on  
with the job. And this was appropriate to the world 
outside, with which planning had to deal: a world of  
glacially slow change – stagnant population, depressed 
economy – in which major planning interventions 
would come only seldom and for a short time, as  
after a major war. Abercrombie, in the plan for the 
West Midlands he produced with Herbert Jackson  
in 1948, actually wrote that a major objective of   
the plan should be to slow down the rate of  urban 
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change, thus reducing the rate at which built structures 
became obsolescent: the ideal city would be a static, 
stable city:

Let us assume . . . that a maximum population has 
been decided for a town, arrived at after consideration 
of  all the factors appearing to be relevant . . . 
Allowance has been made for proper space for all 
conceivable purposes in the light of  present facts and 
the town planner’s experience and imagination. 
Accordingly, an envelope or green belt has been 
prescribed, outside which the land uses will be those 
involving little in the way of  resident population. The 
town planner is now in the happy position for the first 
time of  knowing the limits of  his problem. He is able 
to address himself  to the design of  the whole and the 
parts in the light of  a basic overall figure for population. 
The process will be difficult enough in itself, but at 
least he starts with one figure to reassure him.

(Abercrombie and Jackson, 1948)

American planning was never quite like that. Kent’s 
text of  1964 on the urban general plan, though it deals 
with the same kind of  land-use planning, reminds  
its students of  end-directions which are continually 
adjusted as time passes. And, because the planner’s 
basic understanding of  the interrelationship between 
socio-economic forces and the physical environment 
was largely intuitive and speculative, Kent warned his 
student readers,

In most cases it is not possible to know with any cer-
tainty what physical design measures should be taken 
to bring about a given social or economic objective, or 
what social and economic consequences will result 
from a given physical-design proposal. Therefore, the 
city council and the city-planning commission, rather 
than professional city planners, should make the final 
value judgements upon which the plan is based.

(Kent, 1964)

But even Kent was certain that, despite all this, it 
was still possible for the planner to produce some kind 
of  optimal land use plan; the problem of  objectives 
was just shunted off.

The systems revolution

It was a happy, almost dream-like, world. But increas- 
ingly, during the 1950s, it did not correspond to reality. 

Everything began to get out of  hand. In every industrial 
country, there was an unexpected baby boom, to 
which the demographers reacted with surprise, the 
planners with alarm; only its timing varied from one 
country to another, and everywhere it created instant 
demands for maternity wards and child-care clinics, 
only slightly delayed needs for schools and play- 
grounds. In every one, almost simultaneously, the 
great postwar economic boom got under way, bringing 
pressures for new investment in factories and offices. 
And, as boom generated affluence, these countries 
soon passed into the realms of  high mass-consumption 
societies, with unprecedented demands for durable 
consumer goods: most notable among these, land-
hungry homes and cars. The result everywhere – in 
America, in Britain, in the whole of  western Europe – 
was that the pace of  urban development and urban 
change began to accelerate to an almost superheated 
level. The old planning system, geared to a static 
world, was overwhelmed.

These demands in themselves would force the 
system to change; but, almost coincidentally, there 
were changes on the supply side too. In the mid-1950s 
there occurred an intellectual revolution in the whole 
cluster of  urban and regional social studies, which 
provided planners with much of  their borrowed 
intellectual baggage. A few geographers and industrial 
economists discovered the works of  German theorists 
of  location, such as Johann Heinrich von Thünen 
(1826) on agriculture, Alfred Weber (1909) on industry, 
Walter Christaller (1933) on central places, and August 
Lösch (1940) on the general theory of  location; they 
began to summarize and analyse these works, and 
where necessary to translate them. In the United 
States, academics coming from a variety of  disciplines 
began to find regularities in many distributions, includ- 
ing spatial ones. Geographers, beginning to espouse 
the tenets of  logical positivism, suggested that their 
subject should cease to be concerned with descriptions 
of  the detailed differentiation of  the earth’s surface, 
and should instead begin to develop general hypo- 
theses about spatial distributions, which could then be 
rigorously tested against reality: the very approach 
which these German pioneers of  location theory had 
adopted. These ideas, together with the relevant 
literature, were brilliantly synthesized by an American 
economist, Walter Isard, in a text that became imme- 
diately influential. Between 1953 and 1957, there 
occurred an almost instant revolution in human geo- 
graphy and the creation, by Isard, of  a new academic 
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discipline uniting the new geography with the German 
tradition of  locational economics. And, with official 
blessing – as in the important report of  Britain’s 
Schuster Committee of  1950, which recommended a 
greater social science content in planning education 
– the new locational analysis began to enter the 
curricula of  the planning schools.

The consequences for planning were momentous: 
with only a short timelag, “the discipline of  physical 
planning changed more in the 10 years from 1960 to 
1970, than in the previous 100, possibly even 1000 
years” (Batty, 1979).

The subject changed from a kind of  craft, based on 
personal knowledge of  a rudimentary collection of  
concepts about the city, into an apparently scientific 
activity in which vast amounts of  precise information 
were garnered and processed in such a way that the 
planner could devise very sensitive systems of  guid-
ance and control, the effects of  which could be moni-
tored and if  necessary modified. More precisely, cities 
and regions were viewed as complex systems – they 
were, indeed, only a particular spatially based subset of  
a whole general class of  systems – while planning was 
seen as a continuous process of  control and monitoring 
of  these systems, derived from the then new science of  
cybernetics developed by Norbert Wiener.

There was thus, in the language later used in the 
celebrated work of  Thomas Kuhn, a “paradigm shift.” 
It affected city planning as it affected many other 
related areas of  planning and design. Particularly, its 
main early applications – already in the mid-1950s – 
concerned defence and aerospace; for these were the 
Cold War years, when the United States was engaging 
in a crash programme to build new and complex 
electronically controlled missile systems. Soon, from 
that field, spun off  another application. Already in 
1954, Robert Mitchell and Chester Rapkin – colleagues 
of  Isard at the University of  Pennsylvania – had 
published a book suggesting that urban traffic patterns 
were a direct and measurable function of  the pattern 
of  activities – and thus land uses – that generated 
them. Coupled with earlier work on spatial interaction 
patterns, and using for the first time the data-
processing powers of  the computer, this produced a 
new science of  urban transportation planning, which 
for the first time claimed to be able scientifically to 
predict future urban-traffic patterns. First applied in 
the historic Detroit Metropolitan Area transportation 
study of  1955, further developed in the Chicago study 
of  1956, it soon became a standardized methodology 

employed in literally hundreds of  such studies, first 
across the United States, then across the world.

Heavily engineering-based in its approach, it 
adopted a fairly standardized sequence. First, explicit 
goals and objectives were set for the performance of  
the system. Then, inventories were taken of  the 
existing state of  the system: both the traffic flows, and 
the activities that gave rise to them. From this, models 
were derived which sought to establish these relation- 
ships in precise mathematical form. Then, forecasts 
were made of  the future state of  the system, based on 
the relationships obtained from the models. From this, 
alternative solutions could be designed and evaluated 
in order to choose a preferred option. Finally, once 
implemented the network would be continually moni- 
tored and the system modified as necessary.

At first, these relationships were seen as operating 
in one direction: activities and land uses were given; 
from these, the traffic patterns were derived. So the 
resulting methodology and techniques were part of  a 
new field, transportation planning, which came to exist 
on one side of  traditional city planning. Soon, how- 
ever, American regional scientists suggested a crucial 
modification: the locational patterns of  activities – 
commercial, industrial, residential – were in turn 
influenced by the available transportation opportunities; 
these relationships, too, could be precisely modelled 
and used for prediction; therefore the relationship was 
two-way, and there was a need to develop an interactive 
system of  land-use–transportation planning for entire 
metropolitan or subregional areas. Now, for the first 
time, the engineering-based approach invaded the 
professional territory of  the traditional land-use plan- 
ner. Spatial interaction models, especially the Garin–
Lowry model – which, given basic data about 
employment and transportation links, could generate a 
resulting pattern of  activities and land uses – became 
part of  the planner’s stock in trade. As put in one of  the 
classic systems texts:

In this general process of  planning we particularise in 
order to deal with more specific issues: that is, a spe-
cific real world system or subsystem must be repre-
sented by a specific conceptual system or subsystem 
within the general conceptual system. Such a particu-
lar representation of  a system is called a model . . . the 
use of  models is a means whereby the high variety of  
the real world is reduced to a level of  variety appropri-
ate to the channel capacities of  the human being.

(Chadwick, 1971)
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This involved more than a knowledge of  computer 
applications – novel as that seemed to the average 
planner of  the 1960s. It meant also a fundamentally 
different concept of  planning. Instead of  the old 
master-plan or blueprint approach, which assumed 
that the objectives were fixed from the start, the new 
concept was of  planning as a process, “whereby 
programmes are adapted during their implementation 
as and when incoming information requires such 
changes”. And this planning process was independent 
of  the thing that was planned; as Melvin Webber put 
it, it was “a special way of  deciding and acting” which 
involved a constantly recycled series of  logical steps: 
goal-setting, forecasting of  change in the outside 
world, assessment of  chains of  consequences of  
alternative courses of  action, appraisal of  costs and 
benefits as a basis for action strategies, and continuous 
monitoring. This was the approach of  the new British 
textbooks of  systems planning, which started to 
emerge at the end of  the 1960s, and which were 
particularly associated with a group of  younger British 
graduates, many teaching or studying at the University 
of  Manchester. It was also the approach of  a whole 
generation of  subregional studies, made for fast-grow- 
ing metropolitan areas in Britain during that heroic 
period of  growth and change, 1965–75: Leicester–
Leicestershire, Nottinghamshire– Derbyshire, Coventry–
Warwickshire–Solihull, South Hampshire. All were 
heavily suffused with the new approach and the new 
techniques; in several, the same key individuals – 
McLoughlin in Leicester, Batty in Notts–Derby – 
played a directing or a crucial consulting role.

But the revolution was less complete – at least, in 
its early stages – than its supporters liked to argue: 
many of  these “systems” plans had a distinctly blue-
print tint, in that they soon resulted in all-too-
concrete proposals for fixed investments like freeway 
systems. Underlying this, furthermore, were some 
curious metaphysical assumptions, which the new 
systems planners shared with their blueprint elders: 
the planning system was seen as active, the city 
system as purely passive; the political system was 
regarded as benign and receptive to the planner’s 
expert advice. In practice, the systems planner was 
involved in two very different kinds of  activity: as a 
social scientist, he or she was passively observing 
and analysing reality; as a designer, the same planner 
was acting on reality to change it – an activity 
inherently less certain, and also inherently subject to 
objectives that could only be set through a complex, 

often messy, set of  dealings between professionals, 
politicians and public. 

The core of  this problem was a logical paradox: 
despite the claims of  the systems planners, the urban 
planning system was different from (say) a weapons 
system. In this latter kind of  system, to which the 
“systems approach” had originally and successfully 
been applied, the controls were inside the system; but 
here, the urban-regional system was inside its own 
system of  control. Related to this were other crucial 
differences: in urban planning, there was not just one 
problem and one overriding objective, but many, 
perhaps contradictory; it was difficult to move from 
general goals to specific operational ones; not all were 
fully perceived; the systems to be analysed did not 
self-evidently exist, but had to be synthesized; most 
aspects were not deterministic, but probabilistic; costs 
and benefits were difficult to quantify. So the claims of  
the systems school to scientific objectivity could not 
readily be fulfilled. Increasingly, members of  the 
school came to admit that in such “open” systems, 
systematic analysis would need to play a subsidiary 
role to intuition and judgement; in other words, the 
traditional approach. By 1975 Britton Harris, perhaps 
the most celebrated of  all the systems planners, could 
write that he no longer believed that the more difficult 
problems of  planning could be solved by optimizing 
methods.

The search for a new paradigm

All this, in the late 1960s, came to focus in an attack 
from two very different directions, which together 
blew the ship of  systems planning at least half  out of  
the water. From the philosophical right came a series 
of  theoretical and empirical studies from American 
political scientists, arguing that – at least in the United 
States – crucial urban decisions were made within a 
pluralist political structure in which no one individual 
or group had total knowledge or power, and in which, 
consequently, the decision-making process could  
best be described as “disjointed incrementalism” or 
“muddling through”. Meyerson and Banfield’s classic 
analysis of  the Chicago Housing Authority concluded 
that it engaged in little real planning, and failed 
because it did not correctly identify the real power 
structure in the city; its elitist view of  the public interest 
was totally opposed to the populist view of  the ward 
politicians, which finally prevailed. Downs theorized 
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about such a structure, suggesting that politicians buy 
votes by offering bundles of  policies, rather as in a 
market. Lindblom contrasted the whole rational-
comprehensive model of  planning with what he found 
to be the actual process of  policy development, which 
was characterized by a mixture of  values and analysis, 
a confusion of  ends and means, a failure to analyse 
alternatives, and an avoidance of  theory. Altshuler’s 
analysis of  Minneapolis–St Paul suggested that the 
professional planner carried no clout against the 
political machine, which backed the highway-building 
engineers against him; they won by stressing expertise 
and concentrating on narrow goals, but theirs was a 
political game; the conclusion was that planners 
should recognize their own weakness, and devise 
strategies appropriate to that fact.

All these analyses arose from study of  American 
urban politics, which is traditionally more populist, 
more pluralist, than most. Even there, Rabinowitz’s 
study of  New Jersey cities suggested that they varied 
greatly in style, from the highly fragmented to the very 
cohesive; while Etzioni, criticizing Lindblom, sug-
gested that recent United States history showed 
several important examples of  non-incremental  
decision-making, especially in defence. But, these res-
ervations taken, the studies did at least suggest that 
planning in actuality was a very long way indeed from 
the cool, rational, Olympian style envisaged in the 
systems texts. Perhaps it might have been better if  it 
had been closer; perhaps not. The worrisome point 
was that in practice, local democracy proved to be an 
infinitely messier business than the theory would have 
liked. Some theorists accordingly concluded that if  
this was the way planning was, this was the way it 
should be encouraged to be: partial, experimental, 
incremental, working on problems as they arose.

That emerged even more clearly, because – as so 
often seems to happen – in America the left-wing 
criticism was reaching closely similar conclusions. By 
the late 1960s, fuelled by the civil-rights movement 
and war on poverty, the protests against the Vietnam 
war and the campus free-speech movement, it was 
this wing that was making all the running. Underlying 
the general current of  protest were three key themes, 
which proved fatal to the legitimacy of  the systems 
planners. One was a widespread distrust of  expert, 
top– down planning generally – whether for problems 
of  peace and war, or for problems of  the cities. Ano- 
ther, much more specific, was an increasing paranoia 
about the systems approach, which in its military 

applications was seen as employing pseudo-science 
and incomprehensible jargon to create a smokescreen, 
behind which ethically reprehensible policies could be 
pursued. And a third was triggered by the riots that 
tore through American cities starting with Birmingham, 
Alabama, in 1963 and ending with Detroit, in 1967. 
They seemed to prove the point: systems planning 
had done nothing to ameliorate the condition of  the 
cities; rather, by assisting or at least conniving in the 
dismemberment of  inner-city communities, it might 
actually have contributed to it. By 1967 one critic, 
Richard Bolan, could argue that systems planning was 
old-fashioned comprehensive planning, dressed up in 
fancier garb; both, alike, ignored political reality.

The immediate left-wing reaction was to call on 
the planners themselves to turn the tables, and to 
practise bottom–up planning by becoming advocate-
planners. Particularly, in this way they would make 
explicit the debate about the setting of  goals and 
objectives, which both the blueprint and systems ap- 
proaches had bypassed by means of  their comfortable 
shared assumption that this was the professional 
planner’s job. Advocacy planners would intervene in a 
variety of  ways, in a variety of  groups; diversity should 
be their keynote. They would help to inform the public 
of  alternatives; force public planning agencies to 
compete for support; help critics to generate plans 
that were superior to official ones; compel consi- 
deration of  underlying values. The resulting structure 
was highly American: democratic, locally grounded, 
pluralistic, but also legalistic in being based on insti- 
tutionalized conflict. But, interestingly, while demoting 
the planner in one respect, it enormously advanced 
his or her power in another: the planner was to take 
many of  the functions that the locally elected official 
had previously exercised. And, in practice, it was not 
entirely clear how it would all work; particularly, how 
the process would resolve the very real conflicts of  
interest that could arise within communities, or how it 
could avoid the risk that the planners, once again, 
would become manipulators.

At any rate, there is more than a passing 
resemblance between the planner as a disjointed 
incrementalist, and the planner-advocate; and, indeed, 
between either of  these and a third model set out in 
Bolan’s paper of  1967, the planner as informal co- 
ordinator and catalyst, which in turn shades into a 
fourth: Melvin Webber’s probabilistic planner, who 
uses new information systems to facilitate debate and 
improve decision-making. All are assumed to work 
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within a pluralist world, with very many different 
competing groups and interests, where the planner has 
at most (and, further, should have) only limited power or 
influence; all are based, at least implicitly, on continued 
acceptance of  logical positivism. As Webber put it, at 
the conclusion of  his long two-part paper of  1968–9:

The burden of  my argument is that city planning failed 
to adopt the planning method, choosing instead to 
impose input bundles, including regulatory constraints, 
on the basis of  ideologically defined images of  good-
ness. I am urging, as an alternative, that planning tries 
out the planning idea and the planning method.

In turn, Webber’s view of  planning – which flatly 
denied the possibility of  a stable predictable future or 
agreed goals – provided some of  the philosophi- 
cal underpinnings of  the Social Learning or New 
Humanist approach of  the 1970s, which stressed the 
importance of  learning systems in helping cope with 
a turbulent environment. But finally, this approach 
divorced itself  from logical positivism, returning to a 
reliance on personal knowledge which was strangely 
akin to old-style blueprint planning; and, as developed 
by John Friedmann of  the University of  California at 
Los Angeles, it finally resulted in a demand for all 
political activity to be decomposed into decision by 
minute political groups: a return to the anarchist roots 
of  planning, with a vengeance.

So these different approaches diverged, sometimes 
in detailed emphasis, sometimes more fundamentally. 
What they shared was the belief  that – at any rate in 
the American political system – the planner did not 
have much power and did not deserve to have much 
either; within a decade, from 1965 to 1975, these 
approaches together neatly stripped the planner of  
whatever priestly clothing, and consequent mystique, 
s/he may have possessed. Needless to say, this view 
powerfully communicated itself  to the professionals 
themselves. Even in countries with more centralized, 
top–down political systems, such as Great Britain, 
young graduating planners increasingly saw their 
roles as rather like barefoot doctors, helping the poor 
down on the streets of  the inner city, working either  
for a politically acceptable local authority, or, failing 
that, for community organizations battling against a 
politically objectionable one.

Several historical factors, in addition to the 
demolition job on planning by the American theorists, 
contributed to this change: planners and politicians 

belatedly discovered the continued deprivation of  the 
inner-city poor; then, it was seen that the areas where 
these people lived were suffering depopulation and 
deindustrialization; in consequence, planners progres- 
sively moved away from the merely physical, and into 
the social and the economic. The change can be 
caricatured thus: in 1955, the typical newly graduated 
planner was at the drawing board, producing a dia- 
gram of  desired land uses; in 1965, s/he was analysing 
computer output of  traffic patterns; in 1975, the same 
person was talking late into the night with community 
groups, in the attempt to organize against hostile 
forces in the world outside.

It was a remarkable inversion of  roles. For what was 
wholly or partly lost, in that decade, was the claim to 
any unique and useful expertise, such as was possessed 
by the doctor or the lawyer. True, the planner could still 
offer specialized knowledge on planning laws and pro-
cedures, or on how to achieve a particular design solu-
tion; though often, given the nature of  the context and 
the changed character of  planning education, s/he 
might not have enough of  either of  these skills to be 
particularly useful. And, some critics were beginning to 
argue, this was because planning had extended so 
thinly over so wide an area that it became almost mean-
ingless; in the title of  Aaron Wildavsky’s celebrated 
paper, “If  Planning is Everything, Maybe it’s Nothing”.

The fact was that planning, as an academic 
discipline, had theorized about its own role to such an 
extent that it was denying its own claim to legitimacy. 
Planning, Faludi pointed out in his text of  1973, could 
be merely functional, in that the goals and objectives 
are taken as given; or normative, in that they are 
themselves the object of  rational choice. The problem 
was whether planning was really capable of  doing that 
latter job. As a result, by the mid-1970s planning had 
reached the stage of  a “paradigm crisis”; it had been 
theoretically useful to distinguish the planning process 
as something separate from what is planned, yet this 
had meant a neglect of  substantive theory, pushing it 
to the periphery of  the whole subject. Consequently, 
new theory is needed which attempts to bridge current 
planning strategies and the urban physical and social 
systems to which strategies are applied.

The Marxist ascendancy

That became ever clearer in the following decade, 
when the logical positivists retreated from the 
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intellectual field of  battle and the Marxists took 
possession. As the whole world knows, the 1970s saw 
a remarkable resurgence – indeed a veritable explosion 
– of  Marxist studies. This could not fail to affect the 
closely related worlds of  urban geography, sociology, 
economics and planning. True, like the early neo-
classical economists, Marx had been remarkably 
uninterested in questions of  spatial location – even 
though Engels had made illuminating comments on 
the spatial distribution of  classes in mid-Victorian 
Manchester. The disciples now reverently sought to 
extract from the holy texts, drop by drop, a distillation 
that could be used to brew the missing theoretical 
potion. At last, by the mid-1970s, it was ready; then 
came a flood of  new work. It originated in various 
places and in various disciplines: in England and the 
United States the geographers David Harvey and 
Doreen Massey helped to explain urban growth and 
change in terms of  the circulation of  capital; in Paris, 
Manuel Castells and Henri Lefebvre developed 
sociologically based theories. In the endless debates 
that followed among the Marxists themselves, a 
critical question concerned the role of  the state. In 
France, Lokjine and others argued that it was mainly 
concerned, through such devices as macroecono- 
mic planning and related infrastructure investment, 
directly to underpin and aid the direct productive 
investments of  private capital. Castells, in contrast, 
argued that its main function had been to provide 
collective consumption – as in public housing, or 
schools, or transportation – to help guarantee the 
reproduction of  the labour force and to dampen class 
conflict, essential for the maintenance of  the system. 
Clearly, planning might play a very large role in both 
these state functions; hence, by the mid-1970s French 
Marxist urbanists were engaging in major studies of  
this role in the industrialization of  such major industrial 
areas as Dieppe.

At the same time, a specifically Marxian view of  
planning emerged in the English-speaking world. To 
describe it adequately would require a course in 
Marxist theory. But, in inadequate summary, it states 
that the structure of  the capitalist city itself, including 
its land-use and activity patterns, is the result of  
capital in pursuit of  profit. Because capitalism is 
doomed to recurrent crises, which deepen in the 
current stage of  late capitalism, capital calls upon the 
state, as its agent, to assist it by remedying disorgani- 
zation in commodity production, and by aiding the 
reproduction of  the labour force. It thus tries to 

achieve certain necessary objectives: to facilitate 
continued capital accumulation, by ensuring rational 
allocation of  resources; by assisting the reproduction 
of  the labour force through provision of  social 
services, thus maintaining a delicate balance between 
labour and capital and preventing social disintegration; 
and by guaranteeing and legitimating capitalist social 
and property relations. As Dear and Scott put it:  
“In summary, planning is an historically-specific and 
socially-necessary response to the self-disorganizing 
tendencies of  privatized capitalist social and property 
relations as these appear in urban space.” In particular, 
it seeks to guarantee collective provision of  necessary 
infrastructure and certain basic urban services, and to 
reduce negative externalities whereby certain activities 
of  capital cause losses to other parts of  the system.

But, since capitalism also wishes to circumscribe 
state planning as far as possible, there is an inbuilt 
contradiction: planning, because of  this inherent 
inadequacy, always solves one problem only by 
creating another. Thus, say the Marxists, nineteenth-
century clearances in Paris created a working-class 
housing problem; American zoning limited the powers 
of  industrialists to locate at the most profitable loca- 
tions. And planning can never do more than modify 
some parameters of  the land development process; it 
cannot change its intrinsic logic, and so cannot remove 
the contradiction between private accumula- 
tion and collective action. Further, the capitalist class 
is by no means homogenous; different fractions of  
capital may have divergent, even contradictory 
interests, and complex alliances may be formed in 
consequence; thus, latter-day Marxist explanations 
come close to being pluralist, albeit with a strong 
structural element. But in the process, “the more that 
the State intervenes in the urban system, the greater is 
the likelihood that different social groups and fractions 
will contest the legitimacy of  its decisions. Urban life 
as a whole becomes progressively invaded by political 
controversies and dilemmas.”

Because traditional non-Marxian planning theory 
has ignored this essential basis of  planning, so Marxian 
commentators argue, it is by definition vacuous: it 
seeks to define what planning ideally ought to be, 
devoid of  all context; its function has been to depoliti- 
cize planning as an activity, and thus to legitimate it. It 
seeks to achieve this by representing itself  as the force 
which produces the various facets of  real-world 
planning. But in fact, its various claims – to develop 
abstract concepts that rationally represent real-world 
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processes, to legitimate its own activity, to explain 
material processes as the outcome of  ideas, to present 
planning goals as derived from generally shared 
values, and to abstract planning activity in terms of  
metaphors drawn from other fields like engineering – 
all these are both very large and quite unjustified. The 
reality, Marxists argue, is precisely the opposite: 
viewed objectively, planning theory is nothing other 
than a creation of  the social forces that bring planning 
into existence.

It makes up a disturbing body of  coherent criticism: 
yes, of  course, planning cannot simply be an indepen- 
dent self-legitimating activity, as scientific inquiry may 
claim to be; yes, of  course, it is a phenomenon that – 
like all phenomena – represents the circumstances of  
its time. As Scott and Roweis put it:

. . . there is a definite mismatch between the world of  
current planning theory, on the one hand, and the real 
world of  practical planning intervention on the other 
hand. The one is the quintessence of  order and 
reason in relation to the other which is full of  disorder 
and unreason. Conventional theorists then set about 
resolving this mismatch between theory and reality by 
introducing the notion that planning theory is in any 
case not so much an attempt to explain the world as it 
is but as it ought to be. Planning theory then sets itself  
the task of  rationalizing irrationalities, and seeks to 
materialize itself  in social and historical reality (like 
Hegel’s World Spirit) by bringing to bear upon the 
world a set of  abstract, independent, and transcendent 
norms.

(Scott and Roweis, 1977)

It was powerful criticism. But it left in turn a glar- 
ingly open question, both for the unfortunate planner 
– whose legitimacy is now totally torn from him, like 
the epaulette from the shoulder of  a disgraced officer 
– and, equally, for the Marxist critic: what, then, is 
planning theory about? Has it any normative or 
prescriptive content whatsoever? The answer, logically, 
would appear to be no. One of  the critics, Philip 
Cooke, is uncompromising:

The main criticism that tends to have been made, 
justifiably, of  planning is that it has remained 
stubbornly normative . . . in this book it will be argued 
that [planning theorists] should identify mechanisms 
which cause changes in the nature of  planning to be 
brought about, rather than assuming such changes to 

be either the creative idealizations of  individual 
minds, or mere regularities in observable events.

(Cooke, 1983)

This is at least consistent: planning theory should 
avoid all prescription; it should stand right outside the 
planning process, and seek to analyse the subject – 
including traditional theory – for what it is, the 
reflection of  historical forces. Scott and Roweis, a 
decade earlier, seem to be saying exactly the same 
thing: planning theory cannot be normative, it cannot 
assume “transcendent operational norms”. But then, 
they stand their logic on its own head, saying that “a 
viable theory of  urban planning should not only tell us 
what planning is, but also what we can, and must, do 
as progressive planners”.

This, of  course, is sheer rhetoric. But it nicely 
displays the agony of  the dilemma. Either theory is 
about unravelling the historical logic of  capitalism, or 
it is about prescription for action. Since the planner-
theorist – however sophisticated – could never hope 
to divert the course of  capitalist evolution by more 
than a millimetre or a millisecond, the logic would 
seem to demand that s/he sticks firmly to the first and 
abjures the second. In other words, the Marxian logic 
is strangely quietist; it suggests that the planner 
retreats from planning altogether into the academic 
ivory tower.

Some were acutely conscious of  the dilemma. John 
Forester tried to resolve it by basing a whole theory of  
planning action on the work of  Jürgen Habermas. 
Habermas, perhaps the leading German social theorist 
of  the post-World War Two era, had argued that latter-
day capitalism justified its own legitimacy by spinning 
around itself  a complex set of  distortions in commu- 
nication, designed to obscure and prevent any rational 
understanding of  its own workings. Thus, he argued, 
individuals became powerless to understand how and 
why they act, and so were excluded from all power to 
influence their own lives,

as they are harangued, pacified, mislead [sic], and 
ultimately persuaded that inequality, poverty, and ill-
health are either problems for which the victim is 
responsible or problems so “political” and “complex” 
that they can have nothing to say about them. 
Habermas argues that democratic politics or planning 
requires the consent that grows from processes of  
collective criticism, not from silence or a party line.

(Forester, 1980)
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But, Forester argues, Habermas’s own proposals 
for communicative action provide a way for planners 
to improve their own practice:

By recognizing planning practice as normatively  
role-structured communication action which distorts, 
covers up, or reveals to the public the prospects and 
possibilities they face, a critical theory of  planning 
aids us practically and ethically as well. This is the 
contribution of  critical theory to planning: pragmatics 
with vision – to reveal true alternatives, to correct 
false expectations, to counter cynicism, to foster 
inquiry, to spread political responsibility, engagement, 
and action. Critical planning practice, technically 
skilled and politically sensitive, is an organizing and 
democratizing practice.

(Forester, 1980)

Fine. The problem is that – stripped of  its 
Germanic philosophical basis, which is necessarily a 
huge oversimplification of  a very dense analysis – the 
practical prescription all comes out as good old- 
fashioned democratic common sense, no more and 
no less than Davidoff ’s advocacy planning of  fifteen 
years before: cultivate community networks, listen 
carefully to the people, involve the less-organized 
groups, educate the citizens in how to join in, supply 
information and make sure people know how to get it, 
develop skills in working with groups in conflict situa-
tions, emphasize the need to participate, compensate 
for external pressures. True, if  in all this planners can 
sense that they have penetrated the mask of  capital-
ism, that may help them to help others to act to 
change their environment and their lives; and, given 
the clear philosophical impasse of  the late 1970s, 
such a massive metaphysical underpinning may be 
necessary.

The world outside the tower: practice 
retreats from theory

Meanwhile, if  the theorists were retreating in one 
direction, the practitioners were certainly reciprocat- 
ing. Whether baffled or bored by the increasingly 
scholastic character of  the academic debate, they 
lapsed into an increasingly untheoretical, unreflective, 
pragmatic, even visceral style of  planning. That was 
not entirely new: planning had come under a cloud 
before, as during the 1950s, and had soon reappeared 

in a clear blue sky. What was new, strange, and 
seemingly unique about the 1980s was the divorce 
between the Marxist theoreticians of  academe – 
essentially academic spectators, taking grandstand 
seats at what they saw as one of  capitalism’s last 
games – and the anti-theoretical, anti-strategic, anti-
intellectual style of  the players on the field down below. 
The 1950s were never like that; then, the academics 
were the coaches, down there with the team.

The picture is of  course exaggerated. Many 
academics did still try to teach real-life planning 
through simulation of  real-world problems. The Royal 
Town Planning Institute enjoined them to become 
ever more practice-minded. The practitioners had not 
all shut their eyes and ears to what comes out of  the 
academy; some even returned there for refresher 
courses. And if  all this was true in Britain, it was even 
more so of  America, where the divorce had never 
been so evident. Yet the picture does describe a clear 
and unmistakable trend; and it was likely to be more 
than a cyclical one.

The reason is simple: as professional education of  
any kind becomes more fully absorbed by the 
academy, as its teachers become more thoroughly 
socialized within it, as careers are seen to depend on 
academic peer judgements, then its norms and values 
– theoretical, intellectual, detached – will become 
ever more pervasive; and the gap between teaching 
and practice will progressively widen. One key 
illustration: of  the huge output of  books and papers 
from the planning schools in the 1980s, there were 
many – often, those most highly regarded within the 
academic community – that were simply irrelevant, 
even completely incomprehensible, to the average 
practitioner.

Perhaps, it might be argued, that was the prac- 
titioner’s fault; perhaps too we need fundamental 
science, with no apparent payoff, if  we are later to 
enjoy its technological applications. The difficulty 
with that argument was to find convincing evidence 
that – not merely here, but in the social sciences 
generally – such payoff  eventually comes. Hence the 
low esteem into which the social sciences had 
everywhere fallen, not least in Britain and the United 
States: hence too the diminished level of  support for 
them, which – at any rate in Britain – had directly 
redounded on the planning schools. The relationship 
between planning and the academy had gone sour, 
and that is the major unresolved question that must 
now be addressed.
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“Twentieth-Century Land  
Use Planning: a Stalwart  
Family Tree” 
Journal of the American Planning Association (1995) 

Edward J. Kaiser and David R.  Godschalk 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Much of what city planning departments do is physical planning related to land use. Many urban planning 
programs offer graduate courses in “physical planning” or “land-use planning” and physical planning is a common 
specialization within urban planning programs. Some geography departments also offer physical planning 
courses and specializations. The central focus of these courses is on how land – particularly urban land – should 
be used for housing, offices, industry, retail, open space and other uses. Physical planning and land-use planning 
are inextricably linked to transportation, capital improvements, and infrastructure. The core urban planning 
document in most cities is called an urban general plan – a physical plan for the land use, housing, transportation 
and other aspects of the city’s development. Depending on the country and city there may be many other 
specialized city and regional land use plans at different scales that deal more or less directly with some aspects 
of land use such as coastal zone plans, park and open space plans, highway corridor plans, and redevelopment 
plans. Many of these plans blend aspects of design, policy, and management as well as prescribing where 
activities and land uses should be  located. 

In the following selection, urban planning professors Edward J. Kaiser and David R. Godschalk describe how 
concepts of what land use plans should be like evolved during the twentieth century and what land-use planning 
practice in the United States is like today. Their conclusions are based on their distinguished teaching careers at 
the University of North Carolina’s Department of City and Regional Planning – a world center of excellence in 
land-use planning. Kaiser and Godschalk are co-authors (with others) of a number of successive editions of the 
leading US land-use planning text: Urban Land Use  Planning. 

Kaiser and Godschalk liken the development of the practice of land-use planning to the growth of a tree. From 
disparate roots in planning theory and practice, the land-use planning tree has grown from a slender set of ideas 
to a sturdy trunk based on the 1950s vision of a general plan for cities’ long-term physical development. That 
vision has grown over the past sixty plus years, with periodic branches, to a rich foliage of hybrid contemporary 
plans that typically blend aspects of design, policy, and management as well as prescribing where activities and 
land uses should be  located. 

Kaiser and Godschalk begin their account of twentieth-century land-use planning by describing the elitist, 
architecturally based, and often unrealistic plans that Peter Hall (p. 431) notes were the norm from the early 
twentieth century until after World War II. Many cities in late nineteenth-century Germany had sophisticated land 
use plans. By the end of the nineteenth century, other large cities in Europe also began to develop physical land 
use plans. New York, Chicago, other large US cities developed plans in the early twentieth century. German cities 
pioneered zoning in the late nineteenth century and New York City adopted a comprehensive zoning ordinance 
in  1916. 
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Edward Bassett, the principle author of the New York city zoning law believed that zoning – which merely 
specifies what kind of building can occur in which part of the city – is not enough. He argued that cities should 
have what he called a “master plan” to guide long-term development. Bassett distinguished between master 
planning, which he thought should adopt a fifty-year time horizon and articulate a broad, non-binding vision, and 
zoning, which he believed should be a legally binding description of precisely what could be built where.  
He believed that zoning should be based on the general plan and that the effort and thought that went into 
preparing a general plan would educate local elected officials and city staff and thereby produce better zoning 
and regulation of land  uses. 

In the United States, a 1926 supreme court decision – Euclid v. Ambler Realty Company – upholding the 
constitutionality of zoning and a model state zoning enabling act (1926) and Standard City Planning Enabling 
Act (1928) recommended by the US Department of Commerce encouraged many states to authorize or require 
cities and counties to create planning commissions, adopt plans, and implement zoning. The term “master plan” 
was increasingly replaced by the politically less threatening term “general plan.” 

Kaiser and Godschalk trace the real roots of their tree to the middle of the twentieth century. By 1950 there 
was a consensus that city plans should be focused on long-term physical development – general plans based 
on Basset’s ideas. The early physically oriented general plans have become more sophisticated and have also 
evolved into contemporary hybrid urban land use plans today. Many still retain the solid trunk of physical planning 
practice, but modern plans incorporate elements of policy and management that make them far more realistic 
than plans developed during what Peter Hall calls planning’s comfortable but ineffective golden age of general 
planning in the 1950s. Citizens are usually involved in formulating today’s plans at the middle- or high-rungs of 
Sherry Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (p. 279) with planners employing many of the consensus-building 
strategies that John Forester describes (p. 467). Modern general plans draw upon ideas proposed by UC 
Berkeley planning professor T.J. (Jack) Kent who wrote a book titled The Urban General Plan in  1964. 

In the United States, cities and counties are created by state law and individual states may decide what 
planning to require or recommend that cities and counties do. Sparsely populated states and states with a 
culture that is opposed to government interference with private property rights require little planning. Populous 
states, states with fragile ecosystems, and states whose political culture encourages more government regulation 
of private property require more planning. California, for example, requires every county and city to have a general 
plan, specifies mandatory elements the plans much contain, and requires local land use regulations to be 
consistent with the general  plan. 

In the 1950s, city general plans tended to be elitist, inspirational, long-range visions developed with little 
attention to implementation. Many were more like public relations documents than serious plans. In contrast, 
Kaiser and Godschalk argue that today, urban land use plans have become frameworks for community consensus 
on future growth supported by fiscally grounded actions to manage change. Plans are becoming more sensitive 
to the green planning issues raised by Timothy Beatley (p. 492), sustainable urban development as proposed by 
the Brundtland Commission (p. 404), resilience to resist or rapidly recover from disasters as Vale (p. 618) 
describes, and strategies to reduce humans’ carbon footprint and slow global warming discussed by Peter 
Calthorpe (p. 511). 

Most modern city plans contain maps showing projected long-range urban form for the city’s land uses, 
transportation systems, open space, community facilities, and infrastructure. Today’s general plans do not consist 
of architecturally complete renderings of an entire static new town or parts of a city like the first generation of 
master and general plans. In addition to maps and drawings, the city plan’s vision may be expressed in words and 
visual images. Today maps in modern general plans are often generated by computerized Geographical 
Information Systems (GIS) software from census and other data rather than hand-colored approximations. 
Computerized statistical analysis of population, housing, and economic data ground the plans and many general 
plans have accompanying appendices or reports with data on the community. Plan illustrations are often created 
using Computer Assisted Design (CAD) software programs and illustration programs. Increasingly paper plans 
are integrated with text, maps, and renderings on the web, including three-dimensional  renderings. 

Urban planners also prepare regional plans. In the United States, councils of government (COGs) do some 
regional planning, but most are weak and their plans have limited impact. Metropolitan transportation planning 
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agencies also do region wide planning. The European Union requires member states to do spatial planning, and 
in the UK and elsewhere this involves regional planning. One metropolitan region in the United States – the 
Portland, Oregon, metropolitan area – has an elected regional government with legal authority to do regional 
planning, a sophisticated regional land information system with more than one hundred layers of spatial data 
available to planners throughout the metropolitan region, and an excellent track record implementing progressive 
plans. Portland State University urban historian Carl Abbott calls Portland “the capital of good planning.” 

At the beginning of the twenty-first century it appears that the sturdy tree of urban land-use planning will 
continue to grow. Kaiser and Godschalk anticipate that the next generation of development plans will mature and 
adapt without abandoning the urban physical plan  heritage. 

Edward J. Kaiser and David R. Godschalk are emeritus professors of city and regional planning at the 
University of North Carolina. They co-authored (with Stuart Chapin) the fourth edition of Urban Land Use 
Planning (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1995), the leading American text on land-use planning. David 
Godschalk is the co-author with Philip Berke of the fifth edition of Urban Land Use Planning (2006). 

The best overview of urban planning is William Fulton and Paul Shigley, Guide to California Planning (Point 
Arena, CA: Solano Press, 2005). Even though the book is designed for California readers and describes 
California urban planning practices that may be different from other states, its descriptions of general planning, 
zoning, and environmental impact analysis are clearly written and relevant to readers  everywhere. 

Eugenie Birch (ed.), The Urban and Regional Planning Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 2009) is 
an anthology of classic and contemporary writings on urban and regional planning in the Routledge Urban 
Reader Series. Other books on urban planning with a focus on the United States include John M. Levy, 
Contemporary Urban Planning, 10th edn (New York: Pearson, 2012), International City Management Association 
(ICMA), Local Planning: Contemporary Principles and Practice (Washington, DC: ICMA, 2009), Eric Damian 
Kelley, Community Planning: An Introduction to the Comprehensive Plan (Washington, DC: Island Press, 
2009), Alexander Garvin, The American City: What Works, What Doesn’t, 2nd edn (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
2002), and Jay Stein (ed.), Classic Readings in Urban Planning (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2004). 

Leading books on European urban planning include J. Barry Cullingworth and Vincent Nadin, Town and 
Country Planning in the UK, 14th edn (London and New York: Routledge, 2006) and Peter Hall and Mark 
Tewdyr-Jones, Urban and Regional Planning, 5th edn (London and New York: Routledge, 2009). Peter Hall’s 
Cities of Tomorrow, 3rd edn (Oxford and New York: Wiley-Blackwell, 2002) is the definitive intellectual history of 
urban planning and design in the twentieth century that covers major trends in the UK, North America, and 
elsewhere. Mellior Scott’s American City Planning Since 1890 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 
1969) is a detailed history of American city planning from 1909 to 1969. The American Planner: Biographies 
and Recollections, edited by Donald A. Krueckeberg (New York: Methuen, 1983), provides addition insight on 
land-use planning in the United  States. 

How a city’s land is used defines its character, its 
potential for development, the role it can play within a 
regional economy and how it impacts the natural 
environment.

(Seattle Planning Commission, 1993)

During the twentieth century, community physical 
development plans have evolved from elite, City 
Beautiful designs to participatory, broad-based strate- 
gies for managing urban change. A review of  land use 
planning’s intellectual and practice history shows the 
continuous incorporation of  new ideas and techniques. 
The traditional mapped land use design has been 

enriched with innovations from policy plans, land 
classification plans, and development management 
plans. Thanks to this flexible adaptation, local govern- 
ments can use contemporary land use planning to 
build consensus and support decisions on controversial 
issues about space, development, and infrastructure. 
If  this evolution persists, local plans should continue 
to be mainstays of  community development policy 
into the twenty-first century.

Unlike the more rigid, rule-oriented modern 
architecture, contemporary local planning does not 
appear destined for deconstruction by a postmodern 
revolution. Though critics of  comprehensive physical 
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planning have regularly predicted its demise, the 
evidence demonstrates that spatial planning is alive 
and well in hundreds of  United States communities. A 
1994 tabulation found 2,742 local comprehensive 
plans prepared under state growth management 
regulations in twelve states. (See Table 1.) This figure 
of  course significantly understates the overall nation- 
wide total, which would include all those plans pre- 
pared in the other thirty-eight states and in the 
noncoastal areas of  California and North Carolina. It 
is safe to assume that most, if  not all, of  these plans 
contain a mapped land use element. Not only do such 
plans help decision-makers to manage urban growth 
and change, they also provide a platform for the 
formation of  community consensus about land use 
issues, now among the most controversial items on 
local government agendas.

This article looks back at the history of  land use 
planning and forward to its future. It shows how 
planning ideas, growing from turn-of-the-century 
roots, culminated in a midcentury consensus on a 
general concept – the traditional land use design plan. 
That consensus was stretched as planning branched 
out to deal with public participation, environmental 
protection, growth management, fiscal responsibility, 

and effective implementation under turbulent condi- 
tions. To meet these new challenges, new types of  
plans arose: verbal policy plans, land classification 
plans, and growth management plans. These in turn 
became integrated into today’s hybrid comprehensive 
plans, broadening and strengthening the traditional 
approach.

Future land use planning will continue to evolve  
in certain foreseeable directions, as well as in ways 
unforeseen. Among the foreseeable developments are 
even more active participation by interest groups, 
calling for planners’ skills at consensus building and 
managing conflict; increased use of  computers and 
electronic media, calling for planners’ skills in informa-
tion management and communication; and continuing 
concerns over issues of  diversity, sustainability, and 
quality of  life, calling for planners’ ability to analyze 
and seek creative solutions to complex and interde-
pendent problems.

The LaNd USe PLaNNiNG FaMiLy TRee

We liken the evolution of  the physical develop- 
ment plan to a family tree. The early genealogy is 

State Number of  comprehensive plans Source

Cities/
towns

Counties Regions Total

California 
(coastal)

  97   7  0  104 Coastal Commission

Florida  377  49  0  426 Department of  Community Affairs
Georgia  298  94  0  392 Department of  Community Affairs
Maine  270   0  0  270 Dept. of  Economic and Community Development
Maryland    1   1  0    2 Planning Office
New Jersey  567   0  0  567 Community Affairs Department
North Carolina 

(coastal)
  70  20  0   90 Division of  Coastal Management

Oregon  241  36  1  278 Department of  Local Community Development
Rhode Island   39   0  1   40 Department of  Planning and Development
Vermont  235   0 10  245 Department of  Housing and Community Affairs
Virginia  211  94  0  305 Department of  Housing and Community Affairs
Washington   23   9  9   23 Office of  Growth Management

Total 2429 301 12 2742

Table 1 Local comprehensive plans in growth-managing states and coastal areas as of  1994

Source: Compiled from telephone survey of  state sources
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represented as the roots of  the tree (Figure 1). The 
general plan, constituting consensus practice at 
midcentury, is represented by the main trunk. Since 
the 1970s this traditional “land use design plan” has 
been joined by several branches – the verbal policy 
plan, the land classification plan, and the development 
management plan. These branches connect to the 
trunk although springing from different planning 
disciplines, in a way reminiscent of  the complex 
structure of  a Ficus tree. The branches combine into 
the contemporary, hybrid comprehensive plan integ- 
rating design, policy, classification, and management, 
represented by the foliage at the top of  the tree.

As we discuss each of  these parts of  the family 
tree, we show how plans respond both to social 
climate changes and to “idea genes” from the literature. 
We also draw conclusions about the survival of  the 
tree and the prospects for new branches in the future. 
The focus of  the article is the plan prepared by a local 
government – a county, municipality, or urban region 
– for the long-term development and use of  the land.

ROOTS OF The FaMiLy TRee:  
The FiRST 50 yeaRS

New World city plans certainly existed before this 
century. They included L’Enfant’s plan for Washington, 
William Penn’s plan for Philadelphia, and General 
Oglethorpe’s plan for Savannah. These plans, however, 
were blueprints for undeveloped sites, commissioned 
by unitary authorities with power to implement them 
unilaterally.

In this century, perhaps the most influential early 
city plan was Daniel Burnham’s plan for Chicago, 
published by the Commercial Club of  Chicago (a civic, 
not a government entity) in 1909. The archetypical 
plan-as-inspirational-vision, it focuses only on design 
of  public spaces as a City Beautiful effort.

The City Beautiful approach was soon broadened 
to a more comprehensive view. At the 1911 National 
Conference on City Planning, Frederick Law Olmsted, 
Jr., son of  the famous landscape architect and in his 
own right one of  the fathers of  planning, defined a city 

Figure 1 The family tree of  the land use plan
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plan as encompassing all uses of  land, private pro- 
perty, public sites, and transportation. Alfred Bettman, 
speaking at the 1928 National Conference of  City 
Planning, envisioned the plan as a master design for 
the physical development of  the city’s territory, 
including “the general location and extent of  new 
public improvements . . . and in the case of  private 
developments, the general distribution amongst 
various classes of  land uses, such as residential, 
business, and industrial uses . . . designed for . . . the 
future, twenty-five to fifty years” (Black 1968, 352–3). 
Together, Olmsted and Bettman anticipated the 
development of  the midcentury land use plan.

Another early influence, the federal Standard City 
Planning Enabling Act of  1928, shaped enabling acts 
passed by many states. However, the Act left many 
planners and public officials confused about the 
difference between a master plan and a zoning 
ordinance, so that hundreds of  communities adopted 
“zoning plans” without having created comprehensive 
plans as the basis for zoning (Black 1968, 353). 
Because the Act also did not make clear the impor- 
tance of  comprehensiveness or define the essential 
elements of  physical development, no consensus 
about the essential content of  the plan existed.

Ten years later, Edward Bassett’s book, The Master 
Plan (1938), spelled out the plan’s subject matter and 
format – supplementing the 1928 Act, and consistent 
with it. He argued that the plan should have seven 
elements, all relating to land areas (not buildings)  
and capable of  being shown on a map: streets, parks, 
sites for public buildings, public reservations, routes 
for public utilities, pier-head and bulkhead lines (all 
public facilities), and zoning districts for private lands. 
Bassett’s views were incorporated in many state 
enabling laws.

The physical plans of  the first half  of  the century 
were drawn by and for independent commissions, 
reflecting the profession’s roots in the Progres- 
sive Reform movement, with its distrust of  politics. 
The 1928 Act reinforced that perspective by making 
the planning commission, not the legislative body, the 
principal client of  the plan, and purposely isolating the 
commission from politics. Bassett’s book reinforced 
the reliance on an independent commission. He 
conceived of  the plan as a “plastic” map, kept within 
the purview of  the planning commission, capable of  
quick and easy change. The commission, not the plan, 
was intended to be the adviser to the local legislative 
body and to city departments.

By the 1940s, both the separation of  the planning 
function from city government and the plan’s focus on 
physical development were being challenged. Robert 
Walker, in The Planning Function in Local Government, 
argued that the “scope of  city planning is properly as 
broad as the scope of  city government.” The central 
planning agency might not necessarily do all the 
planning, but it would coordinate departmental 
planning in the light of  general policy considerations 
– creating a comprehensive plan but one without a 
physical focus. That idea was not widely accepted. 
Walker also argued that the independent planning 
commission should be replaced by a department or 
bureau attached to the office of  mayor or city manager. 
That argument did take hold, and by the 1960s 
planning in most communities was the responsibility 
of  an agency within local government, though plan- 
ning boards still advised elected officials on planning 
matters.

This evolution of  ideas over 50 years resulted  
at midcentury in a consensus concept of  a plan as 
focused on long-term physical development; this 
focus was a legacy of  the physical design professions. 
Planning staff  worked both for the local government 
executive officer and with an appointed citizen plan-
ning board, an arrangement that was a legacy of  the 
Progressive insistence on the public interest as an anti-
dote to governmental corruption. The plan addressed 
both public and private uses of  the land, but did not 
deal in detail with implementation.

The PLaN aFTeR MidCeNTURy:  
New GROwTh iNFLUeNCeS

Local development planning grew rapidly in the 
1950s, for several reasons. First, governments had to 
contend with the postwar surge of  population and 
urban growth, as well as a need for the capital invest- 
ment in infrastructure and community facilities that 
had been postponed during the depression and war 
years. Second, municipal legislators and managers 
became more interested in planning as it shifted from 
being the responsibility of  an independent commission 
to being a function within local government. Third, 
and very important, Section 701 of  the Housing Act 
of  1954 required local governments to adopt a long-
range general plan in order to qualify for federal grants 
for urban renewal, housing, and other programs, and it 
also made money available for such comprehensive 
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planning. The 701 program’s double-barreled com- 
bination of  requirements and financial support led to 
more urban planning in the United States in the latter 
half  of  the 1950s than at any previous time in history.

At the same time, the plan concept was pruned 
and shaped by two planning educators. T. J. Kent,  
Jr. was a professor at the University of  California  
at Berkeley, a planning commissioner, and a city 
councilman in the 1950s. His book, The Urban General 
Plan (1964), clarified the policy role of  the plan. F. 
Stuart Chapin, Jr. was a TVA planner and plann- 
ing director in Greensboro, NC in the 1940s, before 
joining the planning faculty at the University of  North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill in 1949. His contribution was 
to codify the methodology of  land use planning in the 
various editions of  his book, Urban Land Use Planning 
(1957, 1965).

What should the plan look like? What should it be 
about? What is its purpose (besides the cynical 
purpose of  qualifying for federal grants)? The 701 
program, Kent, and Chapin all offered answers.

The “701” program comprehensive  
plan guidelines

In order to qualify for federal urban renewal aid and, 
later, for other grants – a local government had to 
prepare a general plan that consisted of  plans for 
physical development, programs for redevelopment, 
and administrative and regulatory measures for con- 
trolling and guiding development. The 701 program 
specified what the content of  a comprehensive 
development plan should include:

j A land use plan, indicating the locations and 
amounts of  land to be used for residential, commer-
cial, industrial, transportation, and public purposes

j A plan for circulation facilities 
j A plan for public utilities 
j A plan for community facilities

T.J. Kent’s urban general plan

Kent’s view of  the plan’s focus was similar to that of  
the 701 guidelines: long-range physical development 
in terms of  land use, circulation, and community 
facilities. In addition, the plan might include sections 
on civic design and utilities, and special areas, such as 

historic preservation or redevelopment areas. It 
covered the entire geographical jurisdiction of  the 
community, and was in that sense comprehensive. 
The plan was a vision of  the future, but not a blueprint; 
a policy statement, but not a program of  action; a 
formulation of  goals, but not schedules, priorities, or 
cost estimates. It was to be inspirational, uninhibited 
by short-term practical considerations.

Kent (1964, 65–89) believed the plan should 
emphasize policy, serving the following functions:

j Policy determination – to provide a process by 
which a community would debate and decide on 
its policy 

j Policy communication – to inform those concerned 
with development (officials, developers, citizens, 
the courts, and others) and educate them about 
future possibilities

j Policy effectuation – to serve as a general reference 
for officials deciding on specific projects

j Conveyance of  advice – to furnish legislators with 
the counsel of  their advisors in a coherent, unified 
form

The format of  Kent’s proposed plan included a 
unified, comprehensive, but general physical design 
for the future, covering the whole community and rep-
resented by maps. (See Figure 2.) It also contained 
goals and policies (generalized guides to conduct, and 
the most important ingredients of  the plan), as well as 
summaries of  background conditions, trends, issues, 
problems, and assumptions. (See Figure 3.) So that the 
plan would be suitable for public debate, it was to be a 
complete, comprehensible document, containing 
factual data, assumptions, statements of  issues, and 
goals, rather than merely conclusions and recommen-
dations. The plan belonged to the legislative body and 
was intended to be consulted in decision-making 
during council meetings.

Kent recommended overall goals for the plan:

j Improve the physical environment of  the commu-
nity to make it more functional, beautiful, decent, 
healthful, interesting, and efficient

j Promote the overall public interest, rather than the 
interests of  individuals or special groups within the 
community

j Effect political and technical coordination in 
community development

j Inject long-range considerations into the determi-
nation of  short-range actions



Figure 2 Example of  the land use design map featured in the 1950s General Plan

Source: Kent 1991, 111
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j Bring professional and technical knowledge to 
bear on the making of  political decisions about the 
physical development of  the community

F. Stuart Chapin, Jr.’s urban land use plan

Chapin’s ideas, though focusing more narrowly on the 
land use plan, were consistent with Kent’s in both the 
1957 and 1965 editions of  Urban Land Use Planning, a 
widely used text and reference work for planners. 
Chapin’s concept of  the plan was of  a generalized, but 
scaled, design for the future use of  land, covering 
private land uses and public facilities, including the 
thoroughfare network.

Chapin conceived of  the land use plan as the first 
step in preparing a general or comprehensive plan. 
Upon its completion, the land use plan served as a 
temporary general guide for decisions, until the com- 

prehensive plan was developed. Later, the land use 
plan would become a cornerstone in the compre- 
hensive plan, which also included plans for trans- 
portation, utilities, community facilities, and renewal, 
only the general rudiments of  which are suggested in 
the land use plan. Purposes of  the plan were to guide 
government decisions on public facilities, zoning, 
subdivision control, and urban renewal, and to inform 
private developers about the proposed future pattern 
of  urban development.

The format of  Chapin’s land use plan included a 
statement of  objectives, a description of  existing con- 
ditions and future needs for space and services, and 
finally the mapped proposal for the future development 
of  the community, together with a program for imple- 
menting the plan (customarily including zoning, sub- 
division control, a housing code, a public works 
expenditure program, an urban renewal program, and 
other regulations and development measures).

Figure 3 Components of  the 1950s–1960s General Plan

Source: Kent 1964, 93
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The typical general plan of the 1950s  
and 1960s

Influenced by the 701 program, Kent’s policy vision, 
and Chapin’s methods, the plans of  the 1950s and 
1960s were based on a clear and straightforward 
concept: The plans’ purposes were to determine, 
communicate, and effectuate comprehensive policy 
for the private and public physical development and 
redevelopment of  the city. The subject matter was 
long-range physical development, including private 
uses of  the land, circulation, and community facilities. 
The standard format included a summary of  existing 
and emerging conditions and needs; general goals; 
and a long-range urban form in map format, accom- 
panied by consistent development policies. The cove- 
rage was comprehensive, in the sense of  addressing 
both public and private development and covering  
the entire planning jurisdiction, but quite general.  
The tone was typically neither as “inspirational” as the 
Burnham plan for Chicago, nor as action-oriented as 
today’s plans. Such was the well-defined trunk of  the 
family tree in the 1950s and 1960s, in which today’s 
contemporary plans have much of  their origin.

CONTeMPORaRy PLaNS: 
iNCORPORaTiNG New BRaNCheS

Planning concepts and practice have continued to 
evolve since midcentury, maturing in the process. By 
the 1970s, a number of  new ideas had taken root. 
Referring back to the family tree in figure 1, we can see 
a trunk and several distinct branches:

j The land use design, a detailed mapping of  future 
land use arrangements, is the most direct des- 
cendant of  the 1950s plan. It still constitutes the 
trunk of  the tree. However, today’s version is more 
likely to be accompanied by action strategies, also 
mapped, and to include extensive policies.

j The land classification plan, a more general map of  
growth policy areas rather than a detailed land use 
pattern, is now also common, particularly for 
counties, metropolitan areas, and regions that want 
to encourage urban growth in designated develop- 
ment areas and to discourage it in conservation or 
rural areas. The roots of  the land classification plan 
include McHarg’s Design With Nature (1969), the 
1976 American Law Institute (ALI) Model Land 

Development Code, the 1972 Coastal Zone Mana- 
gement Act, and the 1973 Oregon Land Use Law.

j The verbal policy plan de-emphasizes mapped 
policy or end-state visions and focuses on verbal 
action policy statements, usually quite detailed; 
sometimes called a strategic plan, it is rooted in 
Meyerson’s middle-range bridge to comprehen- 
sive planning, Fagin’s policies plan, and Perloff ’s 
strategies and policies general plan.

j The development management plan lays out a speci- 
fic program of  actions to guide development, such 
as a public investment program, a development 
code, and a program to extend infrastructure and ser- 
vices; and it assumes public sector initiative for 
influencing the location, type, and pace of  growth. 
The roots of  the development management plan 
are in the environmental movement, and the 
movements for state growth management and 
community growth control, as well as in ideas from 
Fagin (1959) and the ALI Code.

We looked for, but could not find, examples of  land 
use plans that could be termed purely prototypical 
“strategic plans,” in the sense of  Bryson and Einsweller. 
Hence, rather than identifying strategic planning as a 
separate branch on the family tree of  the land use 
plan, we see the influence of  strategic planning show- 
ing up across a range of  contemporary plans. We tend 
to agree with the planners surveyed by Kaufman and 
Jacobs that strategic planning differs from good com- 
prehensive planning more in emphasis (shorter range, 
more realistically targeted, more market-oriented) 
than in kind.

The land use design plan

The land use design plan is the most traditional of  the 
four prototypes of  contemporary plans and is the 
most direct descendent of  the Kent–Chapin–701 
plans of  the 1950s and 1960s. It proposes a long-
range future urban form as a pattern of  retail, office, 
industrial, residential, and open spaces, and public 
land uses and a circulation system. Today’s version, 
however, incorporates environmental processes, and 
sometimes agriculture and forestry, under the “open 
space” category of  land use. Its land uses often 
include a “mixed use” category, honoring the neotra- 
ditional principle of  closer mingling of  residential, 
employment, and shopping areas. In addition, it may 
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include a development strategy map, which is 
designed to bring about the future urban form and to 
link strategy to the community’s financial capacity to 
provide infrastructure and services. The plans and 
strategies are often organized around strategic themes 
or around issues about growth, environment, econo- 
mic development, transportation, or neighborhood/
community scale change.

Like the other types of  plans in vogue today, the 
land use design plan reflects recent societal issues, 
particularly the environmental crisis, the infrastruc- 
ture crisis, and stresses on local government finance. 
Contemporary planners no longer view environmental 
factors as development constraints, but as valuable 
resources and processes to be conserved. They also 
may question assumptions about the desirability  
and inevitability of  urban population and economic 
growth, particularly as such assumptions stimulate 
demand for expensive new roads, sewers, and schools. 
While at midcentury plans unquestioningly accom- 
modated growth, today’s plans cast the amount, pace, 
location, and costs of  growth as policy choices to be 
determined in the planning process.

The 1990 Howard County (Maryland) General Plan, 
winner of  an American Planning Association (APA) 
award in 1991 for outstanding comprehensive plann- 
ing, exemplifies contemporary land use design. (See 
Figure 4.) While clearly a direct descendent of  the 
traditional general plan, the Howard County plan adds 
new types of  goals, policies, and planning techniques. 
To enhance communication and public understand- 
ing, it is organized strategically around six themes/
chapters (responsible regionalism, preservation of  the 
rural area, balanced growth, working with nature, com- 
munity enhancement, and phased growth), instead of  
the customary plan elements. Along with the 
traditional land use design, the plan includes a “policy 
map” (strategy map) for each theme and an overall 
policies map for the years 2000 and 2010. A planned 
service area boundary is used to contain urban growth 
within the eastern urbanized part of  the county, home 
to the well-known Columbia New Town. The plan lays 
out specific next steps to be implemented over the 
next two years, and defines yardsticks for measuring 
success. An extensive public participation process for 
formulating the plan involved a 32-member General 

Figure 4 Howard County, Maryland, General Plan, Land Use 2010

Source: Adapted from Howard County 1990
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Plan Task Force, public opinion polling to discover 
citizen concerns, circulation of  preplan issue papers 
on development impacts, and consideration of  six 
alternative development scenarios.

The land classification plan

Land classification, or development priorities mapp- 
ing, is a proactive effort by government to specify 
where and under what conditions growth will occur. 
Often, it also regulates the pace or timing of  growth. 
Land classification addresses environmental protec- 
tion by designating “nondevelopment” areas in espe- 
cially vulnerable locations. Like the land use design, 
the land classification plan is spatially specific and 
map-oriented. However, it is less specific about the 
pattern of  land uses within areas specified for develop- 
ment, which results in a kind of  silhouette of  urban 
form. On the other hand, land classification is more 
specific about development strategy, including timing. 
Counties, metropolitan areas, and regional planning 
agencies are more likely than cities to use a land 
classification plan.

The land classification plan identifies areas where 
development will be encouraged (called urban,  
transition, or development areas) and areas where 
development will be discouraged (open space, rural, 
conservation, or critical environmental areas). For 
each designated area, policies about the type, timing, 
and density of  allowable development, extension of  
infrastructure, and development incentives or con-
straints apply. The planning principle is to concentrate 
financial resources, utilities, and services within a 
limited, prespecified area suitable for development, 
and to relieve pressure on nondevelopment areas by 
withholding facilities that accommodate growth. 

Ian McHarg’s (1969) approach to land planning is 
an early example of  the land classification concept. 
He divides planning regions into three categories: 
natural use, production, and urban. Natural use areas, 
those with valuable ecological functions, have the 
highest priority. Production areas, which include 
agriculture, forestry, and fishing uses, are next in 
priority. Urban areas have the lowest priority and are 
designated after allocating the land suitable to the two 
higher-priority uses. McHarg’s approach in particular, 
and land classification generally, also reflect the 
emerging environmental consciousness of  the 1960s 
and 1970s.

As early as 1961, Hawaii had incorporated the land 
classification approach into its state growth manage- 
ment system. The development framework plan of  
the Metropolitan Council of  the Twin Cities Area 
defined “planning tiers,” each intended for a different 
type and intensity of  development. The concepts of  
the “urban service area,” first used in 1958 in Lexington, 
Kentucky, and the “urban growth boundary,” used 
throughout Oregon under its 1973 statewide planning 
act, classify land according to growth management 
policy. Typically, the size of  an urban growth area is 
based on the amount of  land necessary to accom- 
modate development over a period of  ten or twenty 
years.

Vision 2005: A Comprehensive Plan for Forsyth 
County, North Carolina exemplifies the contemporary 
approach to land classification plans. The plan, which 
won honorable mention from APA in 1989, employs a 
six category system of  districts, plus a category for 
activity centers. It identifies both short- and long-
range growth areas (4A and 4B in Figure 5). Policies 
applicable to each district are detailed in the plan.

The verbal policy plan: shedding the maps

The verbal policy plan focuses on written statements 
of  goals and policy, without mapping specific land use 
patterns or implementation strategy. Sometimes 
called a policy framework plan, a verbal policy plan is 
more easily prepared and flexible than other types  
of  plans, particularly for incorporating nonphysical 
development policy. Some claim that such a plan 
helps the planner to avoid relying too heavily on maps, 
which are difficult to keep up to date with the 
community’s changes in policy. The verbal policy plan 
also avoids falsely representing general policy as 
applying to specific parcels of  property. The skeptics, 
however, claim that verbal statements in the absence 
of  maps provide too little spatial specificity to guide 
implementation decisions.

The verbal policy plan may be used at any level of  
government, but is especially common at the state 
level, whose scale is unsuited to land use maps. The 
plan usually contains goals, facts and projections, and 
general policies corresponding to its purposes – to 
understand current and emerging conditions and 
issues, to identify goals to be pursued and issues to  
be addressed, and to formulate general principles of  
action. Sometimes communities do a verbal policy 
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plan as an interim plan or a first step in the planning 
process. Thus, verbal policies are included in most 
land use design plans, land classification plans, and 
development management plans.

The Calvert County, MD, Comprehensive Plan (Calvert 
County 1983), winner of  a 1985 APA award, exempli-
fies the verbal policy plan. Its policies are concise, 
easy to grasp, and grouped in sections corresponding 
to the six divisions of  county government responsible 
for implementation. It remains a policy plan, however, 
because it does not specify a program of  specific 
actions for development management. Though the 
plan clearly addresses physical development and dis-
cusses specific spatial areas, it contains no land use 

map. (See Figure 6 for an illustrative page from the 
Calvert County plan.)

The development management plan

The development management plan features a coor-
dinated program of  actions, supported by analyses 
and goals, for specific agencies of  local government to 
undertake over a three-to-ten-year period. The pro- 
gram of  actions usually specifies the content, geo-
graphic coverage, timing, assignment of  responsibility, 
and coordination among the parts. Ideally, the plan 
includes most or all of  the following components: 

Figure 5 Example of  a land classification plan

Source: Adapted from Forsyth County City–County Planning Board 1988
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Figure 6 An excerpt from a verbal policy plan

Source: Calvert County, Maryland 1983

j Description of  existing and emerging development 
conditions, with particular attention to develop- 
ment processes, the political-institutional context, 
and a critical review of  the existing systems of  
development management

j Statement of  goals and/or legislative intent, in- 
cluding management-oriented goals

j Program of  actions – the heart of  the plan 
– including:

 1 Outline of  a proposed development code, with: 
(a) procedures for reviewing development 
permits; (b) standards for the type of  develop-
ment, density, allowable impacts and/or perfor-
mance standards; (c) site plan, site engineering, 

and construction practice requirements;  
(d) exactions and impact fee provisions and 
other incentives/disincentives; and (e) delinea-
tion of  districts where various development 
standards, procedures, exactions, fees, and 
incentives apply

 2 Program for the expansion of  urban infrastruc-
ture and community facilities and their service 
areas

 3 Capital improvement program 
 4 Property acquisition program
 5 Other components, depending on the commu-

nity situation, for example, a preferential taxa-
tion program, an urban revitalization program 
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for specific built-up neighborhoods, or a historic 
preservation program

j Official maps, indicating legislative intent, which 
may be incorporated into ordinances, with force  
of  law – among them, goal-form maps (e.g., land 
classification plan or land use design); maps of  
zoning districts, overlay districts, and other special 
areas for which development types, densities, and 
other requirements vary; maps of  urban services 
areas; maps showing scheduled capital improve- 
ments; or other maps related to development 
management standards and procedures

The development management plan is a distinct 
type, emphasizing a specific course of  action, nor 
general policy. At its extreme the management plan 
actually incorporates implementation measures, so 
that the plan becomes part of  a regulative ordinance. 
Although the spatial specifications for regulations and 
other implementation measures are included, a land 
use map may not be.

One point of  origin for development management 
plans is Henry Fagin’s concept of  the “policies plan,” 
whose purpose was to coordinate the actions of  line 
departments and provide a basis for evaluating their 
results, as well as to formulate, communicate, and 
implement policy (the traditional purpose). Such a 
plan’s subject matter was as broad as the responsibilities 
of  the local government, including but not limited to 
physical development. The format included a “state of  
the community” message, a physical plan, a financial 
plan, implementation measures, and detailed sections 
for each department of  the government.

A more recent point of  origin is A Model Land 
Development Code (American Law Institute 1976), 
intended to replace the 1928 Model Planning Enabling 
Act as a model for local planning and development 
management. The model plan consciously retains an 
emphasis on physical development (unlike Fagin’s 
broader concept), but stresses a short-term program 
of  action, rather than a long-term, mapped goal form. 
The ALI model plan contains a statement of  condi- 
tions and problems; objectives, policies, and standards; 
and a short-term (from one to five years) program  
of  specific public actions. It may also include land 
acquisition requirements, displacement impacts, 
development regulations, program costs and fund 
sources, and environmental, social, and econo- 
mic consequences. More than other plan types, the 
development management plan is a “course of  action” 

initiated by government to control the location and 
timing of  development. 

The Sanibel, Florida, Comprehensive Land Use Plan 
(1981) exemplifies the development management 
plan. The plan outlines the standards and procedures 
of  regulations (i.e., the means of  implementation), as 
well as the analyses, goals, and statements of  intent 
normally presented in a plan. Thus, when the local 
legislature adopts the plan, it also adopts an ordinance 
for its implementation. Plan and implementation are 
merged into one instrument, as can be seen in the 
content of  its articles:

Article 1: Preamble: including purposes and objectives, 
assumptions, coordination with surrounding areas, 
and implementation

Article 2: Elements of  the Plan: Safety, Human Support 
Systems, Protection of  Natural Environmental, 
Economic and Scenic Resources, Intergovern- 
mental Coordination, and Land Use

Article 3: Development Regulations: Definitions, Maps, 
Requirements, Permitted Uses, Subdivisions, Mobile 
Home and Recreation Vehicles, Flood and Storm 
Proofing, Site Preparation, and Environmental Per- 
formance Standards

Article 4: Administrative Regulations (i.e., procedures): 
Standards, Short Form Permits, Development 
Permits, Completion Permits, Amendments to the 
Plan, and Notice, Hearing and Decision Procedures 
on Amendments

Figure 7 shows the Sanibel plan’s map of  permitted 
uses, which is more like a zoning plan than a land use 
design plan, because it shows where regulations apply, 
and boundaries are exact.

The CONTeMPORaRy hyBRid  
PLaN: iNTeGRaTiNG deSiGN,  
POLiCy, aNd MaNaGeMeNT

The rationality of  practice has integrated the useful 
parts of  each of  the separate prototypes reviewed 
here into contemporary hybrid plans that not only 
map and classify land use in both specific and general 
ways, but also propose policies and management 
measures. For example, Gresham, Oregon, combined 
land use design (specifying residential, commercial, 
and industrial areas, and community facilities and 
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public lands) with an overlay of  land classification 
districts (developed, developing, rural, and conser- 
vation), and also included standards and procedures 
for issuing development permits (i.e., a development 
code). Prepared with considerable participation by 
citizens and interest groups, such plans usually reflect 
animated political debates about the costs and 
benefits of  land use alternatives.

The states that manage growth have created new 
land use governance systems whose influence has 
broadened the conceptual arsenals of  local planners. 
DeGrove identifies the common elements of  these 
systems:

j Consistency – intergovernmentally and internally 
(i.e., between plan and regulations)

j Concurrency – between infrastructure and new 
development

j Compactness – of  new growth, to limit urban 
sprawl affordability – of  new housing

j Economic development, or “managing to grow” 
j Sustainability – of  natural systems

DeGrove attributes the changes in planning under 
growth management systems to new hard-nosed con-
cerns for measurable implementation and realistic 
funding mechanisms. For example, Florida local gov-
ernments must adopt detailed capital improvement 
programs as part of  their comprehensive plans,  
and substantial state grants may be withheld if  their 
plans do not meet consistency and concurrency 
requirements.

Another important influence on contemporary 
plans is the renewed attention to community design. 
The neotraditional and transit-oriented design move- 
ments have inspired a number of  proposals for mixed-
use villages in land use plans. Toward a Sustainable 
Seattle: A Plan for Managing Growth (1994) exemplifies 
a city approach to the contemporary hybrid plan. 
Submitted as the Mayor’s recommended comprehen- 
sive plan, it attempted to muster political support for 
its proposals. Three core values – social equity, 
environmental stewardship, and economic security 
and opportunity – underlie the plan’s overall goal of  
sustainability. This goal is to be achieved by integrating 
plans for land use and transportation, healthy and 
affordable housing, and careful capital investment in a 
civic compact based on a shared vision. Citywide 
population and job growth targets, midway between 
growth completely by regional sprawl and growth 

completely by infill, are set forth within a 20-year time 
frame. The plan is designed to meet the requirements 
of  the Washington State Growth Management Act.

The land use element designates urban center 
villages, hub urban villages, residential urban villages, 
neighborhood villages, and manufacturing/industrial 
centers, each with specific design guidelines (figure 8). 
The city’s capacity for growth is identified, and then 
allocated according to the urban village strategy. 
Future development is directed to mixed-use neigh- 
borhoods, some of  which are already established; 
existing single-family areas are protected. Growth is 
shaped to build community, promote pedestrian and 
transit use, protect natural amenities and existing 
residential and employment areas, and ensure 
diversity of  people and activities. Detailed land use 
policies carry out the plan.

Loudoun County Choices and Changes: General Plan 
(1991), which won APA’s 1994 award for comprehensive 
planning in small jurisdictions, exemplifies a county 
approach to the contemporary hybrid plan. Its goals 
are grouped into three categories:

1 Natural and cultural resources goals seek to protect 
fragile resources by limiting development or 
mitigating disturbances, while at the same time not 
unduly diminishing land values.

2 Growth management: goals seek to accommodate 
and manage the county’s fair share of  regional 
growth, guiding development into the urbanized 
eastern part of  the county or existing western 
towns and their urban growth areas, and conserving 
agriculture and open space areas in the west. (See 
Figure 9.)

3 Community design goals seek to concentrate 
growth in compact, urban nodes to create mixed-
use communities with strong visual identities, 
human-scale street networks, and a range of  hous- 
ing and employment opportunities utilizing neotra-
ditional design concepts (illustrated in Figure 9).

Three time horizons are addressed: the “ultimate” 
vision through 2040, the 20-year, long-range develop- 
ment pattern, and the five-year, short-range develop- 
ment pattern. The plan uses the concept of  commu-
nity character areas as an organizing framework for 
land use management. Policies are proposed for the 
overall county, as well as for the eastern urban growth 
areas, town urban growth areas, rural areas, and exist-
ing rural village areas. Implementation tools include 
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Figure 8 Seattle urban villages strategy

Source: Seattle Planning Department 1993
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Figure 9 Neotraditional community schematic and generalized policy planning areas, Loudoun 
County, Virginia General Plan

Source: Planning 60, 3:10 (1994)
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capital facility and transportation proffers by develop-
ers, density transfers, community design guidelines, 
annexation guidelines, and an action schedule of  next 
steps.

SUMMaRy OF The  
CONTeMPORaRy SiTUaTiON

Since midcentury, the nature of  the plan has shifted 
from an elitist, inspirational, long-range vision that 
was based on fiscally innocent implementation advice, 
to a framework for community consensus on future 
growth that is supported by fiscally grounded actions 
to manage change. Subject matter has expanded to 
include the natural as well as the built environment. 
Format has shifted from simple policy statements and 
a single large-scale map of  future land use, circulation, 
and community facilities, to a more complex com- 
bination of  text, data, maps, and timetables. In a 
number of  states plans are required by state law, and 
their content is specified by state agencies. Table 2 
compares the general plan of  the 1950s–1960s with 
the four contemporary prototype plans and the new 
1990s hybrid design-policy management plan, which 
combines aspects of  the prototype plans.

Today’s prototype land use design continues to 
emphasize long-range urban form for land uses, 
community facilities, and transportation systems as 
shown by a map; but the design is also expressed in 
general policies. Land use design is still a common 
form of  development plan, especially in municipalities.

The land classification plan also still emphasizes 
mapping, but of  development policy rather than 
policy about a pattern of  urban land uses. Land clas-
sification is more specific about development man-
agement and environmental protection, but less spe-
cific about transportation, community facilities, and 
the internal arrangement of  the future urban form. 
County and regional governments are more likely 
than are municipalities to use land classification plans.

The verbal policies plan eschews the spatial 
specificity of  land use design and land classification 
plans and focuses less on physical development 
issues. It is more suited to regions and states, or may 
serve as an interim plan for a city or county while 
another type of  plan is being prepared.

The development management plan represents 
the greatest shift from the traditional land use plan. It 
embodies a short-to-intermediate-range program of  

governmental actions for ongoing growth management 
rather than for long-range comprehensive planning.

In practice, these four types of  plans are not mutu-
ally exclusive. Communities often combine aspects of  
them into a hybrid general plan that has policy sec-
tions covering environmental/social/economic/
housing/ infrastructure concerns, land classification 
maps defining spatial growth policy, land use design 
maps specifying locations of  particular land uses, and 
development management programs laying out stand-
ards and procedures for guiding and paying for growth. 
Regardless of  the type of  plan used, the most progres-
sive planning programs today regard the plan as  
but one part of  a coordinated growth management 
program, rather than, as in the 1950s, the main plan-
ning product. Such a program incorporates a capital 
improvement program, land use controls, small area 
plans, functional plans, and other devices, as well as a 
general plan. 

The eNdURiNG LaNd USe FaMiLy TRee 
aNd iTS FUTURe BRaNCheS

For the first 50 years of  this century, planning res- 
ponded to concerns about progressive governmental 
reform, the City Beautiful, and the “City Efficient.” 
Plans were advisory, specifying a future urban form, 
and were developed by and for an independent 
commission. By midcentury this type of  plan, growing 
out of  the design tradition, had become widespread in 
local practice. During the 1950s and 1960s the 701 
program, T. J. Kent, and F. Stuart Chapin, Jr. further 
articulated the plan’s content and methodology. Over 
the last 30 years, environmental and infrastructure 
issues have pushed planning toward growth mana- 
gement. As citizen activists and interest groups have 
taken more of  a role, land use politics have become 
more heated. Planning theorists, too, have questioned 
the midcentury approach to planning, and have 
proposed changes in focus, process, subject matter, 
and format, sometimes challenging even the core idea 
of  rational planning. As a result, practice has changed, 
though not to a monolithic extent and without entirely 
abandoning the traditional concept of  a plan. Instead, 
at least four distinct types of  plans have evolved, all 
descending more or less from the midcentury model, 
but advocating very different concepts of  what a plan 
should be. With a kind of  self-correcting common 
sense, the plans of  the 1990s have subsequently 
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incorporated the useful parts of  each of  these 
prototypes to create today’s hybrid design/policy/ 
management plans.

To return to our analogy of  the plan’s family tree: 
Roots for the physical development plan became well 
established during the first half  of  this century. By 
1950, a sturdy trunk concept had developed. Since 
then, new roots and branches have appeared – land 
classification plans, verbal policy plans, and develop- 
ment management plans. Meanwhile development of  
the main trunk of  the tree – the land use design – has 
continued. Fortunately, the basic gene pool has been 
able to combine with new genes in order to survive as 
a more complex organism – the 1990s design-policy 
management hybrid plan. The present family tree of  
planning reflects both its heredity and its environment.

The next generation of  physical development 
plans also should mature and adapt without aban- 
doning their heritage. We expect that by the year 2000, 
plans will be more participatory, more electronically 
based, and concerned with increasingly complex 
issues. An increase in participation seems certain, 
bolstered by interest groups’ as well as governments’ 
use of  expert systems and computer databases. A 
much broader consideration of  alternative plans and 
scenarios, as well as a more flexible and responsive 
process of  plan amendment, will become possible. 
These changes will call upon planners to use new 
skills of  consensus building and conflict management, 
as more groups articulate their positions on planning 
matters, and government plans and interest group 
plans compete, each backed by experts.

With the advent of  the “information highway,” 
plans are more likely to be drafted, communicated, 
and debated through electronic networks and virtual 
reality images. The appearance of  plans on CD ROM 
and cable networks will allow more popular access 
and input, and better understanding of  plans’ three-
dimensional consequences. It will be more important 
than ever for planners to compile information 
accurately and ensure it is fairly communicated. They 

will need to compile, analyze, and manage complex 
databases, as well as to translate abstract data into 
understandable impacts and images.

Plans will continue to be affected by dominant 
issues of  the times: aging infrastructure and limited 
public capital, central city decline and suburban 
growth, ethnic and racial diversity, economic and 
environmental sustainability, global competition and 
interdependence, and land use/transportation/air 
quality spillovers. Many of  these are unresolved issues 
from the last 30 years, now grown more complex and 
interrelated. Some are addressed by new programs 
like the Intermodal Surface Transportation Efficiency 
Act (ISTEA) and HUD’s Empowerment Zones and 
Enterprise Communities. To cope with others, plan- 
ners must develop new concepts and create new 
techniques.

One of  the most troubling new issues is an attempt 
by conservative politicians (see the Private Property 
Protection Act of  1995 passed by the US House of  
Representatives) and “wise use” groups to reverse the 
precedence of  the public interest over individual private 
property rights. These groups challenge the use of  
federal, state, and local regulations to implement land 
use plans and protect environmental resources when 
the result is any reduction in the economic value of  
affected private property. Should their challenge 
succeed and become widely adopted in federal and 
state law, growth management plans based on regula-
tions could become toothless. Serious thinking by land 
use lawyers and planners would be urgently needed to 
create workable new implementation techniques, 
setting in motion yet another planning evolution.

We are optimistic, however, about the future of  
land use planning. Like democracy, it is not a perfect 
institution but works better than its alternatives. 
Because land use planning has adapted effectively to 
this century’s turbulence and become stronger in the 
process, we believe that the twenty-first century will 
see it continuing as a mainstay of  strategies to manage 
community change.



“Planning in the Face  
of Conflict” 
Journal of the American Planning Association (1987) 

John  Forester 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Planning is never achieved without conflict. Planners, citizens, local elected officials, environmentalists, members 
of racial and ethnic groups, developers, and other stakeholders invariably have different views on what a city 
should be like and how to plan to build it. In democracies, passions run high at important city planning commission 
meetings and the meetings of local elected decision-makers involving urban development  decisions. 

One of the problems with the theoretical approach to early urban planning in the UK and US that Peter Hall 
describes (p. 431) was that it viewed planners as skilled technocrats who could produce good plans without 
much involvement with the people for whom they were planning. As Hall points out, the view that plans made in 
that way would be gratefully accepted by local elected officials and the public based on faith in the planner’s 
superior knowledge proved unrealistic. Unless planners engage with decision-makers and the people they are 
planning for and confront the passions that different planning choices evoke, their plans will be deficient. The 
best urban planners comfortably bridge the gap between theory and practice. One theoretician who has directly 
confronted the conflictual nature of planning and has involved himself in mediating planning conflicts is Cornell 
University city and regional planning professor John Forester. Forester got down in the trenches with practicing 
city planners and other stakeholders involved in urban planning decisions to study what the practice of city 
planning is really like in the face of conflict. He has been involved in mediating planning conflicts in Tompkins 
County, New York, where he lives. The following selection summarizes what Forester learned about the planning 
process and his ideas on how planners can be effective in the face of conflict as a result of his research and 
practical experience. It is valuable for the actual lessons Forester learned. But equally importantly, Forester helps 
point the way out of the impasse Peter Hall describes in much academic planning theory today between theorists 
who develop their ideas in a vacuum and practitioners who don’t draw on planning theory to improve their work. 
Unlike ivory tower theorists, Forester listened carefully to practicing city planners and learned from them. He also 
learned from his practical experience mediating conflicts. Forester did not just write about conflict as an aspect 
of capitalist society like David Harvey (p. 270) or throw up his hands in the face of conflict like Mike Davis  
(p. 212). Forester’s work synthesizes what he learned and develops theoretical concepts that are highly relevant 
to planning  practice. 

Not surprisingly Forrester’s ideas have been embraced by many practicing planners. Forester is notable among 
planners like Sherry Arnstein (p. 279) who believe citizen participation can be made to work. He has helped develop 
a body of knowledge about what British planning professor Patsy Healey calls “collaborative planning.”

Forester found that city planners use a variety of strategies to guide both developers and neighborhood 
residents through the complexities of the planning process. Successful planners handle conflicts through both 
formal and informal channels. Planners have to be attentive to timing. They must respond to complex and 
contradictory duties—tugged this way by local politicians, that way by legal mandates, and yet another way by 
citizen demands. Through all of this, successful city planners must be true to professional norms and hold fast to 
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their own visions of high-quality city development. City planners who retreat to their offices to draw beautiful 
plans or create elegant computerized models of how they believe cities should develop without confronting the 
competing interest groups and conflicting ideas that all serious urban planning entails are doomed to fail. 
Planners need to wed professional expertise to practical skills for managing conflict among competing  groups. 

There are many lessons in Forester’s work. People who want to be effective at translating city plans into action 
need to expect opposition and should not be surprised or worn down by what often seems an endless and 
frustrating process. They need to be aware of their own power and also its limitations. They have to be sensitive 
to and understand the interests of the many different actors in the city development  process. 

Forester argues that city planners can self-consciously follow any of a number of strategies to keep projects 
on track and achieve success. He identifies five main roles as rule enforcers, negotiators and mediators, resource 
people, and shuttle  diplomats. 

Rule enforcers tell others in the city planning process what the law does and does not allow. They channel 
dialogue away from pie-in-the-sky discussions to options that are possible. Negotiators and mediators use the 
kind of skills that family counselors employ with feuding couples, and labor mediators use trying to achieve 
consensus between labor unions and employers. This involves listening carefully to each side’s demands, trying 
to make each side see what the other side is trying to accomplish, and getting both sides to compromise. 
Forester’s analogy to shuttle diplomats invokes an image of a United Nations special envoy for the Mideast 
meeting with Palestinian leaders in Gaza to hear their views on a truce with Israel, then shuttling to Tel Aviv to 
share what he learned, listen to Israeli views, pressure the Israelis to bend a little, and then shuttle back to Gaza 
to tell the Palestinians what he learned, pressure them to bend a little, listen to their views on Israeli proposals 
and so on until consensus is  reached. 

As resource people, planners can provide information and interpretations that help with decision-making. For 
example if citizens and decision-makers want to build a green development, but do not know how to go about it 
a planner who is familiar with solar panels, gray water systems, photovoltaic cells, composting, natural drainage 
and any of a host of other green planning practices may inject ideas into the planning process for citizens and 
decision-makers to consider. This will empower citizens to make more informed choices based on information 
rather  emotion. 

Compare Forester’s insights with David Harvey’s description of social conflict around urban spatial issues  
(p. 270). Consider the kind of conflicts you would expect if you were trying to implement the different types of 
plans that Edward J. Kaiser and David R. Godschalk describe (p. 445). 

John Forester is a professor of city and regional planning at Cornell University where he has taught since 
1978. He served as department chair from 1998 to 2001. He is interested in “micropolitics” of the planning 
process: the ways planners shape participatory processes and manage public disputes in diverse settings, 
planning ethics, and mediation. He is a mediator for the Community Dispute Resolution Center of Tompkins 
County, New York, the county in which Cornell is located, and has consulted on mediating urban planning 
disputes for the Consensus Building Institute, a Cambridge, Massachusetts, non-profit that seeks to improve the 
theory and practice of public consensus building and conflict resolution through training, capacity-building, 
facilitation, mediation, and  research. 

Forester is the author of Dealing with Differences: Dramas of Mediating Public Disputes (New York: Oxford, 
2009), The Deliberative Practitioner: Encouraging Participatory Planning Processes (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1999), Critical Theory, Public Choice, and Planning Practice: Towards a Critical Pragmatism (Buffalo: 
State University of New York Press, 1993), and Planning in the Face of Power (Berkeley, CA: University of 
California Press, 1988). He is the co-author with former Cleveland city planning director Norman Krumholz of 
Making Equity Planning Work (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1992) — an account of Krumholz’s 
experience implementing socially responsible equity planning in Cleveland, and the co-author, with Raphael 
Fischler and Deborah Shmueli, of Israeli Planners and Designers: Profiles of Community Builders (Albany: 
SUNY Press, 2001). Forester is also the editor of Critical Theory and Public Life (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1987), a book of essays about Jürgen Habermas’s critical communications theory of  society. 

Another important article by Forester on how urban planners manage conflict is “Planning in the Face of 
Power,” which appeared in The Journal of the American Planning Association (48(1), 1982). 
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In the face of  local land-use conflicts, how can plan- 
ners mediate between conflicting parties and at the 
same time negotiate as interested parties themselves? 
To address that question, this article explores planners’ 
strategies to deal with conflicts that arise in local 
processes of  zoning appeals, subdivision approvals, 
special permit applications, and design reviews.

Local planners often have complex and contra- 
dictory duties. They may seek to serve political 
officials, legal mandates, professional visions, and the 
specific requests of  citizens’ groups, all at the same 
time. They typically work in situations of  uncertainty, 
of  great imbalances of  power, and of  multiple, ambi- 
guous, and conflicting political goals. Many local 
planners, therefore, may seek ways both to negotiate 
effectively, as they try to satisfy particular interests, 
and to mediate practically, as they try to resolve 
conflicts through a semblance of  a participatory 
planning process.

But these tasks – negotiating and mediating – 
appear to conflict in two fundamental ways. First,  
the negotiator’s interest in the subject threatens the 
independence and the presumed neutrality of  a 
mediating role. Second, although a negotiating role 
may allow planners to protect less powerful interests, 

a mediating role threatens to undercut this possibility 
and thus to leave existing inequalities of  power intact. 
How can local planners deal with these problems?  
I discuss their strategies in detail below.

This article first presents local planners’ own 
accounts of  the challenges they face as simultaneous 
negotiators and mediators in local land-use permitt- 
ing processes. Planning directors and staff  in New 
England cities and towns, urban and suburban, shared 
their viewpoints with me during extensive open-ended 
interviews. The evidence reported here, therefore, is 
qualitative, and the argument that follows seeks not 
generalizability but strong plausibility across a range 
of  planning settings.

The article next explores a repertoire of  mediated 
negotiation strategies that planners use as they deal 
with local land-use permitting conflicts. It assesses  
the emotional complexity of  mediating roles and  
asks: What skills are called for? Why do planners  
often seem reticent to adopt face-to-face mediating 
roles?

Finally, the article turns to the implications of  these 
discussions. How might local planning organizations 
encourage both effective negotiation and equitable, 
efficient mediation? How might mediated-negotiation 

Other books on what city planning is actually like include Bruce W. McClendon (ed.), Planners on Planning 
(San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1996), Allan Jacobs’s description of city planning in San Francisco based on his 
experience as planning director, Making City Planning Work (Chicago: American Society of Planning Officials, 
1976), and Norman Krumholz’s description of how he tried to make equity planning work as Cleveland, Ohio’s 
planning director Making Equity Planning Work (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990). Allan Jacobs, The 
Good City: Reflections and Imaginations (London and New York: Routledge, 2011) contains further insights 
about how city planning actually  works. 

Books on resolving urban planning conflicts include Patrick Field and Lawrence Susskind, Dealing with an 
Angry Public: The Mutual Gains Approach To Resolving Disputes (New York: Free Press, 1996), Lawrence 
Susskind and Jeffrey Cruikshank, Breaking The Impasse: Consensual Approaches To Resolving Public Disputes 
(New York: Basic Books, 1989), and Lawrence Susskind, Sarah McKearnan, and Jennifer Thomas-Larmer, The 
Consensus Building Handbook: A Comprehensive Guide to Reaching Agreement (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 
1999). 

Patsy Healey, Collaborative Planning: Shaping Places in Fragmented Societies (Basingstoke and New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2006) and Judith Innes and David Booher, Planning with Complexity: An Introduction to 
Collaborative Rationality for Public Policy (London and New York: Routledge, 2010) are leading books on collabo-
rative planning. Other books on collaborative planning include Robert J. Mason, Collaborative Land Use 
Management: The Quieter Revolution In Place-Based Planning (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2008) and John 
McCarthy, Partnership, Collaborative Planning and Urban Regeneration (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007). The National 
Charrette Institute has produced a how-to-do-it book titled The Charrette Handbook: The Essential Guide for 
Accelerated, Collaborative Community Planning (Chicago and Washington, DC: American Planning Association, 
2006). 
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strategies empower the relatively powerless instead  
of  simply perpetuating existing inequalities of  power?

eLeMeNTS OF LOCaL LaNd-USe 
CONFLiCTS

Consider first the settings in which planners face local 
permitting conflicts. Private developers typically 
propose projects. Formal municipal boards – typically 
planning boards and boards of  zoning appeals – have 
decision-making authority to grant variances, special 
permits, or design approvals. Affected residents often 
have a say – but sometimes little influence – in formal 
public hearings before these boards. Planning staff  
report to these boards with analyses of  specific 
proposals. When the reports are positive, they often 
recommend conditions to attach to a permit or sug- 
gest design changes to improve the final project. 
When the reports are negative, there are arguments to 
be made, reasons to be given.

Some municipalities have elected permit-granting 
boards; some have appointed boards. Some municipal 
ordinances mandate design review; others do not. 
Some local by-laws call for more than one planning 
board hearing on “substantial” projects, but others do 
not. Nevertheless, for several reasons, planners’ roles 
in these different settings may be more similar than 
dissimilar.

Common planning responsibilities

First, planners must help both developers and neigh- 
borhood residents to navigate a potentially complex 
review process; clarity and predictability are valued 
goods. Second, the planners need to be concerned 
with timing. When a developer or neighborhood 
resident is told about an issue may be even more 
important than the issue itself. Third, planners typically 
need to deal with conflicts between project developers 
and affected neighborhood residents that usually 
concern several issues at once: scale, the income of  
tenants, new traffic, existing congestion, the character 
of  a street, and so on. Such conflicts simultaneously 
involve questions of  design, social policy, safety, trans- 
portation, and neighborhood character as well. Fourth, 
how much planners can do in the face of  such conflicts 
depends not only upon their formal responsibilities, 
but also upon their informal initiatives. A zoning 

by-law, for example, can specify a time by which a 
planning board is to hold a public hearing, but it usually 
will not tell a planner how much information to give  
a developer or a neighbor, when to hold informal 
meetings with either or both, how to do it, just whom 
to invite, or how to negotiate with either party. So 
within the formal guidelines of  zoning appeals, special 
permit applications, site plan and design reviews, 
planning staff  can exercise substantial discretion and 
exert important influence as a result.

Planners’ influence

The complexity of  permitting processes is a source  
of  influence for planning staff. Complexity creates 
uncertainties for everyone involved. Some planners 
eagerly use the resulting leverage, as an associate 
planning director explains, beginning with a truism but 
then elaborating:

Time is money for developers. Once the money is  
in, the clock is ticking. Here we have some influence. 
We may not be able to stop a project that we have 
problems with, but we can look at things in more  
or less detail, and slow them down. Getting back to 
[the developers] can take two days or two months, but 
we try to make it clear, “We’re people you can  
get along with.” So many developers will say, “Let’s 
get along with these people and listen to their 
concerns . . .”

He continues,

But we have influence in other ways too. There are 
various ways to interpret the ordinance, for example. 
Or I can influence the building commissioner. He 
used to work in this office and we have a good 
relationship . . . his staff  may call us about a project 
they’re looking over and ask, “Hey, do you want this 
project or not?”

Planners think strategically about timing not only  
to discourage certain projects but to encourage or 
capture others. The associate director explains,

On another project, we waited before pushing for 
changes. We wanted to let the developer get fully 
committed to it; then we’d push. If  we’d pushed 
earlier, he might have walked away . . .
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A director in another municipality echoes the point:

Take an initial meeting with the developer, the mayor, 
and me. Depending on the benefits involved – fiscal 
or physical – the mayor might kick me under the table; 
“Not now,” he’s telling me. He doesn’t want to 
discourage the project . . . and so I’ll be able to work 
on the problems later . . .

For the astute, it seems, the complexity of  the plann- 
ing process creates more opportunities than head- 
aches. For the novice, no doubt, the balance shifts the 
other way.

But isn’t everything, in the last analysis, all written 
down in publicly available documents for everyone to 
see? Hardly. Could all the procedures ever be made 
entirely clear? Consider the experience of  an architect 
planner who grappled with these problems in several 
planning positions. The following conversation took 
place toward the end of  my interview with this planner. 
The planner pulled a diagram from a folder and said, 
“Here’s the new flow-chart I just drew up that shows 
how our design review process works. If  you have any 
questions, let’s talk. I think it’s still pretty cryptic.”

“If  you think it’s cryptic,” interjected the zoning 
appeals planner, who was standing nearby and had 
overheard this, “just think what developers and 
neighborhood people will think!”

Both planners shook their heads and laughed, since 
the problem was all too plain: the arrows on the design 
review flow chart seemed to run everywhere. The chart 
was no doubt correct, but it did look complicated.

I recalled my first interview with the zoning appeals 
planner. Probing with a deliberately leading question,  
I had asked, “But what influence can you have in the 
process if  everything’s written down as public 
information, if  it’s all clear there on the page?”

The zoning appeals planner had grinned: “But 
that’s just it! The process is not clear! And that’s where 
I come in . . .” The architect-planner developed the 
point further:

Where I worked before, the planning director wanted 
to adopt a new “policy and procedures” document 
that would have every last item defined. We were 
going to get it all clear. The whole staff  spent a lot of  
time writing that, trying to get all the elements and 
subsections and so on clearly defined . . . But it was 
chaos. Once we had the document, everyone fought 
about what each item meant . . .

So clarity, apparently, has its limits!

different actors, different strategies

Planning staff  point almost poignantly to the different 
issues that arise as they work with developers and 
neighborhood residents. The candor of  one planning 
director is worth quoting at length:

It’s easy to sit down with developers or their lawyers. 
They’re a known quantity. They want to meet. There’s 
a common language – say, of  zoning – and they know 
it, along with the technical issues. And they speak with 
one voice (although that’s not to say that we don’t play 
off  the architect and the developer at times – we’ll 
push the developer, for example, and the architect is 
happy because he agrees with us) . . .

But then there’s the community. With the 
neighbors, there’s no consistency. One week one 
group comes in, and the next week it’s another. It’s 
hard if  there’s no consistent view. One group’s worried 
about traffic; the other group’s not worried about 
traffic but about shadows. There isn’t one point of  
view there. They also don’t know the process (though 
there are cases where there are too many experts).

So at the staff  level (as opposed to planning board 
meetings) we usually don’t deal with both developers 
and neighbors simultaneously.

Although these comments may distress advocates of  
neighborhood power, they say much about the 
practical situation in which the director finds himself.

All people may be created equal, but when they 
walk into the planning department, they are simply 
not all the same. This director suggests that getting all 
the involved parties together around the table in the 
planners’ conference room is not an obviously good 
idea, for several reasons. (It is, however, an idea we 
shall consider more closely below.)

First, the director suggests, planners generally 
know what to expect from developers; the developers’ 
interests are often clearer than the neighbors’, and 
project proponents may actually want to meet with 
the staff. Neighborhood residents may be less likely to 
treat planners as potential allies; after all, the planners 
are not the decision makers, and the decision makers 
can often easily ignore the planners’ recommendations. 
Because developers may cultivate good relations with 
planning staff  (this is in part their business, after all), 
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while neighborhood groups do not, local planning 
staff  may find meetings with developers relatively 
cordial and familiar, but meetings with neighborhood 
activists more guarded and uncertain.

Second, the planning director suggests that plan- 
ners and developers often share a common profes- 
sional language. They can pinpoint technical and 
regulatory issues and know that both sides understand 
what is being said. But on any given project, he implies, 
he may need to teach the special terms of  the local 
zoning code to affected neighbors before they can 
really get to the issues at hand.

The planning director makes a third point. 
Developers speak with one voice; neighbors do not. 
When planners listen to developers talk, they know 
whom they’re listening to, and they know what they’re 
likely to hear repeated, elaborated, defended, or quali-
fied next week. When planners listen to neighborhood 
residents, though, this director suggests, they can’t be 
so sure how strongly to trust what they hear. “Who 
really speaks for the neighborhood?” the director 
wonders.

Planners must make practical judgments about 
who represents affected residents and about how  
to interpret their concerns. This director implies, 
therefore, that until planners find a way to identify “the 
neighborhood’s voice,” the problems of  conducting 
joint mediated negotiations between developers and 
neighbors are likely to seem insurmountable. We 
return to this issue of  representation below.

inequalities of information,  
expertise, and financing

What about imbalances of  power? Developers, 
typically, initiate site developments. Planners respond. 
Neighbors, if  they are involved at all, then try to 
respond to both. Developers have financing and 
capital to invest; neighbors have voluntary associations 
and not capital, but lungs. Developers hire expertise; 
neighborhood groups borrow it. Developers typically 
have economic resources; neighbors often have time, 
but not always the staying power to turn that time into 
real negotiating power.

Where power relations are unbalanced, must 
mediated negotiation simply lead to coopting the 
weaker party? No, because, as we shall see below, 
mediated negotiation is not a gimmick or a recipe;  
it is a practical and political strategy to be applied in 

ways that address the specific relations of  power  
at hand.

When either developers or neighborhood groups 
are so strong that they need not negotiate, mediated 
negotiation is irrelevant, and other political strategies 
are more appropriate. But when both developers and 
neighbors want to negotiate, planners can act both as 
mediators, assisting the negotiations, and as interested 
negotiators themselves. But how is this possible? What 
strategies can planners use?

PLaNNeRS’ STRaTeGieS: Six wayS TO 
MediaTe LOCaL LaNd-USe CONFLiCTS

Consider the following six mediated-negotiation 
strategies that planning staff  can utilize in the face of  
local land-use conflicts. They are mediated strategies 
because planners employ them to assure that the 
interests of  the major parties legitimately come into 
play. They are negotiation strategies because (except 
for the first) they focus attention on the informal 
negotiations that may produce viable agreements 
even before formal decision-making boards meet.

Strategy one: The facts! The rules!  
(The planner as regulator)

The first strategy is a traditional response, pristine in 
its simplicity, but obviously more complex in practice. 
A young planner who handles zoning appeals and 
design review says:

I see my role often as a fact finder so that the planning 
board can evaluate this project and form a recom- 
mendation; whether it’s design review, special permits, 
or variances, you still need lots of  facts . . .

Here of  course is the clearest echo of  the planner as 
technician and bureaucrat; the planner processes 
information and someone else takes responsibility for 
making decisions. But the echo quickly fades. A 
moment later, this planner continues,

Our role is to listen to the neighbors, to be able to say 
to the board, “Okay, this project meets the technical 
requirements but there will be impacts . . .” The relief  
will usually then be granted, but with conditions . . . 
We’ll ask for as much in the way of  conditions as we 
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think necessary for the legitimate protection of  the 
neighborhood. The question is, is there a legitimate 
basis for complaint? And it’s not just a matter of  
complaint, but of  the merits.

This planner’s role is much more complex than that  
of  fact finder; it is virtually judicial in character. He 
implies, essentially, “I’m not just a bureaucrat, I’m a 
professional. I need to think not only about the tech- 
nical requirements, but about what’s legitimate pro- 
tection for the neighbors. Now I have to think about 
the merits!” Thinking about the merits, though, does 
not yet mean thinking about politics, the feelings of  
other agencies, the chaos at community meetings – it 
means making professional judgments and then 
recommending to the planning board the conditions 
that should be attached to the permits.

Consider now a slightly more complex strategy.

Strategy two: Pre-mediate and  
negotiate – representing concerns

When developers meet with planners to discuss pro- 
ject proposals, neighborhood representatives rarely join 
them. Yet planners might nevertheless speak for neigh- 
borhood concerns as well as about them. A planning 
director in a municipality where neighborhood groups 
are well-organized, vocal, and influential notes,

We temper our recommendations to developers. 
While we might accept A, the neighbors want D, and 
so we’ll tell the developers to think about something 
in the middle – if  they can make it work.

Here, the planner anticipates the concerns of  affected 
residents and changes the informal staff  recommen-
dation accordingly to search for an acceptable com-
promise with the developers. He explains,

What we do is premediate rather than mediate after 
the fact. We project people’s concerns and then raise 
them; so we do more before [explicit conflict arises] 
. . . The only other way we step in and mediate, later, is 
when we support changes to be made in a project, 
changes that consider the neighbors’ views; but that’s 
later, after the public hearing . . .

Unlike the planner-regulator quoted above, this plan- 
ning director relies on far more than his professional 

judgment when he meets with a developer. He will 
negotiate to reach project outcomes that satisfy local 
statutes, professional standards, and the interests of  
affected residents as well. His calculation is not only 
judicial, but explicitly political. He anticipates the 
concerns of  interested community members. So he 
seeks to represent neighborhood interests – without 
neighborhood representatives.

Such premediation – articulating others’ concerns 
well before they can erupt into overt conflict – involves 
a host of  political, strategic, and ethical issues. What 
relationships does the planner have with neighborhood 
groups? In what senses can the planner “know what 
the community wants”? To which “key actors” might 
the planner “steer” the developer? How much infor- 
mation and how much advice should the planner give, 
or withhold?

Such questions arise whether or not project 
developers ever meet with neighbors. In many cases, 
where “neighborhoods” are sprawling residential 
areas, and where “the interests of  the neighbors” seem 
most difficult to represent through actual neighborhood 
representatives, the planners’ premediation may be 
the only mediation that takes place.

Strategy three: Let them meet –  
the planner as a resource

The planner’s influence might be used in still other 
ways. The director continues:

Regardless of  how our first meeting with a developer 
goes, we recommend to them that they meet with 
neighbors and the neighbors’ representatives [on the 
permit-granting board]. We usually can give the devel-
oper a good inkling about what to expect both profes-
sionally and politically. The same elected representa-
tive might say that a project is “okay” professionally, 
but not “okay” for them in their elected capacity. We 
try to encourage back and forth meetings . . .

The director, then, regularly takes the pulse of  
neighborhood groups and elected representatives. 
Working in city hall has its advantages: “We’ll discuss 
a project with the representatives; we see them so 
much here, just in the halls, and they ask us to let them 
know what’s happening in their parts of  the city.” So 
the director listens to the developers, listens to the 
neighbors, and “encourages back and forth meetings.”
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A planning director who seldom met jointly with 
neighbors and developers had an acute sense of  other 
strategies he used:

We . . . urge the applicants, the developers, to deal 
directly with the neighborhood for several reasons: 
First, if  the neighbors are confronted at a hearing with 
glossy plans, they’ll think it’s all a fait accompli; so 
they’ll just adopt the “guns blazing, full charge ahead” 
strategy, since they think it’ll just be a “yea” or “nay” 
decision. Second, we tell them to talk to the neighbors 
since if  they can come up with something that the 
neighbors will “okay,” it’ll be easier at the board of  
appeals. Third, we try to get them to meet one on one, 
or maybe as a group, but in as deinstitutionalized a 
way as possible, informally. We try to get the 
developers to sell their case that way; it’ll get a much 
better hearing than at the big formal public hearings.

But why should planners be reluctant to convene joint 
negotiating sessions between developers and neigh-
bors, yet still be willing to encourage both parties to 
meet on their own? Why don’t these planners embrace 
opportunities to mediate local land-use conflicts face 
to face? One planner could hardly imagine such a 
mediating role:

Work as a neutral between developers and neighbors? 
I don’t know how I’d approach it. I’d just answer 
questions, suggest what could be done, and so on. 
That’s what our role should be – although we should 
reach compromises between developers and 
neighbors. But we have to work within the rules – 
that’s my reference point – to say what the rules of  the 
game are; that’s the job.

This planner’s image of  a “neutral” between disputing 
parties is less that of  a mediator facilitating agreement 
than it is of  a referee in a boxing match. The referee 
assures that the rules are followed, but the antagonists 
might still kill each other. No wonder planners might 
find this image of  mediation unattractive!

A senior planner envisions further complications:

If  I could be assured I could be wholly independent, 
then I could mediate – but I still have to pay my bills 
. . . The planning department always has some vested 
interests, as much as we try to stay objective, 
independent . . . I work for a mayor, for the elected 
representatives, for 14 committees . . . So there’s 

always the question of  compromise on my part: if  the 
mayor says, “Tell me how to make this project work,” 
for example. It took me a long time before I was able 
to say, “I’m going to have to say no.” We have a very 
strong mayor . . .

Strategy four: Perform shuttle  
diplomacy – probe and advise both sides

A planning director proposes another way to facilitate 
developer–neighbor negotiations:

I feel more comfortable in shuttle diplomacy, if  you 
will; trying to get the neighbors’ concerns on the table, 
to get the developers to deal with them . . . I’d rather 
bounce ideas off  each side individually than be caught 
in the middle if  they’re both there. If  both sides are 
there, I’m less likely to give my own ideas than if  I’m 
alone with each of  them.

Shuttle diplomacy, this director suggests, allows 
planners to address the concerns of  each party in a 
professionally effective way. He explains:

If  I’m with the developer, I feel I can make a much 
more extreme proposal – “knock off  three stories” – 
but I wouldn’t dare say that if  neighbors were there. 
The neighbors would be likely to pick up and run with 
it, and it could damage the negotiations rather than 
help them . . . I’m willing to back off  on an issue if  the 
developer has a good argument, but the neighborhood 
might not, and then they might use my point as a club 
to hit the developer with: “Well, the planning director 
suggested that; it must be a good idea” . . . and then I 
can’t unsay it . . . 

This planning director is as concerned about how his 
suggestions, proposals, queries, and arguments will be 
understood and used as he is about what ought to be 
altered in the project at hand. He recognizes clearly 
that when he talks he acts politically and inevitably 
fuels one argument or another. He not only conveys 
information in talking, but he acts practically, influen- 
tially. He focuses attention on specific problems, 
shapes future agendas, legitimates a point of  view, and 
suggests lines of  further argument.

The director continued,

I might not want to concede to a developer that there 
won’t be a traffic problem, because I want to push him 
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to relieve a problem or a perceived problem . . . but I 
could say to the neighbors aside, “Look, this will be no 
big deal; it’ll be five trips, not fifty.” I can say that in a 
private meeting, but in a public meeting if  I say it to a 
neighborhood representative I’m insulting him, even 
if  the developer snickers silently . . . So I lose my 
ability to be frank with both sides if  we’re all together. 
Not that this should be completely shuttle diplomacy, 
but it has its place.

These comments suggest that planning staff  can cer-
tainly mediate conflicts in local permitting processes, 
if  not in ways that mediators are thought typically to 
act. The planners may not be independent third 
parties who assist developers and neighbors in face-
to-face meetings to reach development agreements – 
but they might still mediate such conflicts as “shuttle 
diplomats.” 

Strategy five: active and interested 
mediation – thriving as a non-neutral

We can consider a case that involves not a zoning 
appeal but a rezoning proposal. One planner, who had 
earlier worked as a community organizer, had con- 
vened a working group of  five community repre- 
sentatives and five local business representatives to 
draft a rezoning proposal for a large stretch of  the 
major arterial street in their municipality. She consi- 
ders her work on that project a kind of  mediation  
and reflects about how she as a planner acts as  
a mediator, dealing with substantive and affective 
issues alike:

Am I in a position of  having to think about everyone’s 
interest and yet being trusted by no one? Sure, all the 
time. But I’ve been in this job for seven years, and I 
have a reputation that’s good, fortunately . . . Trust is 
an issue of  your integrity and planning process. I talk 
to people a lot; communication is a big part of  it . . . 
My approach is to let people let off  steam – let them 
say negative things about other people to me, and 
then in a different conversation at another time, I’ll be 
sure to say something positive about that person – to 
try to let them feel that they can say whatever they 
want to me, and to try to confront them with the fact 
that the other person isn’t just out to ruin the process. 
But I’d do that in another conversation; I let them let 
off  steam if  they’re angry.

This planner is well aware that distrust on all sides is 
an abiding issue, so she tries to build trust as she 
works. She works to assure others that she will listen to 
them and more; that she will acknowledge and respect 
their thoughts and feelings, whatever they have to say. 
She pays attention first to the person, then to the 
words. Then, as she establishes trust with her com- 
mittee members and with others, she can also make 
sure, carefully, that real evidence is not ignored.

She realizes that anger makes its own demands, so 
she responds with an interested patience. She seeks 
throughout to mediate the conflicting interests of  the 
groups with whom she’s working:

I also make a point to tell each side the other’s 
concerns – categorically, not with names, but all the 
other sides’ concerns . . . Why’s that important? I like 
to let people anticipate the arguments and prepare a 
defense, either to stand or fall on its own merits.  
For people to be surprised is unfortunate. It’s better to 
let people know what’s coming so they can build a 
case. They can hear an objection, if  you can retain 
credibility, and absorb it; but in another setting they 
might not be able to hear it . . . If  they hear an objection 
first as a surprise, you’re likely to get blamed for it. If  
concerns are raised in an emotional setting, people 
concentrate more on the emotion than on the 
substance. This is a concern of  mine. In emotional 
settings, lots gets thrown out, and lots is peripheral, 
but possibly also central later . . .

This planner is keenly aware that emotion and 
substance are interwoven, and that planners who 
focus only upon substance and try to ignore or wish 
away emotion do so at their own practical peril. Yet 
she is saying even more.

She knows that in some settings disputing groups 
can hear objections, understand the points at  
stake, and address them, while in other settings  
those points may be lost. She tries to present each 
side’s concerns to the other so that they can be 
understood and addressed. Anticipating issues is 
central; learning of  important objections late in the 
process will be mostly emotionally and financially,  
and planning staff  are likely to share the blame.  
“Why didn’t you tell us sooner . . .?” the refrain is likely 
to sound.

Consider next, then, this planner-mediator’s 
thoughts about the sort of  mediation role she is 
performing. She continues,
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But what I do is different from the independent 
mediator model. In a job like mine, you have an 
on-going relationship with parties in the city. You have 
more information than a mediator does about the 
history of  various individuals, about participating 
organizations, about the political history of  city 
agencies, and so on. You also have a vested interest in 
what happens. You want the process to be credible. 
You want the product to be successful; in my case I 
want the city council to adopt the committee’s 
proposal. And you’re invested . . . both professionally 
and emotionally. And then you have an opinion about 
particular proposals; you’re a professional, you should 
have one, you should be able to look at a proposal and 
have an opinion.

Thus, she suggests, mediation has its place in local 
land-use conflicts, but the “rules of  the game” will not 
be those that labor mediators follow. Indeed, planners 
who now mediate local land-use conflicts are not 
waiting for someone else to write the rules of  the 
game, they are writing them themselves.

Strategy six: Split the job – you  
mediate, i’ll negotiate

Consider finally a planning strategy that promotes 
face-to-face mediation with planning staff  at the table 
– but as negotiators or advisors, not as mediators. A 
planning director explains:

There’s another way we deal with these conflicts; we 
might involve a local planning board member. For 
example, if  there’s a sophisticated neighborhood 
group that’s well organized, we’ve brought in an 
architect from the board who’s as good with words as 
he is with his pencil . . . The chair of  the board might 
ask the board member to be a liaison to the 
neighborhood, say, and sometimes he’ll talk just to the 
neighbors, sometimes with both . . .

Here the “process manager” comes from the planning 
board with highly developed “communications skills.” 
How does the planner feel in these situations?

It’s more comfortable from my point of  view, and the 
citizens’, to have a board member in the convening 
role. I’m still a hired hand. It seems more appropriate 
in a negotiating situation to have a citizen in that role 

and not an employee . . . Since they’ve come from the 
neighborhoods, a board member is in a better position 
to bring neighbors and developers together – if  they 
behave properly. Some board members are good 
communicators; some are more dynamic than others 
in pressing for specific solutions.

This planner identifies so strongly with the professional 
and political mandate of  his position that he cannot 
imagine a role as neutral convener or mediator of  
neighborhood–developer negotiations. But that does 
not prevent mediation; it means rather that the planner 
retains a substantively interested posture while 
another party, here a planning board member, con- 
venes informal, but organized, project negotiations 
between developers and neighbors. This planner’s 
example makes the point:

Take the example of  the Mayfair Hospital site. The 
hospital was going to close, and the neighbors and the 
planning board were concerned about what might 
happen with the site. So Jan from the planning board 
got involved with the hospital and the neighborhood 
to look at the possibilities. Both the neighbors and  
the hospital set up re-use committees, and Jan and I 
went to the meetings. There was widespread agree- 
ment that the best use of  the site would be residential 
– the neighbors definitely preferred that to an 
institutional use – but then there was a lot of  haggling 
over scale, density, and so on. Ultimately, a special 
zoning district was proposed that included the site; 
the neighbors supported it, and it went to [the elected 
representatives] where they voted to rezone the 
several acres involved . . .

When local planners feel they cannot mediate disputes 
themselves, then one strategy may be to search for 
informal, most likely volunteer, mediators. These ad 
hoc mediators might be “borrowed” from respected 
local institutions, and their facilitation of  meetings 
between disputing parties might allow planning staff  
to participate as professionally interested parties 
concerned with the site in question.

Table 1 summarizes the six approaches pre- 
sented. Together, these approaches form a repertoire 
of  strategies that land-use planners can use to encou- 
rage mediated negotiations in the face of  conflicts  
in local zoning, special permit, and design review 
processes. To refine these strategies, local plann- 
ing staff  can build upon several basic theories and 
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techniques of  conflict resolution. Consider now the 
distinctive competences and sensitivities required by 
these strategies.

The eMOTiONaL COMPLexiTy OF 
MediaTed-NeGOTiaTiON STRaTeGieS

More than a lack of  independence keeps planners 
from easily adopting roles as mediators. The emotional 
complexity of  the mediating role makes quite different 
demands upon planners than those that they have 
traditionally been prepared to meet. The community-
organizer-turned-planner makes the point brilliantly:

In the middle, you get all the flak. You’re the release 
valve. You’re seen as having some power, and you do 
have some . . .Look, if  you have a financial interest in 
a project, or an emotional one, you want the person in 
the middle to care about your point of  view, and if  you 
don’t think they do, you’ll be angry!

[“So when planners try to be professional by 
appearing detached, objective, does it get people 
angry at them?” I asked.]

Sure!

This comment cuts to the heart of  planners’ profes-
sional identities. Must “professional,” “objective,” and 
“detached” be synonymous? If  so, this planner sug-
gests, then planners’ own striving for an independent 
professionalism will fuel the anger, resentment, and 
suspicion of  the same people those planners presume 
to serve!

Thus we can understand the caution with which a 
planner speaks of  his way of  handling emotional 
participants in public hearings:

How do I deal with people’s anger? I try to keep cool, 
but occasionally I get irritated. But that’s how we’re 
expected to behave, to be rational. It’s all right for 
citizens to be irrational, but not the staff !

How does one keep cool, be rational, and still respond 
to the claims of  an emotional public at formal 
hearings? This planner elaborates:

It’s one thing to begin the discussion of  a project [to 
present our analysis] and anticipate problems. But it’s 
another thing to rebut a neighborhood resident in 
public in a gentle way . . . Part of  the problem is that if  
you antagonize people it’ll haunt you in the future . . . 
We’re here for the long haul, and we have to try to 
maintain our credibility . . .

The planner’s problem here is precisely not the facts 
of  the case: the facts themselves may be clear enough. 
But how should the planner present the analysis that 
he feels must be made and how should he decide 
which arguments to make and which to hold back at a 
given time?

The biggest problem I have in the board meetings is 
when to respond and when to keep quiet. In a hearing, 
for example, I can’t possibly respond to all the 
accusations and issues that come up. So I have to pick 
a direction, to deal with a generally felt concern. It’s 
just not effective to enter into a debate on each point 
in turn; it’s better to clarify things, to explain what’s 
misunderstood . . .

This planner does much more than simply recapitulate 
facts. He tries to avoid an adversarial posture, even 
when he feels the situation is quite conflictual. He 
listens as much to the individuals and their concern as 
he does to each point. He knows that points and 
demands and positions may change as issues are clari-
fied, but that if  he cannot respond to people’s concerns, 
he’s in some trouble. Because he and his staff  are there 
“for the long haul,” he wants to be able to work with 
neighbors, community leaders, and elected representa-
tives alike not just now but in the future as well. How he 
relates to the parties involved in local disputes, he sug-
gests, is as important as what he has to say.

Another planner points to the skills involved:

Whom would I try to hire to deal with such conflicts? 
I’d look for someone who’s a careful listener, someone 

1  The Facts! The Rules! (The Planner as Regulator)
2  Pre-Mediate and Negotiate: Representing 

Concerns
3  Let Them Meet: The Planner as a Resource . . .
4  Perform Shuttle Diplomacy: Probe and Advise 

Both Sides
5  Active and Interested Mediation: Thriving as a 

Non-Neutral
6  Split the Job: You Mediate, I’ll Negotiate

Table 1 A repertoire of  mediated-negotiation strategies 
used by local land-use planners in permitting processes
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who’s good at explaining a position coherently, 
succinctly, quietly, in a calm tone . . . someone who 
could hear a point, understand it whether he or she 
agreed with it or not, and then verbalize a clear, 
concise response. Most people though – myself  
included – try to jump the gun and answer before it’s 
appropriate. So I want someone who’s able to stay 
cool and stay on the issues . . .

A community development director first mentions “a 
good listener” and then elaborates:

[To deal with these conflicting situations I’d want to 
hire staff] who won’t say, “I know best,” who won’t get 
people’s backs up just by their style. I’d want someone 
with some openness, with a sense of  how things work 
who won’t accept everything, but who won’t offend 
people. They have to have critical judgment – to leave 
doors open, to give people a sense of  involvement 
and a sense of  the feasible – [someone who] can’t be 
convinced of  something that’s not likely to work, just 
for the sake of  getting agreement . . .

This planning director also points to the balance 
necessary between what planners say and how they 
say it. The “how” counts; he doesn’t want staff  who 
will “get people’s backs up,” “offend people,” and not 
communicate an openness to others’ concerns. Nor 
does he want someone who will sacrifice project 
viability for the temporary comfort of  agreement. He 
asks for substantive judgment and the skills to manage 
a process.

Referring to the demands of  working and nego- 
tiating with developers as they navigate the approval 
process, the director stresses the role of  diplomacy:

We [planners] have access to information, to 
resources, to skills . . . so developers usually want to 
work with us. They have certain problems getting 
through the process . . . so we’ll go to them and ask, 
“What do you want?” and we’ll start a process of  
meetings . . . It’s diplomacy; that’s the real work. You 
have to have the technical skill . . . but that’s the first 25 
percent. The next 75 percent is diplomacy, working 
through the process.

Percentages aside, the point remains. To the extent 
that planning practitioners and educators focus 
predominantly upon facts, rules, likely consequences, 
and mitigation measures, they may fail to attend to the 

pressing emotional and communicative dimensions 
of  local land-use conflicts. Because the planning 
profession has not traditionally embraced the diplo- 
mat’s skills, it should surprise no one that practicing 
planners envision mediating roles with more reticence 
than relish.

In the next section, we turn to administrative and 
political questions. What, initially, can be done in 
planning organizations to improve planners’ abilities 
to mediate local land-use negotiations successfully? 
What about imbalances of  power?

adMiNiSTRaTiVe iMPLiCaTiONS  
FOR PLaNNiNG ORGaNiZaTiONS

What does this analysis imply for policymakers and 
planners who wish to build options for mediation into 
local review processes? Mediation may offer several 
opportunities, under conditions of  interdependent 
power: a shift from adversarial to collaborative 
problem-solving; voluntary development controls and 
agreements; improved city–developer–neighborhood 
relationships enabling early and effective reviews of  
future projects; more effective neighborhood voice; 
and joint gains (“both gain” outcomes) for the muni- 
cipality, neighbors, and developers alike. Such oppor- 
tunities present themselves only when no single party 
is so dominant that it need not negotiate at all, that it is 
likely simply to get what it wants in any case.

Planners already use the strategies reviewed in 
diverse settings. Which strategy a planner uses, and at 
which times, depends largely on practical judgment: 
What skills does the planner have? How willing are 
developers or neighbors, or other agency staff, to meet 
jointly? Does enough time exist to allow early, joint 
meetings? Are the practical and political alternatives 
of  any one party so attractive that they see no point in 
mediated negotiations?

No strategy is likely to be desirable in all 
circumstances, so no one approach will provide the 
model to formalize into new zoning or permitting 
procedures. But to say that we should not formalize 
these strategies does not mean that we cannot 
regularly use them. How, then, can planners apply the 
mediated-negotiation strategies in local zoning, 
permitting, and design review processes?

First, planning staff  must distinguish clearly the 
two complementary but distinct mandates they 
typically must serve: to press professionally, and thus 
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to negotiate, for particular substantive goals (design 
quality or affordable housing, for example), and to 
enable a participatory process that gives voice to 
affected parties; thus, like mediators, to facilitate 
negotiations between disputants.

Second, planning staff  need to adopt, administra- 
tively if  not formally, a goal of  supplementing (not 
substituting for) formal permitting processes with 
mediated negotiations: attempting to craft workable 
and voluntary tentative agreements before formal 
hearing dates.

Third, planning staff  should examine each of  the 
strategies reviewed here. They need to determine 
how each could work, given the size of  their agency, 
their zoning and related by-laws, the political and 
institutional history of  elected officials, neighborhood 
groups, and other agencies. Planning staff  must ask 
which skills and competencies they need to develop 
to employ each of  these strategies appropriately.

Fourth, planning staff  must be able to show others 
– developers, neighborhood groups, public works 
department staff, elected and appointed officials – 
how and when mediated negotiations can lead to 
“both gain” outcomes and so improve the local land-
use planning and development process. Planners also 
have to be clear about what mediated negotiation will 
not do: it will not solve problems of  radically 
unbalanced power, for example. It can, however, refine 
an adversarial process into a partially collaborative 
one. It will not solve problems of  basic rights, but it 
can often expand the range of  affected parties’ inte- 
rests that developers will take into account. Mediated 
negotiations will neither necessarily co-opt project 
opponents (as skeptical neighborhood residents might 
suspect) nor stall proposals and projects (as skeptical 
developers and builders might suspect). Yet when 
each side can effectively threaten the other, when each 
side’s interests depend upon the other’s actions, then 
mediated negotiations may enable voluntary agree- 
ments, incorporate measures of  control on both sides, 
allow “both gain” trades to be achieved, and do so 
more efficiently for all sides than pursuing alterna- 
tive strategies (e.g. going to court or, sometimes, 
community organizing).

Fifth, planners need administratively to create an 
organized process to match incoming projects with 
one or more of  the mediated-negotiation strategies 
and to review their progress as they go along. With 
staff  training in negotiation and mediation principles 
and techniques, planning departments would be 

better able to carry out these strategies effectively 
once they have organized administratively to promote 
them.

deaLiNG wiTh POweR iMBaLaNCeS: 
CaN The Six STRaTeGieS MaKe a 
diFFeReNCe?

The six strategies we have considered are hardly 
“neutral.” Planners who adopt them inevitably either 
perpetuate or challenge existing inequalities of  infor- 
mation, expertise, political access, and opportunity. 
Consider each approach, briefly, in turn.

To provide only the facts, or information about 
procedures, to whomever asks for them seems to  
treat everyone equally. Yet where severe inequalities 
exist, to treat the strong and the weak alike only 
ensures that the strong remain strong, the weak remain 
weak. The planner who pretends to act as a neutral 
regulator may sound egalitarian but nevertheless  
act, ironically, to perpetuate and ignore existing 
inequalities.

The premediation strategy can involve substantial 
discretion on the part of  the planning staff. If  the staff  
fail to put the interests of  weaker parties “on the 
negotiating table,” then here, too, inequalities will be 
perpetuated, not mitigated. If  the staff  do defend 
neighborhood interests in the development negotia- 
tions, they may challenge existing inequalities. But 
which “neighborhood interests” should the planning 
staff  identify? How should neighborhoods – especially 
weakly organized ones – be represented? These 
questions are both practical and theoretical and they 
have no purely technical, “recipe”-like answers.

At first glance, the strategy of  letting developers 
and neighbors meet without an active staff  presence 
seems only to reproduce the initial strengths of  the 
parties. Yet depending on how the planning staff  inter-
vene, one party or another may be strengthened or 
weakened. At times planners have helped developers 
anticipate and ultimately evade the concerns of  citi-
zens who opposed projects. Yet planners may also 
provide expertise, access, information, and so on to 
strengthen weaker citizens’ positions.

The same discretion exists for planning staff  who 
act as shuttle diplomats. Here a planner may counsel 
weaker parties to help them both before and during 
actual negotiations by identifying concerns that might 
effectively be raised, experts or other influentials who 
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might be called upon, prenegotiation strategies and 
tactics to be employed, and so on. The shuttle diplo-
mat need not appear neutral to all parties but he or 
she does need to appear useful to, or needed by, those 
parties. Planners who act as “interested mediators” 
face many of  the same problems and opportunities 
that shuttle diplomats confront. In addition, though, 
the activist mediator may risk being perceived  
by planning board members, officials, or elected  
representatives as making deals that preempt their 
own formal authority. Thus the invisibility of  the 
shuttle diplomat has its advantages; the planners can 
give counsel discreetly, suggesting packages and 
“deals” but avoiding the glare – and the heat – of  the 
limelight.

Finally, the strategy of  separating mediation  
and negotiation functions also involves substantial 
staff  discretion. Here, too, the ways that mediators 
and negotiators consider the interests and enable the 
voice of  weaker parties will affect existing power 
imbalances.

Because negotiations always involve questions of  
relative power, they depend heavily upon the parties’ 
prenegotiation work of  marshalling resources, develop- 
ing options, and organizing support. Thus politically 
astute planners need both organizing and mediated-
negotiation skills if  conflicts are to be addressed 
without pretending that structural power imbalances 
just do not exist. Finally, note that a planner who 
explicitly calls everyone’s attention to class-based 
power imbalances, for example, may not obviously do 
better in any practical sense of  the word than an 
activist mediator who knows the same thing and acts 

on it in just the same ways without explicitly framing 
the planning negotiations in those terms.

CONCLUSiON

The repertoire of  mediated-negotiation strategies 
inevitably requires that planners exercise practical 
judgment, both politically and ethically. These judg-
ments involve who is and who is not invited to meet-
ings; where, when, and which meetings are held; what 
issues should and should not appear on agendas; 
whose concerns are and are not acknowledged; how 
interventionist the planner’s role is; and so on.

In local planning processes, then, planners often 
have the administrative discretion not only to mediate 
among conflicting parties, but to negotiate as inter-
ested parties themselves. Planning staff  can routinely 
engage in the complementary tasks of  supporting 
organizing efforts, negotiating, and mediating. In these 
ways, local planners can use a range of  mediated-
negotiation strategies to address practically existing 
power imbalances of  access, information, class, and 
expertise that perpetually threaten the quality of  local 
planning outcomes.

Mediated negotiations in local permitting pro-
cesses will, of  course, not resolve the structural prob-
lems of  our society. Yet when local conflicts involve 
multiple issues, when differences in interests can be 
exploited by trading to achieve joint gains, and when 
diverse interests rather than fundamental rights are at 
stake, mediated-negotiation strategies for planners 
make good sense, politically, ethically, and practically.



“advocacy and Pluralism  
in Planning”
Journal of the American Institute of Planners (1965) 

Paul  Davidoff 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Many different stakeholders and interest groups are involved in any significant urban planning decision. Interest 
groups involved in the planning process may range in sophistication and influence from well-organized and well-
funded industry groups with deep pockets to penniless ad hoc groupings of people affected by planning 
decisions who know little about planning procedures or plans. Sherry Arnstein describes how much and in what 
way citizens participate in planning varies (p. 279) and John Forester found in his interviews with practicing 
planners that city planning typically involves conflict between different groups and that planners need to master 
conflict resolution skills (p. 467). 

Paul Davidoff – an activist lawyer/planner – felt that the conventional way of formulating city plans was deeply 
flawed because it did not recognize or incorporate the reality of conflicting values in planning. Davidoff believed 
that in democracies planning should be pluralistic – explicitly designed to incorporate the views of different 
groups. And since low income and minority groups are not on an equal footing with the rich and powerful, they 
need advocates: planners acting in a capacity similar to lawyers representing clients. This selection – Davidoff’s 
brilliant articulation of these views – is one of the classics in urban planning  theory. 

Unlike the advocacy planning Davidoff proposes, most city planning at the time he wrote this article in the late 
1960s and still today is performed by staff of local government planning departments working under the direction 
of planning commissions, which are in turn accountable to local government decision-makers. The planning staff 
develops plans they feel will best serve the welfare of the whole community, which are in turn reviewed, perhaps 
modified, and ultimately adopted by the planning commission and ultimately the city council. In theory the planning 
commission does not favor any particular interest group such as homeless people, merchants, environmentalists, 
or bicycle enthusiasts. Depending on the local political culture and the composition of the city planning 
commission, commissioners may be particularly sympathetic to some points of view and not to others. Many city 
planning commissions share the values of local “growth machines” that Harvey Molotch describes (p. 293). 

Davidoff argues that, since different groups in society have different interests, if they are recognized then 
these interests will result in plans that are different from each other. For example, one planner might develop and 
advocate for a plan that would meet the needs of poor West Indian residents of London’s Brixton neighborhood. 
Another planner might develop a different plan representing the point of view of shopkeepers in the same area. 
And a third might work with Brixton environmentalists to develop and advocate for a plan for the Brixton area 
incorporating the kind of sustainable urban development urged by the Brundtland Commission (p. 404) , Timothy 
Beatley (p. 492), and Peter Calthorpe (p. 511). Like a lawyer, the advocate planner serves his client, not the 
public at large. The advocate planner leaves it to competing advocate planners to represent other interests, just 
as lawyers in legal cases leave it to opposing counsel to argue the other side of a legal case. In Davidoff’s 
proposed model of planning, planning commissioners would make the ultimate decisions about a plan’s contents 
just as judges decide the outcome in legal  cases. 
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Confronted with different proposed plans, the local planning commission would be forced to weigh the merits 
of the competing plans much as a court weighs competing evidence and opposing legal arguments in a legal 
case presented by competing lawyers. Davidoff believed plans that would emerge from such a process would 
be better than plans prepared by planning department staff without the interplay of competing advocacy planners. 
The justification for adversarial systems has been well developed by legal theorists. Law professors point out that 
conflict keeps people honest. It makes lawyers work hard because they know that their work will be critically 
scrutinized. And it gives judges competing points of view from which to choose. Davidoff reasoned that the 
needs of the poor and powerless would be better met in city plans if – a big if – they were adequately represented 
by advocacy planners speaking on their behalf. Davidoff was particularly concerned with low-income minority 
communities. Selections in Part Two: Urban Culture and Society suggest different kinds of community that might 
merit different plans. In addition to race and ethnicity, gender, age, sexual orientation, disability status, occupational 
structure, and other characteristics may affect what kind of a plan is needed for an  area. 

Davidoff’s view of how urban planning should be practiced profoundly influenced activist planners of the 
1960s and 1970s, many of whom defined themselves as advocacy planners and developed plans to meet the 
needs and interests of underrepresented groups with some notable success. Some planners define themselves 
as advocacy or equity planners and continue this tradition today. Environmental, civil rights, pro-business, and 
other groups sometimes employ planners to advocate their interests. While planning at the local level is still 
typically done by the staff of a city planning department, Davidoff’s article has sensitized the planning profession 
to the importance of pluralism in planning, and many planners and planning commissioners are far more open to 
advocacy by competing interest groups than they were before Davidoff’s article was written. One former city 
planning director, Norman Krumholz, made social equity the fundamental principle in his tenure as director of the 
Cleveland, Ohio, planning department and developed theory and practice of what he calls “equity planning” – a 
theory of planning similar to, but distinct from, advocacy planning. Equity planning explicitly seeks fairness or 
equity among different social groups as the overarching goal of every plan. For example, in a transportation plan, 
Krumholz would have planners ask – “does this plan meet the travel needs of all people – including low-income 
and minority people?” For a parks plan the overriding consideration would be “will every group have comparable 
access to parks?” 

Review the accounts of the evolution of urban planning theory by Peter Hall (p. 431) and the description of 
mainstream physical planning by Edward J. Kaiser and David R. Godschalk (p. 455) to better understand the 
context within which Davidoff developed his critique. Compare Davidoff’s humanistic, grassroots, pluralistic 
approach to city planning with Le Corbusier’s brilliant but elitist vision of an elite cadre of CIAM architects imposing 
the forms they felt modern machine culture demanded on the fabric of cities (p. 379). Compare Davidoff’s views 
with John Forester’s comments on how planners working within the system can use their influence to empower 
stakeholders in the planning process (p. 467). Compare the advocacy planning approach to Sherry Arnstein’s 
strategies to empower communities to reach the highest possible level on the ladder of citizen participation (p. 279) 
speaking for themselves, but the higher rungs of her ladder provided technical assistance to advise  them. 

Davidoff’s advocacy planning model assumes that there will be planners available to represent under-
represented low-income and minority interests. For a brief time after Davidoff’s article appeared, the US federal 
government funded Community Design Centers that provided some architectural and planning assistance along 
these lines. But this was not a popular use for taxpayer money. Most advocate planners for the poor have been 
dedicated volunteers. On the other hand, growth machines, developers and private property owners are often 
well funded and can afford to pay planners to develop and advocate for their  interests. 

Paul Davidoff (1930–1984) received degrees in urban planning and law from the University of Pennsylvania. 
He worked as a practicing planner in New York City and a number of other east coast cities in the 1950s and 
1960s. Davidoff taught urban planning at the University of Pennsylvania from 1958 to 1965 and Hunter College 
from 1965 to 1969, where he served as director of Hunter’s graduate planning program. In 1969, with Neil Gold, 
he formed and became Executive Director of the Suburban Action Institute, a nonprofit organization that worked 
to get low-income housing built in suburbs. He had direct experience doing advocacy planning for low-income 
and minority groups around housing and other issues. The Suburban Action Institute became the Metropolitan 
Action Institute in  1980. 
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The present can become an epoch in which the 
dreams of  the past for an enlightened and just democ-
racy are turned into a reality. The massing of  voices 
protesting racial discrimination have roused this 
nation to the need to rectify racial and other social 
injustices. The adoption by Congress of  a host of  
welfare measures and the Supreme Court’s specifica-
tion of  the meaning of  equal protection by law both 
reveal the response to protest and open the way for 
the vast changes still required.

The just demand for political and social equality on 
the part of  the Negro and the impoverished requires 
the public to establish the bases for a society affording 
equal opportunity to all citizens. The compelling need 
for intelligent planning, for specification of  new social 
goals and the means for achieving them, is manifest. 
The society of  the future will be an urban one, and city 
planners will help to give it shape and content.

The prospect for future planning is that of  a 
practice which openly invites political and social 
values to be examined and debated. Acceptance of  
this position means rejection of  prescriptions for 
planning which would have the planner act solely  
as a technician. It has been argued that technical 
studies to enlarge the information available to decision 
makers must take precedence over statements of  
goals and ideals:

We have suggested that, at least in part, the city planner 
is better advised to start from research into the func-
tional aspects of  cities than from his own estimation of  
the values which he is attempting to maximize. This 
suggestion springs from a conviction that at this junc-
ture the implications of  many planning decisions are 
poorly understood, and that no certain means are at 
hand by which values can be measured, ranked, and 
translated into the design of  a metropolitan system.

While acknowledging the need for humility and 
openness in the adoption of  social goals, this state-
ment amounts to an attempt to eliminate, or sharply 
reduce, the unique contribution planning can make: 
understanding the functional aspects of  the city and 
recommending appropriate future action to improve 
the urban condition.

Another argument that attempts to reduce the 
importance of  attitudes and values in planning and 
other policy sciences is that the major public questions 
are themselves matters of  choice between technical 
methods of  solution. Dahl and Lindblom put forth this 
position at the beginning of  their important textbook 
Politics, Economics, and Welfare:

In economic organization and reform, the “great 
issues” are no longer the great issues, if  they ever 

Each year at the annual meeting of the Association of Collegiate Schools of Planning (ACSP), North American 
urban planning professors present the Paul Davidoff Award to a city planning scholar whose work exemplifies the 
practice and ideals of Paul Davidoff. It is an honor to receive the Davidoff Award, because Davidoff exemplified 
professional commitment to vigorous advocacy on behalf of less fortunate members of society. Cornell University 
library Collection Number 4250 contains Davidoff’s papers from 1951 to 1985. A Guide to these papers is on 
the internet at  http://rmc.library.cornell.edu/ead/htmldocs/RMM04250.html. 

Chester Hartman’s Cities for Sale: The Transformation of San Francisco (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 2002) describes how advocacy planners and poverty lawyers fought to make urban renewal more 
responsive to residents of San Francisco’s low-income South of Market Neighborhood. Former Cleveland, Ohio, 
planning director and Cleveland State University professor Norman Krumholz describes his experience practicing 
equity planning in Making Equity Planning Work (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1990), co-authored with 
John Forester, and the experience of other equity planners in Reinventing Cities: Equity Planners Tell Their 
Stories (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1994), co-authored with Pierre Clavel. Jacqueline Levitt discusses 
feminist advocacy planning in Barry Checkoway (ed.), Strategic Perspectives in Planning Practice (Lexington: 
Lexington Books, 1986). Social work theorists Francis Fox Piven and Richard A. Cloward advanced a provocative 
radical critique of advocacy planning in an article titled “Who Does the Advocacy Planner Serve?” in The Politics 
of Turmoil (New York: Vintage, 1970). Their answer was that by directing angry residents into planning processes 
for which they are ill-equipped, well-intentioned advocacy planners actually undercut their political power and 
thereby serve establishment interests. This is similar to the argument some extreme postmodernists make today 
that the best planners are the people  themselves. 

http://rmc.library.cornell.edu/ead/htmldocs/RMM04250.html
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were. It has become increasingly difficult for 
thoughtful men to find meaningful alternatives posed 
in the traditional choices between socialism and 
capitalism, planning and the free market, regulation 
and laissez faire, for they find their actual choices 
neither so simple nor so grand. Not so simple, because 
economic organization poses knotty problems that 
can only be solved by painstaking attention to 
technical details – how else, for example, can inflation 
be controlled? Nor so grand, because, at least in the 
Western world, most people neither can nor wish  
to experiment with the whole pattern of  socio-
economic organization to attain goals more easily 
won. If, for example, taxation will serve the purpose, 
why “abolish the wages system” to ameliorate income 
inequality?

These words were written in the early 1950s and 
express the spirit of  that decade more than that of  the 
1960s. They suggest that the major battles have been 
fought. But the “great issues” in economic organization, 
those revolving around the central issue of  the nature 
of  distributive justice, have yet to be settled. The world 
is still in turmoil over the way in which the resources 
of  nations are to be distributed. The justice of  the 
present social allocation of  wealth, knowledge, skill, 
and other social goods is clearly in debate. Solutions 
to questions about the share of  wealth and other 
social commodities that should go to different classes 
cannot be technically derived; they must arise from 
social attitudes.

Appropriate planning action cannot be prescribed from 
a position of  value neutrality, for prescriptions are based 
on desired objectives. One conclusion drawn from this 
assertion is that “values are inescapable elements of  
any rational decision-making process” and that values 
held by the planner should be made clear. The 
implications of  that conclusion for planning have  
been described elsewhere and will not be considered 
in this article. Here I will say that the planner should 
do more than explicate the values underlying his 
prescriptions for courses of  action; he should affirm 
them; he should be an advocate for what he deems 
proper.

Determinations of  what serves the public interest, 
in a society containing many diverse interest groups, 
are almost always of  a highly contentious nature. In 
performing its role of  prescribing courses of  action 
leading to future desired states, the planning profession 
must engage itself  thoroughly and openly in the con- 

tention surrounding political determination. Moreover, 
planners should be able to engage in the political 
process as advocates of  the interests both of  govern- 
ment and of  such other groups, organizations, or 
individuals who are concerned with proposing policies 
for the future development of  the community.

The recommendation that city planners represent 
and plead the plans of  many interest groups is founded 
upon the need to establish an effective urban democ-
racy, one in which citizens may be able to play an active 
role in the process of  deciding public policy. Appro- 
priate policy in democracy is determined through a 
process of  political debate. The right course of  action 
is always a matter of  choice, never of  fact. In a bureau-
cratic age great care must be taken that choices remain 
in the area of  public view and participation.

Urban politics, in an era of  increasing government 
activity in planning and welfare, must balance the 
demands for ever-increasing central bureaucratic 
control against the demands for increased concern for 
the unique requirements of  local, specialized interests. 
The welfare of  all and the welfare of  minorities are 
both deserving of  support; planning must be so 
structured and so practiced as to account for this 
unavoidable bifurcation of  the public interest.

The idealized political process in a democracy 
serves the search for truth in much the same manner 
as due process in law. Fair notice and hearings, pro-
duction of  supporting evidence, cross-examination, 
reasoned decision are all means employed to arrive at 
relative truth: a just decision. Due process and two- (or 
more) party political contention both rely heavily 
upon strong advocacy by a professional. The advocate 
represents an individual, group, or organization. He 
affirms their position in language understandable to 
his client and to the decision makers he seeks to 
convince.

If  the planning process is to encourage democra- 
tic urban government then it must operate so as to 
include rather than exclude citizens from participating 
in the process. “Inclusion” means not only permitting 
the citizen to be heard. It also means that he be able to 
become well informed about the underlying reasons 
for planning proposals, and be able to respond to them 
in the technical language of  professional planners.

A practice that has discouraged full participation 
by citizens in plan making in the past has been based 
on what might be called the “unitary plan.” This is the 
idea that only one agency in a community should 
prepare a comprehensive plan; that agency is the city 
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planning commission or department. Why is it that no 
other organization within a community prepares a 
plan? Why is only one agency concerned with esta- 
blishing both general and specific goals for community 
development, and with proposing the strategies and 
costs required to effect the goals? Why are there not 
plural plans?

If  the social, economic, and political ramifications 
of  a plan are politically contentious, then why is it that 
those in opposition to the agency plan do not prepare 
one of  their own? It is interesting to observe that 
“rational” theories of  planning have called for consi- 
deration of  alternative courses of  action by planning 
agencies. As a matter of  rationality it has been argued 
that all of  the alternative choices open as means to the 
ends ought be examined. But those, including myself, 
who have recommended agency consideration of  
alternatives have placed upon the agency planner the 
burden of  inventing “a few representative alternatives.” 
The agency planner has been given the duty of  
constructing a model of  the political spectrum, and 
charged with sorting out what he conceives to be 
worthy alternatives. This duty has placed too great a 
burden on the agency planner, and has failed to 
provide for the formulation of  alternatives by the 
interest groups who will eventually be affected by the 
completed plans.

Whereas in a large part of  our national and local 
political practice contention is viewed as healthy, in 
city planning where a large proportion of  the pro- 
fessionals are public employees, contentious criticism 
has not always been viewed as legitimate. Further, 
where only government prepares plans, and no 
minority plans are developed, pressure is often applied 
to bring all professionals to work for the ends espoused 
by a public agency. For example, last year a Federal 
official complained to a meeting of  planning profes- 
sors that the academic planners were not giving 
enough support to Federal programs. He assumed 
that every planner should be on the side of  the Federal 
renewal program. Of  course government adminis- 
trators will seek to gain the support of  professionals 
outside of  government, but such support should not 
be expected as a matter of  loyalty. In a democratic 
system opposition to a public agency should be just as 
normal and appropriate as support. The agency, 
despite the fact that it is concerned with planning, may 
be serving undesired ends.

In presenting a plea for plural planning I do not 
mean to minimize the importance of  the obligation of  

the public planning agency. It must decide upon 
appropriate future courses of  action for the community. 
But being isolated as the only plan maker in the 
community, public agencies as well as the public itself  
may have suffered from incomplete and shallow 
analysis of  potential directions. Lively political dispute 
aided by plural plans could do much to improve the 
level of  rationality in the process of  preparing the 
public plan.

The advocacy of  alternative plans by interest 
groups outside of  government would stimulate city 
planning in a number of  ways. First, it would serve as 
a means of  better informing the public of  the alter- 
native choices open, alternatives strongly supported by 
their proponents. In current practice those few agencies 
which have portrayed alternatives have not been 
equally enthusiastic about each. A standard reaction 
to rationalists’ prescription for consideration of  
alternative courses of  action has been “it can’t be 
done; how can you expect planners to present alter- 
natives which they don’t approve?” The appropriate 
answer to that question has been that planners, like 
lawyers, may have a professional obligation to defend 
positions they oppose. However, in a system of  plural 
planning, the public agency would be relieved of  at 
least some of  the burden of  presenting alternatives. In 
plural planning the alternatives would be presented  
by interest groups differing with the public agency’s  
plan. Such alternatives would represent the deep-
seated convictions of  their proponents and not just 
the mental exercises of  rational planners seeking to 
portray the range of  choice.

A second way in which advocacy and plural 
planning would improve planning practice would be in 
forcing the public agency to compete with other 
planning groups to win political support. In the 
absence of  opposition or alternative plans presented 
by interest groups the public agencies have had  
little incentive to improve the quality of  their work  
or the rate of  production of  plans. The politi- 
cal consumer has been offered a yes–no ballot in 
regard to the comprehensive plan; either the public 
agency’s plan was to be adopted or no plan would be 
adopted.

A third improvement in planning practice which 
might follow from plural planning would be to force 
those who have been critical of  “establishment” plans 
to produce superior plans, rather than only to carry 
out the very essential obligation of  criticizing plans 
deemed improper.
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The PLaNNeR aS adVOCaTe

Where plural planning is practiced, advocacy becomes 
the means of  professional support for competing 
claims about how the community should develop. 
Pluralism in support of  political contention describes 
the process; advocacy describes the role performed by 
the professional in the process. Where unitary planning 
prevails, advocacy is not of  paramount importance, for 
there is little or no competition for the plan prepared by 
the public agency. The concept of  advocacy as taken 
from legal practice implies the opposition of  at least 
two contending viewpoints in an adversary proceeding.

The legal advocate must plead for his own and his 
client’s sense of  legal propriety or justice. The planner 
as advocate would plead for his own and his client’s 
view of  the good society. The advocate planner would 
be more than a provider of  information, an analyst of  
current trends, a simulator of  future conditions, and a 
detailer of  means. In addition to carrying out these 
necessary parts of  planning, he would be a proponent 
of  specific substantive solutions.

The advocate planner would be responsible to his 
client and would seek to express his client’s views. 
This does not mean that the planner could not seek to 
persuade his client. In some situations persuasion 
might not be necessary, for the planner would have 
sought out an employer with whom he shared 
common views about desired social conditions and 
the means toward them. In fact one of  the benefits of  
advocate planning is the possibility it creates for a 
planner to find employment with agencies holding 
values close to his own. Today the agency planner 
may be dismayed by the positions affirmed by his 
agency, but there may be no alternative employer.

The advocate planner would be above all a planner. 
He would be responsible to his client for preparing 
plans and for all of  the other elements comprising the 
planning process. Whether working for the public 
agency or for some private organization, the planner 
would have to prepare plans that take account of  the 
arguments made in other plans. Thus the advocate’s 
plan might have some of  the characteristics of  a legal 
brief. It would be a document presenting the facts and 
reasons for supporting one set of  proposals, and facts 
and reasons indicating the inferiority of  counter-
proposals. The adversary nature of  plural planning 
might, then, have the beneficial effect of  upsetting the 
tradition of  writing plan proposals in terminology 
which makes them appear self-evident.

A troublesome issue in contemporary planning is 
that of  finding techniques for evaluating alternative 
plans. Technical devices such as cost–benefit analysis 
by themselves are of  little assistance without the use 
of  means for appraising the values underlying plans. 
Advocate planning, by making more apparent the 
values underlying plans, and by making definitions of  
social costs and benefits more explicit, should greatly 
assist the process of  plan evaluation. Further, it would 
become clear (as it is not at present) that there are no 
neutral grounds for evaluating a plan; there are as 
many evaluative systems as there are value systems.

The adversary nature of  plural planning might also 
have a good effect on the uses of  information and 
research in planning. One of  the tasks of  the advocate 
planner in discussing the plans prepared in opposition 
to his would be to point out the nature of  the bias 
underlying information presented in other plans. In 
this way, as critic of  opposition plans, he would be 
performing a task similar to the legal technique of  
cross-examination. While painful to the planner 
whose bias is exposed (and no planner can be entirely 
free of  bias) the net effect of  confrontation between 
advocates of  alternative plans would be more careful 
and precise research.

Not all the work of  an advocate planner would be 
of  an adversary nature. Much of  it would be educa-
tional. The advocate would have the job of  informing 
other groups, including public agencies, of  the condi-
tions, problems, and outlook of  the group he repre-
sented. Another major educational job would be that 
of  informing his clients of  their rights under plann- 
ing and renewal laws, about the general operations of  
city government, and of  particular programs likely to 
affect them.

The advocate planner would devote much atten- 
tion to assisting the client organization to clarify its 
ideas and to give expression to them. In order to make 
his client more powerful politically the advocate might 
also become engaged in expanding the size and scope 
of  his client organization. But the advocate’s most 
important function would be to carry out the planning 
process for the organization and to argue persuasively 
in favor of  its planning proposals.

Advocacy in planning has already begun to emerge 
as planning and renewal affect the lives of  more  
and more people. The critics of  urban renewal have 
forced response from the renewal agencies, and the 
ongoing debate has stimulated needed self-evaluation 
by public agencies. Much work along the lines of  
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advocate planning has already taken place, but little of  
it by professional planners. More often the work has 
been conducted by trained community organizers or 
by student groups. In at least one instance, however, a 
planner’s professional aid led to the development of  
an alternative renewal approach, one which will result 
in the dislocation of  far fewer families than originally 
contemplated.

Pluralism and advocacy are means for stimulating 
consideration of  future conditions by all groups in 
society. But there is one social group which at present 
is particularly in need of  the assistance of  planners. 
This group includes organizations representing  
low-income families. At a time when concern for the  
condition of  the poor finds institutionalization in com-
munity action programs, it would be appropriate for 
planners concerned with such groups to find means to 
plan with them. The plans prepared for these groups 
would seek to combat poverty and would propose pro-
grams affording new and better opportunities to the 
members of  the organization and to families similarly 
situated. The difficulty in providing adequate planning 
assistance to organizations representing low-income 
families may in part be overcome by funds allocated to 
local antipoverty councils. But these councils are not 
the only representatives of  the poor; other organiza-
tions exist and seek help. How can this type of  assis-
tance be financed? This question will be examined 
below, when attention is turned to the means for insti-
tutionalizing plural planning.

The STRUCTURe OF PLaNNiNG

Planning by special interest groups

The local planning process typically includes one or 
more “citizens’” organizations concerned with the 
nature of  planning in the community. The Workable 
Program requirement for “citizen participation” has 
enforced this tradition and brought it to most large 
communities. The difficulty with current citizen parti- 
cipation programs is that citizens are more often 
reacting to agency programs than proposing their 
concepts of  appropriate goals and future action.

The fact that citizens’ organizations have not 
played a positive role in formulating plans is to  
some extent a result of  both the enlarged role in 
society played by government bureaucracies and the 
historic weakness of  municipal party politics. There is 

something very shameful to our society in the neces- 
sity to have organized “citizen participation.” Such 
participation should be the norm in an enlightened 
democracy. The formalization of  citizen participation 
as a required practice in localities is similar in many 
respects to totalitarian shows of  loyalty to the state by 
citizen parades.

Will a private group interested in preparing  
a recommendation for community development be 
required to carry out its own survey and analysis of  
the community? The answer would depend upon the 
quality of  the work prepared by the public agency, 
work which should be public information. In some 
instances the public agency may not have surveyed or 
analyzed aspects the private group thinks important; 
or the public agency’s work may reveal strong biases 
unacceptable to the private group. In any event, the 
production of  a useful plan proposal will require much 
information concerning the present and predicted 
conditions in the community. There will be some costs 
associated with gathering that information, even if   
it is taken from the public agency. The major cost 
involved in the preparation of  a plan by a private 
agency would probably be the employment of  one or 
more professional planners.

What organizations might be expected to engage 
in the plural planning process? The first type that 
comes to mind are the political parties; but this is 
clearly an aspirational thought. There is very little evi-
dence that local political organizations have the inter-
est, ability, or concern to establish well-developed 
programs for their communities. Not all the fault, 
though, should be placed upon the professional politi-
cians, for the registered members of  political parties 
have not demanded very much, if  anything, from them 
as agents.

Despite the unreality of  the wish, the desirability 
for active participation in the process of  planning  
by the political parties is strong. In an ideal situation 
local parties would establish political platforms which 
would contain master plans for community growth 
and both the majority and minority parties in the 
legislative branch of  government would use such 
plans as one basis for appraising individual legislative 
proposals. Further, the local administration would use 
its planning agency to carry out the plans it proposed 
to the electorate. This dream will not turn to reality for 
a long time. In the interim other interest groups must 
be sought to fill the gap caused by the present inability 
of  political organizations.
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The second set of  organizations which might  
be interested in preparing plans for community 
development are those that represent special interest 
groups having established views in regard to proper 
public policy. Such organizations as chambers of  
commerce, real estate boards, labor organizations, 
pro- and anti-civil rights groups, and anti-poverty 
councils come to mind. Groups of  this nature have 
often played parts in the development of  community 
plans, but only in a very few instances have they 
proposed their own plans.

It must be recognized that there is strong reason 
operating against commitment to a plan by these 
organizations. In fact it is the same reason that in part 
limits the interests of  politicians and which limits the 
potential for planning in our society. The expressed 
commitment to a particular plan may make it difficult 
for groups to find means for accommodating their 
various interests. In other terms, it may be simpler for 
professionals, politicians, or lobbyists to make deals if  
they have not laid their cards on the table.

There is a third set of  organizations that might be 
looked to as proponents of  plans and to whom the 
foregoing comments might not apply. These are the 
ad hoc protest associations which may form in 
opposition to some proposed policy. An example of  
such a group is a neighborhood association formed to 
combat a renewal plan, a zoning change, or the pro- 
posed location of  a public facility. Such organizations 
may seek to develop alternative plans, plans which 
would, if  effected, better serve their interests.

From the point of  view of  effective and rational 
planning it might be desirable to commence plural 
planning at the level of  city-wide organizations, but a 
more realistic view is that it will start at the neighbor- 
hood level. Certain advantages of  this outcome should 
be noted. Mention was made earlier of  tension in 
government between centralizing and decentralizing 
forces. The contention aroused by conflict between 
the central planning agency and the neighborhood 
organization may indeed be healthy, leading to clearer 
definition of  welfare policies and their relation to the 
rights of  individuals or minority groups.

Who will pay for plural planning? Some organi- 
zations have the resources to sponsor the development 
of  a plan. Many groups lack the means. The plight of  
the relatively indigent association seeking to propose 
a plan might be analogous to that of  the indigent  
client in search of  legal aid. If  the idea of  plural 
planning makes sense, then support may be found 

from foundations or from government. In the beginn- 
ing it is more likely that some foundation might  
be willing to experiment with plural planning as a 
means of  making city planning more effective and 
more democratic. Or the Federal Government might 
see plural planning, if  carried out by local anti-poverty 
councils, as a strong means of  generating local interest 
in community affairs.

Federal sponsorship of  plural planning might be 
seen as a more effective tool for stimulating involve- 
ment of  the citizen in the future of  his community than 
are the present types of  citizen participation programs. 
Federal support could only be expected if  plural 
planning were seen, not as a means of  combating 
renewal plans, but as an incentive to local renewal 
agencies to prepare better plans.

The public planning agency

A major drawback to effective democratic planning 
practice is the continuation of  that non-responsible 
vestigial institution, the planning commission. If  it is 
agreed that the establishment of  both general policies 
and implementation policies are questions affect- 
ing the public interest and that public interest ques- 
tions should be decided in accord with established 
democratic practices for decision making, then it is 
indeed difficult to find convincing reasons for con- 
tinuing to permit independent commissions to make 
planning decisions. At an earlier stage in planning the 
strong arguments of  John T. Howard and others in 
support of  commissions may have been persuasive. 
But it is now more than a decade since Howard made 
his defense against Robert Walker’s position favoring 
planning as a staff  function under the mayor. With the 
increasing effect planning decisions have upon the 
lives of  citizens the Walker proposal assumes great 
urgency.

Aside from important questions regarding the pro- 
priety of  independent agencies which are far removed 
from public control determining public policy, the 
failure to place planning decision choices in the hands 
of  elected officials has weakened the ability of  profes-
sional planners to have their proposals effected. 
Separating planning from local politics has made it dif-
ficult for independent commissions to garner influential 
political support. The commissions are not responsible 
directly to the electorate and in turn the electorate is, at 
best, often indifferent to the planning commission.
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During the last decade, in many cities power to 
alter community development has slipped out of  the 
hands of  city planning commissions, assuming they 
ever held it, and has been transferred to development 
coordinators. This has weakened the professional 
planner. Perhaps planners unknowingly contributed to 
this by their refusal to take concerted action in 
opposition to the perpetuation of  commissions.

Planning commissions are products of  the con- 
servative reform movement of  the early part of  this 
century. The movement was essentially anti-populist 
and pro-aristocracy. Politics was viewed as dirty 
business. The commissions are relics of  a not-too-
distant past when it was believed that if  men of  good 
will discussed a problem thoroughly, certainly the right 
solution would be forthcoming. We know today, and 
perhaps it was always known, that there are no right 
solutions. Proper policy is that which the decision-
making unit declares to be proper.

Planning commissions are responsible to no con- 
stituency. The members of  the commissions, except 
for their chairman, are seldom known to the public. In 
general the individual members fail to expose their 
personal views about policy and prefer to immerse 
them in group decision. If  the members wrote 
concurring and dissenting opinions, then at least the 
commissions might stimulate thought about planning 
issues. It is difficult to comprehend why this aristocratic 
and undemocratic form of  decision making should be 
continued. The public planning function should be 
carried out in the executive or legislative office and 
perhaps in both. There has been some question about 
which of  these branches of  government would provide 
the best home, but there is much reason to believe that 
both branches would be made more cognizant of  
planning issues if  they were each informed by their 
own planning staffs. To carry this division further, it 
would probably be advisable to establish minority and 
majority planning staffs in the legislative branch.

At the root of  my last suggestion is the belief  that 
there is or should be a Republican and Democratic 
way of  viewing city development; that there should be 
conservative and liberal plans, plans to support the 
private market, and plans to support greater govern- 
ment control. There are many possible roads for a 
community to travel and many plans should show 
them. Explication is required of  many alternative 
futures presented by those sympathetic to the 
construction of  each such future. As indicated earlier, 
such alternatives are not presented to the public now. 

Those few reports which do include alternative futures 
do not speak in terms of  interest to the average citizen. 
They are filled with professional jargon and present 
sham alternatives. These plans have expressed tech- 
nical land use alternatives rather than social, econo- 
mic, or political value alternatives. Both the traditional 
unitary plans and the new ones that present techni- 
cal alternatives have limited the public’s exposure to 
the future states that might be achieved. Instead  
of  arousing healthy political contention as diverse 
comprehensive plans might, these plans have deflated 
interest.

The independent planning commission and 
unitary plan practice certainly should not co-exist. 
Separately they dull the possibility for enlightened 
political debate; in combination they have made it yet 
more difficult. But when still another hoary concept of  
city planning is added to them, such debate becomes 
practically impossible. This third of  a trinity of  worn-
out notions is that city planning should focus only 
upon the physical aspects of  city development.

aN iNCLUSiVe deFiNiTiON OF The 
SCOPe OF PLaNNiNG

The view that equates physical planning with city 
planning is myopic. It may have had some historic 
justification, but it is clearly out of  place at a time 
when it is necessary to integrate knowledge and 
techniques in order to wrestle effectively with the 
myriad of  problems afflicting urban populations.

The city planning profession’s historic concern 
with the physical environment has warped its ability to 
see physical structures and land as servants to those 
who use them. Physical relations and conditions have 
no meaning or quality apart from the way they serve 
their users. But this is forgotten every time a physical 
condition is described as good or bad without relation 
to a specified group of  users. High density, low density, 
green belts, mixed uses, cluster developments, 
centralized or decentralized business centers are per 
se neither good nor bad. They describe physical 
relations or conditions, but take on value only when 
seen in terms of  their social, economic, psychological, 
physiological, or aesthetic effects upon different users.

The profession’s experience with renewal over the 
past decade has shown the high costs of  exclusive 
concern with physical conditions. It has been found 
that the allocation of  funds for removal of  physical 
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blight may not necessarily improve the overall physical 
condition of  a community and may engender such 
harsh social repercussions as to severely damage both 
social and economic institutions. Another example of  
the deficiencies of  the physical bias is the assumption 
of  city planners that they could deal with the capital 
budget as if  the physical attributes of  a facility could 
be understood apart from the philosophy and practice 
of  the service conducted within the physical structure. 
This assumption is open to question. The size, shape, 
and location of  a facility greatly interact with the 
purpose of  the activity the facility houses. Clear 
examples of  this can be seen in public education and 
in the provision of  low cost housing. The racial and 
other socioeconomic consequences of  “physical 
decisions” such as location of  schools and housing 
projects have been immense, but city planners, while 
acknowledging the existence of  such consequences, 
have not sought or trained themselves to understand 
socioeconomic problems, their causes or solutions.

The city planning profession’s limited scope has 
tended to bias strongly many of  its recommendations 
toward perpetuation of  existing social and economic 
practices. Here I am not opposing the outcomes, but 
the way in which they are developed. Relative igno-
rance of  social and economic methods of  analysis has 
caused planners to propose solutions in the absence of  
sufficient knowledge of  the costs and benefits of  pro-
posals upon different sections of  the population.

Large expenditures have been made on planning 
studies of  regional transportation needs, for example, 
but these studies have been conducted in a manner 
suggesting that different social and economic classes 
of  the population did not have different needs and 
different abilities to meet them. In the field of  hous- 
ing, to take another example, planners have been 
hesitant to question the consequences of  locating 
public housing in slum areas. In the field of  industrial 
development, planners have seldom examined the 
types of  jobs the community needs; it has been 
assumed that one job was about as useful as another. 
But this may not be the case where a significant sector 
of  the population finds it difficult to get employment.

“Who gets what, when, where, why, and how” are 
the basic political questions which need to be raised 
about every allocation of  public resources. The 
questions cannot be answered adequately if  land use 
criteria are the sole or major standards for judgment.

The need to see an element of  city development, 
land use, in broad perspective applies equally well to 

every other element, such as health, welfare, and 
recreation. The governing of  a city requires an ade- 
quate plan for its future. Such a plan loses guiding 
force and rational basis to the degree that it deals with 
less than the whole that is of  concern to the public.

The implications of  the foregoing comments for 
the practice of  city planning are these. First, state 
planning enabling legislation should be amended to 
permit planning departments to study and to prepare 
plans related to any area of  public concern. Second, 
planning education must be redirected so as to provide 
channels of  specialization in different parts of  public 
planning and a core focused upon the planning pro- 
cess. Third, the professional planning association 
should enlarge its scope so as to not exclude city 
planners not specializing in physical planning.

A year ago at the AIP convention it was suggested 
that the AIP Constitution be amended to permit city 
planning to enlarge its scope to all matters of  public 
concern. Members of  the Institute in agreement with 
this proposal should seek to develop support for it at 
both the chapter and national level. The Constitu- 
tion at present states that the Institute’s “parti- 
cular sphere of  activity shall be the planning of  the 
unified development of  urban communities and their 
environs and of  states, regions and the nation as 
expressed through determination of  the comprehensive 
arrangement of  land and land occupancy and regula- 
tion thereof.” It is time that the AIP delete the words  
in my italics from its Constitution. The planner limited 
to such concerns is not a city planner, he is a land 
planner or a physical planner. A city is its people, their 
practices, and their political, social, cultural and 
economic institutions as well as other things. The city 
planner must comprehend and deal with all these 
factors.

The new city planner will be concerned with physi-
cal planning, economic planning, and social planning. 
The scope of  his work will be no wider than that pres-
ently demanded of  a mayor or a city councilman. 
Thus, we cannot argue against an enlarged planning 
function on grounds that it is too large to handle. The 
mayor needs assistance; in particular he needs the 
assistance of  a planner, one trained to examine needs 
and aspirations in terms of  both short- and long-term 
perspectives. In observing the early stages of  develop-
ment of  Community Action Programs, it is apparent 
that our cities are in desperate need of  the type of  
assistance trained planners could offer. Our cities 
require for their social and economic programs the 
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type of  long-range thought and information that have 
been brought forward in the realm of  physical plan-
ning. Potential resources must be examined and pri-
orities set.

What I have just proposed does not imply the 
termination of  physical planning, but it does mean 
that physical planning be seen as part of  city planning. 
Uninhibited by limitations on his work, the city planner 
will be able to add his expertise to the task of  
coordinating the operating and capital budgets and to 
the job of  relating effects of  each city program upon 
the others and upon the social, political, and economic 
resources of  the community.

An expanded scope reaching all matters of  public 
concern will make planning not only a more effective 
administrative tool of  local government but it will also 
bring planning practice closer to the issues of  real 
concern to the citizens. A system of  plural city plan- 
ning probably has a much greater chance for opera- 
tional success where the focus is on live social and 
economic questions instead of  rather esoteric issues 
relating to physical norms.

The edUCaTiON OF PLaNNeRS

Widening the scope of  planning to include all areas of  
concern to government would suggest that city plan- 
ners must possess a broader knowledge of  the 
structure and forces affecting urban development. In 
general this would be true. But at present many city 
planners are specialists in only one or more of  the 
functions of  city government. Broadening the scope 
of  planning would require some additional planners 
who specialize in one or more of  the services entailed 
by the new focus.

A prime purpose of  city planning is the coordination 
of  many separate functions. This coordination calls 
for men holding general knowledge of  the many 
elements comprising the urban community. Educating 
a man for performing the coordinative role is a difficult 
job, one not well satisfied by the present tradition of  
two years of  graduate study. Training of  urban plan- 
ners with the skills called for in this article may require 
both longer graduate study and development of  a 
liberal arts undergraduate program affording an 
opportunity for holistic understanding of  both urban 
conditions and techniques for analyzing and solving 
urban problems.

The practice of  plural planning requires educating 
planners who would be able to engage as professional 
advocates in the contentious work of  forming social 
policy. The person able to do this would be one deeply 
committed to both the process of  planning and to 
particular substantive ideas. Recognizing that ideo- 
logical commitments will separate planners, there is 
tremendous need to train professionals who are 
competent to express their social objectives.

The great advances in analytic skills, demonstrated 
in the recent May issue of  this journal [Journal of  the 
American Institute of  Planners] dedicated to techniques 
of  simulating urban growth processes, portend a time 
when planners and the public will be better able to 
predict the consequences of  proposed courses of  
action. But these advances will be of  little social advan-
tage if  the proposals themselves do not have substance. 
The contemporary thoughts of  planners about the 
nature of  man in society are often mundane, unexciting 
or gimmicky. When asked to point out to students the 
planners who have a developed sense of  history and 
philosophy concerning man’s situation in the urban 
world one is hard put to come up with a name. 
Sometimes Goodman or Mumford might be men-
tioned. But planners seldom go deeper than acknowl-
edging the goodness of  green space and the soundness 
of  proximity of  linked activities. We cope with the prob-
lems of  the alienated man with a recommendation for 
reducing the time of  the journey to work.

CONCLUSiON

The urban community is a system comprised of  
interrelated elements, but little is known about how the 
elements do, will, or should interrelate. The type of  
knowledge required by the new comprehensive city 
planner demands that the planning profession be 
comprised of  groups of  men well versed in contem- 
porary philosophy, social work, law, the social sciences, 
and civic design. Not every planner must be 
knowledgeable in all these areas, but each planner must 
have a deep understanding of  one or more of  these 
areas and he must be able to give persuasive expression 
to his understanding. As a profession charged with 
making urban life more beautiful, exciting, and creative, 
and more just, we have had little to say. Our task is to 
train a future generation of  planners to go well beyond 
us in its ability to prescribe the future urban life.



“Planning for Sustainability  
in european Cities: a Review  
of Practice in Leading Cities” 
from The Sustainable Urban Development Reader (2003) 

Timothy  Beatley 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The urbanization of the human population described by Kingsley Davis (p. 19) and development without regard 
for environmental consequences – as the Brundtland Commission (p. 404) and Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) 
describe – raise serious concerns about planet earth’s capacity to sustain urban life. Green urbanism and 
sustainable urban development are alternatives proposed to align human development with natural processes 
and assure that natural resources will be available to subsequent  generations. 

Most European cities take sustainable urban development more seriously than cities in the United States and 
elsewhere in the world. Vigorous green politics, participation in EU-sponsored information sharing, and hundreds 
of exemplary local projects are evidence of their concern. Because European cities have pioneered new policies, 
the many successful sustainability practices they have adopted and some shortcomings they have experienced 
offer important lessons for the US, UK, China, and cities in other countries  worldwide. 

Until recently, hardheaded decision-makers generally dismissed alternative green visions as hopelessly 
unrealistic. In their view it is easy to dream of cities where clean, renewable solar and wind power produce much 
of the communities’ energy needs rather than non-renewable resources like coal that cause pollution and 
contribute to global warming. It is pleasant to fantasize about communities where people walk and bicycle to 
work rather than drive cars, travel in all-electric cars, recycle sewage sludge into biogas, and grow many of their 
vegetables in urban gardens. But, critics of green urbanism say, alternative energy sources can never produce 
enough energy to run cities. Bicycle and pedestrian paths are nice, but people need cars and super highways to 
get around. The technology for all-electric cars is improving rapidly, but they are not yet a cost-effective alternative 
for most people. Agribusiness, not urban gardens, is the only way to grow enough food cheaply enough to feed 
the earth’s seven billion-plus inhabitants. Beatley disagrees. He produces hard evidence from Europe that 
compact, walkable, energy-efficient, clean, green communities can be economically viable as well as sustainable 
and  livable. 

Fundamental to many European sustainability practices is the way European cities have limited sprawl and 
encouraged compact development. Most Europeans reject the laissez-faire approach to sprawl that Robert 
Bruegmann advocates (p. 218). Accordingly most European cities have much higher average densities than their 
American counterparts, because their citizens accept much higher density development than suburb-loving, 
auto-dependent Americans. Paradoxically Americans who have chosen to live in low-density suburbs travel to 
Paris or Amsterdam to enjoy the energy and street life! 

European cities have achieved relatively high average densities by restricting sprawl, building new areas 
adjacent to the existing city core at relatively high densities, and fostering urban redevelopment and industrial 
reuse. Beatley points out that higher density makes more efficient public transit and energy systems  possible. 
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European cities generally invest much more per capita in public transportation systems such as high-speed 
rail lines (bullet trains), subways, and buses than cities in the United States. Some reduce auto dependency 
through congestion pricing as Thompson proposed (p. 305), high license fees, car- and bicycle-sharing 
programs, and promotion of bicycle use. Faced with traffic jams and embarrassingly high levels or air pollution 
during the 2008 summer Olympics, Beijing introduced road space rationing by restricting cars that could enter 
common road space based upon the last digits of the license number and continues to experiment with alternative 
forms of road rationing. Most European transit systems are consistent with land use plans and are well-integrated 
with each other. This makes it possible for households to get around with a single car rather than one car for each 
driver in the household or without a car at all. If there is a really good public transit system serving a compact city, 
such as the bus rapid transit (BRT) system that Jonas Rabinovitch and Josef Leitman describe in Curitiba, Brazil 
(p. 504) people will use it rather than cars for many trips. This in turn generates revenue to keep the system viable. 
In contrast, if there is a terrible bus system that functions poorly as the transit system of last resort, it will not 
attract riders who have other alternatives. Without enough revenue or enough riders who vote in local elections, 
the system will deteriorate  further. 

In many European countries gasoline taxes are two or three times as high as in the United States. This is a 
good example of Wilbur Thompson’s ideas about pricing goods to achieve urban policies (p. 305). High gas 
taxes discourage driving and contribute to more compact cities, better and more used public transportation, and 
less air pollution. Revenue from gas taxes in Europe is often used to fund public transit  systems. 

Amsterdam and other European cities work hard to make bicycling possible. Some provide systems for 
people to use bicycles on a pay-for-use basis or free public bicycles, though the record of success for systems 
like these is  mixed. 

Not only are European cities generally better served by public transit, they are often more pedestrian-friendly 
than sprawling, low-density cities in the United States and elsewhere in the world. Greater density can make it 
easier for people to get around on foot if planners and architects follow Jan Gehl’s principles (p. 608) to reduce 
the space between buildings. Conscious policies to promote attractive, exciting pedestrian areas reinforce 
walking as an alternative. Sustainability can contribute to  livability. 

European cities have made impressive strides in increasing energy efficiency and reducing waste. Stockholm, 
for example, has reorganized its government departments so that the city offices dealing with waste, water, and 
energy are all grouped together. Sewage sludge in Stockholm is used for fertilizer and – hardheaded critics 
notwithstanding – to produce biogas to fuel the cities’ buses and a local power  plant. 

Today green politics has established itself as a worldwide political movement. In Europe green parties have 
elected enough representatives to be political forces in the governing coalitions of a number of countries. In the 
United States green politics is stimulating new thinking about the nature of urban  development. 

Green urbanism is not a new idea. Before World War I, eccentric Scottish biologist Patrick Geddes had 
classified the environmental needs of different ecological systems and developed a systematic approach to 
building cities that respect natural systems. Ian McHarg, another Scot, wrote a seminal book titled Design with 
Nature (1969) that inspired the environmentally conscious generation of the 1970s. Today there is a movement 
in ecological design among architects, and respect for the natural environment is a cornerstone of the Charter of 
the New Urbanism (p. 410). 

Timothy Beatley is the Theresa Heinz Professor of Urban and Environmental Planning at the University of 
Virginia, Charlottesville, where he has taught for more than twenty-five years. His primary teaching and research 
interests are in environmental planning and policy, with special emphasis on coastal and natural hazards planning, 
environmental values and ethics, and biodiversity conservation. Much of Beatley’s work focuses on sustainable 
communities, and creative strategies by which cities and towns can fundamentally reduce their ecological 
footprints, while at the same time becoming more livable and equitable  places. 

The practices reviewed in this selection are discussed in greater detail in Timothy Beatley, Green Urbanism: 
Learning from European Cities (Washington, DC: Island Press, 1999). 

Key classic and contemporary writings on sustainable urban development and green urbanism are contained 
in The Sustainable Urban Development Reader, 3rd edn (London and New York: Routledge, 2014), which 
Beatley co-edited with Stephen  Wheeler. 
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iNTROdUCTiON: LeaRNiNG FROM 
eUROPeaN CiTieS

In few other parts of  the world is there as much 
interest in sustainability as in Europe, especially 
northern and northwestern Europe, and as much 
tangible evidence of  applying this concept to cities 
and urban development. For approximately the last six 
years this author has been researching innovative 
urban sustainability practice in European cities. The 
findings from the first phase of  this work are presented 
in the book Green Urbanism: Learning from European 
Cities (Island Press, 2000). What follows is a summary 

of  some of  the key themes and most promising ideas 
and strategies found in the 30 or so cities, in 11 
countries, described in this book, as well as more 
recent case studies and field work.

An initial observation from this work is just how 
important sustainability is at the municipal level in 
Europe, especially evident in the cities chosen. 
“Sustainable cities” resonates well and has important 
political meaning and significance in these cities, and 
on the European urban scene generally. One measure 
of  this is the success of  the Sustainable Cities and 
Towns campaign, an EU-funded informal network of  
communities pursuing sustainability begun in 1994. 

Professor Beatley’s other books include Biophilic Cities (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2010), Resilient 
Cities: Responding to Peak Oil and Climate Change, with Peter Newman and Heather Boyer (Washington, DC: 
Island Press, 2009), Native to Nowhere: Sustaining Home and Community in a Global Age (Washington, DC: 
Island Press, 2005), Natural Hazard Mitigation with David Godschalk and others (Washington, DC: Island Press, 
1998), The Ecology of Place, with Kristy Manning, (Washington, DC: Island Press, 1997) and Ethical Land Use: 
Principles of Policy and Planning (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994). 

For descriptions of the destructive effects of urbanization on the natural environment, see William Cronon, 
Nature’s Metropolis (New York: W.W. Norton, 1992), which describes how nineteenth-century Chicago 
prospered from exploitation of natural resources, and Mark Reisner, Cadillac Desert (New York: Penguin, 1993), 
which describes destructive development in the American  southwest. 

Important writings on sustainable urban development include Stephen Wheeler, Planning for Sustainability: 
Creating Livable, Equitable and Ecological Communities (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), Lisa 
Benton-Short and John Renne Short, Cities and Nature, 2nd edn (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), 
Mark Roseland, Toward Sustainable Communities: Solutions for Citizens and Their Governments, 4th edn 
(Gabriola Island, BC: New Society Publishers, 2012), Joan Fitzgerald, Emerald Cities: Urban Sustainability and 
Economic Development (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), Mike Jenks and Colin Jones (eds.), Dimensions 
of the Sustainable City (Berlin: Springer, 2010), Peter Newman and Isabella Jennings, Cities as Sustainable 
Ecosystems: Principles and Practices (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2008), Douglas Farr, Sustainable 
Urbanism: Urban Design With Nature (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2007), Richard Register, EcoCities: Rebuilding 
Cities in Balance with Nature, revised edition (Gabriola Island, BC: New Society Publishers, 2006), and  
Mike Jencks and Nicola Dempsey, Future Forms and Design for Sustainable Cities (Oxford: Architectural  
Press, 2005). 

For more on green politics in Europe see Michael Dobson, Green Political Thoughts, 4th edn (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2007), Andrew Dobson and Robyn Eckersley (eds.), Political Theory and the Ecological 
Challenge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), John S. Dryzek (ed.), Green States and Social 
Movements: Environmentalism in the United States, United Kingdom, Germany and Norway (London and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), and Michael O’Neill, Green Parties and Political Change in Contemporary 
Europe: New Politics, Old Predicaments (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1997). For green politics in America, see John 
Rensenbrink, Against All Odds: The Green Transformation of American Politics (Raymond: Leopold Press, 
1999). 

Classic statements that anticipate the green urbanism movement are Patrick Geddes, Cities in Evolution 
(London: Williams & Norgate, 1915), reprinted in Richard LeGates and Frederic Stout, Early Urban Planning 
1870–1940 (London: Routledge/Thoemmes, 1998), and Ian McHarg, Design with Nature (Garden City: 
Doubleday & Company, 1969). 
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Participating cities have signed the so-called Aalborg 
Charter (from Aalborg, Denmark, the site of  the first 
campaign conference), and more than 1800 cities and 
towns have done so. Among the activities of  this orga- 
nization are the publication of  a newsletter, network- 
ing between cities, and initiation of  conferences and 
workshops. The organization has also created the 
annual European Sustainable City award (with the first 
of  these awards issued in 1996), and it is clear that 
they have been coveted and highly valued by politicians 
and city officials.

Many European cities have also gone through, or 
are currently going through, some form of  local 
Agenda 21 process (including many of  the same cities 
that have signed the Aalborg charter), and this is 
another important indicator of  the relevance of  local 
sustainability. Indeed, in the countries studied, high 
percentages of  municipal governments are participat-
ing (for instance, in Sweden 100 percent of  all local 
governments are at some stage in the local Agenda 21 
process). Often these programs represent tremendous 
local efforts to engage the community in a dialogue 
about sustainability, and typically involve the creation 
of  a local sustainability forum, sustainability indica-
tors, local state-of-the-environment reports, and the 
preparation of  comprehensive local sustainability 
action plans. European cities and towns demonstrate 
serious commitment to environmental and sustaina-
bility values and what follows are a few of  the more 
important ways in which these concerns are being 
addressed.

Compact cities and regions

Urban form and land use patterns are primary deter- 
minants of  urban sustainability. While European cities 
have been experiencing considerable decentraliza- 
tion pressures, they are typically much more compact 
and dense than American cities. Peter Newman  
and Jeffrey Kenworthy have monitored and tracked 
average density in a number of  cities throughout the 
world. Western European cities like Amsterdam and 
Paris have substantially higher densities, as measured 
in persons per hectare, than typical American cities. 
Overall or whole-city densities for European cities are 
typically in the 40–60 persons per hectare range; 
American cities are much lower, commonly under  
20 persons per hectare. Even American cities that we 
tend to think of  as particularly dense, for example 

New York, are comparatively less dense when the 
entire metropolitan wide pattern is considered. Density 
and compactness directly translate into much lower 
energy use, per capita, and lower carbon emissions, air 
and water pollution, and other resource demands 
compared with less dense, less compact cities.

Many of  these European examples, moreover, 
show that compactness and density need not translate 
to skyscrapers and excessive high-rise. Density and 
compactness in cities like Amsterdam happens 
through a building pattern of  predominately low-rise 
structures. While many sustainability proponents 
advocate the need for the green high-rise develop- 
ment (e.g. see Ken Yeang’s designs for bio-climatic 
skyscrapers), these European cities demonstrate con- 
vincingly that tremendous compactness and density 
can be accomplished at a clearly human scale. The 
European model is appealing to many precisely 
because of  its more traditional form of  density and 
compactness, and many believe its more human scale.

These characteristics of  urban form make many 
other dimensions of  local sustainability more feasible, 
of  course (e.g. public transit, walkable places, energy 
efficiency). There are many factors that explain  
this urban form, including an historic pattern of  
compact villages and cities, a limited land base in 
many countries, and different cultural attitudes about 
land. Nevertheless in the cities studied there are 
conscious policies aimed at strengthening a tight 
urban core. Indeed, the major new growth areas in 
almost every city studied are situated in locations 
within or adjacent to existing developed areas, and are 
designed generally at relatively high densities.

Exemplary and for the most part effective efforts at 
maintaining the traditional tight urban form can be 
seen in many cities. Cities like Amsterdam are actively 
promoting urban redevelopment and industrial reuse 
(e.g. through its eastern docklands redevelopment). 
Berlin’s plan calls for most future growth to be accom- 
modated with its urbanized area through a variety of  
infill and reurbanization strategies. Freiburg, Germany, 
has been able to effectively steer relatively compact, 
high-density new growth along the main corridors of  
its tram system, as well as to protect existing housing 
supply in the center (there is now a prohibition on the 
conversion of  housing to offices and other uses).

European cities are utilizing a variety of  planning 
strategies to promote compactness and to maintain a 
tight urban form. These include strict limits on build-
ing outside of  designated development areas, a strong 
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role for municipal governments in designing and 
developing new growth areas, extensive public acqui-
sition and ownership of  land (especially in Scandinavian 
cities like Stockholm), and a willingness to make  
significant transportation and other infrastructure 
investments that facilitate and support compactness.

GReeN URBaNiSM: COMPaCT  
aNd eCOLOGiCaL URBaN FORM

Growth areas and redevelopment districts in these 
European cities are incorporating a wide range of  
ecological design and planning concepts, from solar 
energy to natural drainage to community gardens, and 
effectively demonstrate that ecological and urban can 
go together. Good examples of  this compact green 
growth can be seen in the new development districts 
planned for or recently completed in Utrecht (Leidsche 
Rijn), Freiburg (Rieselfeld), Amsterdam (e.g. IJburg), 
Copenhagen (Orestad), Helsinki (Viikki), and 
Stockholm (Hammerby Sjostad).

Leidsche Rijn, for example, is an innovative new 
growth district in the Dutch city of  Utrecht. In addition 
to incorporating a mixed-use design, and a balance of  
jobs and housing (30,000 dwelling units and 30,000 
new jobs), it will include a number of  ecological design 
features. Much of  the area will be heated through 
district heating supplied from the waste energy of  a 
nearby power plant, a double-water system which will 
provide recycled water for non-potable uses, and a 
storm water management through a system of  natural 
swales (what the Dutch call “wadies”). Higher-density 
uses will be clustered around several new train stations 
and bicycle-only and bicycle/pedestrian-only bridges 
will provide fast, direct connections to the city center. 
Homes and buildings will meet a low-energy standard 
and only certified sustainably harvested wood will be 
allowed.

European cities also provide excellent and gener-
ally successful examples of  redevelopment and adap-
tive reuse of  older, deteriorated areas within the 
center-city. Good examples include Amsterdam’s 
eastern docklands, where 8000 new homes have been 
accommodated on recycled land. In Java-eiland,  
one major piece of  this project, an overall plan (pre- 
pared by urban designer Sjoerd Soeters) lays  
out broad density, massing, and circulation for the dis-
trict. Diversity and distinctiveness in actual design of  
the buildings, however, was encouraged through a 

restriction on the number of  buildings that could be 
designed by a single architect. The result is a stimulat-
ing community where buildings have been created by 
scores of  different designers. This island district suc-
cessfully balances connection to the past (a series of  
canals and building scale reminiscent of  historic 
Amsterdam) with unique modern design (each of  the 
pedestrian bridges crossing the canals offers a distinc-
tive look and design). Java-eiland demonstrates that 
city building can occur in ways that create interesting 
and organically evolved places, and which also 
acknowledge and respect history and context, over-
coming sameness.

European cities on the whole (and especially the 
cities examined in this study) have been able to 
maintain and strengthen their center cities and urban 
cores. In no small part this is a function of  historic 
density and compactness, but they are also the result 
of  numerous efforts to maintain and enhance the 
quality and attractiveness of  the city-center. In the 
cities studied, the center has remained a mixed- 
use zone, with a significant residential population. 
Groningen, for instance, has undertaken a host of  
actions to improve its center including the creation of  
new pedestrian-only shopping areas (creating a 
system of  two linked circles of  pedestrian areas), and 
installation of  (yellow) brick surfaces and new street 
furniture in walking areas, among other actions.

Committed to a policy of  compact urban form, 
Groningen has also made a strong effort to keep all 
major new public buildings and public attractions 
close-in. As one example, a new modern art museum 
has been sited and designed to provide an important 
pedestrian link between the city’s main train station 
and the town center.

SUSTaiNaBLe MOBiLiTy

Achieving a more sustainable mix of  mobility options 
is a major challenge, and in almost all of  the cities 
studied in Green Urbanism a very high level of  priority 
is given to building and maintaining a relatively fast, 
comfortable and reliable systems of  public transport.

There are impressive examples of  cities that have 
been working hard to expand and enhance transit,  
in the face of  rising auto use in many areas. Zurich 
implements an aggressive set of  measures to give 
priority to its transit on streets. Trams and buses travel 
on protected, dedicated lanes. A traffic control system 
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gives trams and buses green lights at intersections and 
numerous changes and improvements have been 
made to reduce the interference of  autos with transit 
movement (e.g. bans on left turns on tram line roads; 
prohibiting stopping or parking in certain areas; 
building pedestrian islands; etc.) A single ticket is good 
for all modes of  transit in the city (including buses, 
trams, and a new underground regional metro system). 
The frequency of  service is high and there are few 
areas in the canton that are not within a few hundred 
meters of  a station of  stop. Cities like Freiburg and 
Copenhagen have made similar strides.

In these European cities transit modes are inte-
grated to an impressive degree. This means coordina-
tion of  investments and routes so that transit modes 
complement each other. In most of  the cities studied, 
for instance, regional and national trains systems are 
fully integrated with local routes. It is easy, as well, to 
shift from one mode to another. Local transit centers 
are viewed in these cities as multi-modal, mixed-use 
centers of  activity. Arnhem’s new central train station 
in the Netherlands is a case in point. It integrates in a 
single location high-speed and conventional train 
service, local transit, bicycle parking, rental, and repair, 
as well as shops, offices and housing. These uses are 
all within a few hundred meters of  the city center.

The ease of  traveling throughout Europe is aided 
tremendously by the commitment on this continent to 
high-speed rail. Cross-national movement by high-
speed train is increasingly comfortable and easy, and 
investments in dedicated tracks and infrastructure 
reflect impressive forward thinking on this issue. And 
increasingly it is not just the northern and northwestern 
European nations leading the way. Major new high-
speed rail systems are under construction in Italy and 
Spain for instance. Overall, plans are on the books to 
double the length of  dedicated high-speed rail track in 
Europe over the next eight years. And, the newest 
generation of  trains will travel faster – on average 300 
kph or higher.

Importantly, investments in transit complement, 
and are coordinated with, important land use deci-
sions. Virtually all the major new growth areas identi-
fied in this study have good public transit service  
as a basic, underlying design assumption. The cities 
studied here do not wait until after the housing is built, 
but rather the lines and investments occur contempo-
raneously with the projects. The new community 
growth area Rieselfeld in Freiburg, for instance, has a 
new tram line even before the project has been fully 

built. In Amsterdam, as a further example, at the new 
neighborhood of  Nieuw Sloten, tram service began 
when the first homes were built. In the new ecological 
housing district Kronsberg, in Hannover, three new 
tram stops ensure that no resident is further than  
600 meters away from a station. There is an recogni-
tion in these cities of  the importance of  providing  
new residents with options, and establishing mobility 
patterns early.

Car sharing has become a viable and increasingly 
popular option in Europe cities. Here, by joining a car 
sharing company or organization residents have 
access to neighborhood-based cars, on an hourly or 
per-kilometer cost. There are now some 100,000 
members served by car sharing companies or organi-
zations in 500 European cities. Some of  the newest 
car sharing companies, such as GreenWheels in the 
Netherlands, are also pursuing creative strategies for 
enticing new customers. This company has been 
developing strategic alliances, for example with the 
national train company, to provide packages of  bene-
fits at reduced prices. One of  the key issues for the 
success of  car sharing is the availability of  convenient 
spaces, and a number of  cities, including Amsterdam 
and Utrecht, have been setting-aside spaces for this 
purpose. In cities such as Hannover, Germany, the  
car sharing organization there (a non-profit called 
Okostadt) has strategically placed cars at the stations 
of  the Stadtbahn, or city tram, furthering enhancing 
their accessibility.

Thinking beyond the automobile

Many of  these cities are in the vanguard of  new 
mobility ideas and concepts and are working hard  
to incorporate them into new development areas. 
Amsterdam, for example, has taken an important 
strategy in developing Jjburg. It is working to develop 
a comprehensive mobility package that all new 
residents will be offered and which includes, among 
other things, a free transit pass (for a certain specified 
period) and discounted membership in local car 
sharing companies. Minimizing from the beginning 
the reliance on automobiles, and giving residents 
more mobility options, are the goals. Eventually this 
new area will be served both by an extension of  the 
city’s underground metro and fast tram.

An increasing number of  carfree housing estates 
are also being developed in these cities, as a further 
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reflection of  the commitment to minimizing auto-
dependence. The GWL-Terrein project, also in 
Amsterdam, built on the city’s old waterworks site, 
incorporates only very limited peripheral parking. An 
on-site car sharing company, in combination with good 
tram service, are part of  what makes this concept work 
there. The interior of  the project incorporates extensive 
gardens (and 120 community gardens available to 
residents) and pedestrian environment, with key-lock 
access for fire and emergency vehicles.

Another carfree experiment is the new ecological 
district Vauban, in Freiburg. Built on the former site of  
an army barracks, this project is unique because it 
gives new residents the opportunity to declare their 
intentions to be carfree, and rewards them financially 
for doing so. Specifically, if  residents choose to have a 
car, they must pay approximately $13,000 for the cost 
of  a space in the nearby parking garage (a bit less than 
one-tenth the cost of  the housing units). In this way 
there is a strong financial incentive to choose to be 
carfree and so far about half  the residents have taken 
the carfree path. Projects like Vauban challenge new 
residents to think and act more sustainably and reward 
them for doing so.

Bicycles are an impressive mobility option in 
almost all of  the cities studied in Green Urbanism, and 
many of  these cities have taken tremendous efforts to 
expand bicycle facilities and to promote bicycle use. 
Berlin has 800 km of  bike lanes, and Vienna has more 
than doubled its bicycle network since the late 1980s. 
Copenhagen now has a policy of  installing bike lanes 
along all major streets, and bicycle use in that city has 
risen substantially. Few have gone as far, of  course, as 
the Dutch cities, with cities like Groningen, where 
more than half  of  the daily trips are made on bicycles. 
In virtually all new growth areas in the Dutch cities, as 
well as many Scandinavian and German cities, bicycle 
mobility is an essential design feature, including 
providing important connections to existing city 
bicycle networks.

A number of  actions have been taken by these 
cities to promote bicycle use. These include separated 
bike lanes with separate signaling, separate signaling 
and priority at intersections, signage and provision of  
extensive bicycle parking facilities (e.g. especially at 
train stations, public buildings), and minimum bicycle 
storage and parking standards for new development. 
Many cities are gradually converting spaces for auto 
parking to spaces to bicycles. Utrecht has discovered 
that it can fit 6–10 bicycles in the same space it takes 

to park one automobile. Tilburg, in the Netherlands, 
has recently built an underground valet bicycle parking 
facility in the heart of  that city’s shopping district. 
Freiburg’s mobility center combines two levels of  
bicycle parking, with car-sharing cars on the ground 
level, a café, travel agency, and office of  the Deutsche 
Bahn (and the structure has a green roof  and a 
photovoltaic array generating electricity!).

These cities are also innovating in the area of  
public bikes. The most impressive program is 
Copenhagen’s “City Bikes,” which now makes availa-
ble more than 2000 public bicycles throughout the 
center of  the city. The bikes are brightly painted (com-
panies sponsor and purchase the bikes in exchange for 
the chance to advertise on their wheels and frames), 
and can be used by simply inserting a coin as a deposit. 
The bikes are geared in such a way that the pedaling is 
difficult enough to discourage their theft. The program 
has been a success, and the number of  bikes has  
been expanding. These sustainable European cities 
have discovered that bicycles are an important and 
legitimate alternative mode of  transport to the car 
and with modest planning and investments substantial 
ridership can be achieved.

BUiLdiNG PedeSTRiaN CiTieS; 
exPaNdiNG The PUBLiC ReaLM

European cities represent, as well, exemplary efforts at 
creating walkable, pedestrian urban environments. 
Relatively compact, dense, and mixed-use urban 
environments make cities much more walkable, of  
course. And most European cities and regions benefit 
from having a compact historic core, designed and 
evolved around walking and face-to-face commerce. 
The vitality, beauty, and attraction of  European cities is 
in no small part a function of  the impressive public and 
pedestrian spaces. Cities like Barcelona and Venice 
remain positive and compelling models of  pedestrian 
urban society. The uses of  these spaces are varied and 
many: they are outdoor stages, the “living rooms” in 
which citizens socialize, interact, and come together, 
places where political events occur and democracy 
plays itself  out. These areas are now the social heart of  
these communities – places where children play, casual 
conversations and unexpected meetings take place, 
and people come to watch and be seen.

The overall land use pattern in these cities, and the 
priority given to maintaining their compact form, 
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certainly make a walking culture more feasible. What 
is especially impressive, however, is the continued 
attention given to this issue and the continued expand- 
ing of  pedestrian areas and the strengthening of  the 
public and pedestrian realm. Cities like Copenhagen 
have set the stage, beginning in the early 1960s, 
gradually taking back their urban centers from cars. 
That city pedestrianized the Stroget, one of  its main 
downtown streets, in 1962. Copenhagen continues 
this pedestrianizing in a gradual way each year. The 
city has adopted the policy of  converting 2–3 percent 
of  its downtown parking to pedestrian space each 
year, to dramatic effect over a 20–40 year period. 
Today the amount of  pedestrian space is tremendous. 
Eighteen pedestrian squares have been created in 
Copenhagen where there was once auto parking – 
some 100,000 square meters in all. Had proponents of  
public space in Copenhagen attempted to convert this 
amount of  space all at once it would have been very 
politically difficult to do so.

Many other cities have followed suit, especially 
Dutch and German cities, but examples can be found 
throughout Europe. Cities like Vienna and Groningen 
have pedestrianized much of  their centers, creating 
delightful, highly functional public spaces. Groningen’s 
compact city policy ensures that major new public 
buildings and facilities are kept in the center, and 
accessible through walking – it is a compact city of  
“short distances.” In cities like Leiden, emphasis has 
been given to installing new pedestrian bridges over 
canals connecting major streets, and every new 
residential area is designed to include a grocery, post 
office, and other shops within an easy walk. The 
greater mixing of  uses means that residents of  these 
cities typically have many shops, services, cafés within 
a walkable range.

The experience of  these European cities in 
pedestrianizing much of  their urban centers has been 
a positive one, both economically and in terms of  
quality of  life. The spaces created commonly contain 
fountains, sculptures and public art, extensive seating 
and, of  course, many reasons for being there – 
restaurants, cafés, shops. Each city has its own unique 
history and features that can be used to strengthen the 
unique character of  its pedestrian environment. 
Freiburg’s “backle,” or urban streams that run through 
the streets of  its old center, as well as its pebble 
mosaics are delightful and special and this city has 
done an excellent job expanding and adding onto to 
these unique qualities of  place.

Good public transit appears a major factor strength-
ening the pedestrian realm in these cities, as well as 
commitments to bicycles, as in the case of  Copenhagen. 
Extensive efforts to calm urban traffic, to restrict auto 
access, and to raise the cost of  parking and auto mobil-
ity are also important elements. A number of  European 
cities have experimented with or are anticipating some 
form of  road pricing. The City of  London is the most 
recent notable example, now charging a fee of  five 
pounds for cars wishing to enter central London (and 
already resulting in a significant reduction in car traffic 
there). These European experiences support that a 
pedestrian culture and community life is indeed possi-
ble, even where the climate may be harsh and that 
these spaces serve an incredible range of  social, cul-
tural, and economic functions.

GReeNiNG The URBaN eNViRONMeNT

Ensuring that compact cities are also green cities is a 
major challenge, and there are a number of  impressive 
greening initiatives among the study cities. First, in 
many of  these cities there is an extensive greenbelt 
and regional open space structure, with a considerable 
amount of  natural land actually owned by the cities. 
Extensive tracts of  forest and open lands are owned 
by cities such as Vienna, Berlin, and Graz, among 
others. Cities such as Helsinki and Copenhagen are 
spatially structured so that large wedges of  green 
nearly penetrate the center for these cities. Helsinki’s 
large Keskuspuisto central park extends in an almost 
unbroken wedge from the center to an area of  old 
growth forest to the north of  city. It is 1000 hectares is 
size and 11 km long.

In Hannover an extensive system of  protected 
greenspaces exists, including the Eilenriede, a 650 
hectare dense forest located in the center of  the  
city. Hannover has also recently completed a 80- 
kilometre long green ring (der grune ring) which circles 
the city, providing a continuous hiking and biking 
route, and exposing residents to a variety of  landscape 
types, from hilly Borde to the river valleys of  the 
Leineaue river.

There is a trend in the direction of  creating and 
strengthening ecological networks within and between 
urban centers. This is perhaps most clearly evident in 
Dutch cities, where extensive attention to ecological 
networks has occurred at the national and provincial 
levels. Under the national government’s innovative 
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Nature Policy Plan, a national ecological network  
has been established consisting of  core areas, nature 
development areas, and corridors, which must be 
more specifically elaborated and delineated at the 
provincial level. Cities in turn are attempting to tie into 
this network and build upon it. At a municipal level, 
such networks can consist of  ecological waterways 
(e.g. canals), tree corridors, and green connections 
between parks and open space systems. Dutch cities 
like Groningen, Amsterdam, and Utrecht have full 
time urban ecology staff, and are working to create 
and restore these important ecological connections 
and corridors.

Many examples exist of  efforts to mandate or subsi-
dize the greening of  existing urban areas. There is a 
continuing trend, for instance, towards installation of  
ecological or green rooftops, especially in German, 
Austrian, and Dutch cities. Linz, Austria, for instance, 
has one of  the most extensive green roof  programs in 
Europe. Under this program, the city frequently requires 
building plans to compensate for the loss of  green 
space taken by a building. Creation of  green roofs has 
frequently been the response. Also since the late 1980s 
the city has subsidized the installation of  green roofs – 
specifically, it will pay up to 35 percent of  the costs. The 
program has been quite successful and there are now 
some 300 green roofs scattered around the city. They 
have been incorporated into many different types of  
buildings including a hospital, a kindergarten, a hotel, a 
school, a concert hall, and even the roof  of  a gas station. 
Green roofs have been shown to provide a number of  
important environmental benefits, and to accommo-
date a surprising amount of  biological diversity. Many 
other innovative urban greening strategies can be found 
in these cities from green streets, to green bridges, to 
urban stream daylighting.

ReNewaBLe eNeRGy aNd  
CLOSed-LOOP CiTieS

A number of  the cities have taken action to promote 
more closed-loop urban metabolism, in which, as in 
nature, wastes represent inputs or “food,” for other 
urban processes. The city of  Stockholm has made 
some of  the most impressive progress in this area, and 
has even administratively reorganized its governmental 
structure so that the departments of  waste, water, and 
energy are grouped within an eco-cycles division. A 
number of  actions in support of  ecocycle balancing 

have already occurred. These include, for instance: 
the conversion of  sewage sludge to fertilizer and its 
use in food production, and the generation of  biogas 
from sludge. The biogas is used to fuel public vehicles 
in the city, and to fuel a combined heat and power 
plant. In this way, wastes are returned to residents in 
the form of  district heating. Another powerful example 
of  the closed-loop concept can be seen in Rotterdam, 
[where] the Roca3 power plant supplies [sic] district 
heating and carbon dioxide to 120 greenhouses in the 
area. A waste product becomes a useful input, and in 
this case prevents some 130,000 metric tonnes of  
carbon emissions annually.

Energy is very much on the planning agenda, and 
these exemplary cities are taking a host of  serious 
measures to conserve energy and to promote 
renewable sources. The heavy use of  combined heat 
and power (CHP) generation, and district heating, 
especially in northern European cities, is one reason 
for typically lower per capita levels of  CO2 production 
here. Helsinki, for instance, has one of  the most 
extensive district heating systems: more than 91 
percent of  the city’s buildings are connected to it. The 
result is a substantial increase in fuel efficiency, and 
significant reductions in pollution emissions. District 
heating and decentralized combined heat and power 
plants are now commonly integrated into new housing 
districts in these cities. In Kronsberg, in Hannover, for 
instance, heat is provided by two CHP plants, one of  
which, serving about 600 housing units and a small 
school, is actually located in the basement of  a 
building of  flats.

Many cities, including Heidelberg and Freiburg, 
have set ambitious maximum energy consumption 
standards for new construction projects. Heidelberg 
has recently sponsored a low-energy social housing 
project, to demonstrate the feasibility of  very low-
energy designs (specifically a standard of  47 kwh/m2 
per year). The Dutch are promoting the concept of  
energy-balanced housing – housing that will over the 
course of  a year produce as much energy as it uses – 
and the first two of  these units have been completed in 
the Nieuwland district in Amersfoort.

Many cities such as Heidelberg have undertaken 
programs to evaluate and reduce energy consump- 
tion in schools and other public buildings. Incentive 
programs have been established which allow schools 
to keep a certain percentage of  the savings from 
energy conservation and retrofitting investments. 
Heidelberg has engaged in an innovative system of  
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performance contracts, in which private retrofitt- 
ing companies get to keep a certain share of  the 
conservation benefits.

There is an explosion of  interest in solar and  
other renewable energy sources in these cities (and 
countries). Cities like Freiburg and Berlin have been 
competing for the label “solar city,” with each providing 
significant subsidies for solar installations. In the 
Netherlands, major new development areas, such  
as Nieuwland in Amersfoort and Nieuw Sloten in 
Amsterdam, are incorporating solar energy, both 
passive and active, into their designs. In Nieuwland, 
described as a “solar suburb,” there are more than 900 
homes with rooftop photovoltaics, 1100 homes with 
thermal solar units, and a number of  major public 
buildings producing power from solar (including 
several schools, a major sports hall, and a childcare 
facility). What is particularly exciting is to see the 
effective integration of  solar into the architectural 
design of  homes, schools and other buildings.

The degree of  public and governmental support in 
these European cities, financial and technical, for 
renewable energy developments is truly impressive. 
Reflecting a generally overall level of  concern for 
global warming issues and energy self-sufficiency, 
significant production subsidies and consumer sub- 
sidies have both been given. The degree of  creativity 
in incorporating renewable energy ideas and techno- 
logies in many of  these cities is also quite impressive. 
Oslo’s new international airport, for example, provides 
heating through a bark/wood bio-energy district 
heating system. This system provides heat for 
buildings through 8 km of  pipes, as well as the airport’s 
deicing system. The moist bark fuel is a local product, 
and costs only one-third as much as fuel oil. In 
Sundsvall, Sweden, snow is collected, stored, and 
used as a major cooling source for the city’s main 
hospital. In Copenhagen, twenty 2 MW wind turbines 
have been installed offshore which will together 
generate enough energy for about 30,000 homes.

Green cities, green governance

Many of  these cities are taking a hard look at ways 
their own operations and management can become 
more environmentally responsible. As a first step, 
many local governments have undertaken some form 
of  internal environmental audit. Variously called 
green audits or environmental audits, they represent 

attempts to study comprehensively the environmental 
implications of  a city’s policies and governance 
structure. A number of  local governments are now 
going through the process of  becoming certified (the 
London borough of  Sutton being the first) under  
the EU’s Eco-Management and Audit Scheme 
(EMAS), an environmental management system more 
commonly applied to private companies. Several 
German cities are preparing environmental budgets, 
under a pilot program. The cities of  Den Haag and 
London have calculated their ecological footprints 
and are using these measures as policy guideposts. 
Albertslund, Denmark, has developed an innovative 
system of  “green accounts,” used to track and evaluate 
key environmental trends at city and district levels, 
and many of  the study cities have developed sustain- 
ability indicators (e.g. Leicester, London and Den 
Haag). Cities like Lahti, Helsinki, and Bologna have 
gone through extensive in-house education and 
involvement of  city personnel, often as part of  the 
local Agenda 21 process, in examining environmental 
impacts and in identifying ways that personnel and 
city departments can reduce waste, energy, and 
environmental impacts.

Municipal governments have taken a variety of  
measures to reduce the environmental impacts of  
their actions. A number of  communities have adopted 
environmental purchasing and procurement policies. 
Cities like Alberstlund have adopted policies mandat- 
ing that only organic food can be served in schools 
and child care facilities, and restricting use of  pes- 
ticides in public parks and grounds. Other cities are 
aggressively promoting the development of  environ- 
mental vehicles. Stockholm’s environmental vehicles 
program is one of  the largest (a pilot program under 
the EU-funded initiative ZEUS), with over 300 vehicles. 
A number of  cities have sought to modify the mobility 
patterns of  employees, for instance by creating finan- 
cial incentives for the use of  transit or bicycles. Cities 
like Saarbrucken, Germany, have made great strides in 
reducing energy, waste, and resource consumption in 
public buildings.

Communities have also engaged in extensive 
public involvement and outreach on sustainability 
matters. A variety of  creative approaches have been 
taken. Leicester, for instance, has developed alliances 
with the local media and has sponsored a series of  
educational campaigns on particular community 
issues. As a further example, it has established (with its 
NGO partner Environ) an environmental center and 
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cyber-cafe called the Ark, as well as a demonstration 
ecological home. Officials in these exemplary cities 
often express the belief  that it is essential to set a 
positive example for the community and that before 
they could ask citizens to change their behaviors and 
lifestyles, the municipal government must have its 
environmental house in order.

Understanding european cities:  
some concluding thoughts

To be sure, many European cities are facing some 
serious problems and trends working against sustaina-
bility, in particular a dramatic rise in automobile  
ownership and use, and a continuing pattern of  de-
concentration of  people and commerce. And, with 
their relatively affluent populations consuming substan-
tial amounts of  resources, European cities exert a tre-
mendous ecological footprint on the world. Yet, these 
most exemplary cities provide both tangible examples 
of  sustainable practice, and inspiration that progress 
can be made in the face of  these difficult pressures.

The lessons are several. These cities demonstrate 
the critical role that municipalities can and must play 
in addressing serious global environment problems, 
including reliance on fossil-fuels and global climate 
change. Innovations in the urban environment offer 
tremendous potential for dramatically reducing our 
ecological impacts (European cities produce about 
half  the per-capita carbon emissions of  American 
cities), while at the same time enhancing our quality 
of  life (e.g. by expanding personal mobility options 
with bicycles and transit).

Many, indeed most, of  the ideas, initiatives, 
strategies undertaken in these innovative cities serve, 
in addition to reducing ecological footprints, to 
enhance livability and quality of  life. Taking back 
space from the auto and converting it to pedestrian 
and public space does much to enhance the desirability 
of  these cities. Investments in public transit reduce 
dramatically energy consumption, CO2 emissions, 
and urban air quality problems, but at the same time 
provide tremendous levels of  independence and 
mobility to the youngest and oldest members of  
society. Making bicycling riding safer and easier helps 
the environment, but also provides a badly needed 
form of  physical exercise.

These experiences demonstrate clearly that it is 
possible to apply virtually every green or ecological 

strategy or technique, from solar and wind energy to 
greywater recycling, in very urban, very compact set-
tings. Green Urbanism is not an oxymoron. Moreover, 
the lesson of  these European cities is that municipal 
governments can do much to help bring these ideas 
about, from making parking spaces available for  
car sharing companies to providing density bonuses 
for green rooftops, to producing or purchasing green 
power.

There are also process lessons here. Key among 
them is an understanding of  the great power of  part-
nerships and collaboration between different parties 
with an interest in sustainability. While not always easy, 
success at achieving sustainability will depend on them. 
This means getting different departments to talk to 
each other and to work together (as in Stockholm), and 
getting different public and private actors to join 
together in common initiatives that demonstrate that 
green urban ideas are possible and desirable.

It is important to recognize, to be sure, the 
differences in governmental structure. The economic 
and planning frameworks in place in these countries 
(compared with, say, the United States) often facilitate 
many of  the exemplary urban sustainability projects 
described here. The role of  economic incentives and 
the economic incentive structures is critical and 
undeniable. High prices at the gas pump (typically 
$4–5 per gallon in Western Europe) have been a 
conscious policy decision in European countries, and 
in countries like Germany, have provided essential 
funding for public transit. Such high prices, relative to 
countries like the United States, undoubtedly help  
to encourage more compact land use and personal 
choices in favor of  more sustainable modes of  
mobility. Also, carbon taxes in countries like Denmark 
help to substantially level the economic playing field 
between conventional fossil-fuel energy and more 
sustainable, renewable forms of  energy. Higher energy 
prices generally help to promote greater conservation 
and energy efficiency improvements. The important 
role of  adjusting incentives and economic signals is 
itself  a key lesson from the European scene. Rather 
than seen as a pre-existing background condition, 
raising gasoline and energy taxes can be seen as  
an example of  an important strategic societal and 
political choice.

There are other political, social, and cultural con- 
ditions, to be sure, that favor many of  the exemplary 
ideas discussed here. Parliamentary governmental 
structures that give relative voice and power to green 
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party and other social and environmental views (with 
local representation of  these views as well) have been 
important. Historically stronger planning and land use 
control systems are helpful also, as well as generally 
stronger and more proactive roles afforded to govern- 
ment. Many of  the important (more activist) urban 
sustainability activities undertaken in these European 
cities – as market stimulators, promoters of  innovation, 
and financial underwriters for innovative urban 
sustainability practices and projects – are common 
and accepted roles for local governments to play.

But there are also certainly many underlying value 
differences (compared with the U.S.) that further explain 
good practice. Prevailing European views of  land are 
less imbued with a sense of  personal use and freedom, 
and there is little expectation, for instance, on the part 
of  a rural landowner or farmer that his or her land will 
eventually be convertible to urban development.

There are also a number of  more regionally unique 
cultural values and differences, each with significant 

planning and land use shaping implications. A stronger 
desire to live within a city or town center clearly  
exists throughout much of  Europe, borne undoubtedly 
from an older, more developed urban culture. 
Importance given to strolling, spending time in public 
places, and to the values of  the public realm more 
generally, in countries like Spain and Italy, certainly 
help explain the success of  pedestrian spaces in these 
countries. Pace of  life, cultural organization of  the day, 
and the number of  hours in the work week are also 
clearly important. In Italy, public and pedestrian spaces 
are used in part because there is time to use them –  
the culture organizes its day so as to support the  
early evening stroll, after the shops close but before  
the evening meal. To many observers of  the European 
scene there are also lessons to emulate – suggestions 
and ideas for humanizing cities and strengthening  
their livability and sociability, as well as their sustain- 
ability. The lessons are many and profound on  
many levels.



“Urban Planning in Curitiba” 
from Scientific American (1996) 

Jonas Rabinovitch and Josef  Leitman 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Urban planning is now a significant activity in cities almost everywhere in the world. Many city planners in Latin 
America, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa were educated in urban planning programs in North America or 
Europe and are well aware of the theory and practice of urban planning described in this section, the history of 
urban planning and classic planning visions discussed in Part Five, and the urban design theorists and 
practitioners discussed in Part Seven. They are as familiar with the classic and contemporary writings on urban 
history, sociology, geography, economics, and other topics in The City Reader and the Routledge Urban Reader 
Series as their Western counterparts. In the West, interest in and understanding of cities and city planning in 
Asia, Latin America, Africa, and the Middle East has grown rapidly. Planning education and the planning 
profession in the developing world has matured and robust new university urban planning programs, professional 
planning journals, and region-specific planning conferences have proliferated. As a result, the new generation of 
practitioners and academics engaged with non-Western planning are generating a new body of urban planning 
theory and practice that meets local conditions and producing alternative models of urban development of 
interest everywhere in the world. Exemplary of the new non-Western scholarship about cities and city planning 
are Yasser Elshestawy writing about Islamic cities (p. 328), Tingwei Zhang writing about Chinese cities (p. 687), 
Filip De Boeck writing about Kinshasa (p. 394), and Bishwapriya Sanyal writing about comparative planning 
cultures (p. 325). Like these scholars, the authors of this selection – educated in Latin America, the United 
States, and Europe, with years of experience in Curitiba, Brazil, during the time the remarkable planning and 
policy implementation described in this selection occurred – bring sharp theoretical understanding and direct 
experience as skilled practitioners to their  writing. 

Of all the innovative cities in the non-Western world, perhaps none has been more widely praised or seen its 
policies replicated in more other cities than Curitiba. Curitiba is a substantial and rapidly growing city. Between 
1950 and 1990 its population grew from 300,000 to 2.1 million, and today there are about 3.5 million people in 
the city and surrounding areas. It is not a poor city – with median income above the average for Brazil and much 
higher than the poorest African, Asian, Central and Latin American cities. But with fewer financial resources and 
more rapid urbanization than wealthy developed countries, Curitiba faces challenges different from slower-
growing and more affluent cities in developed  countries. 

Unlike some cities in developing countries that do little planning or creative thinking about their urban futures 
or uncritically adopt Western planning solutions that do not fit local conditions, Curitiba pursued a whole series 
of innovative policies that fit their local conditions well. Perhaps nowhere else on earth is the evidence of how big 
a difference good city planning can make more evident than in Curitiba. Its transportation system, open space, 
garbage collection, parks, housing, festivals and a host of other features have been dramatic planning successes 
– loved by the citizens, praised by academics and practitioners, and replicated by other cities. Curitiba’s 
innovations were largely driven by a remarkable leader – Jaime Lerner, who served three terms as Curitiba’s 
mayor (1971–1975, 1979–1984, and 1989–1992). Lerner combined his professional education as an architect 
and urban planner, knowledge of local conditions, creativity, political skills, and determination to make a difference 
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to formulate plans and press his multifaceted vision against a host of obstacles. Forty-five years after he initiated 
plans to transform Curitiba during his first term as mayor he has seem dozens of his ideas totally transform 
Curitiba and replicated widely throughout the  world. 

The most remarkable feature of Curitiba is its transportation system. In the early 1970s Lerner realized that 
Curitiba’s population would grow rapidly, and more and more of its residents would be able to afford automobiles 
in the future. Like other cities in developing countries, the number of drivers would overwhelm the city’s roads. If 
past trends continued Curitiba would sprawl outward with much of the city’s growth occurring in low density 
peri-urban areas surrounding the historic core. Within a few decades the city center would be badly congested, 
and people trying to drive in from the newly developed areas would contribute to air pollution and face long, 
frustrating commutes and parking problems. Lerner had a brilliant idea: planning and building a revolutionary 
combination of roads that could handle a huge volume of high-speed buses, cleverly designed to minimize wait 
times and get people where they want to go comfortably and quickly. If the city designed high-capacity bus stops 
and was able to get comfortable modern high-capacity buses (operated by private companies) operating 
frequently enough so wait times were minimal, Curitiba would be a more efficient and livable city. Of course this 
would not be easy. But Lerner pressed ahead and was able to get his plans implemented. Architects and 
designers take note! Good design matters. Critics of “systems planning” failures that Peter Hall describes  
(p. 431), take heart! Successful systems planning is  possible. 

Shlomo Angel (p. 537) argues that, as they grow, cities – particularly in the developing world – cannot rely on 
compact growth alone: they must grow out. Many do this is with little planning and the peri-urban areas are a 
jumble of farms, factories, and housing, without adequate infrastructure and a patchwork of transit options that 
make it impossible for people to get from home to work, school, or other destinations without long, uncomfortable 
commutes. Curitiba’s solution used appropriate technology at modest cost. Along each of five major axes leading 
out of the city Lerner had three parallel roads built side-by-side. One-way outer lanes handle local traffic in both 
directions well. But the real innovation is in a wide center lane that accommodates high-speed buses. Because 
roads do not require excavation and the expensive engineering necessary for subway systems, even big roads 
are relatively cheap. Planning ahead and purchasing land before its price goes up keep costs down. Along the 
roads Curitiba built innovative transit stops. Commuters enter an elevated tube, pay their fare in advance, and 
wait (briefly) for a bus. There are facilities to lift people with disabilities to the level of the station so buses don’t 
have to “kneel” or fold out stairs to accommodate them, which takes time and is inconvenient for other riders. 
Once in the station, wait time is minimal – usually only a few minutes – because of the large number of buses. 
Buses are big – many double-articulated, new, and attractive, not the dying transit-of-last-resort buses found in 
many US cities that people with other transit options avoid. People like to ride the Curitiba buses, which are 
designed with lots of wide doors so many people can board instantaneously. Long, relatively straight routes make 
it possible for people to travel a long distance in a short time. Because the major axial roads connect well to a 
system of feeder roads, commuters can get where they are going with a minimum of transfers and waiting  time. 

Curitiba’s transit has worked as a “system” of roads, bus stops, and buses because it was a good vision and 
each of the components was designed with care. Planning and management were key. The system would not 
work if each of the components was not well designed and they had to all work well together. Without the wide 
roads, the system could not handle the volume necessary for short wait times. Unless many people chose to take 
the bus, the bus companies (private franchises) could not afford to provide high-volume service or new modern 
high-tech buses and keep fares low. The marginal cost of fares stays low because so many people choose to take 
the bus, and this still generates enough revenue that the bus companies can continuously maintain and upgrade 
their bus fleets. Because all of these hard and soft factors work together, enough people take the bus that the 
entire system  works. 

Transit systems like this, pioneered by Curitiba, are called bus rapid transit (BRT) systems. It is one of the most 
successful planning concepts exported from Latin America to countries all over the world. From Curitiba BRT 
systems in Latin America spread to São Paulo, Brazil, Santiago, Chile, Quito, Ecuador, and other cities. In Africa 
there are BRT systems in Lagos, Nigeria, Dar-es-Salaam, Tanzania, Kampala, Uganda, and Cape Town, South 
Africa. There are dozens of BRT systems in China, Indonesia, and India and dozens more in North America and 
Europe. Many more BRT systems are planned in cities all over the  world. 
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While transit and its innovative BRT system are the main planning innovation for which Curitiba is famous, 
Curitiba instituted a host of other innovations. Rather than top-down master planning they relied on citizen 
participation near the top rungs of Sherri Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (p. 279). They prohibited 
building in floodplains and set aside catchment basins for water during heavy rains, not only greatly reducing 
costly flooding but also providing a series of attractive lakes and increasing the amount of per capita green space 
by a hundredfold. Closing a central street to cars produced one of the earliest and most successful pedestrian 
streets in Latin America: Rua XV de Novembro (15th of November Street). Rather than spending money on an 
expensive solid waste disposal system, Curitiba exchanges bus tokens for bags of trash collected by its citizens 
– increasing the mobility of some of its poorest citizens and getting rid of trash at the same time. Curitiba turns 
old buses into traveling schoolrooms, encourages public art, offers free short courses on environmental 
protection, and the list goes  on. 

Jonas Rabinovitch has been a senior adviser at the United Nations since 2006. He currently advises countries 
and helps prepare UN analytical tools on development policies related to efficient public administration, 
governance, sustainability, knowledge management, e-government, and local and urban development in line with 
national development goals. Between 1993 and 2005, he worked for the United Nations Development 
Programme on projects related to urban poverty, urban reconstruction, urban environment, governance, and 
information communications technology. Between 1981 and 1992, he worked in Curitiba as a city planner and 
adviser and director of international relations for Mayor Jaime  Lerner. 

Josef Leitman is a planner at the World Bank. Since 2010 he has been the manager of the Haiti Reconstruction 
Fund, overseeing reconstruction of the island of Haiti after the devastating earthquake that occurred in 2010. 
Previously he held positions as an environmental specialist and environment coordinator at the World Bank. His 
specialties include environmental management, climate change, natural resource management, post-disaster 
reconstruction, trust fund management, urban development, urban environmental management, tropical forest 
management, renewable energy, agriculture and rural development. Leitman received Bachelor’s and Master’s 
degrees from Harvard University and his doctorate in city and regional planning from the University of California, 
Berkeley. Like Rabinovitch, Leitman worked as an urban planner in Curitiba early in his career during the time 
Jaime Lerner was  mayor. 

Books on urban planning in Curitiba include Evandros Santos, Curitiba, Brazil: Pioneering In Developing 
Bus Rapid Transit and Urban Planning (Colne: Solutions, 2011), Steven A. Moore, Alternative Routes to the 
Sustainable City: Austin, Curitiba, and Frankfurt (Lexington: Lexington Books, 2007), and Clara Irazabal, City 
Making and Urban Governance In The Americas: Curitiba and Portland (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005). 

An anthology that collects the best classic and contemporary writing about urban planning and developing in 
developing countries is Faranak Miraftab and Neema Kudva, The Global South Reader (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2014) in the Routledge Urban Reader  Series. 

Other books on urban planning in developing countries include Jan Bredemoord, Paul Van Lindert, and Peer 
Smets (eds.), Affordable Housing in the Urban Global South: Seeking Sustainable Solutions (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2014), Vincente del Rio and William Siembieda (eds.), Contemporary Urbanism in Brazil: 
Beyond Brasilia (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2010), Alan Gilbert and James Ferguson, The Latin 
American City (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1998), Felipe Hernandez, Peter Kellett, and Lea K. Allen, 
Rethinking the Informal City: Critical Perspectives from Latin America, reprint edition (New York and Oxford: 
Berghahn Books, 2012), Jean-Francois Lejeune, Cruelty & Utopia: Cities and Landscapes of Latin America 
(New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 2005), Janice Perlman, Favela: Four Decades of Living on the Edge 
in Rio de Janeiro (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), Francis Violich and Robert Daughters, Urban Planning 
for Latin America: The Challenge of Metropolitan Growth (Boston: Oelgeschlager, Gunn & Hain in association 
with the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 1987). 

Books describing innovative urban policies are Peter Hall, Good Cities, Better Lives: How Europe Discovered 
the Lost Art of Urbanism (London and New York: Routledge, 2013) and Bruce Katz, The Metropolitan Revolution: 
How Cities and Metros Are Fixing Our Broken Politics and Fragile Economy (Washington, DC: Brookings 
Focus Books, 2013). 
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As late as the end of  the 19th century, even a visionary 
like Jules Verne could not imagine a city with more 
than a million inhabitants. Yet by the year 2010 over 
500 such concentrations will dot the globe, 26 of  them 
with more than 10 million people. Indeed, for the first 
time in history more people now live in cities than in 
rural  areas. 

Most modern cities have developed to meet the 
demands of  the automobile. Private transport has 
affected the physical layout of  cities, the location of  
housing, commerce and industries, and the patterns 
of  human interaction. Urban planners design around 
highways, parking structures and rush-hour traffic 
patterns. And urban engineers attempt to control 
nature within the confines of  the city limits, often at 
the expense of  environmental concerns. Cities tra- 
ditionally deploy technological solutions to solve a 
variety of  challenges, such as drainage or  pollution. 

Curitiba, the capital of  Paraná state in southeastern 
Brazil, has taken a different path. One of  the fastest-
growing cities in a nation of  urban booms, its 
metropolitan area mushroomed from 300,000 citizens 
in 1950 to 2.1 million in 1990. Curitiba’s economic 
base has changed radically during this period: once a 
center for processing agricultural products, it has 
become an industrial and commercial powerhouse. 
The consequences of  such rapid change are familiar 
to students of  Third World development: unemploy- 
ment, squatter settlements, congestion, environmental 
decay. But Curitiba did not end up like many of  its 
sister cities. Instead, although its poverty and income 
profile is typical of  the region, it has significantly less 
pollution, a slightly lower crime rate and a higher 
educational level among its  citizens. 

deSiGNiNG wiTh  NaTURe 

Why did Curitiba succeed where others have faltered? 
Progressive city administrations turned Curitiba into a 
living laboratory for a style of  urban development 
based on a preference for public transportation over 
the private automobile, working with the environment 
instead of  against it, appropriate rather than high-
technology solutions, and innovation with citizen 
participation in place of  master planning. This philo- 
sophy was gradually institutionalized during the late 
1960s and officially adopted in 1971 by a visionary 
mayor, Jaime Lerner, who was also an architect and 
planner. The past 25 years have shown that it was the 

right choice; Rafael Greca, the current mayor, has 
continued the policies of  past administrations and 
built on  them. 

One of  Curitiba’s first successes was in controlling 
the persistent flooding that plagued the city center 
during the 1950s and early 1960s. Construction of  
houses and other structures along the banks of  
streams and rivers had exacerbated the problem. Civil 
engineers had covered many streams, converting 
them into underground canals that made drainage 
even more difficult—additional drainage canals had to 
be excavated at enormous cost. At the same time, 
developers were building new neighborhoods and 
industrial districts on the periphery of  the city without 
proper attention to  drainage. 

Beginning in 1966 the city set aside strips of  land 
for drainage and put certain low-lying areas off  limits 
for building. In 1975 stringent legislation was enacted 
to protect the remaining natural drainage system. To 
make use of  these areas, Curitiba turned many river- 
banks into parks, building artificial lakes to contain 
floodwaters. The parks have been extensively planted 
with trees, and disused factories and other streamside 
buildings have been recycled into sports and leisure 
facilities. Buses and bicycle paths integrate the parks 
with the city’s transportation  system. 

This “design with nature” strategy has solved 
several problems at the same time. It has made the 
costly flooding a thing of  the past even while it allowed 
the city to forgo substantial new investments in flood 
control. Perhaps even more important, the use of  
otherwise treacherous floodplains for parkland has 
enabled Curitiba to increase the amount of  green 
space per capita from half  a square meter in 1970 to 
50 today—during a period of  rapid population  growth. 

PRiORiTy TO PUBLiC  TRaNSPORT 

Perhaps the most obvious sign that Curitiba differs 
from other cities is the absence of  a gridlocked center 
fed by overcrowded highways. Most cities grow in a 
concentric fashion, annexing new districts around the 
outside while progressively increasing the density of  
the commercial and business districts at their core. 
Congestion is inevitable, especially if  most commuters 
travel from the periphery to the center in private 
automobiles. During the 1970s, Curitiba authorities 
instead emphasized growth along prescribed struc- 
tural axes, allowing the city to spread out while 
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developing mass transit that kept shops, workplaces 
and homes readily accessible to one another. Curitiba’s 
road network and public transport system are pro- 
bably the most influential elements accounting for  
the shape of  the  city. 

Each of  the five main axes along which the city has 
grown consists of  three parallel roadways. The central 
road contains two express bus lanes flanked by local 
roads; one block away to either side run high-capacity 
one-way streets heading into and out of  the central 
city. Land-use legislation has encouraged high-density 
occupation, together with services and commerce, in 
the areas adjacent to each  axis. 

The city augmented these spatial changes with a 
bus-based public transportation system designed for 
convenience and speed. Interdistrict and feeder bus 
routes complement the express bus lanes along the 
structural axes. Large bus terminals at the far ends of  
the five express bus lanes permit transfers from one 
route to another, as do medium-size terminals located 
approximately every two kilometers along the express 
routes. A single fare allows passengers to transfer from 
the express routes to interdistrict and local  buses. 

The details of  the system are designed for speed 
and simplicity just as much as the overall architecture. 
Special raised tube bus stops, where passengers pay 
their fares in advance (as in a subway station), speed 
boarding, as do the two extra-wide doors on each  
bus. This combination has cut total travel time by a 
third. Curitiba also runs double- and triple-length 
articulated buses that increase the capacity of  the 
express bus  lanes. 

Ironically, the reasoning behind the choice of  
transportation technology was not only efficiency but 
also simple economics: to build a subway system 
would have cost roughly $60 million to $70 million  
per kilometer; the express bus highways came in at 
$200,000 per kilometer including the boarding tubes. 
Bus operation and maintenance were also familiar 
tasks that the private sector could carry out. Private 
companies, following guidance and parameters esta- 
blished by the city administration, are responsible for 
all mass transit in Curitiba. Bus companies are paid by 
the number of  kilometers that they operate rather 
than by the number of  passengers they transport, 
allowing a balanced distribution of  bus routes and 
eliminating destructive  competition. 

As a result of  this system, average low-income 
residents of  Curitiba spend only about 10 percent of  
their income on transport, which is relatively low for 

Brazil. Although the city has more than 500,000 
private cars (more cars per capita than any Brazilian 
city except the capital, Brasilia), three quarters of  all 
commuters—more than 1.3 million passengers a 
day—take the bus. Per capita fuel consumption is  
25 percent lower than in comparable Brazilian cities, 
and Curitiba has one of  the lowest rates of  ambient air 
pollution in the  country. 

Although the buses run on diesel fuel, the number 
of  car trips they eliminate more than makes up for 
their emissions. In addition to these benefits, the city 
has a self-financing public transportation system, 
instead of  being saddled by debt to pay for the con- 
struction and operating subsidies that a subway 
system entails. The savings have been invested in 
other areas. (Even old buses do not go to waste: they 
provide transportation to parks or serve as mobile 
schools.) 

The implementation of  the public transport system 
also allowed the development of  a low-income 
housing program that provided some 40,000 new 
dwellings. Before implementing the public transport 
system, the city purchased and set aside land for low-
income housing near the Curitiba Industrial City, a 
manufacturing district founded in 1972, located about 
eight kilometers west of  the city center. Because the 
value of  land is largely determined by its proximity to 
transportation and other facilities, these “land stocks” 
made it possible for the poor to have homes with ready 
access to jobs in an area where housing prices would 
otherwise have been unaffordable. The Curitiba 
Industrial City now supports 415 companies that 
directly and indirectly generate one fifth of  all jobs in 
the city; polluting industries are not  allowed. 

PaRTiCiPaTiON ThROUGh  iNCeNTiVeS 

The city managers of  Curitiba have learned that good 
systems and incentives are as important as good 
plans. The city’s master plan helped to forge a vision 
and strategic principles to guide future developments. 
The vision was transformed into reality, however, by 
reliance on the right systems and incentives, not on 
slavish implementation of  a static  document. 

One such innovative system is the provision of  
public information about land. City Hall can imme- 
diately deliver information to any citizen about the 
building potential of  any plot in the city. Anyone 
wishing to obtain or renew a business permit must 
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provide information to project impacts on traffic, 
infrastructure needs, parking requirements and 
municipal concerns. Ready access to this information 
helps to avoid land speculation; it has also been 
essential for budgetary purposes, because property 
taxes are the city’s main source of   revenue. 

Incentives have been important in reinforcing 
positive behavior. Owners of  land in the city’s historic 
district can transfer the building potential of  their 
plots to another area of  the city—a rule that works to 
preserve historic buildings while fairly compensating 
their owners. In addition, businesses in specified areas 
throughout the city can “buy” permission to build up 
to two extra floors beyond the legal limit. Payment can 
be made in the form of  cash or land that the city then 
uses to fund low-income  housing. 

Incentives and systems for encouraging beneficial 
behavior also work at the individual level. Curitiba’s 
Free University for the Environment offers practical 
short courses at no cost for homemakers, building 
superintendents, shopkeepers and others to teach the 
environmental implications of  the daily routines of  
even the most commonplace jobs. The courses, taught 
by people who have completed an appropriate training 
program, are a prerequisite for licenses to work at 
some jobs, such as taxi driving, but many other people 
take them  voluntarily. 

The city also funds a number of  important pro-
grams for children, putting money behind the often 
empty pronouncements municipalities make about 
the importance of  the next generation. The Paperboy/
papergirl Program gives part-time jobs to schoolchil-
dren from low-income families; municipal day care 
centers serve four meals a day for some 12,000 chil-
dren; and SOS Children provides a special telephone 
number for urgent communications about children 
under any kind of   threat. 

Curitiba has repeatedly rejected conventional 
wisdom that emphasizes technologically sophisticated 
solutions to urban woes. Many planners have 
contended, for example, that cities with over a million 
people must have a subway system to avoid traffic 
congestion. Prevailing dogma also claims that cities 
that generate more than 1,000 tons of  solid waste a 
day need expensive mechanical garbage-separation 
plants. Yet Curitiba has  neither. 

The city has attacked the solid-waste issue from 
both the generation and collection sides. Citizens 
recycle paper equivalent to nearly 1,200 trees each 
day. The Garbage That Is Not Garbage initiative has 

drawn more than 70 percent of  households to sort 
recyclable materials for collection. The Garbage 
Purchase program, designed specifically for low-
income areas, helps to clean up sites that are difficult 
for the conventional waste-management system to 
serve. Poor families can exchange filled garbage bags 
for bus tokens, parcels of  surplus food and children’s 
school notebooks. More than 34,000 families in 62 
poor neighborhoods have exchanged over 11,000 tons 
of  garbage for nearly a million bus tokens and 1,200 
tons of  surplus food. During the past three years, 
students in more than 100 schools have traded nearly 
200 tons of  garbage for close to 1.9 million notebooks. 
Another initiative, All Clean, temporarily hires retired 
and unemployed people to clean up specific areas of  
the city where litter has  accumulated. 

These innovations, which rely on public partici- 
pation and labor-intensive approaches rather than on 
mechanization and massive capital investment, have 
reduced the cost and increased the effectiveness of  
the city’s solid-waste management system. They have 
also conserved resources, beautified the city and 
provided  employment. 

LeSSONS FOR aN URBaNiZiNG  wORLd 

No other city has precisely the combination of  
geographic, economic and political conditions that 
mark Curitiba. Nevertheless, its successes can serve 
as lessons for urban planners in both the industrial and 
the developing  worlds. 

Perhaps the most important lesson is that top 
priority should be given to public transport rather than 
to private cars and to pedestrians rather than to 
motorized vehicles. Bicycle paths and pedestrian 
areas should be an integrated part of  the road network 
and public transportation system. Whereas intensive 
road-building programs elsewhere have led paradoxi- 
cally to even more congestion, Curitiba’s slighting of  
the needs of  private motorized traffic has generated 
less use of  cars and has reduced  pollution. 

Curitiba’s planners have also learned that solutions 
to urban problems are not specific and isolated but 
rather interconnected. Any plan should involve 
partnerships among private-sector entrepreneurs, 
nongovernmental organizations, municipal agencies, 
utilities, neighborhood associations, community 
groups and individuals. Creative and labor-intensive 
ideas—especially where unemployment is already a 
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problem—can often substitute for conventional 
capital-intensive  technologies. 

We have found that cities can turn traditional 
sources of  problems into resources. For example, 
public transport, urban solid waste, and unemployment 
are traditionally considered problems, but they have 
the potential to become generators of  new resources, 
as they have in  Curitiba. 

Other cities are beginning to learn some of  these 
lessons. In Brazil and elsewhere in Latin America, the 
pedestrian streets that Curitiba pioneered have 
become popular urban fixtures. Cape Town has 
recently developed a new vision for its metropolitan 
area that is explicitly based on Curitiba’s system of  
structural axes. Officials and planners from places as 
diverse as New York City, Toronto, Montreal, Paris, 
Lyons, Moscow, Prague, Santiago, Buenos Aires and 
Lagos have visited the city and praised  it. 

As these planners carry Curitiba’s examples back 
to their homes, they also come away with a crucial 
principle: there is no time like the present. Rather than 
trying to revitalize urban centers that have begun 
falling into decay, planners in already large cities and 
those that have just started to grow can begin solving 
problems without waiting for top-down master plans 
or near fiscal  collapse. 

integrated design makes busways  work 

Curitiba’s express bus system is designed as a single 
entity, rather than as disparate components of  buses, 
stops and roads. As a result, the busways borrow many 
features from the subway system that the city might 
otherwise have built, had it a few billion dollars to 
spare. Most urban bus systems require passengers to 
pay as they board, slowing loading. Curitiba’s raised 
tube bus stops eliminate this step: passengers pay as 
they enter the tube, and so the bus spends more of  its 
time actually moving people from place to  place. 

Similarly, the city installed wheelchair lifts at bus 
stops rather than onboard buses, easing weight 
restrictions and simplifying maintenance—buses with 
built-in wheelchair lifts are notoriously trouble-prone 
as are those that “kneel” to put their boarding steps 
within reach of  the elderly. The tube-stop lifts also 
speed boarding by bringing disabled passengers to the 
proper height before the bus  arrives. 

Like subways, the buses have a track dedicated 
entirely to their use. This right-of-way significantly 

reduces travel time compared with buses that must 
fight automotive traffic to reach their destinations. By 
putting concrete and asphalt above the ground instead 
of  excavating to place steel rails underneath it, 
however, the city managed to achieve most of  the 
goals that subways strive for at less than 5 percent of  
the initial  cost. 

Some of  the savings have enabled Curitiba to keep 
its fleet of  2,000 buses—owned by 10 private com- 
panies under contract to the City—among the newest 
in the world. The average bus is only three years old. 
The city pays bus owners 1 percent of  the value of  a 
bus each month; after 10 years it takes possession  
of  retired vehicles and refurbishes them as free park 
buses or mobile  schools. 

Companies are paid according to the length of  the 
routes they serve rather than the number of  passengers 
they carry, giving the city a strong incentive to provide 
service that increases ridership. Indeed, more than a 
quarter of  Curitiba’s automobile owners take the bus 
to work. In response to increased demand, the city has 
augmented the capacity of  its busways by using extra-
long buses—the equivalent of  multicar subway trains. 
The biarticulated bus, in service since 1992, has three 
sections connected by hinges that allow it to turn 
corners. At full capacity, these vehicles can carry 270 
passengers, more than three times as many as an 
ordinary  bus. 

Figure 1 Photo by Saul Ortega provided under the terms 
of  this Creative Commons Public License (“CCPL” or 
“License”), https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/ 
2.0/legalcode. The work is protected by copyright and/or 
other applicable law. Any use of  the work other than as 
authorized under this license or copyright law is  prohibited. 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/legalcode
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/2.0/legalcode


“Urbanism in the age  
of Climate Change” 

Peter  Calthorpe 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

In this selection, Peter Calthorpe – a noted architect, urban designer, author and leader of the New Urbanism 
movement and the Congress of the New Urbanism (p. 410) – addresses what many consider the greatest 
challenge humanity has ever faced – global climate change. Calthorpe takes it as a given that climate change is 
an imminent threat and potential catastrophe. The science is overwhelming that human settlements and 
disproportionately the urban agglomerations where more than half the world’s population now live are causing 
global warming to a significant degree, though scientific investigations are proceeding and debates raging on how 
much change is occurring and where. On a per capita basis very dense cities like New York produce less carbon 
and damage the environment less than more spread out areas as David Owen describes (p. 414). Because 
emission or releasing carbon into the atmosphere is the biggest culprit, planning carbon-neutral cities for the 
future and remediating impacts of damage already done to the atmosphere by carbon emissions since cities like 
Manchester began pouring coal smoke into the atmosphere during the Industrial Revolution as Engels describes 
(p. 53) are a major urban planning challenge everywhere in the world. Calthorpe provides grim information on the 
harm we have already done and a sobering assessment of how difficult it will be to reduce carbon emissions 
enough to assure the long term viability of cities. For the US, what Calthorpe calls “the twelve percent solution” 
– cutting per capita greenhouse gas emissions to just 12 percent of their current level by 2050 – will require deep 
changes, not only in our energy sources, technology, and conservation means, but also in urban design, culture 
and lifestyles. Thus a theme running through Calthorpe’s selections is the importance of an interdisciplinary 
holistic approach that combines insights from the natural and social science to devise workable  solutions. 

Calthorpe’s unique contribution to the debate about what to do about climate change – one he has been 
developing for his entire professional career – is the role that urbanism can play in reducing global climate 
change. Developing solar, wind, wave, geothermal, biomass, perhaps even nuclear power in place of oil and coal 
will be critical. So will conservation and restoration of habitat that can absorb carbon. So will alternative energy 
vehicles and better stewardship of the environment and natural resources. But for Calthorpe a big contribution 
to reducing global climate change is better planning of cities and metropolitan regions – particularly more 
compact cities with better linkage between land use and transportation. That is exactly the type of design 
Calthorpe has been working on all his professional life. As an architect, urban designer, and author, Calthorpe 
began thinking about how to design cities in ways that conserve natural resources, protect the environment, and 
use alternative energy sources and incorporating them into plans and developments long before world opinion 
caught up to the challenge. Calthorpe’s New Urbanist designs are at the forefront of designs for compact, livable, 
mixed-use, pedestrian-friendly cities. A cause for optimism is that he argues city designs that reduce carbon 
emissions can also achieve many of these same livability  goals. 

The Brundtland Commission’s 1987 ten-year window in which they argued that worldwide development 
patterns would have to be reversed (p. 404) has long since closed. Yet virtually every country is still pursuing 
destructive development that will require programs that are much more difficult, costly, and disruptive than they 
would have been if leaders heeded the Brundtland Commission’s warning a quarter of a century ago. No matter 
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how effectively urban planners change plans for cities of the future and no matter how much money and effort 
governments devote to the problem, so much damage has now been done that cities everywhere in the world will 
experience severe climate change-related problems. The scientific consensus is that temperatures will likely rise 
by about 2º Celsius (3.6º Fahrenheit) by mid-century. Changes of this magnitude will have enormous impacts, 
though exactly what the impacts will be and where they will occur is still being studied and hotly debated. 
Heatwaves will likely increase mortality among people and animals. Storm surges and sea level rise will require 
costly flood protection systems and may flood cities built near sea level regardless. Water scarcity will become 
a problem as mountain snow packs and glaciers melt. Global climate change is likely to produce excessive 
rainfall in some areas of the world and drought in other areas, affecting agriculture and food availability. It will have 
complex effects on ecosystems. These changes may require the relocation of millions of people and in hard-hit 
areas may produce political instability and even provoke wars. If the more dire scenarios occur, cities will have to 
severely restrict auto use, build costly seawalls and levies, create new reservoirs and water transmission lines, 
evacuate low-lying areas, retrofit buildings at risk from more and more frequent and violent hurricanes and 
tornados, and build resilient cities as Vale describes (p. 618). 

Greenhouse gases seep into the atmosphere from sources as varied as smokestacks, automobile tailpipes, 
livestock manure, and air-conditioning equipment. They come from transportation, electricity and heat used in 
buildings, industry, agriculture, and landfills and many other sources. Accordingly, any effort to reduce global 
warming must consider many sources and a new and extremely holistic way of thinking about how to develop  cities. 

How did we get into this dreadful situation? In addition to our wasteful and unsustainable use of resources 
documented by the Brundtland Commission (p. 404), the enormous and exponential growth of the world’s 
population described by Kingsley Davis (p. 19) and the emergence of enormous megacity regions described by 
Tingwei Zhang (p. 687) help explain our predicament. There are many more people now than in the recent past 
and more than half of them now live in cities. Kenneth T. Jackson’s description of American’s love affair with 
automobiles (p. 73) contributes to the explanation. More and more people everywhere in the world participate in 
the auto-centered culture Jackson describes, depleting oil and contributing to GHG emissions. Automobile use 
is exploding in China, India, Brazil, and other populous countries with large cities that – together with the US – 
contribute the most to global climate change. The low density, sprawling land use patterns that Robert Bruegmann 
(p. 218) and Shlomo Angel (p. 537) describe increase auto  dependency. 

At the level of urban planning practice, planning to address global climate change is a complex task that 
requires holistic and interdisciplinary approaches connecting the insights of biologists and transit planners, 
agronomists, hydrologists, economists, and many other disciplines and professional  fields. 

There is movement towards addressing climate change at many levels. At the national and multinational 
scales, important – albeit insufficient – multinational agreements have been made. Some regions, such as the 
European Union, and many of the world’s countries have set goals for reducing GHG emissions and are pursuing 
strategies to meet those  goals. 

At regional and subnational scales, many governments and agencies have developed plans and policies for 
reducing GHG emissions. A majority of US states now have some sort of climate change plan. Metropolitan 
regional agencies are also adapting to the new reality. Many are reworking plans for public transit systems to 
promote transit-oriented development and ensure more compact urban  form. 

Calthorpe notes that cities are inherently green and big cities greener than small cities. On a per capita basis 
they require less land, less auto travel, and use less energy and emit less carbon than other settlement types. He 
points out that residents of New York City – America’s largest city – emit, on average, only one third as much carbon 
as US residents overall – a point nicely developed in David Owen’s selection “Green Manhattan” (p. 414). 

A growing number of cities, towns, and rural communities have adopted climate change plans and policies to 
reduce GHG emissions. Some require public buildings to be certified under the US Green Building Council’s 
LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Development) rating system or encourage better insulated 
passive houses that use little or no off-site energy. Other local approaches include investing in bicycle and 
pedestrian transportation systems, creating district heating and cooling systems, promoting small-scale 
community energy systems using wind and solar power, reducing the land area covered by dark asphalt (which 
absorbs heat) and painting roofs light colors (which reflects heat). 
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Urban solutions to global climate change need to take place at every scale from the self-conscious individual 
household all the way to multinational organizations. But the key to urbanism as a climate change strategy is 
regional planning and concerted metropolitan-wide action. Calthorpe argues that whole systems design 
functions best at the regional  scale. 

Nongovernmental organizations and citizens’ groups are also doing a great deal to educate the public and 
demonstrate practical solutions to reduce global climate change. Civic engagement and social capital 
independent of government as Robert D. Putnam describes (p. 154) are essential parts of the solution to global 
climate  change. 

While global climate change is likely to be the greatest challenge this generation of urban planners face, 
Calthorpe argues that it is also an opportunity – a chance to create far more livable, equitable, and sustainable 
communities and lifestyles. Climate change may finally provide the impetus for the kind of urbanism he has long 
advocated: livable cities that are human-scale, compact, walkable, pedestrian-friendly, transit-oriented, and that 
harmonize the built and natural  environment. 

Peter Calthorpe is the founder of Calthorpe Associates an urban design firm based in Berkeley, California. An 
author, practicing architect, and one of the founders of the Congress for the New Urbanism, his writings and 
innovative projects have had a large impact  worldwide. 

This selection is from Urbanism in the Age of Climate Change (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2013). Other 
of Calthorpe’s books include The Next American Metropolis (New York: Princeton Architectural Press, 1993), 
The Regional City: Planning for the End of Sprawl, co-authored with William Fulton (Washington, DC: Island 
Press, 2001), and Sustainable Communities, co-authored with Sym Van der Ryn (San Francisco: Sierra Club 
Books, 1986). 

Other recent book on cities and global climate change include Harriet Burkeley, Cities and Climate Change 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2013) and Stephen Wheeler’s Climate Change and Social Ecology (London 
and New York: Routledge. 2012). 

A seminal book on global climate change is Our Choice: A Plan to Solve the Climate Crisis (Emmaus, PA: 
Rodale, 2009) by former US vice-president and Nobel Peace Prize winner Al Gore. The most authoritative books 
describing the science of global climate change are the US National Research Council, Climate Change: 
Evidence, Impacts, and Choices (Washington, DC: National Research Council, 2013) and the United Nations 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science Basis 
(Geneva: IPCC, 2007). 

Other books on global climate change include Simon Foxell, A Carbon Primer for the Built Environment (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2014), Arnold Bloom, Global Climate Change (Basingstoke: Sinauer, 2008), Andrew 
Dessler and Edward A. Parson, The Science and Politics of Global Climate Change (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), Tim Flannery, The Weather Makers: How Man is Changing the Climate and What It 
Means for Life on Earth (New York: Grove, 2005), Diane Dumanoski, The End of the Long Summer: Why We Must 
Remake Our Civilization to Survive on a Volatile Earth (New York: Crown Publishers, 2009), Mark Lynas, Six 
Degrees: Our Future on a Hotter Planet (Washington, DC: National Geographic, 2008), Elizabeth Kolbert, Field 
Notes from a Catastrophe: Man, Nature, and Climate Change (New York: Bloomsbury, 2006), Karen McGlothlin, 
Global Climate Change (Lanham, MD: Roman and Littlefield, 2006), Thomas R. Karl, Jerry M. Melillo, Thomas C. 
Peterson, and Susan J. Hassol, Global Climate Change Impacts in the United States (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009), George Monbiot, Heat: How to Stop the Planet From Burning (Cambridge, MA: South 
End Press, 2007), Fred Pearce, With Speed and Violence: Why Scientists Fear Tipping Points in Climate Change 
(Boston: Beacon, 2006), Joseph Romm, Hell and High Water: Global Warming – the Solution and the Politics – 
and What We Should Do (New York: Morrow, 2007), Michael E Schlesinger et al. (eds.), Human Induced Climate 
Change: An Interdisciplinary Assessment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007). 

For contrarian views see Patrick J. Michaels and Robert C. Balling, Jr., Climate of Extremes: Global Warming 
Science They Don’t Want You to Know (Washington, DC: Cato Institute, 2010) and Bjorn Lomborg, The Skeptical 
Environmentalist: Measuring the Real State of the World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 

For a critique of climate change skeptics see James Hoggan and Richard Littlemore, Climate Change 
Coverup: The Crusade to Deny Global Warming (Petersburg, VA: Graystone, 2009). 
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iNTROdUCTiON 

* * *

[U]rbanism is often missing from the proposed reme-
dies for climate change, job growth, and environmental 
stress: it is the invisible wedge in the pie chart of  green 
 solutions. 

. . . I define the term urbanism broadly—by 
qualities, not quantities: by intensity, not density; by 
connectivity, not just location. Urbanism is always 
made from places that are mixed in uses, walkable, 
human scaled, and diverse in population: that balance 
cars with transit; that reinforce local history; that are 
adaptable; and that support a rich public life. Urbanism 
can come in many forms, scales, locations, and 
densities. Many of  our traditional villages, streetcar 
suburbs, country towns, and historic cities are “urban” 
by this definition. Urbanism often resides beyond our 
 downtowns. 

While urbanism will vary by geography, culture, 
and economy, traditional urbanism always manifests 
the vitality, complexity, and intimacy that defined our 
finest cities and towns for centuries. By this definition 
suburbs can be “urban” if  they are walkable and mixed 
use, and cities can easily be the reverse—just visit any 
central city “urban renewal” district. Traditional 
urbanism is not just a central city location, a historic 
district, a downtown, or a “phase” we passed over; it is 
an evolving platform for our most essential needs—
and at this moment in history it is fundamental to 
shaping a sustainable  future. 

The solution to the climate change and energy 
challenge does not necessarily pit suburb versus city; 
rather it requires their reintegration into sustainable 
regional forms . . . [B]oth must co-evolve into more 
integrated forms, establishing a seamless  interface. 

Certainly cities are green. On a per capita basis, 
they require less land, less auto travel, and less energy 
and they emit less carbon. But this message may well 
oversimplify the complex multilayered urban and 
regional strategies that are key to our future. More 
than stand-alone “sustainable communities” or even 
“green cities,” we now need “sustainable regions”—
places that carefully blend a broad range of  techno- 
logies, settlement patterns, and lifestyles. Only a regio- 
nal plan can create a framework for communities of  

differing scales and intensities, for transportation 
choices that can significantly offset auto dependence, 
and for environmental systems and green technologies 
that function at both the large and small scales. Whole 
systems design functions best at the regional  scale. 

Unfortunately urbanism so defined has been on the 
wane for the last half  century. Our cities and towns 
have been on a high-carbon diet—and our metro- 
politan regions have become, in short, obese. Oil is 
like a high-sugar and high-starch diet for cities; it 
expands the waistline without nourishing strength or 
resilience. Urban neighborhoods are like healthy diets: 
they build on unique places and local history, they use 
natural ingredients and mix them well, they tend 
toward local sources, and they are lean. America’s 
postwar suburbs are like fast food: their history and 
sense of  place trumped by mass production: their 
ingredients dominated by a few generic staples; their 
resources distant and large; and their infrastructure 
highly subsidized, Our urban footprint—its physical 
size and resource demands—has expanded in 
unsustainable ways for too  long. 

As a remedy, this book will advance the following 
propositions. First, that urbanism—compact and 
walkable development—will arise naturally if  the 
built-in bias of  our current infrastructure investments, 
financial structures, zoning norms, and public policies 
is reformed. Second, that such urbanism, when mixed 
with simple conservation technologies, can have a 
major impact in reducing carbon emissions and 
energy demand. Third, that urbanism is the most cost-
effective solution to climate change, more so than 
most renewable technologies. And finally, that urban-
ism’s many collateral benefits—economic, social, and 
environmental—enhance its desirability and econom-
ics. In short, urbanism is the foundation for a low- 
carbon future and is our least-cost  option. 

This book specifically focuses on the United States’ 
unique opportunities and challenges regarding climate 
change. Since 1850, the United States has contributed 
close to 30 percent of  the globe’s cumulative carbon 
emissions—more than any other country and more 
than the entire European Union. We represent a 
disproportionate share of  the problem and therefore 
have a special obligation for leadership and change. 
Moreover, a U.S. solution would demonstrate a low-
carbon future married to middle-class prosperity, a 

From Urbanism in the Age of  Climate Change by Peter Calthorpe. Copyright © 2011 Peter Calthorpe. Reproduced 
by permission of  Island Press, Washington,  DC. 
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model of  a sustainable future that affords both 
economic development and environmental  frugality. 

Too often we see this challenge only in technical 
terms, within the domain of  industrial efficiencies, 
new power generation sources, or green technologies. 
Instead, I will attempt to paint a picture of  a future that 
sees climate change and energy through the lens of  
lifestyles, land use, urbanism, and, most significantly, 
design of  the metropolitan  region. 

But it is not just the threat of  climate change or the 
depletion of  energy resources that will dramatically 
redirect our patterns of  settlement. The lines of  
pressure are converging from many directions: limits 
of  environmentally rich land and clean water are 
being felt throughout the country; shifts in family size 
and workforce are changing our social structure; 
issues of  environmental and personal health are 
mounting; costs of  capital and time are reordering 
investments; and, not least, a new search for identity, 
community, and a sense of  place is motivating many 
peoples’ lives. It is my thesis that a future that responds 
to all of  these pressures will also best address the 
climate change  crisis. 

In fact, these wide-ranging environmental, social 
and economic challenges should not, and realistically 
cannot, be resolved individually. I have always been 
suspicious of  single-issue causes—no matter how 
worthy—mostly because they are often blind to both 
unintended consequences and important collateral 
benefits. Urbanism’s effects reverberate well beyond 
carbon emissions, and that is exactly why it can 
become such a powerful solution to the climate change 
challenge: it is propelled by many other needs. The 
economics of  urbanism reach from simple infrastruc-
ture and energy savings to public health, affordable 
housing, and land conservation. In addition, it involves 
more qualitative outcomes that relate to social capital, 
economic equity, and quality of  life. Perhaps the most 
important contribution of  this book will be to quantify 
many of  the co-benefits that complement the carbon 
reductions of  a more sustainable urban  form. 

* * *

The great recession of  2008, and its underlying real 
estate meltdown, was more than just a crisis of  credit 
structures and banking policies. It was a manifestation 
of  a deeper reality: that many of  our communities  
and lifestyles are unsustainable—too auto dependent, 
too land intensive, too isolated, and, in the end, too 

expensive to own and operate. Our development 
patterns became as toxic as the financial structures 
that underwrote them. In plain fact, our land use 
patterns were, and still remain, precariously out of  
sync with our most profound economic, social, and 
environmental  needs. 

URBaNiSM aNd CLiMaTe  ChaNGe 

I take as a given that climate change is an imminent 
threat and potentially catastrophic—the science is 
now clear that we are day by day contributing to our 
demise. In addition, I believe that an increase in fuel 
costs due to declining oil reserves is also inevitable. 
The combination of  these two global threats pre- 
sents an economic and environmental challenge of  
unparalleled proportions—and, lacking a response, 
the potential for dire consequences. These challenges 
will in turn bring into urgent focus the way our 
buildings, towns, cities, and regions shape our lives 
and our environmental footprint. Beyond a transition 
to clean energy sources, I believe that urbanism—
compact, diverse, and walkable communities—will 
play a central role in addressing these twin threats. In 
fact, responding to climate change and our coming 
energy challenge without a more sustainable form of  
urbanism will be  impossible. 

Many deny either the timing or the reality of  these 
challenges. They argue that global demand for oil will 
not outstrip production and that climate change is 
overstated, nonexistent, or somehow not related to our 
actions. Setting aside such debates, this book accepts 
the premise that both climate change and peak oil are 
pressing realities that need aggressive  solutions. 

The two challenges are deeply linked. The science 
tells us that if  we are to arrest climate change, our goal 
for carbon emissions should be just 20 percent of  our 
1990 level by 2050. That, combined with a projected 
U.S. population increase of  130 million people means 
each person in 2050 would need to be emitting on 
average just 12 percent of  his or her current 
greenhouse gases (GHG)—what I will call here the 
“12% Solution.” If  we can achieve the 12% Solution  
to offset climate change, we will simultaneously 
reduce our fossil-fuel dependence and demonstrate  
a sustainable model of  prosperity. Such a low-carbon 
future will inherently reduce oil demands at rates that 
will allow a smoother transition to alternative fuels—
and the next  economy. 
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In addition to these twin environmental challenges, 
the United States has two other systemic forces  
to reckon with in the next generation: an aging 
population and a more diverse middle class with less 
wealth. We are now a country in which a third of  the 
population are baby boomers or older and less than a 
quarter are traditional families with kids. And for the 
past decade, median income has actually fallen; in 
fact, the typical American household saw its inflation-
adjusted income decline by more than $2,000 
between 1999 and 2008. So, at the same time that we 
must respond to climate change and rising energy 
costs, we must also adjust our housing stock to fit a 
changing demographic and find a more frugal form 
of   prosperity. 

Such a transformation will require deep change, 
not just in energy sources, technology, and conser- 
vation measures but also in urban design, culture, and 
lifestyles, More than just deploying green technologies 
and adjusting our thermostats, it will involve rethinking 
the way we live and the underlying form of  our com- 
munities. The good news is that our environmental, 
social, and economic challenges have a shared solution 
in urbanism. Shaping regions that reduce oil depen- 
dence simultaneously reduces carbon emissions, 
costs less for the average household, and creates 
healthy, integrated places for our seniors: one solution 
for multiple  challenges. 

The urban solution involves both technology and 
design. For example, we will need to dramatically 
reduce the number of  miles we drive as well as develop 
less carbon intensive vehicles. It will mean living and 
working in buildings that demand significantly less 
energy as well as powering them with renewable 
sources. It will involve the kinds of  food we eat, the 
kinds of  homes we build, the ways travel and the kinds 
of  communities we inhabit. It will certainly involve 
giving up the idea of  any single “silver bullet” solution 
(whether solar or nuclear, conservation or carbon 
capture, adaptation or mitigation) and understanding 
that such a transformation will involve all of  the 
above—and, perhaps most important, that they are all 
 interdependent. 

In fact, the viability of  new technologies and clean 
energy sources will depend on the success of  our 
conservation efforts at the regional, community, and 
building scales, which in turn will be determined by 
our basic lifestyles and the urban forms that support 
our changing demographics, The key will be designing 
the right mix of  strategies, a “whole systems” rather 

than a “checklist” approach to climate change, energy, 
and  economics. 

There are three interdependent approaches to 
these nested challenges: lifestyle, conservation, and 
clean energy, Lifestyle involves hew we live—the way 
we get around, the size of  our homes, the foods we cat, 
and the quantity of  goods we consume. These depend 
in turn on the type of  communities we build and the 
culture we inhabit—degrees of  urbanism. Conser- 
vation revolves around technical efficiencies—in our 
buildings, cars, appliances, utilities, and industrial 
systems—as well as preserving the natural resources 
that support us all, our global forests, ocean ecologies, 
and farmlands. These conservation measures are 
simple, they save money, and they are possible now. 
The third fix, clean energy, is what we have been most 
focused on: new technologies for solar, wind, wave, 
geothermal, biomass, and even a new generation of  
nuclear power or fusion. These energy sources are 
sexy, they are relatively expensive, and they will be 
available sometime soon. All three approaches will be 
essential, but here I focus on the first two—lifestyle 
and conservation—because they are, in the end, our 
most cost effective and easily available  tools. 

The intersection of  lifestyle and conservation is 
urbanism. Consider that in the United States industry 
represents 29 percent of  our GHG emissions; agricul- 
ture and other non-energy-related activities, just  
9 percent; and freight and planes, another 9 percent. 
This 47 percent total represents the GHG emissions of  
the products we buy, the food we eat, the embodied 
energy of  all our possessions, and all the shipp- 
ing involved in getting them to us. The remaining  
53 percent depends on the nature of  our buildings  
and personal transportation system—the realm of  
urbanism. As a result, urbanism, along with a simple 
combination of  transit and more efficient buildings and 
cars, can deliver much of  our needed GHG  reductions. 

Perhaps just as important as greenhouse gas 
reductions and oil savings is the fact that urbanism 
generates a fortuitous web of  co-benefits—it is our 
most potent weapon against climate change because 
it does so much more. Urbanism’s compact forms 
lead to less land consumed and more farmland, parks, 
habitat, and open space preserved. A smaller urban 
footprint results in less development costs and fewer 
miles of  roads, utilities and services to build and main- 
tain, which then leads to fewer impervious surfaces. 
less polluted storm runoff, and more water directed 
back into  aquifers. 
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More compact development leads to lower 
housing costs as lower land and infrastructure costs 
affect sales prices and taxes. Urban development 
means a different mix of  housing types—fewer large 
single-family lots; more bungalows and townhomes—
but in the end provides more housing choices for a 
more diverse population. It means less private space 
but more shared community places—more efficient 
and less expensive overall. Urbanism is more suited to 
an aging population, for whom driving and yard 
maintenance are a growing burden, and for working 
families seeking lower utility bills and less time spent 
 commuting. 

Urbanism leads to fewer miles driven, which then 
leads to less gas consumed and less dependence on 
foreign oil supplies, less air pollution, less carbon 
emissions. Fewer miles also leads to less congestion, 
lower emissions, lower road construction and main- 
tenance costs, and fewer auto accidents. This then 
leads to lower health costs because of  fewer accidents 
and cleaner air, which is reinforced by more walking, 
bicycling, and exercising, which in turn contributes to 
lower obesity rates. And more walking leads to more 
people on the streets, safer neighborhoods, and 
perhaps stronger  communities. 

The feedback loops go on. More urban develop- 
ment means more compact buildings—less energy 
needed to heat and cool, lower utility bills, less 
irrigation water, and, once again, less carbon in the 
atmosphere. This then leads to lower demands on 
electric utilities and fewer new power plants, which 
again results in less carbon and fewer costs. . . . 

But for the past fifty years, our economy and 
society have been operating on the premise that “more 
is more” and “bigger is better”: bigger homes, bigger 
yards, bigger cars with bigger engines, bigger budgets, 
bigger institutions, and, finally, bigger energy sources. 
In contrast, urbanism naturally tends toward a “small 
is beautiful” philosophy. This then involves trade-offs: 
less private space but perhaps a richer public realm; 
less private security but perhaps a safer community; 
less auto mobility but more convenient transit. Com- 
pact development does mean smaller yards, fewer 
cars, and less private space for some. On the other 
hand, it can dramatically reduce everyday costs and 
leave more time for family and community. The 
question is not which is right and which is wrong or 
that it must be all one way or the other—urban ism 
works best with blends. The question is how such 
trade-offs fit with our emerging demographics, our 

desires, our needs, our economic means—and 
perhaps our sense of  what a good life really  is. 

URBaNiSM  exPaNded 

For many people, urban is a bad word that implies 
crime, congestion, poverty, and crowding. For them, it 
represents an environment that moves people  
away from a healthy connection with nature and  
the land. Its stereotype is the American ghetto, a 
crime-ridden concrete jungle that simultaneously 
destroys land, community, and human potential. The 
reaction to this stereotype has been a middle-class 
retreat into the closeted world of  single-family lots 
and gated subdivisions in the suburbs. As a result, 
much of  the last half  century’s planning has been 
directed toward depopulating cities whether through 
the satellite towns of  Europe or the suburbs of  
 America. 

But, for many others, the word urban represents 
economic opportunity, culture, vitality, innovation, 
and community. This positive reading is now manifest 
in the revitalized centers of  many of  our historic cities. 
In these core areas, the public domain with its parks, 
walkable streets, commercial centers, arts, and institu- 
tions is once again becoming rich and vibrant, valued 
and desirable. There is new life in many city centers 
and their public places, from cafes and plazas to urban 
parks and museums ultimately drawing people back 
to the  city. 

In fact, since 2000, many of  our major cities have 
increased their share of  new home construction while 
their region’s suburbs have declined. For example, in 
2008, Portland issued 38 percent of  all the building 
permits within its region, compared to an average of  9 
percent in the early 1990s; Denver accounted for  
32 percent, up from 5 percent; and Sacramento 
accounted for 27 percent, up from 9 percent. There is 
an even stronger trend toward urban redevelopment  
in the largest metropolitan regions. New York City 
accounted for 63 percent of  the building permits 
issued within its region. By comparison, the city 
averaged about 15 percent of  regional building permits 
during the early 1990s. Similarly, Chicago now accounts 
for 45 percent of  the building permits within its  
region, up from just 7 percent in the early 1990s. This 
represents a dramatic turnaround as cities regain their 
roles as centers of  innovation, social mobility, artistic 
creativity, and economic  opportunity. 
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Urbanism of  this caliber is desirable but, unfor- 
tunately, too often limited and very expensive. A home 
in the metropolitan center is, in some places, the most 
valuable in the region—an economic signal of  just 
how desirable good urban places can be. In such cities 
as New York, Portland, Seattle, or Washington, DC, 
urban residences command a premium of  40 to 200 
percent per square foot over their suburban alternative. 
Meanwhile, in our ghettos and first-ring suburbs, the 
working poor—and now even the middle class—are 
suffering and struggling. Urbanism is again proving its 
value: but if  in limited supply, it soon can become too 
 valuable. 

At the same time, the bread-and-butter subdivi- 
sions at the metropolitan fringe experienced the 
greatest fall in value during the 2008 housing bust. 
Their physical environments along with their econo- 
mic opportunities, cost of  transportation, and social 
structures are becoming more and more stressed. 
Many economic and social factors are at work in this 
equation, but certainly a better form of  urbanism is 
one necessary component of  the renewal we need. 
But first, a clear definition of  urbanism is  needed. 

Much confusion surrounds the differences bet- 
ween suburbs, sprawl, and what I mean by urbanism. 
Suburbs are not always sprawl and can be urban in 
many ways. Sprawl is a specific land use pattern of  
single-use zones, typically made up of  subdivisions, 
office parks, and shopping centers strung together by 
arterials and highways. It is a landscape based on the 
automobile. We all know it when we see it; nevertheless, 
much of  the debate about sprawl and urbanism is rife 
with  misrepresentations. 

For example, sprawl is typically described as 
discontinuous developments that wastefully hops- 
cotch across the landscape. But healthy forms of  
suburban growth can also be discontinuous, as villages 
and towns with greenbelt separations demonstrate. 
Suburbs are criticized for their low densities, as if  we 
should abolish single family homes and yards, but 
many great urban places integrate a full range of  
densities, from large-lot mansions and single-family 
homes to bungalows and town homes. The classic 
streetcar suburbs of  the turn of  the twentieth century 
were not sprawl—they were walkable, diverse in use, 
transit oriented and compact—but they were relatively 
low density and outside the city center, in a word 
“suburban.” Conversely, urban renewal programs 
transformed decaying urban districts into denser 
versions of  suburban sprawl, substituting superblocks 

and arterials for walkable streets and single-income 
projects for complex, mixed-use  neighborhoods. 

It is the quality of  the place that is most significant 
in sprawl: its relentless parking lots and oversized 
roads, uniform tracks of  houses, isolated office parks, 
strip commercial areas, and, above all, its near total 
dependence on the car. To be against sprawl is not to 
be against suburbs or small towns. All suburbs are not 
sprawl, and unfortunately, not all sprawl is  suburban. 

Traditional urbanism has three essential qualities: 
(1) a diverse population and range of  activities, (2) a 
rich array of  public spaces and institutions, and  
(3) human scale in its buildings, streets, and neigh- 
borhoods. Most of  our built environment, from city to 
suburb, manifested these traits prior to World War II. 
Now, most suburbs succeed in contradicting each 
trait; public space is withering for lack of  investment, 
people and activities are segregated by simplistic 
zoning, and human scale is sacrificed to a ubiquitous 
accommodation of  the  car. 

None of  these urban design principles are new. 
Jane Jacobs postulated a similar definition of  urbanism 
in her landmark 1961 work The Death and Life of  Great 
American Cities. The difference here is that urban issues 
are also being considered in the context of  climate 
change and environmental protection. In fact, one can 
arrive at the same design conclusions from the criteria 
of  conservation, environmental quality, and energy 
efficiency that Jacobs located largely by social and 
cultural needs. By investigating the technologies and 
formal systems scaled for limited resources, climate 
change concerns add a new and critical element to 
Jacobs’ rationale. If  traditional urbanism and sustain- 
able development can truly reduce our dependence on 
foreign oil, limit pollution and greenhouse gases, and 
create socially robust places, they not only will become 
desirable but will be  inevitable. 

To Jacobs’ three traditional urban values of  civic 
space, human scale, and diversity, the current environ- 
mental imperative adds two more: conservation and 
regionalism. Although the traditional city was by 
necessity energy and resource efficient, it commonly 
showed a destructive disregard for nature and habitat 
that would be inappropriate today. Bays were filled, 
wetlands drained, streams and rivers diverted, and key 
habitat destroyed. A green form of  urbanism should 
protect those critical environmental assets while 
reducing overall resource  demands. 

Indeed, the simple attributes of  urbanism are typi-
cally a more cost efficient environmental strategy than 
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many renewable technologies. For example, in many 
climates, a party wall is more cost effective than a solar 
collector in reducing a home’s heating needs. Well-
placed windows and high ceilings offer better lighting 
than efficient fluorescents in the office. A walk or a bike 
ride is certainly less expensive and less carbon inten-
sive than a hybrid car even at 50 MPG. A convenient 
transit line is a better investment than a “smart” 
highway system. A small cogenerating electrical plant 
that reuses its waste heat locally could save more 
carbon per dollar invested than a distant wind farm. A 
combination of  urbanism and green technology will be 
necessary, but the efficiency of  urbanism should 
precede the costs of  alternate technologies. As Amory 
Lovins of  the Rocky Mountain Institute famously 
advocates, a “nega-watt” of  conservation is always 
more cost effective than a watt of  new energy, renew-
able or not. Urban living in its many forms turns out to 
be the best type of   conservation. 

In addition, the idea of  “conservation” in urban 
design applies to more than energy, carbon, and the 
environment: it also implies preserving and repairing 
culture and history as well as ecosystems and 
resources. Conserving historic buildings, institu- 
tions, neighborhoods, and cultures is as essential to a 
vital, living urbanism as is preserving its ecological 
 foundations. 

Regionalism sets city and community into the 
contemporary reality of  our expanding metropolis. At 
this point in history, most of  our key economic, social, 
and environmental networks extend well beyond 
individual neighborhoods, jurisdictions, or even cities. 
Our cultural identity, open space resources, trans- 
portation networks, social links, and economic oppor- 
tunities all function at a regional scale—as do many of  
our most challenging problems, including crime, 
pollution, and congestion. Major public facilities, such 
as sports venues, universities, airports, and cultural 
institutions, shape the social geography of  our regions 
as well as extend our local  lives. 

We all now lead regional lives, and our metropolitan 
form and governance need to reflect that new reality. 
In fact, urbanism can thrive only within the construct 
of  a healthy regional structure. The tradition of  
urbanism must be extended to an interconnected  
and interdependent regional network of  places, 
creating polycentric regions rather than a metropolis 
dominated by the old city/suburb  schism. 

This last point is critical to understanding urbanism 
and the climate change challenge. City life is not the 

only environmental option; a regional solution can 
offer a range of  lifestyles and community types 
without compromising our ecology. A well designed 
region, when combined with aggressive conservation 
strategies, extensive transit systems, and new green 
technologies, can offer many types of  sustainable 
lifestyles. New York City may have among the smallest 
carbon footprint per capita, but to solve the climate 
change crisis we do not all have to live in the  city. 

Identifying an appropriate balance among tech- 
nology, urban design, and regional systems in con- 
fronting climate change is now the critical challenge. 
As a greater percentage of  the world’s population 
increases its wealth, the definition of  prosperity will 
become critical. If  progress translates into the old 
American suburban lifestyle, we are all in trouble. If  
China and India adopt our development patterns—
auto-oriented, low-density lifestyles or even a high-
rise, high-density version of  the same—we will truly 
need breakthrough technologies to accommodate the 
demands, If  they develop an enlightened and indi- 
genous form of  urbanism, we all will have the oppor- 
tunity to address climate change in a less heroic and 
more cost effective  way. 

In fact, many developing countries are fast approach-
ing a tipping point of  urbanism. As auto ownership 
grows, the infrastructure to support it expands. Slowly 
at first, then in a landslide, the logic of  surface parking 
lots, low-density development, freeways, and malls 
becomes irresistible. As cars make remote destinations 
viable, the historic logic of  density and urbanism erodes 
and the economics of  single-use, low density suburbs 
grows. The built environment shifts to focus on auto 
mobility in ways that are hard to reverse—and with this 
shift urban culture dies. Traditional landscapes and 
neighborhoods are demolished at astonishing rates to 
make way for what is now seen as modern. Certainly, 
we cannot romanticize or literally replicate the complex 
historic urban fabric of, say, the Hutong in Beijing, but 
we can learn from  it. 

At the center of  energy and carbon problems in the 
United States (and in many developing countries in 
the not-too-distant future) is transportation. It repre- 
sents almost a third of  current U.S. GHG emissions 
and is the fastest-growing segment. As industry 
becomes more efficient and jobs continue to shift 
toward an information economy, transportation 
becomes a more dominant  issue. 

It seems obvious that the more we spread out, the 
more we must drive. But the numbers are still startling. 
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From 1980 to 2005, average miles driven per person 
increased by 50 percent in the United States, a change 
that can be linked to the nearly 20 percent increase in 
land consumed per person over roughly the same 
period. By comparison, Portland, Oregon, with its 
regional focus on transit and walkable neighborhoods, 
has seen a reduction in vehicle miles traveled per 
capita since the mid-1990s. At the same time that it 
reduced auto dependence, the Portland region has 
preserved valuable farmlands and provided a widening 
range of  housing options. Short of  such regional 
efforts, even a doubling of  auto efficiency will not 
keep up with the typical growth in sprawl-induced 
travel. We cannot solve the carbon emission problem 
without changing our travel behavior, and to do that an 
alternative to our auto-dominated communities is 
 essential. 

The good news is that truly great urban places also 
happen to be the most environmentally benign form 
of  human settlement and are at the heart of  a green 
future. Cities and urban places produce the smallest 
carbon footprint on a per capita basis. New Yorkers, 
for example, emit just a third of  the GHG of  the 
average American. In addition, it is generally accepted 
that population growth in developing countries drops 
as a rural population urbanizes. Urbanism therefore 
leads to fewer people consuming fewer resources and 
emitting less GHG at a global scale. Urbanism is a 
climate change antibiotic and our most affordable 
solution to foreign oil dependence. Urbanism is, in 
fact, our single most potent weapon against climate 
change, rising energy costs, and environmental 
 degradation. 

Yet our towns, cities, and regions cannot be shaped 
around a single issue like climate change or peak oil, 
no matter how critical they may be. Urban design is 
part art, social science, political theory, engineering, 
geography, and economics. I believe it is necessarily 
all of  the above—urban design cannot and should not 
be reduced to any single metric. In the end, great 
urban places are qualitative: they are ultimately 
defined by the coherence of  their public places, the 
diversity of  their population, and the opportunity they 
create for our collective aspirations. We will never 
treasure our cities and towns just because they are  
low carbon, energy efficient, or even economically 
abundant; we will treasure them only when we come 
to love them as places—as vessels of  our cultural 
identities, stages for our social interaction, and lands- 
capes for our personal narratives. But that does not 

mean that they should not also play a critical role in 
the climate change  challenge. 

URBaNiSM aNd GReeN  TeChNOLOGy 

. . . [W]e need to find the simple, elegant solutions that 
are based on conservation before we introduce 
complex technology, even if  it is  green. 

We need to focus, ironically, on ends, not means. 
For example, in passive solar buildings, focusing on 
the end goal (thermal comfort) rather than the means 
(heating air) changed the design approach dramatically. 
It turns out that human comfort has more to do with 
surrounding surface temperatures than with air 
temperature in a building, so massive walls that absorb 
and store the sun’s gentle heat also provide a more 
comfortable environment without all the hot air. Or, if  
lighting is the goal, electricity and bulbs are just one 
potential means; a building that welcomes daylight is 
the simple, elegant solution—even better than a com- 
plex system of  wind farms generating green electrons 
for efficient fixtures. Likewise, the goal of  transportation 
is access, not movement or mobility per se; movement 
is a means, not the end. So, bringing destinations 
closer together is a simpler, more elegant solution than 
assembling a new fleet of  electric cars and the acres 
of  solar collectors needed to power them. Call it 
“passive urbanism.” 

Once demands are reduced by passive urbanism, 
the next step is to add technology. Green urbanism is 
what you get when you combine the best of  traditional 
urbanism with renewable energy sources, advanced 
conservation techniques, new green technologies, and 
integrated services and utilities. All the inherent bene- 
fits of  urbanism can be amplified by a new generation 
of  ecological design, smart grids, climate-responsive 
buildings, low-carbon or electric cars, and next-
generation transit  systems. 

These technologies function in differing ways at 
differing scales. There are three scales of  such green 
technology: building, community, and utility. Building-
scale technologies are ecumenical; they can be 
applied in any form of  development, traditional urban 
or auto-oriented sprawl. Obviously, better building 
insulation, weatherization, and efficient appliances 
can be used in single-family subdivisions as well as in 
urban townhomes. So, too, can solar domestic hot 
water systems or photovoltaic cells. Efficient light 
bulbs make sense in any location, as do efficient 
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appliances. While bigger, less efficient buildings will 
cost more to green, such retrofits and new building 
standards are the starting point for any sustainable 
future—but not the final  solution. 

At the other end of  the spectrum are the centralized 
utility-scale systems. Shifting to massive renewable 
sources in remote locations will carry the burden of  
building equally massive distribution facilities. Such a 
“smart grid,” while essential to moving large quantities 
of  power to our cities from distant natural resource 
areas (wind, sun, geothermal), has a high capital cost 
and reduces efficiency because of  transmission line 
losses. These expenses are in addition to costs that 
are already consistently higher than those of  con- 
servation. Also, large-scale solar and wind operations 
can create big environmental footprints, as large tracts 
of  virgin land are  developed. 

What are the real needs for large utility-scale 
renewable energy sources? It depends on the type of  
communities we plan and how we build them. If  we 
add the travel demand of  an average single-family 
home in the United States to the energy needed to 
heat, cool, and power the home, the total is just under 
400 million Btu (British thermal units) per year (this 
includes the source energy typically left out of  these 
calculations: the embodied energy of  cars, the energy 
to produce the gasoline, and the wasted energy to 
produce the home’s electricity). Assume for argument 
that weatherization and greening this home can 
reduce building energy consumption by 30 percent 
and that the family buys new cars with 50 percent 
better mileage. The result is a 32 percent overall 
energy reduction—not bad for “green sprawl.” In 
contrast, a typical townhome located in a walkable 
neighborhood (not necessarily downtown but near 
transit) without any solar panels or hybrid cars 
consumes 38 percent less energy than such a suburban 
single-family home. Traditional urbanism, even 
without green technology, is better than green  sprawl. 

Now add more building conservation measures, 
green technology, and better transit systems to the 
townhouse, and you get close to the results we will 
need in 2050. If  you move to a green townhome in a 
transit village, you will be consuming 58 percent less 
energy than on a large lot in the suburbs. If  you move 
to a green condo in the city, you will be saving  
73 percent when compared to the average single-
family home in a distant  suburb. 

The implications of  this for our power grid are 
massive. If  more families lived this way—say just a 

quarter moved from single-family lots to green 
townhomes—the generating capacity required for 
buildings in the nation would be reduced by over 
25,000 megawatts per year, eliminating the need for 
50 new 500-megawatt  plants. 

At $1.3 million per megawatt of  installed capacity, 
that is more than $32 billion of  avoided capital cost  
for new power plants per year. The reduced fuel costs 
and environmental impacts are additional  benefits. 

The same is true for auto use. For example, satis- 
fying California’s need for more driving in a “Trend” 
future would result in around 183 billion additional 
auto miles per year in 2050 when compared to the 
more urban alternative. Some believe that if  we shifted 
to electric cars running on green electrons, the carbon 
problem could be solved, However, producing that 
many green electrons has a hidden hurdle: it would 
take 50,000 acres of  high-efficiency solar thermal 
plants, 130,000 acres of  photovoltaic panels, or 
860,000 acres of  wind farms (nearly thirty times the 
land area of  San Francisco) to power such a trans- 
portation system. This would present a giant environ- 
mental footprint no matter where it was placed. 
Ironically, the biggest barrier to such a green, if  not 
urban, solution may be environmentalists themselves, 
protesting lost desert landscapes or resisting impacts 
on bird populations by wind turbines (or even objecting 
to seeing the turbines on the horizon). 

At the middle of  the three scales, urbanism offers a 
better framework for more distributed community-
scale energy systems. In fact, there are important com-
munity-scale systems that can function only within an 
urban framework. One of  the most significant of  these 
technologies is the decentralized cogeneration electric 
power plant (called combined heat and power, or CHP). 
Such small-scale power plants can be coupled with dis-
trict heating and cooling systems to capture and use 
the generator’s waste heat in local buildings and indus-
try. Currently, for every watt of  energy delivered to a 
home, two thirds is lost as waste heat up the smoke-
stack and in transmission lines. Local cogeneration 
plants coupled with district heating and cooling 
systems can largely eliminate these inefficiencies. The 
waste heat is captured and reused, while the transmis-
sion losses are greatly reduced. Because of  this, it is 
estimated that cogeneration systems operate at around 
90 percent efficiencies whereas standard power plants 
average only 40  percent. 

Married to urban environments, cogeneration 
offers a cheap, time-tested alternative—one that has 



P E T E R   CA LT H O R P E 522

been employed by college campuses and European 
new towns for decades. There, small power plants arc 
placed close to dense neighborhoods and commercial 
centers, distributing waste heat underground to each 
building for hot water, cooling, and heating. These 
plants can burn almost any form of  renewable 
biomass, eliminating the energy-intensive process of  
converting valuable crops into biofuels or finding 
mechanisms to transform grass to gas. More interest- 
ing are a new generation of  “waste to energy” tech- 
nologies that not only produce green electricity and 
heat but also avoid the massive landfills and trucking 
costs of  typical garbage  systems. 

Typically, cogeneration systems are found in 
commercial applications where waste heat is used in 
an industrial process and the power generation 
balances with the electrical demand. It is estimated 
that in the industrial sector alone, “the potential for 
CHP generation is equivalent to the output of  40 
percent of  the coal fired generating plants in the US.” 
Utilizing similar systems in urban districts would add 
dramatically to this  potential. 

Sacramento built such a system in its downtown in 
the 1970s that burned “gasified” dead wood created 
by a Sierra Mountain beetle infestation—a net zero 
carbon system because it used only biomass. In 
addition, it had twice the efficiency of  a remote plant 
because its waste heat was used to run heaters and 
chillers for all the state office buildings in the district. 
But to be effective, such systems are dependent on 
urban densities and a balanced mix of  uses. Sprawl is 
not a candidate for district heating and cooling 
systems, as the costs of  moving the waste heat to 
scattered buildings are too high. However, mixed-use 
urban neighborhoods could top off  their energy needs 
with cogeneration in ways that greatly reduce costs 
and environmental impacts—easily creating zero net 
energy  communities. 

Water and waste systems also benefit from a 
community-scale approach. Sewer systems can take 
effluent and biologically recycle it into potable or 
irrigation water, usable biomass, and methane for 
cooking. Water demands can be offset by such gray- 
water recycling systems, drought-tolerant landscaping, 
and indigenous plantings. Stormwater detention and 
treatment can be decentralized to community-scaled 
parks and integrated as landscape features. Rather 
than channelizing streams and rivers, setbacks  
can allow habitat to coexist with flood protection  
and trails. As with energy systems, community-scaled 

water and waste systems can be ecologically inte- 
grated in ways that save costs, save carbon, and 
enhance  livability. 

TRaNSiT: The GReeNeST  TeChNOLOGy 

Of  course, the most important community-scale 
system dependent on urbanism is transit. It has long 
been known that density and transit ridership are 
linked, but it goes much deeper than that. The key to 
viable transit systems is not just density but walkability 
and mixed use—true urban places. If  people cannot 
walk the quarter mile to or from a station, chances are 
they will not use the transit. Conversely, if  they can 
easily run errands and coordinate trips on the way to 
or from a station, they are more likely to use transit. 
European data show that the percentage of  walk or 
bike trips always exceeds that of  transit trips—often 
by more than two to one; In fact, walking by itself  
constitutes 30 percent of  all trips in Great Britain 
(versus 9 percent transit), and in Sweden walk/bike 
trips are 34 percent of  the total (versus 11 percent 
transit). Transit supports and extends the pedestrian 
environment; transit is pedestrian dependent, not  
the other way around. The primary alternative to  
the car and all of  its environmental costs is the 
pedestrian environment and the walkable urbanism 
that supports  transit. 

A good transit system has many layers, from local 
buses to bus rapid transit and streetcars, from light rail 
to subways and commuter trains. They all feed into 
and reinforce one another, and they all depend on 
walkable urbanism at the origin and destination. The 
quality of  the interface from walking to transit, and 
from one form of  transit to the other, is central to 
displacing car trips and is the greenest technology that 
urbanism  provides. 

The relationship among transit, urbanism, travel 
behavior, and carbon emissions is complex but can be 
summarized with one key quantifiable metric, vehicle 
miles traveled—effectively, the amount we drive. VMT 
is determined by the number and distance of  trips we 
take, and our “mode split”—the percentage of  trips 
taken by various transportation modes such as  
walk, bike, car, carpool, or transit. Each household, 
depending on its location, income, and size, has  
an average VMT per year, which when combined  
with various auto technologies will generate its travel 
carbon  footprint. 
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Many factors affect VMT, and there are many 
complex models that simulate the travel behavior 
behind it. For example, the modal split among auto, 
walk/bike, and transit is affected by location and level 
of  transit service as well as how pedestrian friendly 
the streets are; the average length of  each type of  trip 
is affected by land use patterns and how closely 
destinations are located; the number of  trips per day is 
affected by household size; and auto ownership rate is 
affected by household income and size . . . The most 
significant variables in all this are the walking and 
transit opportunities of  urbanism, a compact develop- 
ment form, and land use patterns that bring desti- 
nations closer  together. 

The power of  place over travel behavior is 
demonstrated by mapping VMT per household across 
a region. While averages always lead us to stereotypes, 
different environments across any region reveal 
dramatically different travel behaviors, For example, in 
the San Francisco Bay Area, a typical household in the 
Russian Hill neighborhood of  San Francisco has an 
average VMT of  7,300 miles a year. This neighborhood 
averages only three stories but is dense by suburban 
standards; has a rich mix of  shops, restaurants, and 
services within walking distance; and is a short transit 
ride from downtown. Its walk score (an algorithm that 
awards points based on the distance to the closest 
amenity in several categories) is 98 out of  100—as 
good as it  gets. 

The Rockridge neighborhood in Oakland was 
created as a streetcar suburb back in the prewar days 
of  the Key Route Trolley system, which connected 
most of  the Bay Area until 1948. It is filled largely with 
bungalow and small-lot single-family homes but has 
small apartment buildings at corners and a wonderful 
mixed-use main street along with a BART (Bay Area 
Rapid Transit) train station at its center. The average 
household there drives about 12,200 miles a year and 
has a walk score of   74. 

Out in San Ramon, a low-density East Bay suburb 
without good transit connections, development 
patterns fit the standard sprawl paradigm, with 
isolated single-family subdivisions, strip commercial 
arterials, malls, and office parks. VMT for the average 
home there is around 30,000 miles a year, and the  
walk score is  46. 

So there is a four-to-one range in travel behavior 
over three neighborhoods in one region. They differ in 
density, mix of  uses, walkability, proximity to job 
centers, and level of  transit service. The density in 

Russian Hill is 62 units per acre, but home values are 
$555 per square foot. In Rockridge, the density 
averages 15 units per acre and values are $420 per 
square foot. Finally, in San Ramon, considered a very 
high end suburban community, the average density is 
3.4 units per acre and the value averages just $320 per 
square foot. The market itself  is telling us that walkable 
places have value and, as a bonus, can reduce our 
carbon emissions and oil dependence. So desirable is 
the walkable neighborhood that a 2009 study found 
that in cities like San Francisco and Chicago, moving 
from a household with a city’s median walkability to 
one at the 15th percentile would increase the unit’s 
value by over $30,000. The challenge, of  course, is to 
create walkable places as authentic and beautiful as 
Russian Hill and Rockridge that are  affordable. 

The point is that all of  these community-scale 
systems—whether power, water, waste, or transit—
need urbanism to be effective. Urbanism is essential 
for the viability of  community cogeneration systems 
and the savings they provide in energy  consumption. 

Denser, mixed-use development can provide the 
open space, community parks, and riparian setbacks 
needed by ecological water and waste recycling 
systems, and, of  course, transit depends on urbanism 
for its fundamental  viability. 

These community-scale systems built around 
urbanism are not intended to replace the emissions 
reductions of  efficient industrial processes, renewables 
in our utility portfolios, or better fuel standards for our 
cars. It is just that those supply-side strategies alone 
will not take us far enough quickly enough—and they 
come at a large cost premium. The combination of  
transit-served urbanism and green technology at the 
community scale is essential to complete the  picture. 

All of  this discussion boils down to some simple 
choices in community building. One alternative simply 
extends our current land use patterns, architectural 
types, everyday aesthetics, and civic habits. As one 
example of  this, imagine a room with a low-hung 
ceiling, sealed windows, and fluorescent lights; within 
a building with a mirror glass skin, set behind a parking 
lot off  a six-lane arterial; in a zone of  commercial 
development making up part of  a suburb of  subdivi- 
sions, shopping centers, and office parks connected 
by a freeway to a metropolis of  decaying inner-city 
neighborhoods, struggling first-ring suburbs, exclusive 
suburban enclaves, failing school systems, and 
underfunded civic programs. This would seem like a 
biased contrivance if  it were not so  commonplace. 
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The other choice involves a quality of  place making 
we seem to have lost touch with. It could be described 
as a room with high ceilings filled with natural light and 
breezes; in a building wrapping a courtyard and lining a 
street; in a neighborhood with tree-lined avenues, 
village greens, and local shops; making up a part of  a 
city filled with streetcars, public squares, parks. and 
cultural districts; providing the focus of  a metropolis 
with a constellation of  many varied towns and cities 
connected by transit, growing economic networks, 

cultural institutions, and social opportunity, This also 
may seem like a biased contrivance, but it has been 
realized in some significant U.S. metro  areas. 

In both models, each layer is interdependent and 
connected by deep-rooted economic, policy, and 
social systems. Each is a complex that cannot easily 
exist piece by piece but nests layer by layer into a self-
reinforcing “whole system.” Certainly, the future will 
be a mix of  these two extremes, but the question is: in 
what  proportions? 



“hybrid Planning Cultures:  
The Search for the Global  
Cultural Commons” 
from Comparative Planning Cultures (2005) 

Bishwapriya  Sanyal 

ediTOR’S  iNTROdUCTiON 

Planners in different nations have influenced urban, regional, and national planning in different ways and to 
different extents at different times since modern planning emerged at the beginning of the twentieth century. This 
selection, by MIT Urban Studies and Planning professor Bishwapriya Sanyal (who is originally from India) 
provides an overview of theoretical ideas and specific information on the planning cultures of Australia, China, 
France, Great Britain, Japan, Mexico City, Iran, and the  Netherlands. 

Sanyal argues that “planning culture” helps explain the huge variation in what planners in different countries 
do and how influential they are. He concludes that planning cultures are not immutable – they evolve with social, 
political, and economic changes both within and outside national territory. Today global interconnections in trade, 
capital flows, labor migration, and technological connectivity are challenging previously dominant planning 
cultures and leading to the formation of new planning cultures that combine both old and new elements: what 
Sanyal terms “hybrid” planning  cultures. 

Reflecting on the information on individual countries and their own global experience, two of the world’s most 
influential contemporary planning theorists – John Friedman and Manuel Castells – outline competing theoretical 
propositions about comparative planning cultures. Castells, who focuses on the relationship between information 
technology and urban planning, argues that all countries must respond to the changes that the revolution in 
information technology is causing. But Castells rejects the extreme view that this will homogenize planning and 
all countries will do urban planning in the same way. For Castells, this is unrealistic and undesirable. Indeed, one 
of the impacts he has noted is increasing power of local, rather than national, governments. This may lead to even 
more variation in planning cultures in the future. Friedmann takes a somewhat different approach. He distinguishes 
between industrialized, industrializing, and transitional economies and posits that it is the level of economic 
development that has the greatest impact on a nation’s planning  culture. 

This selection pairs nicely with Peter Hall’s selection on “The City of Theory” that opened this part of The City 
Reader (p. 431). Sanyal revisits many of the paradigm shifts in Western urban planning theory that Hall described 
and augments them with his own interpretations and a description of how they have played out in the non-
Western world. For example during what Hall calls the “golden years” of Western urban planning – from the end 
of World War II until about 1968 – planners in developing countries also experience “golden years,” but in a 
different context and for different reasons. The rational planning model was ascendant. Planners (and others who 
relied on planners) believed that they possessed unique expertise to solve problems using the rational planning 
model. Freed of colonial domination, many planners in developing countries were optimistic about the future. 
With national development a top priority and expertise in short supply, governments in many developing countries 
looked to the small group of planners (many educated in the West) for solutions. Planning cultures in developing 
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countries borrowed ideas from the West, but applied them in a different context. And within developing countries 
there were significant cultural variations. Former French, colonies, for example, tended to have more centralized 
planning systems than former English colonies, reflecting the colonial legacy of the  countries. 

Planners in developing countries also prepared master plans similar to the master and general plans that 
Edward J. Kaiser and David R. Godschalk describe (p. 445), but adapted them to local conditions. While urban 
planning was never very well-funded in the West and the number of qualified urban planners has always been 
arguably too low, this was much more true in developing countries. A small number of planners faced enormous 
challenges with limited resources. Land use plans were important, but only as good as resources  permitted. 

Sanyal discusses what Hall calls “the Marxist ascendency” only tangentially. Disgusted with the Vietnam War 
and American imperialism, denial of American Blacks’ basic civil rights, and American materialism, many young 
American planners turned to the writings of Karl Marx for theory about how cities should be planned. So did 
planners in Europe, such as David Harvey (p. 270), who was born in England, and Manuel Castells (p. 229), who 
fled from Franco’s Spain to France and quickly established his reputation as a neo-Marxist urban theorist. In the 
non-Western world, Marxism was already ascendant in Maoist China and other communist and socialist regimes. 
There the planning cultures were dramatically different from the West. Rather than a fringe intellectual movement, 
in Russia and Eastern Europe, Marxist-Leninist ideology shaped urban planning. Many developing countries 
looked to the Soviet Union’s authoritarian, centralized, economic planning for inspiration. Their dominant concern 
was class equality rather than racial and gender equity, and at a time when idealistic young Western planners 
were anti-materialists, Marxist and neo-Marxist urban planners wanted to build economies that would provide 
goods and services comparable to developed Western countries. Almost everywhere, communist and socialist 
countries made economic development their top priority. They devoted much of their gross domestic product 
(GDP) to building heavy industry and modernizing agriculture rather than producing consumer goods. Communist 
countries like North Korea and Cuba, China (which now seeks to build market socialism), and formerly communist 
countries wanted (and still want) the material goods privileged Western academics take for granted. At the time 
neo-Marxism was ascendant in the West, the failures of centralized planning and a backlash against 
authoritarianism were already beginning to arise, though as Tingwei Zhang (p. 687) points out, this occurred in 
China only after Mao Zedong’s death in 1976. Today virtually every country, with the exception of North Korea 
and Cuba, has rejected the Soviet planning  model. 

About 1968 the paradigm shift Hall describes in the West also hit developing countries, but in different ways 
and for different reasons. As in the West, planners in developing countries drew fire from critics who argued that 
their approach to planning was too technocratic, elitist, centralized, bureaucratic, pseudoscientific, and 
hegemonic. Calls arose for more “bottom-up” and “people-oriented” planning. Theory by insurgent Western 
planners like Paul Davidoff (p. 481) and Sherry Arnstein (p. 279) resonated in developing countries. As a result, 
planning processes in many countries became more open and transparent, and plans began to pay more 
attention to issues other than economic development such as racial and class equity, livability, and environmental 
protection. Non-Western planners increasingly adopted a gender perspective as Daphne Spain and other 
feminist planners advocated (p. 193). These positive developments made for better planning and better plans. 
But planners’ loss of credibility generally meant there was less funding for planning and plans were less likely to 
be  followed. 

Initially after World War II, Sanyal argues, both developed Western countries and countries in the developing 
world agreed that the top priority was to make the global economy work by lowering costs of production and 
accumulation of capital, though disagreement about how best to do this led to different planning cultures in 
different countries. As Western economies slowed down and socialist economies stagnated, developing 
countries responded with new planning strategies: neo-liberal stabilization, liberalization, and often privatization. 
The slowdown of Western economies and the rise of neoliberalism since the early 1980s that David Harvey 
describes (p. 270) and its impact on planning theory and practice was also felt in the developing world, but in 
ways quite different from the West. As economic growth in the UK, US, and other developed economies slowed, 
politicians led by Margaret Thatcher in Great Britain and Ronald Reagan in the United States swept into power 
with tough pro-free-market neoliberal agendas. The neoliberals were strongly opposed to government planning 
of any kind and central government support for planning evaporated. (Margaret Thatcher simply abolished the 



S
I
X

“ H Y B R I D  P L A N N I N G  C U LT U R E S ” 527

iNTROdUCTiON 

Are there significant variations in the ways planners  
in different nations have influenced urban, regional, 
and national development? Do such variations arise 
from differences in planning cultures, meaning the 
collective ethos and dominant attitude of  professional 
planners in different nations toward the appropriate 
roles of  the state, market forces, and civil society in 
urban, regional, and national development? How are 

such professional cultures formed? Are they indige-
nous and immutable, or do they evolve with social, 
political, and economic changes both within and 
outside the national territory? Particularly relevant for 
our times is the intensification of  global interconnec-
tion in trade, capital flows, labor migration, and tech-
nological connectivity and its effect on national 
planning cultures. Are there signs that previously 
dominant planning cultures are being challenged as a 
result of  such interconnection? And, if  so, are such 

leftist London Council – the planning department for the London Region!) In the developing world, neo-liberal 
regimes adopted similar  policies. 

Writing in 2005, before the global economic crisis that began in late 2007, Sanyal argues that neo-liberal 
planning policies had not succeeded. Information technology did not produce sustained economic growth in 
developed countries; nor had it brought people of the world closer together. They greatly increased income 
inequality. Since this selection was written, problems with the neo-liberal agenda have become much more 
apparent. At the time this is written in January, 2015, the economic condition and probable futures of many 
countries – developed, developing, and transitional – remain  unclear. 

Sanyal’s article is rich in insights and varying perspectives. It provides a much more nuanced interpretation of 
how planning is affected by culture. Sanyal rejects cultural essentialism – the idea that culture is stable, 
homegrown, pure, and immutable. Over the past fifty years planning cultures have evolved with social, political, 
and economic influences, both internal and external. As a result Sanyal concludes that most planning cultures 
are “hybrids,” blending ideas from other parts of the world together and adapting them to local culture. He 
concludes that the threat that urban planning theory and practice will be homogenized is exaggerated. None of 
the eleven case studies in his book titled Comparative Planning Cultures found much evidence of that. It appears 
likely that planning cultures will continue to evolve – sometimes in positive ways; sometimes in negative ways. 
How urban planning is done in different countries will likely remain extremely varied in the  future. 

This selection is an edited version of “Hybrid Planning Cultures: The Search for the Global Cultural Commons,” 
the first chapter of Bishwapriya Sanyal (ed.), Comparative Planning Cultures (London and New York: Routledge, 
2005). In addition to Sanyal’s overview, Comparative Planning Cultures contains theoretical chapters by John 
Friedman, the dean of Amercian planning theorists, and Manuel Castells, currently a communications professor 
at the Annenberg School of Communications, and ten case study chapters describe the planning cultures of 
Australia, China, France, Great Britain, Japan, Mexico City, Iran, and the  Netherlands. 

Bishwapriya Sanyal is a Ford International Professor of Urban Development and Planning and Director of the 
Special Program in Urban and Regional Studies (SPURS)/Humphrey Fellows Program at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT), where he has taught since 1984. He served as the Head of the Department of 
Urban Studies and Planning from 1994 to 2002 and was the Chair of the Faculty at MIT from 2007 to 2009. 
From 2010 to 2012, he served as head of the International Development Group within the department. He is one 
of the founders of the Global Planning Educators Interest Group (GPEIG) within the Association of Collegiate 
Schools of Planning (ACSP), the professional association of North American planning schools. Professor Sanyal 
is currently director of the Comprehensive Initiative for Technology Evaluation (CITE) – a major project to evaluate 
technologies for the poor sponsored by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). 
Sanyal has long held an interest in international planning education and is currently heading an effort to create 
the first private university of urban and regional planning in India and developing two edited volumes – Hidden 
Successes and A History of Planning Ideas. Professor Sanyal received a BArch degree from the Indian Institute 
of Technology in Kharagpur, India, an MS in Urban Planning from the University of Kansas at Lawrence, and a 
PhD in Urban and Regional Planning from the University of California at Los Angeles in  1976. 
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challenges leading to the formation of  new, radically 
different planning  cultures? 

. . . [N]ations vary by degrees of  urbanization  
and industrialization. The United States, the United 
Kingdom, the Netherlands, Japan, and Australia are 
relatively more industrialized and urbanized than 
China, India, Indonesia, Iran, and Mexico, which are 
industrializing countries. . . . [N]ations also vary in 
terms of  their established political systems. On one 
end are the United Kingdom, the United States, and 
the Netherlands, with long political traditions of  
democracy; on the other end is China, ruled by a 
communist party, albeit with an administrative struc- 
ture that has been decentralized recently. In between 
are India, democratic and with a federal structure of  
government; Australia, founded in the early part of  the 
twentieth century, also with a federated governance 
structure; Mexico, democratic since the revolution in 
1910 but led by one centralized political party until 
only recently; Iran, struggling with a unique blend of  
theocracy and democracy in a relatively centralized 
governance structure; and Indonesia, which until 
recently was ruled by an autocratic leader supported 
by the army. This complex political scenario makes 
the discussion of  planning cultures difficult but also 
 intriguing. 

As a general background to the discussion  
of  specific planning cultures in each nation . . .  
John Friedmann and Manuel Castells . . . attempt  
to capture broad global trends at the end of  the 
twentieth century. Castells highlights the impact of  
technological changes—particularly in information 
and communication—and how such changes have 
radically altered the material basis for urbanism. 
Castells is arguing, implicitly, that contemporary 
planning practice in all nations must acknowledge and 
meet the challenges posed by the new technologi- 
cal dynamics influencing urbanism. Friedmann 
differentiates this global scenario into three different 
parts, highlighting the sharply varying quality of  urban 
lives in industrialized nations, industrializing nations, 
and “transitional” nations attempting to transform 
their previously socialist economies to fully industria- 
lized, market-driven economies anchored in private 
ownership of  the productive forces. This differentiation 
suggests that global interconnections of  trade, invest- 
ment, flows of  labor, cultural symbols, and other ideas, 
which are grouped together all too often under the 
term globalization are not leading toward a homogeni- 
zation of  planning cultures across the globe. The 

sharp differences in the levels of  industrialization 
among the three groups of  nations and the particularly 
different ways each group is linked to the global 
economy seem to be the crucial variables influencing 
different planning practices in the three sets of   nations. 

PLaNNiNG CULTURe: The GOLdeN  yeaRS 

Why focus on the planning culture of  a city, region, or 
nation if, indeed, its political economy is what 
ultimately shapes the particular characteristics of  its 
planning endeavors? . . . [W]e probe this question 
through a brief  historical analysis of  how and why the 
notion of  planning cultures emerged from the 
discussion of  planning practices in industrialized as 
well as industrializing countries. Such an analysis 
logically begins with the years immediately after 
World War II, when planning flourished in both 
industrialized and industrializing countries, so much 
so that Peter Hall described them as “the golden years 
of  planning:” There was no discussion of  planning 
cultures, however, during this period. What made it 
“golden” was the optimism among planners—urban, 
regional, as well as national—that planning efforts did 
not have to be based on the intuitive and aesthetic 
sensibilities of  architects and urban designers of  the 
past. In contrast, planning culture could be scientific 
and rational, based on accurate observations of  
statistically valid samples of  reality, followed by dis- 
passionate and value-neutral analysis of  socioecono- 
mic trends. Such analyses would lead to professionally 
crafted recommendations formulated through rigo- 
rous and objective assessment methodologies, such 
as cost-benefit analysis, planning-programming  
and budgeting systems, that had proven useful in 
conducting World War  II. 

The rational comprehensive model (RCM) of  
planning, about which much has already been written, 
reflected the aspirations of  the postwar period. It was 
backed intellectually by theories of  location of  firms, 
initially developed in Germany in the early part of  the 
twentieth century and later introduced in the United 
States and elsewhere. Earlier location theories took on 
a new intellectual power and persuasiveness when 
combined with analytical studies of  transportation—
in particular, the automobile and its impact on location 
of  not only firms but also households. The result was 
a rapid growth in land use and transportation modeling 
that reinforced the role of  planners as professionals 



S
I
X

“ H Y B R I D  P L A N N I N G  C U LT U R E S ” 529

with the necessary knowledge and expertise to shape 
the future in a scientific  way. 

In industrializing countries emerging from colonial 
rule, the dominant planning culture was equally opti-
mistic and technocratic and more centralized than in 
industrialized countries. Many industrializing coun-
tries drew their inspiration from the planning experi-
ence of  the former Soviet Union. Economists and 
statisticians dominated the planning process, which 
was conceived as a scientific and rational process 
requiring expert and technical knowledge. The topic 
of  national culture was rarely, if  ever, discussed. This 
was because, in part, the goal of  planning was to 
change the national culture so as to rapidly modern-
ize, both economically and politically. Though issues 
of  national sovereignty, cultural autonomy, and eco-
nomic self-sufficiency were discussed regularly by 
political leaders in many newly decolonized nations, 
planners, on the whole, rarely incorporated particular 
cultural attributes in formulating plans. The only visible 
difference in planning cultures after World War II was 
between ex-British colonies and ex-French colonies, 
particularly in Africa. The French model of  colonial 
governance had been more centralized than the British 
style of  administration, and some differences lingered 
on even after the colonies were independent. Both 
types of  ex-colonies, however, pursued the same tech-
nocratic and export-driven approach to planning, with 
one clearly defined objective—to estimate the need for 
bilateral and multinational aid to support the annual 
growth rate of  their national  economies. 

At the city level, planners pursued the Western 
style of  comprehensive planning by creating new 
master plans that embodied the vision of  modern 
cities with distinctly separated land uses connected by 
transportation arteries. . . . One issue relevant for our 
purpose is that the actual culture of  planning as prac-
ticed on a day-to-day basis was not as the planning 
documents described it. Most city planning offices 
were poorly staffed, with limited resources. Usually 
there was not even the rudimentary infrastructure 
necessary for serious technocratic planning, which 
required large amounts of  data, technological capa-
bilities, and a cadre of  well-qualified and well-paid 
staff. Nevertheless, the inspiration for modernization 
was so strong that some national governments 
invested large sums from export earnings and interna-
tional aid to create new capital cities. Planning for 
many of  these capital cities was led by foreign archi-
tects with little knowledge of  local planning culture. 

This lack of  knowledge was not considered a draw-
back; on the contrary, since the goal was to interject a 
culture of  modernization both in the physical form of  
the city and in its planning process, the lack of  local 
knowledge was considered an asset, particularly 
because external experts who were to help modernize 
these cities were expected to be autonomous of  tradi-
tional loyalties and local  corruption. 

PaRadiGM ShiFT iN  
PLaNNiNG  CULTUReS 

The golden years of  planning lasted for almost two 
decades, if  one acknowledges 1968 as the turning 
point when prevailing notions of  planning came under 
attack in both industrialized and industrializing 
countries. Though this transition is well documented, 
it is worth reminding ourselves that what came under 
attack were not only the results of  planning but also 
the culture of  planning practice. The criticism came 
from many quarters, including planners themselves—
particularly those based in academia. Attributes of  
planning that had been viewed as strengths during the 
golden years were now seen as major drawbacks. 
Planning was now considered too technocratic, elitist, 
centralized, bureaucratic, pseudoscientific, hege- 
monic, and so on. In industrializing countries the 
criticism of  planning went even further. The critics 
argued that, rather than serving as a positive force for 
social change and modernization, planning had been 
the major hindrance to such change. Drawing on 
criticisms of  planning from both the right and left of  
the ideological spectrum, an eclectic argument was 
made that top-down, state-centered planning was 
inflexible, unresponsive to the needs of  the people, 
and alien to local  culture. 

There was much discussion in both industrialized 
and industrializing countries about the need for a 
paradigm shift in planning practice. According to the 
new paradigm, planning practice was to be “bottom-up” 
and “people centered,” relying no longer on economists, 
engineers, and statisticians, but on anthropologists, 
sociologists, scholars of  cultural studies, and grassroots 
activists, who were closer to the people. Institutio- 
nally, the focus was to shift from state agencies to 
nongovernmental organizations and private voluntary 
organizations, which were considered more efficient, 
equitable, flexible, and accountable. In this new mode 
planning was to become more participatory, culturally 
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sensitive, politically more explicit in advocating the 
needs of  disadvantaged groups, and, overall, less 
technocratic and less reliant on modern technology, 
such as computers, for problem solving. This paradigm 
shift in what was considered effective planning was 
more pronounced among academic planners than 
among practitioners, who could not change their style 
of  practice as quickly as the academic discourse was 
changing. Nevertheless, with time, planning practice 
did change, producing a mixed  outcome. 

On the positive side, planners became more 
concerned about environmental issues, sexism, and 
the impact of  racism on urban form and planning 
practice. The civil rights movement had coincided 
with the paradigm shift in planning practice and raised 
the general awareness of  planners regarding the 
multicultural composition of  urban populations. In 
general, the planning process became more open to 
public participation. In newly industrializing countries, 
the shift in planning practice was most noticeable in 
discussions of  development. Until then, development 
had been equated with economic growth only. The 
new paradigm of  planning from below stressed issues 
of  income redistribution, poverty alleviation, and the 
critical roles of  housing and the urban informal 
economy in meeting the basic needs of  the urban 
poor. This led to the recognition that the planning 
problems of  industrializing countries were starkly dif- 
ferent from those of  industrialized countries. Hence, 
the old paradigm of  modernization built on the 
experience of  industrialized countries was not appro- 
priate for the newly industrializing countries. Plann- 
ing in industrializing countries required sensitivity to 
their cultural, economic, political, and institutional 
 particularities. 

On the negative side, the shift in the dominant 
planning paradigm also created some problems. As 
traditional planning institutions came under attack, 
they lost not only legitimacy but also resources, 
weakening their power to intervene decisively in the 
socioeconomic and political processes influencing 
the urban built environment. Though some alternative 
planning institutions did emerge in the process, they 
were not empowered to pursue a comprehensive 
approach to urban problems. These new plann- 
ing institutions focused on one or two problems of  
specific constituencies and were usually too small  
to address large-scale problems. Also, contrary to 
popular perception, they were not necessarily more 
efficient or accountable than traditional planning 

Institutions. True, the new paradigm opened up the 
planning process to public scrutiny. However, in some 
countries, this occurred to such an extent that the 
process of  decision making became contentious. This 
forced planners to become negotiators, learning these 
skills on the job, through trial and error. In the process, 
planner-mediators often withheld their professional 
views to keep from “biasing” the deliberative process 
and, instead, searched for the common ground among 
contesting views, sometimes arriving at solutions that 
embraced the lowest common denominator. This kind 
of  planning process did not strengthen the claim that 
professional planners had valuable knowledge and 
training that others lacked. Disagreements among 
planners themselves only deepened the ambivalence 
about what professional planners could contribute to 
decision making, which was reflected in growing 
disagreement among the planning theorists. Lacking a 
professional consensus about how to plan well, pro- 
fessional planners reacted to planning problems with 
little certainty about their own effectiveness. This 
professional anxiety, combined with the threat of  
declining resources, led some to declare that the 
profession was in a state of   crisis. 

PLaNNiNG UNdeR  aTTaCK 

The 1980s interjected two new elements into the 
culture of  planning practice. First, as globalization of  
industrial production became increasingly wide-
spread, manufacturing industries were moving out of  
old industrial cities. The outflow of  capital left behind 
cities with high unemployment, housing foreclosures, 
and an underutilized infrastructure that could not be 
maintained on sharply declining revenues. Urban 
planners in the United States and other industrialized 
nations realized that the economic health of  these 
deindustrialized cities could not be restored by tradi-
tional city planning. Planners were at a loss for effec-
tive solutions, and some called for a national urban 
policy to tackle the effects of   deindustrialization. 

Second, the ascendancy of  neoliberal politics, led 
by President Reagan and Prime Minister Thatcher, 
radically changed the professional planning discourse. 
For planners, what is important to remember about 
this major political turning point is how that historical 
moment tarnished the image of  conventional planning 
by discrediting the role of  government in general,  
and regulatory practices in particular, in influencing 
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social outcomes. Politely marketed as “reinvention of  
government” or “new public management,” neoliberal 
attacks on the state and planning were aimed at 
unraveling the social contracts among governments, 
market agents, and citizens that had been established 
earlier by the “welfare state” in industrialized countries. 
In industrializing countries, the attacks comprised 
three interconnected policy approaches, commonly 
known as stabilization, liberalization, and privatization. 
The purpose of  these policies was to counteract the 
lagging economies of  industrializing countries, which 
were blamed on government intervention. Though the 
criticisms of  state policies and planning practices in 
industrializing and industrialized nations varied, their 
objectives were similar—namely, to make all nations 
compete in the global economy by lowering the costs 
of  production and accumulation. This required lean, 
flexible, and market friendly states that were entre- 
preneurial as opposed to regulatory. The goal was to 
attract private investment by lowering the risk of  such 
investments and decreasing taxes on profits. Thus, 
private–public partnerships became a key planning 
strategy for planners; and this strategy was pursued by 
bypassing traditional planning institutions, which had 
become an arena for contentious politics. New plann- 
ing institutions emerged in the form of  development 
corporations, rather than planning agencies, because 
what inspired the moment was entrepreneurship and 
development, not regulations and  planning. 

Ironically, at a time when planning was under 
attack and losing its traditional power, there was a 
“communicative turn” among the planning theorists in 
industrializing countries. At a time when the powers 
that be did not want to engage in serious planning, the 
planners were proposing that the legitimacy of  
planning could be restored via public deliberations 
organized by small-scale community groups and other 
nontraditional and grassroots organizations. The 
collapse of  the Soviet Union in 1991 provided the last 
nail needed to seal the casket on the old planning 
paradigm. As mentioned earlier, the Soviet Union had 
inspired many industrializing countries to formulate 
national plans for rapid industrialization. For nearly 
seventy years, the Soviet Union, along with China, 
Cuba, and other communist countries, had also pro- 
vided concrete examples of  alternative institutional 
arrangements. These alternatives lost their initial 
appeal as the effects of  authoritarianism came to be 
known, however, decreasing the resistance to a totally 
hegemonic discourse of  the kind exemplified by 

Francis Fukuyama’s (1989) declaration of  “the end of  
history” with the collapse of  the Soviet  Union. 

POST-COLd waR  PLaNNiNG 

Fifteen years after Fukuyama’s triumphant declaration, 
the world does not seem either more peaceful or more 
prosperous. The troika of  neoliberalism—stabilization, 
liberalization, and privatization—along with the 
dismantling of  traditional planning institutions did not 
generate a high rate of  economic growth, except in 
China, which pursued a policy path of  its own. The 
sluggishness of  the economies of  industrializing 
countries, even after many rounds of  stabilization, 
liberalization, and privatization, is now being blamed 
on corruption. To justify the failure of  neoliberalism, 
some have reinvented the argument that certain 
cultural practices are the real barriers to economic 
growth. In the industrialized countries, the rapid 
expansion of  information and communication tech- 
nologies did not really materialize into sustained 
economic growth. Moreover, the integrative power of  
the new technology has not brought the people of  the 
world closer. Income inequalities within and among 
the nations of  the world have increased since the 
Reagan–Thatcher effort to dismantle the welfare state 
in industrialized countries and the developmental 
state in industrializing countries. The concurrent rise 
of  religious fundamentalism in both types of  countries 
has added a new anxiety about secular planning 
practices. Yet some of  the benefits of  social change 
achieved in the 1970s—such as environmental aware- 
ness, appreciation of  racial and gender diversity, and 
recognition of  global interconnectedness—continue 
to influence “planning conversations” in most 
countries. This strange mix of  social trends at the 
beginning of  a new millennium in human history calls 
for serious reflection about the enterprise of  planning 
and its validity, if  any, under the new  circumstances. 

There are many ways to reflect on planning. One 
could study the effects of  efforts to reinvent govern- 
ment and the concept of  new public management, or 
one could focus on how neoliberal attacks on 
traditional planning institutions have altered planning 
styles. One could highlight planning success stories, 
such as participatory budgeting in Porto Alegre, Brazil, 
or examples of  successful infrastructure planning for 
the European Economic Union. Conversely, one could 
focus on planning disasters and explore the reasons 



B I S H WA P R I YA   S A N YA L 532

for such outcomes. Ironically, the number of  case 
studies of  “best planning practices” has increased 
significantly since the 1980s, when planning came 
under attack. When read carefully, most such case 
studies demonstrate not so much the effectiveness of  
astute planning practice, but how either the market or, 
more commonly, the civil society contributed to the 
success of  these projects. In other words, docu- 
mentation of  “best practices” did not strengthen the 
arguments for planning. On the contrary, it demon- 
strated that to achieve good results, traditional 
planning approaches relying on regulations must 
change to fit the demands of  the  market. 

. . . The nature of  change in planning practice has 
not been identical in all nations . . . Variations between 
industrialized, industrializing, and transitional nations 
certainly exist; even within each type of  nation, one 
finds large variations in the ways traditional planning 
practices have changed, evolved, or declined over the 
last fifty years. Traditional explanations for these 
variations point toward differences in political eco- 
nomies. But such explanations have come under 
scrutiny with the growing acknowledgment that the 
global interconnectedness of  trade, finance, and 
managerial practices is inducing institutional isomor- 
phism and beginning to erode distinctions among 
different territorial  jurisdictions. 

The rapid expansion of  information and communi-
cation technologies since the mid-1990s has strength-
ened the perception of  a convergence in institutional 
forms and practices, even though, in reality, one can 
observe significant differences in the ways planners 
have coped with change. Country specific evaluations 
of  efforts to influence neoliberal policies clearly indi-
cate that the way neoliberal rhetoric was translated 
into actual policies varied widely among nations. 
Neither was the welfare state dismantled uniformly 
across all industrialized countries, nor was the devel-
opmental state disbanded in the same way in every 
industrializing country. This large variation in out-
comes raises the question whether neoclassical econ-
omists who predicted unifying and homogenizing 
effects of  neoliberal policies overlooked the particu-
larities of  varying planning  cultures. 

FOCUS ON PLaNNiNG  CULTUReS 

The issues of  culture in general and planning cul- 
ture in particular have never been of  interest to 

neoclassical economists, who dominate the current 
discourse on economic growth. During the golden 
years of  planning, however, development economists 
and Keynesian economists dominated the discourse. 
But starting in the early 1970s, their theories came 
under attack, and the argument that some economies 
required specialized attention and state intervention 
began to wither away. As planning came under attack 
for distorting the market, neoclassical economists 
argued that cultural differences among the peoples of  
the world were not relevant. They proposed that all 
individuals are “rational actors” continuously engaged 
in furthering their self-interest. According to their 
view, planners and policymakers should acknowledge 
this fundamental truth and create institutions that 
would facilitate, not hinder, the universal urge among 
people to maximize their self- interests. 

. . . [C]ultural identity is often viewed as comprising 
core cultural traits that are indigenous, inherited, and 
immutable. Much of  the criticism of  planning practice 
that emerged in the 1970s under the banner of  
multiculturalism argued that traditional planning had 
failed, in part, because it did not acknowledge this 
fundamental element in the way people formulate 
their own  identities. 

Yet, as described earlier, planning culture in general 
seems to have changed over the last fifty years. In 
seeking to explain this change, we have focused, in 
particular, on whether and how the ongoing intensifi-
cation of  global interconnectedness in trade, capital 
flows, and technological connectivity is affecting plan-
ning culture. Are there signs of  a convergence of  plan-
ning cultures since the golden years of  the 1950s, 
when technical rationality, expert knowledge, compre-
hensiveness, and bureaucratic structures of  adminis-
tration were celebrated? How and why did this style 
change in different settings? Is a common planning 
style continuing to emerge as all nations compete  
for the benefits of  globalization? Or is the planning 
style in each setting being shaped by its unique  
cultural  practices? 

The last question brings to the fore an old issue that 
planning theorists have grappled with since the early 
1960s, when urban riots erupted, first in U.S. cities and 
later in Europe and elsewhere—namely, how politics 
influences planning style, and vice versa. . . . [C]ase 
studies . . . confirm the changing nature of  planning 
styles and cultures and raise the question whether 
planning culture should be regarded as a relatively 
autonomous and independent variable. And . . . case 
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studies suggest that planning culture, much like the 
larger social culture in which it is embedded, changes 
and evolves with political-economic changes, some- 
times becoming more democratic and participatory 
but at other times changing in the opposite direction. 
To be sure, planning culture is affected not only by 
political changes but also by other changes, such as 
technological innovations, demographic shifts, and the 
emergence of  new problems or sudden deterioration 
of  anyone or more existing problems. International 
flow of  planning ideas also affects planning styles, 
although not to the extent claimed by either its critics 
or its  proponents. 

* * * 

VaRiaTiONS iN PLaNNiNG  CONTexTS 

The issue of  contextual specificity seems obvious as 
one reads the descriptions of  different planning prac-
tices in different nations: Indonesia is very different 
from India, which is very different from England, 
which, in turn, is different from France, and so on. 
Booth’s comparative historical analysis of  planning 
systems in Britain and France . . . demonstrates that 
even though both planning systems were inspired by 
German town planning in the nineteenth century, they 
evolved in very different ways, owing to differences in 
their legal systems (common law in Britain, in contrast 
to reliance on statutes in France), in state traditions (a 
relatively centralized state in France, which has a 
written constitution, in contrast to a relatively decen-
tralized state in England, which does not), and in the 
ways private property rights are  defined. 

. . . Japanese planning is shaped by a distinct state–
society relationship characterized by a persistent notion 
of  individual and collective sacrifice for the sake of  
national interests. Sorensen argues that although this 
uneven relationship between state and civil society was 
cultivated prior to World War II, it persisted during the 
postwar period of  democratic governance. The dis- 
tinctly centralized style of  Japanese planning draws on 
this culture of  sacrifice; and in this top-down approach, 
the Japanese planning bureaucracy is supported by 
both political parties and business elites, forming a 
mutually supportive triangular  relationship. 

. . . [P]lanning in the Netherlands is shaped by a  
set of  circumstances created not only by its geo- 
graphy but also by its Protestant tradition, corporatist 

structure of  decision making, and “a culture with a 
soft spot for planning.” In sharp contrast to the 
Netherlands, planning in Australia, . . . is neither 
comprehensive nor anchored at the national level. 
This difference is explained by the unique history of  
Australia’s emergence as a nation-state that con- 
sciously avoided reproducing both Britain’s class 
antagonism and America’s market-driven  model. 

ChaNGiNG NaTURe OF  
PLaNNiNG  CULTUReS 

It is widely known that planning contexts vary  
not only among different nations in the world, but  
also within nations, particularly those with federal 
governance structures. What is interesting, however, is 
to question the extent to which such contextual 
specifics can be attributed to indigenous cultural traits 
of  planning. . . . [T]he concept of  cultural essentialism, 
in which culture is portrayed as static, homegrown, 
pure, and immutable, is inaccurate. Rather, these 
planning cultures seem to have evolved with social, 
political, and economic influences, both internal and 
external, creating hybrid cultures whose complexity 
can only be understood through deep historical 
 analyses. 

* * * 

GLOBaLiZaTiON aNd  
PLaNNiNG  CULTURe 

Much has been written about the homogenizing 
impact of  increasing global connectivity on culture. 
. . . [T]he promise and the threat of  cultural homogeni-
zation through globalization may be exaggerated. 
Though these case studies provide many examples  
of  global interactions, none of  them demonstrate  
that such interactions are leading to a convergence in 
planning styles . . . 

Although . . . variations in outcomes should be 
considered before we either criticize or praise the 
impact of  globalization on planning culture . . . that the 
nations studied by the contributors are all making 
efforts to reap the benefits of  globalization and . . . 
planning as a governmental activity is deeply engaged 
in such efforts. Planners are not resisting the grow- 
ing interconnectedness of  financial and information 
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flows; instead, they are modifying planning practice  
to suit the needs of  the moment. Of  course, planning 
is being transformed in different ways in different 
countries, but the intentions of  planners worldwide 
are quite similar: to avoid parochial isolation and 
exclusion from the global movement of  finance, trade, 
and technological advancement. Whether this trend is 
solely a result of  the spread of  communication and 
information technology, we do not know. But, as 
Castells argues, this new technology has definitely 
influenced the perceptions of  planners around the 
world, who worry that if  they are not part of  what 
Castells calls “the Net,” they will be left behind as  
the world moves forward. Yet . . . this trend has  
not homogenized planning cultures. Nations have 
been able to retain local planning characteristics  
that draw on their particular religious and political 
 traditions. 

Has globalization eroded the capacity of  nation-
states to plan and intervene to achieve particular 
social outcomes? Much has been written to suggest 
that nation-states have lost the ability to influence 
business cycles that had been part of  the Keynesian 
approach since the 1930s Depression. Some have 
argued that the taxing power of  states, both national 
and local, has been decreased by the growing 
movement of  capital across territories and the 
consequent increase in competition to attract external 
investment by lowering tax rates. This, in turn, has 
reduced planning’s resource base, making territorial 
entities more vulnerable to conditions set by global 
investment flows. In this volume, Castells’ description 
. . . of  the growth of  information technology and its 
adverse impact on the traditional planning capabilities 
of  nation-states resonates with these predictions, 
although he is not as pessimistic as many others about 
the future of  planning. . . . Castells suggests that an 
inadvertent but positive side effect of  the decline of  
national capacity for planning may be the rise in the 
planning role of  local states, particularly in large cities 
with diverse economic  bases. 

None of  the authors writing for this volume attempt 
to verify the prevailing assertions about globaliza- 
tion’s impact on planning capacity. Their discus- 
sions present some evidence, however, that the actual 
impact may be more complex and mixed than  
has been claimed by either the critics or proponents 
of   globalization. 

* * * 

CULTURe MeeTS  POLiTiCS 

[T]o understand the planning culture of  any place, 
one needs to understand the relationship between 
planning and the socioeconomic and political changes 
in that area. . . . [P]lanning cultures, when subjected to 
historical analysis, reveal themselves to be in constant 
flux, sometimes resisting, while at other times facilitat-
ing social change in response to both internal and 
external  pressures. 

The impact of  social, economic, and political 
changes on the planning culture of  any one place is not 
predictable. As our case studies exemplify, in some 
countries, at certain historical moments, the impacts of  
such changes have been progressive. But there have 
been regressive outcomes as well, even within the same 
 country. 

* * * 

. . . [T]o understand variations in social outcomes in 
any place, one needs to look beyond cultural attrib-
utes to political configurations and economic rela-
tions that constitute the specific political economy of  
that place. As Friedmann notes, the specific charac-
teristics of  planning institutions in each nation are 
shaped largely by their unique political-economic 
relationships. Using extensive historical analysis, 
Booth . . . demonstrates that property relations, inter-
governmental relations, and the legal framework of  
each nation are three areas with particular relevance 
for planning endeavors. Understanding the constitu-
tional logic underlying these three elements and how 
they have evolved over time in each territorial jurisdic-
tion can generate significant insights about the nature 
of  planning cultures. Castells . . . adds a fourth element 
specific to our times—namely, the role of  information 
and communication technologies, which have created 
new economic as well as political linkages among ter-
ritorial jurisdictions. Castells argues that such linkages 
have implications for planning from the top as well as 
from the  bottom. 

As the political and economic elites of  nation-
states are increasingly interconnected, there is a 
parallel connection among groups at the bottom who 
seek identity and recognition as they struggle to 
understand who is really affecting their quality of  life 
. . . [T]he case studies demonstrate, neither domi- 
nant planning practices nor the cultures underlying 
those practices are etched in stone. Both change, 
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sometimes in a progressive direction, at other times 
regressively in response to political struggles. Under- 
standing the origin and outcomes of  such political 
struggles is essential if  we are to go beyond the static 
conception of  planning culture that only fuels social 
 conservatism. 

CONCLUSiON 

The eleven case studies of  planning . . . did not gener-
ate a precise formulation of  how planning cultures 
affect planning practices. What emerges from them is 
a more complex understanding that planning culture 
should not be read as specifically demarcated and 
unchanging social attributes that clearly differentiate 
the planning practices of  different countries. Instead, 
the focus of  inquiry should be the continuous process 
of  social, political, and technological change, which 
affects the way planners in different settings concep-
tualize problems and structure institutional responses 
to them. If  planning culture is viewed in this dynamic 
way, in contrast to traditional notions of  culture that 
are used to evoke a sense of  immutability and inherit-
ance, then we can go beyond “cultural essentialism,” 
which, in essence, is exclusionary, parochial, and an 
inaccurate representation of   history. 

As the case studies in this volume document well, 
there is no cultural nucleus or core planning culture, 
no social gene that can be decoded to reveal the 
cultural DNA of  planning practice. Planning culture, 
like the larger social culture in which it is embedded, is 
in constant flux. That is why it is so difficult to precisely 
demarcate the cultural elements in any process of  
social transformation. Cultural anthropologists now 
acknowledge this amorphous and changing nature of  
culture. . . . This is not to say that planning practice in 
all nations is the same. The case studies here clearly 
demonstrate that each setting is distinct, but this 
distinct quality is the result of  a complex process of  
social change, not the inevitable and predictable 
outcome of  a static planning culture. Rather than 
searching for the cultural nucleus of  planning practice 
in each nation, we need to understand how changes 
occur in planning practice in all nations, including our 
own. Lacking such a comparative and dynamic 
understanding of  social change, which is a central 
objective of  planning, we may inadvertently legitimize 
both the stereotypes we hold of  others and those they 
hold of   us. 

To understand the impact of  contemporary social 
change on planning culture, we must acknowledge the 
trend toward global connectivity through increasing 
movement of  investment, trade, ideas, and people. 
Both the promise and the fear of  this trend have been 
exaggerated, however. Our case studies demonstrate 
that even though global connectivity and the simulta-
neous ascendancy of  neoliberal ideas have penetrated 
the planning discourse in all nations, their impacts 
have varied widely. Planning institutions have not been 
dismantled equally, nor have regulations been with-
drawn to the same extent, in all nations. Similarly, the 
move away from comprehensive planning based on 
large data sets and technical analysis is not evident 
equally in all nations. On the contrary, the rapid 
advancement of  information and communication 
technologies—in particular, the spread of  geographic 
information systems—has resurrected the legitimacy 
of  “scientific planning” at the local  level. 

To be sure, the dominant planning narrative in any 
setting is not free of  opposition from below. The inten-
sification of  social and economic inequality with 
increased global connectivity has generated opposi-
tion to dominant planning narratives, in varying 
degrees, in many nations. These oppositional narra-
tives are not articulated with equally strong voices in 
all nations, and they have not been integrated in a  
systematic way to create a global civil society. One 
plausible reason for this outcome is that planners 
worldwide are aware that external influences need to 
be tempered to fit local conditions. It is the chang- 
ing politics of  different settings—not of  planning  
cultures—that have conditioned planners’ responses 
to external forces. Nevertheless, planning as a profes-
sional activity has not lost legitimacy worldwide. On 
the contrary, the demand for planners’ expertise is 
growing in many nations, although currently such 
expertise is sought after less to regulate and more to 
facilitate private investment, with minimal opposition 
from  below. 

This composite picture of  planning practice, based 
on eleven case studies, merely suggests how planners 
in different nations are coping with multiple forces of  
social and spatial change. These examples do not lend 
themselves to rigorous comparisons among nations. 
There was never an intention on our part in launching 
this study to compare planning cultures by some well 
calibrated criteria. In the past, efforts to make such 
comparisons have contributed not to better under- 
standing but to cultural arrogance and parochialism. 
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Our objective was to transcend such divisive outcomes 
by starting a global conversation about planning 
practice, using planning culture as a conceptual 
vocabulary for this open-ended discussion. This 
approach to the topic of  culture-in particular, cultural 
differences among nations-is very different from the 
approach of  those who fear an impending clash of  
civilizations. Our objective was not to confirm the 
stereotypes of  planning cultures and thereby accen- 
tuate the differences among the peoples of  the world, 
but to search for a common intellectual ground-a sort 
of  “social commons”—that would provide a new 
context and meaning for planners at a time of  signifi- 
cant social changes and increasing global  connectivity. 

Planners are not the only group searching for new 
meaning in their vocation at a time of  rapid and 
uncertain changes. There are signs of  such efforts in 
other domains of  social action as well. The resurgence 
of  religious identity emphasized by fundamentalist 
and orthodox groups is another indicator of  how 
people distressed by the forces of  social change are 
attempting to cultivate social meaning. Perhaps at the 
other extreme is the mobilization of  social groups 
under the banner of  multiculturalism. Unlike religious 
fundamentalists, the multiculturalists do not evaluate 
“others.” Like the fundamentalists, however, they are 
not interested in seeking a common ground among 

different groups. In contrast, our effort to understand 
planning cultures in different nations was motivated 
by the intellectual need to seek such a common 
ground. . . . Our goal . . . was to use intellectual 
encounters of  people with very different planning 
experiences to create a global conversation about the 
role of  planning in social change. The hope is that this 
kind of  intellectual encounter will eventually lead to  
a more refined understanding of  ourselves as well  
as  others. 

In the not-too-distant past, different cultures often 
encountered one another through armed confronta-
tions and wars. We are still engaged in such encoun-
ters, and some are still trying to legitimize them by 
constructing theories based on cultural conflicts. Yet 
another way that different cultures continue to 
encounter one another is through the exchange of  
goods and services in the ever-expanding market, 
now aided by new communication technologies. Our 
effort at understanding the planning cultures of  ten 
nations was intended to encourage a different form of  
cultural encounter. We hope that, in the process, we 
have begun to mark the contours of  the intellectual 
and social commons that form a common ground for 
the different peoples of  the world. We may not have 
reached that destination as yet, but at least we have 
begun the  journey. 



“Making Room for a  
Planet of Cities” 
from Planet of Cities (2012) 

Shlomo  Angel 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The final selection in Part Six by Shlomo Angel illuminates the size, form, density, and fragmentation of city 
regions and the way they have evolved and will continue to evolve in the future under different scenarios. Rich in 
empirical findings, theoretical insight, and practical suggestions, it is an excellent capstone to the other articles 
on urban planning theory and practice in this  part. 

We know from demographers like Kingsley Davis (p. 19) that planet earth has been urbanizing at an  
increasingly rapid rate, and from Peter J. Taylor (p. 92) and Saskia Sassen (p. 650) about the way in which the 
world economy is increasingly connecting cities into a world network of cities. The Brundtland Commission  
(p. 404) argues persuasively that the world cannot sustain the current pattern of development and Timothy  
Beatley (p. 492) and Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) argue that cities are responsible for much of the world’s consumption 
of non-renewable resources and greenhouse gas emissions and that strategies for sustainable urban develop- 
ment and urbanism in the age of climate change can help turn things around. All these writings point toward the 
need to understand, plan, and mange city-regions on a planetary level. But until Shlomo Angel’s systematic research, 
urbanists have lacked the information to attack city-region planning systematically everywhere on the  planet. 

Angel’s research is based on statistical and spatial analysis of data on 3,646 large cities worldwide with more 
than 100,000 people in 2000 and more detailed data on a representative sample of 120 cities. He provides both 
cross-sectional analysis describing the population, area, and fragmentation of land uses in world cities and 
longitudinal analysis showing how they have changed over time. Like Myron Orfield (p. 388) Angel’s approach is 
rigorous and scientific but at the same time free of esoteric jargon, complex formulae, or statistics accessible only 
to a small group of specialists. Angel’s companion Atlas of Urban Expansion (2012) shows in striking visual form 
the reality from which he has constructed his theories. Angel’s research is an excellent example of inductive 
social science research – using computer tools to marshal data, analyze it, and then construct theory from facts. 
His research provides insights into seven important questions that both enrich our understanding of cities and 
have important implications for planning  them. 

In terms of the extent of urban areas, urban land cover has been growing very rapidly – sixteen-fold, on 
average, in a global representative sample of 30 cities in the seventy years between 1930 and 2000, a global 
average of 3 percent per year. Still, in the year 2000 cities covered less than half of 1 percent of the earth’s land 
area. While city populations have also been growing rapidly, Angel found that in the final decade of the twentieth 
century, cities in global sample grew at less than half the rate that urban land cover grew. At that growth rate, 
global urban land cover will double in some twenty  years. 

Urban densities – contrary to popular belief – have been in decline almost everywhere for more than a century 
if the entire urban area of city-regions is considered. While it is possible to imagine different density growth 
scenarios, Angel feels there is virtually no possibility that the global decline in urban densities will slow down any 
time  soon. 
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In terms of centrality and dispersal, Angel describes two sequential transformations: first, from the mono- 
centric city to a form with jobs in the center and housing in suburbs; and then, in a second transformation, to a 
polycentric network of cities with both housing and work decentralized. This is consistent with Ernest  
W. Burgess’s description of monocentric Chicago in the 1920s (p. 178), Robert Fishman’s description of 
emerging technoburbia (p. 83), and Michael Dear’s description of postmodern Los Angeles (p. 187). 

Cities differ widely in how compact their urban footprints are and the degree to which land uses are fragmented 
between developed and undeveloped land. Some cities with a single core and relatively dense development 
around them are quite compact. Other cities have developed at quite low densities and have lots of undeveloped 
land mixed in. Still other cities have two or more cores and may be compact in some places and not in others. 
Compactness may refer not only to relatively high average density, but also to how urbanized land and open 
space are mixed together – how fragmented urbanization is. The Randstad in the Netherlands (Plate 9) is an 
extreme example of fragmentation in which a green heart with open space and lots of urban areas within it is 
surrounded by urbanization with lots of open space mixed  in. 

Determining how much land cities will need in the future can never be a precise science. But evidence from 
the past and analysis of norms can give a pretty good sense of how much land might be needed for what 
purposes in the future. Angel applauds visionary planners like the New York City Commission that planned the 
New York City grid covering all of Manhattan in 1811 when only the tip of Manhattan was developed and the rest 
of the island was farms, fields, and forests and the Spanish architect Ildefons Cerdà, who picked a land area 
seven times the developed area of Barcelona for his 1855 expansion plan for the city. In both cases, these areas 
– condemned as impossible to fill at the time – have been built out along the lines suggested in the plans and are 
the better for  it. 

Angel’s answer to the last question he poses – “how much agricultural land can the world afford to convert to 
urban land?” – is controversial. Unlike scholars who consider that arable land near cities must be preserved for 
purposes of food security, Angel concludes that only a relatively small amount of close-in agricultural land will be 
lost to urbanization – about 6 percent of presently cultivated land over a fifty-year period from 2000 to 2050 even 
assuming substantial urban growth. He does not deny the importance of protecting agricultural land. But he 
believes that improvement in crop yields are more important than preserving this land and that investment in 
agricultural modernization can produce increased crop yields more than enough to offset the loss of crops due 
to the conversion of agricultural  land. 

Like Peter Hall (p. 431), Angel, uses the word “paradigm” in discussing approaches to urban planning. He 
correctly argues that the dominant paradigm has favored compact cities. One of the features that Beatley 
applauds in European cities is that they are compact enough to support public transit (p. 492). He and Peter 
Calthorpe (p. 511) favor increasing average city density in American cities and suburbs to make them more 
walkable, increase public transit, and develop lively urban culture. Angel’s vision is more nuanced. While  
he believes increased average density is often appropriate, he believes cities will inevitably spread out, public 
policy should recognize this reality, and different degrees of density and different forms are appropriate for 
different cities. He explicitly calls for a paradigm shift to plans and policies that would respond to what he 
considers the inevitable expansion of cities that will occur in the twenty-first century. He calls this the “making 
room”  paradigm. 

Of four propositions that Angel advances in support of the making room paradigm the first and most important 
is the inevitable expansion proposition. He argues that the urbanization process, now in full swing, cannot be 
stopped or reversed. City populations will grow and the forces that have caused them to spread out will continue 
to make expansion inevitable. Angel argues that idealistic advocates of compact city-centered growth will be no 
more successful than the followers of the medieval English King Canute who told Canute that he was so powerful 
he could stop the  tide. 

Angel is not as extreme a free-market advocate as Robert Bruegmann (p. 218). Like Wilbur Thompson  
(p. 305), he recognizes the need for government to intervene where there is market failure. In the case of urban 
expansion he argues that the private market won’t provide land for a street grid or open space. Accordingly he 
advocates a combination of government acquisition and regulation to make sure there is enough land for these 
vital kinds of public goods well in advance of  development. 
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One of the lessons of Angel’s careful empirical analysis of the size, population, density, and fragmentation of 
world cities is how different world cities are one from another. He correctly points out that urbanization is 
proceeding briskly worldwide across all scales. Studying small and medium-sized cities – not just the megacities 
that have attracted much scholarly attention – is important. More importantly, Angel concludes that there is no 
one-size-fits-all answer to the normative question of how cities should develop – including a universal prescription 
to increase urban densities. Cities do not have an optimal city size and many different forms are appropriate. This 
is consistent with Peter Bosselman’s figure-ground drawings illustrating the densities of Hong Kong, the San 
Francisco Bay Area, and the Randstad in the Netherlands (Plate 9). These city-regions all have comparable 
populations and the scale of the drawings is the same. All are economically successful and livable cities, but their 
shapes, areal extent, density, and degree of fragmentation is widely different. Rather, Angel argues, some of the 
cities with the very highest urban densities need to spread out if they are to be livable, the average density of 
other cities (the majority) should increase and a variety of sizes, densities, and degrees of fragmentation are 
appropriate depending on the history, culture, economics, function, and aspirations of different kinds of  cities. 

In developing countries, rural migrants looking for a better life often settle in what Doug Saunders calls “arrival 
cities” (p. 677). These are often relatively low-density areas in the peri-urban areas surrounding city cores. The 
housing and neighborhoods in arrival cities may be inferior – poorly constructed, without adequate water or 
sewage, and far from work locations. But rents and house prices are low compared to housing elsewhere in the 
city-region. Angel argues that compact city policies will raise housing prices and make it more difficult for migrants 
to find housing and meet their other basic needs. There are trade-offs between efficiency, sustainability, and 
social  equity. 

Angel’s selection is particularly appropriate to close this part of The City Reader on the theory and practice 
of urban planning because Angel’s selection provides a model of rigorous social science research and has plenty 
of suggestions for practicing planners based on his analysis and theory building. Most important is to do long-
range planning for areas that will inevitably develop. Angel believes that city governments should draw generous 
boundaries for areas they expect to urbanize and to err on the side of too large rather than too small. He 
advocates selective protection of open spaces throughout metropolitan regions and at different scales from 
football fields and playgrounds to wetlands, reservoir watersheds, farms, and nature parks. Angel departs from 
Ebenezer Howard (p. 371) and conventional wisdom in an important way. Howard argued that cities should be 
surrounded by a greenbelt. His followers accomplished that in the English Garden Cities of Letchworth and 
Welwyn, and dozens of cities worldwide have implemented greenbelts. Letchworth and Welwyn were tiny by 
comparison to Tokyo, Bangkok, Canberra, Chengdu, and other cities that have implemented greenbelts. Angel 
argues that people everywhere value accessible open space. He concluded that, on average, half the land area 
of world cities today is open space and that urbanization and retention of large amounts of usable open space 
are compatible. To make open space accessible in very large urban areas, though, he reasons that a variety of 
open spaces throughout the city-region will often work better than a green belt. 

Another practical planning suggestion involves advance acquisition of land for roads. Thinking ahead, planners 
can assure good roads large enough for public transit rather than allow messy development that will lead to 
congestion if road systems are developed haphazardly only when there is pressure from developers later on. The 
selection by Jonas Rabinovitch and Josef Leitman on Curitiba, Brazil (p. 504) illustrates the difference that 
planning a thoughtful long-range city-region transportation system can  make. 

Shlomo (Solly) Angel teaches the History and Theory of Planning at New York University’s Wagner School of 
Public Policy and a similar course at the Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs at Princeton 
University. He is currently the principal investigator in a global study of urban expansion that has been financed 
by the World Bank, the National Science Foundation, the United States Aeronautics and Space Administration 
(NASA), and the Lincoln Institute of Land  Policy. 

This selection is from Planet of Cities (Cambridge: Lincoln Land Institute, 2012). The Lincoln Land Institute 
also published Angel’s Atlas of Urban Expansion in 2012 with maps that illustrate his  findings. 

Three data sets on world urbanization downloadable for free and the data sets and GIS shapefiles that  
Angel himself assembled are available from the Lincoln Land Institute at www.lincolninst.edu/subcenters/
atlas-urban-expansion. 

http://www.lincolninst.edu/subcenters/atlas-urban-expansion
http://www.lincolninst.edu/subcenters/atlas-urban-expansion
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. . .When urbanization is still in full swing, the Con- 
tainment or Compact City Paradigm is unworkable 
and unrealistic; it must be replaced by an alternative 
paradigm, the Making Room  Paradigm. 

The FOUR  PROPOSiTiONS 

The Making Room Paradigm is predicated on the four 
propositions . . . 

The Inevitable Expansion Proposition stated: first, 
the urbanization process, while it is still in full swing, 
cannot be stopped or reversed; and second, the 
expansion of  cities that it entails cannot and will not 
be contained. No matter how sensible and noble the 
motives, rather than trying to stop people from coming 
to settle in cities and failing in the attempt, it makes 
more sense to take the necessary steps to accommo-
date them. In other words, when it comes to confront-
ing the prospects of  urban population growth and 
expansion, we would do well to heed the advice of  the 
New York City commissioners who created the 1811 
grid plan for Manhattan, rather than that of  Queen 
Elizabeth I, who forbade any construction within three 
miles of  the gates of   London. 

The Sustainable Densities Proposition sought to 
broaden our perspective so we can see the entire 
spectrum of  cities—from cities that are spread out at 
very low densities, contribute an unfairly large share 
of  carbon emissions, and are thus unsustainable, to 
cities that are so dense and overcrowded that they are 
unfit for dignified human habitation and are thus 
unsustainable in a different yet no less important 
sense. Selective densification is now an important 
agenda in low-density cities, especially in North 
America. But no matter how reasonable the motives 
for densification may be, and despite the urgency of  
slowing down climate change or protecting cultivated 
lands and precious rural landscapes, it is not the 
appropriate strategy for dense and overcrowded cities. 

On the contrary, in many cities densities need to be 
allowed and encouraged to decline. This can be done 
practically and economically by opening up new lands 
for  expansion. 

The Decent Housing Proposition is concerned 
with the millions of  families, mostly in developing 
countries, who have settled in or are still migrating to 
cities to live and work with dignity. If  we adopt urban 
containment as a strategy for mitigating climate 
change, then the protection of  our planet would likely 
come at the expense of  the poor. Strict measures to 
protect the natural environment by blocking urban 
expansion or making it difficult, as commonly advo- 
cated in the United States and readily exported to 
developing countries, could choke the supplies of  
affordable lands on the fringes of  cities and limit the 
abilities of  ordinary people to house themselves. We 
would be better off  employing other strategies for 
mitigating climate change. . . . 

The Public Works Proposition required that an 
adequate amount—on the order of  one-third—of  
land on the urban fringe be allocated for public works 
before urban development takes place there. A share 
of  about 5 percent of  that land should consist of  the 
rights-of-way for a grid of  arterial roads to carry public 
transport and trunk infrastructure as well as facilitate 
drainage—preferably spaced 1 kilometer (km) apart 
within walking distance from the interior of  the areas 
they enclose. Another share of  a similar size should 
contain a protected hierarchy of  public open spaces 
where development—whether by formal developers, 
informal developers, or squatters—can be  repulsed. 

The laissez-faire operations of  the urban land 
market may be relied upon in most places to allocate 
adequate lands for public works at the subdivision 
level, when land is converted from fields to urban 
plots. But they cannot be relied upon to allocate 
sufficient lands for two essential forms of  public 
works—arterial roads and a hierarchy of  public open 
spaces. This is a serious market failure with serious 

The Population Division of the United Nations, World Population Prospects, the 2014 Revision is an 
authoritative reference on world urbanization. Their spreadsheet on urban agglomerations Urban Agglomerations, 
2012 has fifty years of longitudinal data estimating the population of urban agglomerations of one million 
inhabitants or more since 1960. The World Bank’s annual World Development Indicators provides estimates of 
the proportion of each country’s population that was urban for every year since 1960. All three of these data sets 
– from the Population Division of the United Nations, the World Bank, and Shlomo Angel’s research for Planet of 
Cities – are available for free from the  internet. 
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consequences for the environmental sustainability of  
cities. The allocation of  lands for public works at the 
municipal and metropolitan levels calls for organized 
public action that cannot come about simply by 
individuals and firms acting in their own self-interest 
in the marketplace. It is our public works that indeed 
enable the free market in urban land to work in an 
efficient, equitable, and sustainable  manner. 

The URBaNiZaTiON  PROJeCT 

My central intellectual challenge was to broaden our 
perspective on cities into a global one that looks at all 
cities as a single set of  connected large and small 
places that together form a planet of  cities. In 
particular, I wanted to bring cities in both developing 
and developed countries into one common analytical 
framework and to help us understand that the 
prescriptions for cities in developing countries are not 
necessarily the same as those for cities in developed 
ones, especially when focusing on actionable pro- 
grams for urban expansion. While containment of  one 
kind or another may be suitable for some cities—
where population growth has ebbed, densities are 
already low, public transit use is low, carbon emis- 
sions are high, and land use regulations are strictly 
followed—it may not be at all suitable in other cities—
where population growth is still in full swing, densities 
are high, public transit use is high, carbon emissions 
are low, and land use regulations are largely  ignored. 

. . . [W]e are in the midst of  an urbanization project 
that started in earnest at the beginning of  the 
nineteenth century, has now reached its peak annual 
growth rate with half  the world population residing in 
urban areas, and will come to an end, possibly by the 
end of  this century, when most people who want to 
live in cities will have moved there. This realization 
lends urgency to my call for preparing for urban 
expansion now, when the urbanization project is still in 
full swing, rather than later, when it would be too late 
to make a  difference. 

The study of  the geography of  world urbanization 
revealed that countries where urbanization is still 
occurring have quite different characteristics from 
those that are almost fully urbanized. In particular, 
their cities have higher densities and lower carbon 
emissions, but they also suffer from weak public 
sectors, weak regulatory regimes, and weak rule of  
law. This distinction strengthens the realization that 

growing cities need to employ quite different strategies 
for confronting their expansion than those championed 
in North America and  Europe. 

The study of  the global hierarchy of  cities revealed 
that cities do not have an optimal size. Rather cities 
are small, large, or very large for a reason, and they 
have different roles in the global hierarchy of  cities. 
Smaller cities have closer relations to their rural 
hinterlands, while larger ones have closer relations to 
the global centers of  commerce, finance, and 
innovation. This study also revealed that the average 
growth rates of  cities of  all population sizes tend to be 
the same, suggesting that our attention should shift 
away from the few megacities that seem to receive the 
bulk of  attention from policy makers and the media to 
focus instead on the entire system of  cities. Megacities 
are not growing any faster than their smaller coun- 
terparts and are likely to house only a relatively small 
share of  the planet’s urban population in the decades 
to  come. 

The SeVeN  QUeSTiONS 

The second part of  [planet of  Cities from which this 
selection is taken] sought to deepen our understanding 
and thus calm our fears of  urban expansion by pro- 
viding detailed quantitative answers to seven ques- 
tions or sets of  questions regarding the dimensions 
and attributes of  urban  expansion. 

Question 1: extent of urban  areas 

The first question focused on the extent of  urban 
areas worldwide and its growth over time. During the 
past two centuries, urban land cover has been growing 
very rapidly compared to earlier periods. Yet by the 
year 2000—when half  of  the world’s population lived 
in cities—urban areas worldwide occupied only some 
600,000 km2, less than one-half  of  1 percent of  the 
total land area of  countries. In a global representative 
sample of  30 cities, urban land cover grew sixteenfold, 
on average, between 1930 and 2000—a global average 
rate of  more than 3 percent per year. In a global 
sample of  120 cities, urban land cover expanded at a 
rate of  3.7 percent per year in the final decade of  the 
twentieth century, while the population of  cities only 
grew at less than half  that rate. At these growth rates, 
global urban land cover will double in some 20  years. 
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Urban expansion is driven by urban population 
growth; increasing household incomes leading to 
higher land consumption by households, which also 
become smaller while occupying larger homes; the 
expansion of  businesses and public facilities that 
accompanies economic development; and inexpen- 
sive transport. The projected urban expansion in all 
regions, especially the developing countries, should 
give pause to advocates of  urban containment. It is 
said that King Canute (1015–1035), annoyed by 
courtiers who told him he was an all-powerful king 
who could even hold back the tide, had his throne 
placed on the beach and ordered back the tide, only to 
get his feet wet. As heroic and justified as it may be, 
containing the oncoming global urban expansion is 
much the same as holding back the  tide. 

Question 2: Urban population  densities 

The second question focused on urban population 
densities and their change over time. New empirical 
evidence on the average population density of  cities 
across space and time confirms that these densities 
have been in decline almost everywhere for a century 
or more. The new evidence is counterintuitive, since 
numerous academic researchers believe that urban 
densities have been on the increase. Were that true, it 
would lend encouragement and support to those 
favoring densification. However, urban density decline 
has been persistent and global in scope, and it predated 
the automobile. It is not restricted to the United States 
or other industrialized countries, but is pervasive in 
developing countries as well. Based on the empirical 
evidence, we may project that future urban land cover 
in cities, countries, and global regions may take place 
under three density change scenarios: a high projection 
assuming a 2 percent annual rate of  density decline, a 
medium projection assuming a 1 percent annual rate 
of  density decline, and a low projection assuming 
constant densities, or a 0 percent annual rate of  density 
decline. The forces driving density decline—rising per 
capita incomes, cheap agricultural lands, efficient 
transport, and income inequality—are quite formid- 
able. Accordingly, absent a highly effective policy 
intervention or a steep increase in travel costs in the 
future, there is little reason for the global decline in 
densities to slow down anytime  soon. 

Best-practice examples of  policy instruments for 
increasing the average density of  built-up areas are 

exceedingly rare. Even Portland, Oregon, which had 
adopted an urban growth boundary (UGB) in the late 
1970s to contain urban sprawl, did not manage to 
increase its built-up area density. The search for cost-
effective and politically acceptable infrastructure 
strategies, regulations, and tax regimes that can lead 
to significant overall densification in low-density cities 
must continue in earnest in order to make them more 
sustainable. At the same time, appropriate strategies 
for managing urban expansion at declining yet sustain- 
able densities in rapidly growing cities in developing 
countries must be identified and employed effectively. 
No matter how we choose to act, however, we should 
remain aware that conscious and conscientious efforts 
to densify our cities would require the reversal of  a 
very powerful and sustained global tendency for urban 
densities to  decline. 

Question 3: Centrality and  dispersal 

The third question focused on the centrality and 
dispersal of  residences and jobs in cities over time. We 
detected two transformations in the spatial structure 
of  cities during the past two centuries. The first, from 
the walking city to the monocentric city, led to the 
suburbanization of  residences away from the crowded 
city centers at lower densities, but kept workplaces 
within the urban core. Then, as cars and trucks became 
more pervasive, workplaces started to decentralize to 
the urban periphery, signaling a second transformation 
in the spatial structure of  urban areas from the mono- 
centric city to the polycentric one, where workplaces 
are distributed throughout the metropolitan area and 
draw their workers from the broader labor  market. 

These transformations have two important policy 
implications. First, in preparing for the coming urban 
expansion we should take into account that the cities 
of  the future will most likely be polycentric. This 
realization requires planning for mixed residential, 
productive, and commercial land use throughout the 
metropolitan fringe. We cannot and need not decide 
in advance where specific uses should be or at what 
densities different areas must be developed. These 
decisions are best left to the interactions of  supply and 
demand for land on the urban periphery. What we can 
do for the public good is to formulate and employ land 
use regulations that maximize the creative possibilities 
inherent in cities while insuring that nuisances between 
adjacent uses are minimized. Second, rather than 
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limiting transportation investments to the radial routes 
to the central business district (CBD) that were 
required during the heyday of  the monocentric city, 
we now have to ensure efficient movement by public 
transport, as well as by trucks and cars, on a dense 
arterial road and infrastructure grid connecting every 
suburb to every other  suburb. 

Question 4: Fragmentation  
of urban  landscapes 

The fourth question focused on the fragmentation of  
the built-up areas of  cities by open space, the cor- 
responding fragmentation of  open space by built-up 
areas, and changes in these processes over time. On 
average, the inclusion of  urbanized open space in the 
city footprint doubles the area of  that footprint. If  that 
average were considered a global norm, urban plan- 
ners and policy makers should not be surprised to find 
half  of  their city’s footprint occupied by urbanized 
open space, and they should be surprised if  it varied 
substantially from that  norm. 

Fragmentation is a fringe phenomenon that 
accompanies the regular operation of  urban land 
markets. As open spaces closer to the city are filled in, 
new urbanized open spaces are created by noncon- 
tiguous building activity on the urban periphery. In 
planning and preparing for urban expansion, we may 
therefore assume that in the absence of  active 
intervention, future city footprints can be expected to 
continue to be half  empty as well. While we cannot 
apply such an estimate to individual cities that  
have different topographies and different historical 
patterns of  fragmentation, we can urge planners to 
take fragmentation into account and to prepare 
substantially larger areas for expansion than might be 
contemplated otherwise. As a rule of  thumb, we 
should be willing to prepare an area of  expansion for 
a city that is at least one-and-one half  times as large  
as the land required for the projected built-up area of  
that  city. 

Question 5: Compactness  
of urban  footprints 

The fifth question focused on the shape compact- 
ness of  urban footprints and its change over time.  
In the absence of  topographic or regulatory barriers, 

monocentric cities will tend to become more 
compact—resembling a circle—to maximize access 
to their CBDs. Polycentric cities will also tend to 
become more compact to maximize the accessibility 
of  every location within them to every other location. 
Planned open spaces that render the built-up areas of  
cities less compact will be difficult to protect when 
household and corporate preferences for greater 
accessibility result in strong political and economic 
pressures to occupy them. We must keep in mind, 
therefore, that the economic and political costs of  
effectively protecting open spaces are limited and 
must be marshaled judiciously. Trying to protect too 
much open space with too few resources may result in 
failure to protect any open space at  all. 

Radial intercity commuter rail lines or freeways 
that allow for faster travel speeds in some directions 
but not in others make urban footprints less compact, 
rendering the open spaces between them easier to 
protect. Guiding urban development into the inters- 
tices between the tentacles of  urban development 
along these lines, in order to make cities more 
compact, requires the planning and construction of  a 
dense network of  arterial roads. Simply marking these 
areas on land use plans as available for urban use may 
not be sufficient to direct development there. In short, 
guiding urban expansion in a realistic fashion cannot 
take place in a vacuum. It must be planned and 
executed in full recognition of  the complex interplay 
of  forces now acting to make cities more compact or 
less  compact. 

Question 6: Future land needs  
of expanding  cities 

The sixth question focused on estimating the future 
land needs of  expanding cities in the decades to 
come. If  we are to prepare cities for their expansion, 
we need to know how much land on the fringe of  a 
given city will need to be converted to urban use in the 
next 20 to 30 years. This is not a simple question, and 
the answers will necessarily involve considerable 
speculation. Still, we will be better off  trying to provide 
thoughtful answers, allowing for contingencies, and 
accommodating adequate margins of  error than 
giving up on preparing for expansion altogether or 
simply making convenient assumptions about the 
expected amount of  land needed for future urban 
expansion based on wishful  thinking. 



S H LO M O   A N G E L 544

We can estimate the areas needed for urban 
expansion given population and density projections. 
At a 1 percent annual decline in average densities, for 
example, urban land cover in developed countries will 
double between 2000 and 2050. At a 2 percent annual 
density decline, urban land cover in these countries 
will more than double between 2000 and 2030, and 
will triple between 2000 and 2050. The situation is 
likely to be more critical in developing countries, 
where most urban population growth will take place. 
At a 1 percent annual decline in average densities in 
cities in developing countries, urban land cover will 
almost triple between 2000 and 2030, and more than 
quadruple between 2000 and 2050. At a 2 percent 
annual decline in densities, urban land cover will 
almost quadruple between 2000 and 2030, and 
increase sevenfold between 2000 and 2050. While 
conditions in individual cities may vary greatly, 
realistic planning for urban expansion must take place 
with these orders of  magnitude in  mind. 

Question 7: Loss of cultivated  
lands to urban  expansion 

The seventh and last question focused on the share of  
cultivated lands that will be lost to urban expansion in 
coming decades. In the year 2000, urban land cover 
amounted to some 4 percent of  cultivated land. 
Historically, lands under cultivation were always in 
close proximity to cities to minimize the cost of  
shipping produce to market. As cities began to expand, 
they consumed nearby cultivated lands. On average, 
preliminary estimates suggest that in the world at 
large, one-half  of  the area of  projected urban expan- 
sion in coming decades is likely to occupy land now 
under cultivation. In a worst-case scenario, assuming 
a 2 percent annual decline in density, some 6 percent 
of  the land now under cultivation in the world at large 
will be lost to urban expansion between 2000 and 
2050. The growing urban population will require 
substantial increases in the global food supply, entail- 
ing mostly improved yields and, to a lesser extent, the 
expansion of  lands under  cultivation. 

Both cultivated lands and cities will need to expand, 
but they need not come into conflict. There are 
adequate reserves of  cultivatable lands on the planet 
sufficient to feed the world population in perpetuity, 
and some of  these lands must now be brought into 
cultivation in an equitable, efficient, and sustainable 

manner. There are also adequate reserves of  wealth in 
our emerging planet of  cities sufficient to ensure that 
resources are invested in a plentiful and affordable 
global food supply. In other words, urban expansion 
that proceeds hand in hand with urban research and 
investment aimed at increasing agricultural yields, as 
well as at the responsible expansion of  lands under 
cultivation, need not compromise our food  supply. 

aN aCTiONaBLe PROGRaM FOR 
GUidiNG URBaN  exPaNSiON 

The Making Room Paradigm can be readily trans- 
formed into an actionable program to help prepare 
individual cities for their expansion. Such a program, 
to be realistic, would require an understanding of  the 
city’s present legal, political, economic, and cultural 
context. It will also benefit from the accumulated 
experience of  cities that have embarked on such 
ventures, successful or unsuccessful as they may have 
been. At the conceptual level it may contain, at the 
very minimum, variations on four key components: a 
realistic projection of  urban land needs; generous 
metropolitan limits; selective protection of  open 
space; and an arterial grid of  dirt  roads. 

a ReaLiSTiC PROJeCTiON  
OF URBaN LaNd  NeedS 

Forecasting urban land cover involves a combination 
of  several independent forecasts: the city population, 
its built-up area density, and its level of  fragmentation 
as measured by the city footprint ratio . . . To forecast 
where expansion will likely to take place, we would 
also need to forecast and plan for possible changes in 
its compactness. We noted that the rate of  urban 
population growth in a country as a whole, a rate for 
which there are relatively good short-term and long-
term projections by national census bureaus and by 
the United Nations Population Division, could be a 
starting point for population projections in individual 
cities. They can also base their projections on their 
own historical growth trajectories and adjust them if  a 
change is caused unexpectedly by some cataclysmic 
event, such as the influx of  war refugees, an environ- 
mental catastrophe, or rapid economic  growth. 

The New York City commissioners’ 1811 projec- 
tions for Manhattan and Cerdá’s 1859 projections for 
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Barcelona both made room for more than a sevenfold 
increase of  the areas of  their cities at the time, and 
proved to be entirely realistic. The absence of  similar 
examples today may be a failure of  imagination or a 
failure of  nerve, but such visions are exactly what will 
be required to make realistic projections for the 
expansion of  many cities in urbanizing countries in 
the coming  decades. 

GeNeROUS MeTROPOLiTaN  LiMiTS 

A realistic projection of  urban land needs for future 
expansion must go hand in hand with policy reforms 
that abandon artificial limits on population growth and 
urban expansion in favor of  urban economic develop- 
ment and improvements in the quality of  urban life. 
The Regional Plan for the Mumbai Metropolitan 
Region, 1996–2011, has undergone this transformation. 
It acknowledged the failure of  earlier plans and 
promoted a new strategy based on an accelerated rate 
of  urban expansion that far exceeds its population 
 projections. 

The Regional Plan of  1973 primarily aimed at 
containing Mumbai’s growth . . . the outcome has 
been far from intended. . . . Although Mumbai’s 
population growth was expected to stabilize around 
. . . 7 million . . . by 1991, it has reached . . . 9.9 million. . . 

The Mumbai Metropolitan Region Development 
Authority (MMRDA) projected the population of  the 
region to grow from 14.5 million in 1991 to 23.5 million 
in 2011 and to 25.8 million in 2031. In other words, the 
population of  the region was expected to grow by 
three-quarters between 1991 and 2031. In contrast, 
the built-up area in the region was allowed to more 
than triple. Mumbai is no longer pursuing a policy of  
containment and is instead projecting its population 
and its area for expansion more realistically than 
before. This makes complete sense given the average 
population density of  the built-up area of  Mumbai in 
2000, at 440 persons per hectare, was the third highest 
in the global sample of  120 cities after Dhaka, 
Bangladesh, and Hong Kong,  China. 

Urban land cover projections by sophisticated 
demographers, even those willing to err on the high 
side, will be of  little use unless they are put into 
practice by designating expanded urban administrative 
areas and enshrining them in law. The boundaries of  
these areas cannot be instituted by municipalities. 
They need to be created by state, provincial, or 

national legislation. Just as the New York City  
plan was authorized by the State of  New York, and 
Portland’s UGB was authorized by the State of  
Oregon, new metropolitan administrative boundaries 
are a concern and a responsibility of  higher levels of  
government. Cities are powerless to plan for their 
expansion outside their municipal administrative 
boundaries, as are metropolitan areas containing large 
numbers of  independent  municipalities. 

The main and crucial difference between Portland’s 
UGB and the designation of  appropriate administrative 
boundaries for making room is simply a matter of  
generosity. Metropolitan limits have to be large enough 
to accommodate 30 years of  urban expansion given 
realistic projections of  population growth, density 
decline, and changes in fragmentation levels. If  they 
are to err, they should err on the side of  more rather 
than less to allow for the small probability that the  
city may become very large. Once they are put into 
law, these metropolitan limits—designating areas 
where orderly urban development is allowed and 
encouraged—should be subject to study and review, 
and changed regularly, preferably every decade, as 
population, density, and fragmentation trends become 
better understood. Only the creation of  generous 
administrative boundaries for metropolitan expansion 
and enshrining them in state, provincial, or national 
law can create the necessary legal framework for 
orderly urban  expansion. 

SeLeCTiVe PROTeCTiON  
OF OPeN  SPaCe 

There is no question that urban dwellers put a value on 
proximity to open spaces of  all sizes; that homes 
adjacent or within walking distance to parks and 
playgrounds command higher prices; and that people 
who move to the outer suburbs often cite their desire 
to be closer to the open countryside as a reason for 
their move. Singapore, for example, has an enviable 
hierarchy of  urban parks distributed throughout the 
city-state. It includes 6 nature parks, 8 riverine parks, 
11 city and heritage parks, 11 community parks,  
6 coastal parks, 5 horticultural parks, and 2 botanic 
gardens within a land area of  710 km2. These parks 
are clearly in permanent use as publicly accessible 
open space, the most useful type of  open space for 
urban dwellers. Not every city can institute an open 
space hierarchy within its city footprint comparable to 
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that of  Singapore, but city officials should advocate for 
the creation of  such a hierarchy of  areas that can 
remain open in perpetuity in areas of  expansion, and 
they should advocate for it now, when land on the 
urban periphery is still inexpensive and in ample 
 supply. 

This selective protection of  open spaces involves 
four key steps: (1) the creation of  a metropolitan open 
space plan that contains a hierarchy of  open spaces 
of  all sizes and types—from football fields and 
playgrounds to wetlands, reservoir watersheds, farms, 
and nature parks—in areas of  expansion; (2) the 
passage of  new regulations or the enforcement of  
existing regulations that mandate the allocation of  a 
certain share of  private lands for public use; (3) the 
purchase of  private lands for use as public open space 
on the urban periphery while land prices are low, the 
registration of  liens on private lands designated for 
future use as open space, or the acquisition of  the 
development rights to land through purchase or 
exchange of  land rights; and (4) the creation of  an 
institutional framework comprising public, private, 
and civic organizations for the aggressive protection 
of  these open spaces from invasion by formal and 
informal  developers. 

The most important aspect of  this element of  the 
Making Room Paradigm is that its actual extent will be 
limited by the private, public, and civic resources—
both financial and human—that can be made available 
for its implementation. That is why it must be selective. 
Instead of  protecting too much land from development 
at no cost to the public and ending up with no open 
space at all, this strategy aims to protect some land at 
a minimal cost to the public so it remains open in 
 perpetuity. 

It is a strategy that does not rely on a regulatory 
regime that penalizes some landowners on the urban 
fringe by prohibiting them from developing their land 
for urban use, in order to provide an entire urban 
population the free benefit of  enjoying the view of  
their open lands without having to compensate them. 
Instead, it takes as a given that owners of  land on the 
urban fringe in areas designated for urban expan- 
sion have the right to use their land in accordance  
with the laws governing urban development, subject 
to their willingness—enshrined in enforceable 
regulations—to forgo a part of  their land for public 
use, already a common practice in many countries 
from Israel to Ecuador. In addition, the Making Room 
Paradigm—by opening up large areas for urban 

development—aims to reduce the premium typically 
associated with the conversion of  land from rural to 
urban use. This is likely to keep land prices on the 
urban fringe low, enabling the purchase of  land for 
public use as well as the purchase of  development 
rights from landowners by land conservancies to 
ensure that their lands remain open in  perpetuity. 

In short, instead of  a greenbelt on the periphery  
of  the city, the Making Room Paradigm opts for a 
green city full of  open spaces large and small, far  
and close, designated for intensive use and protected 
from overuse. Instead of  surrounding the city with a 
greenbelt that aims to contain its inevitable expansion 
and likely failing in the attempt, this element of  the 
paradigm calls for built-up areas and open spaces to 
interpenetrate each other as the city expands  outward. 

aN aRTeRiaL GRid OF diRT  ROadS 

Assuming that the various objections to expansion 
can be overcome, that the obstacles to creating new 
administrative limits for planned urban expansion can 
be surmounted, and that designated green areas can 
be protected from urban encroachment, a further 
question arises: What needs to be done, at the very 
minimum, to prepare new lands for urban use? In 
urbanizing countries the answer is straightforward: 
Secure the rights-of-way now for an entire arterial 
road and infrastructure grid within these new 
administrative  boundaries. 

The arterial grid pertains to the network of  major 
arterial roads that typically carry intra-urban traffic, 
public transport, and trunk infrastructure, especially 
water and sewer lines. The main difference between 
an arterial grid and the local street grid can be seen in 
Detroit, where the arterial grid encompasses 1.6-km-
wide urban superblocks with local streets arranged in 
various ways within them to provide access to all 
 plots. 

To accommodate urban expansion, an arterial grid 
on the urban fringe must have five essential  properties: 

j Total coverage: The grid must cover the entire area 
designated for expansion in the next 20 to 30 years, 
not just a segment of  that  area. 

j	 Connectivity: The arterial grid should be a mesh of  
long, continuous roads that crisscross the expan- 
sion area and connect it to the existing road 
 network. 
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j One-kilometer spacing: To ensure that public 
transportation is within a 10-minute walk, these 
roads should be spaced no more than 1 km   
apart. 

j Wide right-of-way: The width of  the roads should 
be 20–30 meters, so they can have designated bus 
lanes, bike paths, a median, and several lanes  
to carry intracity traffic, while remaining easy  
to  cross. 

j	 Progressive improvement: Initially, the rights-of-way 
for the entire grid should be acquired by municipal 
authorities. Dirt roads can then be opened up in 
portions of  the grid, and selected segments can be 
paved and improved over the years as demand 
builds up and as budgets become  available. 

An early introduction of  an arterial grid into expansion 
areas would help attain five important  objectives. 

An antipoverty objective. The proposed arterial 
grid is meant to open up sufficiently large areas for 
urban expansion to ensure that land supply is not 
constricted, and that large numbers of  residential 
plots remain affordable. In contrast to earlier 
affordable housing strategies in developing countries 
that focused on the provision of  a limited supply of  
individual plots—commonly referred to as sites-and-
services projects—the proposed strategy aims to 
provide a large number of  superblocks that can be 
subdivided by formal and informal developers into 
individual plots. To create the desired impact of  the 
proposed arterial grid on the urban land market, the 
entire network should be initiated now, and individual 
road segments can be improved to higher standards 
as demand for travel along them increases. This 
strategy minimizes the risk of  land speculation that 
typically occurs when only a few fully paved roads are 
put in place, as well as the risk of  paving roads at the 
wrong time and in the wrong places. If  only a portion 
of  the rural periphery is converted to urban use and a 
full complement of  infrastructure services is 
introduced immediately—in a public-private land 
development partnership or in a land pooling and 
readjustment scheme, for example—then land prices 
there increase dramatically, rendering the area out of  
reach for the urban poor. Only a comprehensive 
approach to the land supply issue can keep land prices 
in metropolitan areas from rising steeply, especially in 
rapidly urbanizing cities where there is strong demand 
for  land. 

A planning objective. Urban infrastructure plans 
and investments in cities in urbanizing countries 
typically follow rather than guide urban development. 
Developers pressure municipalities to extend infra- 
structure services in piecemeal fashion to areas that 
the developers have chosen, often blatantly disre- 
garding municipal plans. The arterial road grid would 
function as a basic framework for planning the city. 
Participatory planning would be considerably more 
effective if  it focused on an individual superblock 
rather than on the metropolitan area as a whole. By 
locating the grid before land subdivision and 
development begin, municipalities can actively shape 
future growth. They will then be leading the developers 
into new areas rather than following them. The arterial 
grid plan simply assumes that, no matter how the city 
develops, it will need an underlying network of  arterial 
roads to carry its traffic and trunk infrastructure. 
Unlike a typical master plan, it does not designate 
land uses or densities, nor does it recommend strate- 
gies for the economic, social, or cultural development 
of  the city. Its planning, design, and implementation 
do not require unique expertise or rare ingenuity. In 
most cases it can be planned and implemented by 
municipal planners with little or no outside  help. 

A transport objective. For an arterial grid to function 
as the road network for a public transport system, 
three conditions must hold: (1) residential densities 
must be sufficiently high to sustain public transport; (2) 
the width of  the rights-of-way for the roads needs to 
be around 20–30 meters; and (3) the roads need to be 
spaced not more than 1 km apart so the majority of  
people can walk to a public transit stop from any 
location in less than 10 minutes. The arterial road  
grid of  the city of  Milton Keynes in England, one  
of  the new towns on the outskirts of  London, has 
arterial roads spaced within walking distance of  the 
areas they enclose, and there is a bus line on each  
of   them. 

While the absence of  an arterial grid may prevent 
the introduction of  an effective public transport 
system that extends far into the urban fringe, putting in 
place an arterial road grid is not a guarantee, in and of  
itself, that the grid would be used effectively to carry 
public transport. Unless strong and enduring political 
alliances in cities take steps to introduce and 
strengthen public transport alternatives to individual 
automobile travel, the appropriation of  the arterial 
grid by cars and trucks—to the exclusion of  buses, 
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bicycles, or other environmentally friendly forms of  
transport—should come as no surprise. Toronto is 
one city that has been able to build and maintain an 
effective public transport system that extends along a 
road grid far into the suburbs and it now boasts the 
third-largest transit system in North  America. 

An environmental objective. The arterial grid is 
an essential element of  an effective public transport 
system, and one of  the most important elements in 
any urban strategy that aims to reduce our carbon 
footprint. To the extent that a good public transport 
system can reduce our future reliance on private 
automobile travel, the arterial grid provides an 
essential building block. The organization of  the urban 
periphery in a set of  superblocks will increase the 
chances that environmental justice concerns making 
room for a planet of  cities will be addressed. The 
superblock system created by the arterial road 
network makes it possible to demand and ensure that 
each superblock contains an adequate amount of  
public open space; that environmentally unfriendly 
facilities are distributed evenly; and that human-scale 
communities and neighborhoods have a say in the 
planning, designing, and making of  their physical 
 environment. 

Finally, to the extent that location within the 
planned superblocks with access to arterial roads is 
perceived of  as an advantage by formal and informal 
developers alike, the arterial grid will provide planners 
with an effective tool for directing urban development 
away from low-lying areas that will be vulnerable to 
flooding as sea levels rise, or away from sensitive 
natural habitats or reservoir watersheds that are  
likely to be encroached upon otherwise. This objec- 
tive will be particularly important in cities where  
the regulatory regime by itself  is incapable of  
preventing the conversion of  rural peripheral lands  
to urban  use. 

A financial objective. Budget constraints typically 
prevent putting in place a completed arterial road 
network incorporating a system of  well-paved, well-
drained, and well-lit and signed roads in advance of  
development. That said, cities in rapidly urbanizing 
countries can acquire the land needed for such a 
network now, and then improve individual road seg-
ments to higher standards as demand for travel along 
them increases. If  demand along a particular road 
segment never increases, no great harm was  done. 

If  it does increase, it can be met at a cost seve- 
ral decimal orders of  magnitude lower than if  an 

arterial road had to be built through an established 
neighborhood. . .. 

CONCLUSiON 

. . . [T]here is an efficient, equitable, and sustainable 
way for the public sector to engage in the urbanization 
project now taking place in many developing countries. 
It involves the abandonment of  the prevailing 
Containment Paradigm as irrelevant and ill-fitting for 
cities that are scheduled to grow several-fold in 
coming decades. Instead, it calls for the adoption of  
an alternative Making Room Paradigm, an urban 
development strategy that aims to accommodate 
urban population growth rather than constrict and 
constrain  it. 

This new paradigm is not laissez-faire in the sense 
of  allowing market forces to determine the shape of  
the cities of  the future. It recognizes the importance of  
markets in the development of  urban lands for 
residential, economic, and civic activities, but also 
recognizes their inability to ensure the creation of  a 
hierarchy of  public and private open spaces protected 
in perpetuity, or to establish an adequate network of  
arterial roads to make cities sustainable through the 
development of  efficient public  transport. 

This research into urban expansion in a global and 
historical framework has helped establish the basic 
parameters and dimensions of  the expansion process. 
We now know how much and how fast cities have 
expanded in the past, and we can project how much 
and how fast they are likely to expand in the future. We 
now know that densities have been in persistent 
decline for a century or more, and we can expect them 
to continue to decline as long as incomes increase and 
transport remains relatively inexpensive. We now 
know that the cities of  the future are likely to be more 
polycentric than monocentric, requiring the develop- 
ment of  transport networks that increase the con- 
nectivity of  the city as a whole rather than the 
connectivity of  the city to its center. We now know 
that city footprints contain open spaces in and around 
built-up areas that are equivalent in size to their 
built-up areas, requiring that expansion plans take that 
into account rather than assume that all vacant lands 
will be filled in. We now know that powerful forces 
acting to maximize accessibility can frustrate noble 
attempts to keep people and businesses from occupy- 
ing planned open spaces, requiring a more nuanced 
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approach to planning and protecting the urban 
hierarchy of  open spaces. We can now estimate the 
total urban land cover in all countries and, given these 
estimates, together with population projections and 
realistic assumptions on density decline, we can begin 
to project the amount of  land that will be needed to 
accommodate urban populations in all regions, 
countries, and cities in coming decades. And finally, 
we now know how much cultivated land is likely to be 
lost to urban expansion, and we can plan for urban 
expansion hand-in-hand with planning for the 
expansion of  cultivated  lands. 

This book therefore provides both the conceptual 
framework and the basic empirical data necessary for 
the minimal yet meaningful management of  the urban 
expansion process. Karl Popper . . . reminds us  that 

[t]he future is open. . . . When I say “It is our duty to 
remain optimists,” this includes not only the openness 

of  the future but also that which all of  us can contribute 
to it by everything we do: we are all responsible  
for what the future holds in store. Thus it is our duty, 
not to prophesy evil but, rather, to fight for a better 
 world. 

This is especially pertinent to the future of  our cities, 
by far our largest, most ambitious, and most complex 
projects. They are, at the same time, the places where 
most of  us have chosen to come together and our 
most forceful signatures on the global landscape. 
Because cities are our common home, we need to 
shape and reshape them in a spirit of  respect and 
compassion, for us, for them, and for the planet. It is 
my hope that the evidence, the analysis, and the 
conclusions presented here may lay the foundation for 
a fruitful discussion of  the fate of  our planet of  cities 
and what we can do to make it a better place for a long 
time to  come.  
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Urban design and 
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iNTROdUCTiON TO PaRT SeVeN 

This section focuses on urban design – the way in which humans actually shape the built environment and 
the related concept of placemaking. As Peter Hall (p. 431) describes, during the first half century urban 
planning was taught in the UK and North America it was essentially urban design – closely related to both 
architecture and urban planning. Since then other approaches to planning that Hall identifies have matured, 
and urban design is best viewed as one important part of urban planning that draws on various social 
science disciplines and professional fields. Urban designers usually either specialize in urban design within 
architecture or city and regional planning degree programs or are educated first as architects and then get 
an advanced degree in urban design. In many parts of the world urban planning programs emphasize urban 
design, and frequently what is taught as urban planning is almost entirely urban design. This is less common 
in North America. 

In the mid-1970s a New York-based nonprofit organization named the Project for Public Spaces (PPS) 
began using the word “placemaking” to refer to a holistic approach to urban design. Their approach 
emphasizes cultural, economic, social and ecological principles, the importance of citizen participation in 
the design process, and what they call LQC (lighter, quicker, cheaper) neighborhood  projects. 

Urban designers are concerned with sites larger than individual buildings – site plans for one or more 
buildings and adjacent landscaping, parking, and other features and designs for blocks, neighborhoods, 
park systems, highway corridors, sometimes even entire new towns and cities. Professionals from the 
related field of landscape architecture work with urban designers on the relationship between the natural 
environment and the built environment at different scales. As in other areas where academics study cities 
or professionals work to build cities, material from many disciplines and professional fields is relevant to 
urban design. Urban design is a professional field that blends art and science. Urban designers draw on 
artistic right-brain approaches and rational left-brain approaches. Aesthetics are important, but urban 
design is concerned with much more than art. The best urban designers are also social scientists who 
understand how people use the environments they are designing. They may draw on history to understand 
how the physical form of a place evolved and designs will work harmoniously with the past, psychology to 
understand how people perceive the space around them and interact with other people, and anthropology 
and sociology to create places that meet the needs of different social groups. Urban designs must take 
economic and political reality into account. Good urban designers use the full gamut of qualitative and 
quantitative research methods. Urban designers may disagree on what makes for a good design, but they 
share a belief in the value of design itself. They believe professionals should consciously think about 
physical relationships in the creation of urban  space. 

Urban designs are often expressed through drawings – generated by hand or computer – but design 
ideas may be expressed in words, photographs, maps, and other media. Urban designers are usually adept 
at drawing and creating designs by hand. But they almost universally use Computer Assisted Design 
(CAD) and Illustration software. Three-dimensional renderings, videos, and technologies that allow clients 
to see the way different design solutions will look through computer hardware that augment reality or walk 
through alternative digital models to experience in advance how a space will appear are revolutionizing the 
practice of urban  design. 
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The selections in this section by architect Jan Gehl, urban designer Kevin Lynch, sociologist William H. 
Whyte, and urban planners Clarence Perry, Lawrence Vale, Allan Jacobs, and Donald Appleyard illustrate 
how different academic disciplines and professional fields can contribute to good urban design that is 
sensitive to human  needs. 

Good urban design usually begins with intensive observation. Nineteenth-century Austrian architect, 
Camillo Sitte (1843–1903) – often considered the father of modern urban design – pointed the way. Sitte 
witnessed Vienna’s old city walls torn down, a ring road (Ringstrasse) with new electric streetcars built to 
encircle the city, and old areas in Vienna leveled for monumental boulevards and impressive new buildings. 
Modernization eliminated slums, replaced medieval alleyways with much wider streets, improved sanitation 
and public health, increased mobility, and provided beautiful new buildings and public spaces. Many of the 
new buildings were aesthetic masterpieces that still adorn Vienna today. But Sitte felt nostalgia for the 
oddly shaped cathedral squares and narrow streets of old Vienna. He mourned the loss of structures built 
to human scale and public spaces embellished with statues, fountains, and other municipal art that adorned 
cites in classical Greece and Rome, the Middle Ages, and the Renaissance. He valued city space that had 
grown organically over  time. 

Sitte embarked on a careful study of the built environment of notable European cities. Armed with a 
sketchbook he visited Athens, Rome, Florence, Venice, Paris, Pisa, Salzburg, Rothenburg on the Tauber, 
Dresden, and dozens of other European cities. Everywhere he went, Sitte carefully sketched what he saw. 
He thought about scale and building materials, views and elevations, the integration of ornamental features 
with functional buildings. He imagined what civic life in these urban spaces must have been like at the time 
of Pericles and Julius Caesar, of Lorenzo the Magnificent, and Louis XI of France. The result was a masterful 
little book titled Urban Planning According to Artistic Principles published in  1889. 

Sitte’s sketches showed that many of the best-loved public spaces were irregular in shape and had a 
complex jumble of features that had built up over time rather than being designed all at one time as a 
completely thought-out whole. He applauded the practice in ancient Greece and Rome and during the 
Italian Renaissance of concentrating civic buildings around public squares and plazas and ornamenting the 
resulting centers of community life with fountains, monuments, and statues reflecting the taste and mores 
of different historic  periods. 

Sitte had limited influence on the rebuilding of his native Vienna, but enormous and continuing impact 
elsewhere. Sitte Schülen (Sitte schools) sprang up all over Europe as young architects and planners read 
his book and discussed how to implement his ideas. The Art of Building Cities was translated into other 
languages. In the United States, it was the Bible of the turn-of-the-century municipal arts movement. Urban 
designers at the Project for Public Spaces in New York City – the source of two readings in this part of The 
City Reader are the spiritual heirs of Sitte. They and urban designers all over the world are incorporating 
new ideas and adapting designs to the varied conditions in the developed and developing world. But they 
all share a commitment to good urban design to make cities  better. 

Sitte fell out of favor in the interwar period when Le Corbusier and the insurgent young architects of the 
Congrès International d’Architecture Moderne (CIAM) developed plans to raze and rebuild what they saw 
as the obsolete, over-decorated cities using modern materials, monumental scale, and spare cubist designs 
inspired by industrial society (p. 379). Le Corbusier dismissed Sitte’s approach of allowing cities to grow 
organically as “the pack-donkey’s way” of designing cities. In contrast he called rational modernist  
designs the – “man’s way”! Today there is a renewed interest in human-scale post-modernist designs, and  
architects and planners associated with the Project for Public Spaces (pp. 558, 629), the Congress of the 
New Urbanism (p. 410), and followers of Jan Gehl (p. 608) and Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) have rediscovered 
Sitte’s writings and find much of value in the principles he developed more than a century  ago. 

The design of the built environment may not determine human behavior, but implicit in the following 
selections is the notion that good design can have powerful, positive influences on human beings and bad 
design can numb the human spirit. Good urban design is both a product of a society and an influence on 
its future course. As Winston Churchill observed in a 1944 speech on rebuilding the British House of 
Commons after World War II: “We shape our dwellings, and afterwards our dwellings shape us.” Ugly, 
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impersonal, dirty, dangerous, economically depressed, unsustainable, dysfunctional, race- and gender-
segregated areas are prevalent in many large cities today. Design alone will not eliminate poverty, racism, 
or other social ills. But it can contribute to solutions. Urban designers may have different priorities with 
respect to the need to improve traffic flow versus making pedestrian-friendly streets, economically 
revitalizing an area versus retaining historic buildings, or protecting the natural environment versus keeping 
the city competitive in the global economy, providing solutions within limited city budgets or more costly 
ones that will improve city resilience and save money (and lives) in the long run. Whatever their priorities, 
urban designers bring a distinct self-conscious design approach to their  work. 

Part Seven begins with a selection by the Project for Public Places (PPS) titled “What is Placemaking?” 
PPS coined the term in the mid-1970s and has worked tirelessly on the theory and practice of placemaking 
ever since. They see placemaking as both an overarching idea and a hands-on tool for improving a 
neighborhood, city or region. PPS defines placemaking as “the process through which we collectively 
shape our public realm to maximize shared value.” They argue that making a good public place involves 
cultural, economic, social, and ecological principles. They consider the people who live, work, and play in 
a neighborhood the experts on how to design improvements to  it. 

While he did not call it placemaking, Clarence Perry produced one of the most influential writings on 
urban design ever written (p. 563) and one which shares many of PPS ideas and values. In the late 1920s 
the Russell Sage foundation, a well-endowed nonprofit organization, provided generous funding for a 
massive plan for the New York City region. As part of this important project, the foundation commissioned 
background papers by many of America’s best-known planners. Perry was assigned the task of developing 
design standards for new neighborhoods. The final Plan for the New York Region (1929) proved 
controversial. Lewis Mumford dismissed the plan as timid and uninspired. But Mumford and others 
immediately recognized Perry’s short piece as a brilliant contribution to planning. It has had enormous 
influence worldwide during the last eighty plus  years. 

Perry’s answer to the growth of enormous, impersonal metropolitan regions such as the New York 
region and to the sprawl and potential destruction of community that mass auto-ownership was already 
bringing by the 1920s was to design human-scale neighborhood units organized around an educational 
and cultural complex that would bring people together and maintain community. Education, Perry reasoned, 
was a fundamental family value. If a neighborhood was designed around an area large enough to support 
a high school, the school would provide the glue to get neighbors to interact with each other. Better yet, if 
the school building and grounds were used on evenings and weekends for adult education classes, sports 
and cultural events, concerts, and lectures it would improve the quality of life of adults as well as children 
and neighbors would get to know one another even better. The anomie that Louis Wirth deplored in 
“Urbanism as a Way of Life” (p. 115) could be overcome. A family-oriented, school-centered neighborhood 
where children could walk to school and neighborhood cultural activities brought people together would 
help build the kind of social capital Robert D. Putnam (p. 154) considers essential. Perry proposed a whole 
series of design ideas that would help knit the neighborhood unit together and keep automobiles from 
destroying the urban fabric – separation of through and local traffic, cul-de-sacs to calm traffic, overpasses 
to eliminate messy intersections, and a school complex at the center of the neighborhood not only to 
education children, but to foster community. Perry’s writing was the most influential urban design writing in 
the world until a slim volume on urban design by Massachusetts Institute of Technology planning professor 
Kevin Lynch appeared in  1961. 

Lynch’s The Image of the City (p. 576) quickly established itself as the foundation of contemporary 
urban design. Lynch asked basic questions: how do people perceive the built environment? What are the 
underlying elements common to human perception of the city? What aspects of the built environment 
disorient people and which help them to grasp their surroundings? Armed with a better theoretical 
understanding of how people perceive the city image, what can urban designers actually do to design 
better cities? The selection from The Image of the City reprinted in Part Seven describes Lynch’s core 
findings about how people perceive the city image and summarizes the five elements of urban form that 
Lynch considers to be most fundamental: paths, edges, districts, nodes, and landmarks. It is rich in 
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suggestions about how these findings can shape better urban design. Urban planners like Allan Jacobs 
and Donald Appleyard (p. 596) have put Lynch’s ideas into practice all over the  world. 

Sociologist William H. Whyte’s writing on the design of spaces (p. 587) summarizes ideas he developed 
studying the way in which New Yorkers use urban parks and plazas. The Project for Public Spaces grew 
directly out of Whyte’s “Street Life Project” in the early 1970s and has been going strong ever since. Whyte 
was a good friend of Jane Jacobs and each learned a great deal from the other. Whyte was a sharp 
observer and a fine writer. His writings are exemplary of the way in which social scientists can use 
understanding of human behavior to produce excellent urban designs. Whyte’s work illustrates how urban 
research can lead directly to changes in city policy. The New York City Planning Department and 
organizations in New York involved in planning and managing parks incorporated Whyte’s ideas directly 
into policy. As a result of Whyte’s ideas, iron fences isolating New York’s Bryant Park from the street were 
torn down. Food stalls were expanded. Moveable chairs were brought in. Today, Bryant Park is a vibrant 
well-used urban park rather than a sinister and dangerous park that New Yorkers shunned. PPS has grown 
to be a force in New York City neighborhood planning. Today placemaking projects based on Whyte’s 
ideas are underway in all fifty-nine of New York City’s boroughs. Many other North American cities have 
used Whyte’s ideas to improve parks and plazas. As the final selection on “Placemaking and the Future of 
Cities” describes, Whyte’s ideas are now influential around the world and particularly in developing 
countries where most of the world’s urbanization is  occurring. 

Urban planners Allan Jacobs and Donald Appleyard also illustrate the connection between theory and 
practice. Jacobs is an emeritus professor of city planning at the University of California, Berkeley, where 
Appleyard also taught until his death in 1982. Both were students of Kevin Lynch. Jacobs served as the 
director of the San Francisco City Planning Department, and Appleyard worked with him on notable studies 
of street livability and urban design. Under Jacobs’s leadership, the San Francisco City Planning Department 
produced an award-winning urban design plan, which draws heavily on Lynch’s ideas and the insights of 
Appleyard’s studies. That work has profoundly shaped the development of San Francisco for more than a 
quarter century and serves as a model for other  cities. 

Like the other authors in Part Seven, Danish architect, urban designer and educator Jan Gehl (p. 608) 
developed his theories and practical principles of urban design from careful observation. Gehl chose to 
focus his attention on the way in which people conduct ordinary outdoor day-to-day activities such as 
walking to the bus stop, going to do a local grocery shopping, washing the car, playing with their children, 
or walking the dog. He observed ordinary “spaces between buildings” – front yards, neighborhood streets, 
doorways of public buildings, vacant lots, local parks, and bus stops. His observations convinced him that 
people will choose to engage in optional outdoor activities if they find the physical space inviting, but avoid 
them if they do not. Even necessary outdoor activities will be prolonged and enriched if people enjoy being 
outside. Gehl believes that people have a basic need for human contact and that well-designed ordinary 
outdoor spaces will bring more people in contact with each other. In addition to meeting a basic individual 
psychological need, even outdoor encounters at a very low level of intensity – just passing others on the 
street, or choosing to take a bus ride – provide a measure of satisfaction and can stimulate other, more 
important connections among  people. 

Gehl’s careful observations of spaces that people in his native Copenhagen did and did not like 
produced many practical insights about better urban design. He noticed, for example, that people enjoy 
observing other people. Where benches along paths in Danish parks were placed back-to-back people 
almost always chose the bench facing the path so they could enjoy contact – even mere observation of 
other people. Gehl was an early advocate of traffic calming, and designs to accommodate bicycles, and 
particularly pedestrian-only streets like the one Jonas Rabinovitch and Josef Leitman describe in Curitiba, 
Brazil (p. 504). He played a significant role in the design of Copenhagen’s very successful Strøget Street 
– the longest pedestrianized street in the  world (Plate 32). 

Urban design is not just about aesthetics. Lawrence Vale’s article on resilient cities introduces one of 
the most important current themes in urban design, planning and urban governance. Throughout history, 
cities worldwide have experienced enormous and unanticipated shocks and disasters. Because they were 
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unprepared, the consequences have often been catastrophic. The prosperous Roman city of Pompeii was 
buried by a volcanic eruption from nearby Mount Vesuvius in 79 ce. Thousands of children were killed in 
Sichuan Province, China, when shoddily-built schools on or near earthquake faults collapsed, and the area 
around Japan’s Fukushima nuclear plant became uninhabitable when a tsunami damaged the nuclear 
reactors. With the vision of hindsight, people often see that it would have been relatively easy to create 
resilient designs so avoid disasters like this or limit their impact and assure that they could recover quickly. 
But only recently has the concept of resilience crept into decision-makers’ consciousness and the practice 
of city-building. Some resilient planning involves common-sense physical planning: don’t build cities at the 
base of volcanos, schools on earthquake faults, or nuclear reactors where tsunamis (even unusually large 
ones) might possibly reach them. But the resilience city literature has quickly become more complex. How 
should government officials and urban planners assess risk and what threshold should they accept? 
Should a city that is starved for buildable land leave land near a river vacant if there is a 50 percent chance 
that the area will flood once in a hundred years? Ten percent? One percent? Ever? What can cities do to 
prepare themselves to deal with crises they may not even anticipate? Should they set aside cash reserves? 
Establish political structures to respond to whatever happens? Other than physical disasters what other 
events should be considered in planning resilient cities? Nuclear war, global financial crises, oil shocks? 
Technological change, demographic shifts? In “Resilient Cities: Clarifying Concept or Catch-all Cliché?” 
Lawrence Vale, Ford Professor of Urban Planning at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology relates the 
resilient city debate to political, social, and economic concerns (p. 618). When disasters strike, he argues, 
recovery can benefit some groups more than others. As Harvey Molotch points out (p. 293) most cities are 
governed by pro-development business-oriented growth machines. They may believe that top priority in 
recovering from a disaster is to get businesses back to normal. After Hurricane Katrina devastated the Gulf 
Coast of the United States, for example, many casinos were destroyed as well as housing for poor people. 
A fundamental normative question was: should rebuilding housing for poor people get top priority? Many 
poor people were homeless and did not have savings to rebuild. Or should businesses like casinos get top 
priority? That would benefit the businessmen that own them and provide both jobs and local tax  revenue. 

Designing the urban environment requires sensitivity to human needs and the natural environment. 
Urban planners, architects, landscape architects, and other design professions must be sensitive to 
biological and other natural systems, physical form and function, the history and culture of the areas they 
are designing, aesthetics, economics, transportation systems, and all the myriad ways in which people use 
urban space. Each part of this anthology can contribute to sensitive urban  design. 



“what is Placemaking?”

Project for Public  Spaces 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Since 1975 The Project for Public Spaces (PPS), a New York-based nonprofit organization, has been at the 
forefront, developing theory and practice for lively public spaces. It is appropriate that we begin and end this 
section with PPS selections that summarize their ideas of what placemaking is and how it can contribute to the 
future of cities  worldwide. 

PPS uses the term “placemaking” to describe what they do. Projects growing out of PPS ideas on placemaking 
exist in more than 50 US cities and 3,000 communities. Cities all over the world – particularly in developing 
countries – are adopting the term and are working with PPS and UN-HABITAT – the United Nations organization 
charged with working to improve communities worldwide – to adapt the concept to local conditions. Case 
studies and photographs of some of these placemaking projects accompany the PPS article “Placemaking and 
the Future of Cities” that appears at the end of this part of The City  Reader. 

Placemaking is different from urban design. It is a newer and more holistic concept particularly associated 
with small-scale grassroots activism to improve public spaces. PPS defines placemaking as “the process 
through which we collectively shape our public realm to maximize shared value.” Good urban design  
is fundamental to placemaking and PPS, UN-HABITAT and activists in thousands of communities involved  
in placemaking projects draw heavily on the work of William H. Whyte (p. 587), Kevin Lynch (p. 576),  
Allan Jacobs and Donald Appleyard (p. 596), Jan Gehl (p. 608) and other of the great urban designers  
whose work is included in this part of The City Reader. Of all these people, William Whyte has most influenced 
PPS. PPS grew out of Whyte’s famous street life project described in the selection by Whyte titled  
“The Design of Spaces” (p. 587). It is also strongly influenced by the ideas and activism of Jane Jacobs  
(p. 149) who worked closely with Whyte and, as an activist, led early movements to improve public space in 
New York  City. 

Placemaking involves more than good design. PPS argues that making a good public place involves  
cultural, economic, social and ecological principles. Inventing, building, and maintaining great places involves 
planning, design, management, and programming of public space. Great public spaces – whether they are 
monumental icons like Venice’s St. Mark’s Square, the Luxembourg Gardens in Paris, Red Square in Moscow, 
or the always bustling Jemaa el Fna main square in Marrakesh’s medina quarter (old city) – require continuous 
 attention. 

PPS emphasizes the importance of citizen participation in placemaking. Like Sherry Arnstein (p. 279), they 
argue that the people who live, work and play in an area are the real “experts” on how it may be improved to best 
meet local  needs. 

This selection and the concluding selection in this part “Placemaking and the Future of Cities” (p. 629) are 
available on the PPS website www.pps.org, along with a number of other practical, short, lively, well-illustrated 
writings by PPS. These are works in progress so the PPS website is an essential resource for updated versions 
and additional material on  placemaking. 

Books about placemaking authored by the Project for Public Spaces include How to Turn a Place  
Around (New York: PPS, 2000), Jay Walljasper and Project for Public Spaces, The Great Neighborhood  

http://www.pps.org
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‘Placemaking’ is both an overarching idea and a 
hands-on tool for improving a neighborhood, city or 
region. It has the potential to be one of  the most 
transformative ideas of  this  century. 

whaT iF we BUiLT OUR COMMUNiTieS 
aROUNd  PLaCeS? 

Placemaking is the process through which we collec- 
tively shape our public realm to maximize shared 
value. Rooted in community-based participation, 
Placemaking involves the planning, design, manage- 
ment and programming of  public spaces. More than 
just creating better urban design of  public spaces, 
Placemaking facilitates creative patterns of  activities 
and connections (cultural, economic, social, ecological) 

that define a place and support its ongoing evolution. 
Placemaking is how people are more collectively  
and intentionally shaping our world, and our future  
on this planet. 

With the increasing awareness that our human 
environment is shaping us, Placemaking is how  
we shape humanity’s future. While environmentalism 
has challenged human impact on our planet, it is  
not the planet that is threatened but humanity’s  
ability to live viably here. Placemaking is building  
both the settlement patterns, and the communal 
capacity, for people to thrive with each other and our 
natural world. 

It takes a place to create a community, and a com-
munity to create a place.

An effective Placemaking process capitalizes on a 
local community’s assets, inspiration, and potential, 

Book: A Do-it-Yourself Guide to Placemaking (New York: New Society Publishers, 2007), Public Parks:  
Private Partners (New York: PPS, 2001), and William Whyte, The Social Life of Small Urban Spaces (New York: 
PPS, 2001). 

Other books on placemaking include Mahyar Arefi, Deconstructing Placemaking: Needs, Opportunities, and 
Assets (London and New York: Routledge, 2014), Nabeel Hamdi, The Placemaker’s Guide to Building 
Community (London and New York: Routledge, 2010), Alexander Garvin, Public Parks: The Key to Livable 
Communities (New York: W.W. Norton & Co., 2010), Lance Jay Brown , David Dixon , and Oliver Gillham,  
Urban Design for an Urban Century: Placemaking for People (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley, 2009), Laurie Olin et al., 
Olin: Placemaking (New York: Monacelli Press, 2008), Charles C. Bohl and Gary Cusumano, Place Making: 
Developing Town Centers, Main Streets, and Urban Villages (Washington, DC: Urban Land Institute, 2002), 
Albert Vicere and Robert Fulmer, Leadership by Design (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Business Review Press, 
1998), Lynda H. Schneekloth and Robert G. Shibley, Placemaking: The Art and Practice of Building Communities 
(New York: Wiley, 1995), and Theodore Morrow Spitzer and Hilary Baum, Public Markets & Community 
Revitalization (Washington, DC: Urban Land Institute, 1995). 

While PPS and most writers about placemaking focus on public spaces, Ray Oldenburg writes about what 
he calls “third spaces,” spaces where people congregate and intermingle such as cafés, coffee shops, bookstores, 
bars, and hair salons that he argues are as important or more important for building community as public spaces. 
See Ray Oldenburg, The Great Good Place: Cafes, Coffee Shops, Bookstores, Bars, Hair Salons, and Other 
Hangouts at the Heart of a Community, 3rd edn (Emeryville, CA: Marlowe & Company, 1999) and his edited 
volume Celebrating the Third Place: Inspiring Stories About the “Great Good Places” at the Heart of Our 
Communities (Boston: Da Capo Press, 2002). 

An account of the work by one of America’s most important architects of public spaces is Lawrence Halprin, 
A Life Spent Changing Places (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011). 

There is a substantial literature about the relationship of public art and placemaking. See for example Ronald 
Lee Fleming, The Art of Placemaking: Interpreting Community Through Public Art and Urban Design (London: 
Merrell: 2007). 

For an account of one of New York City’s most successful recent placemaking projects – the transformation 
of an elevated railroad line into a much-loved public park – see Joshua David and Robert Hammond, High Line: 
The Inside Story of New York City’s Park in the Sky (New York: Farrar Straus and Giroux, 2011). 
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ultimately creating good public spaces that promote 
people’s health, happiness, and well being. . . . 

True Placemaking begins at the smallest scale. 
The PPS Placemaking process, evolved out of  our 

work with William “Holly” Whyte in the 1970s, and 
still involves looking at, listening to, and asking ques-
tions of  the people who live, work and play in a par-
ticular space, to discover their needs and aspirations. 
This information is then used to create a common 
vision for that place. The vision can evolve quickly 
into an implementation strategy, beginning with small-
scale, do-able improvements that can immediately 
bring benefits to public spaces and the people who use 
them. 

. . . Placemaking is both a process and a philo- 
sophy. It takes root when a community expresses 
needs and desires about places in their lives, even if  
there is not yet a clearly defined plan of  action. The 
yearning to unite people around a larger vision for a 
particular place is often present long before the word 
“Placemaking” is ever mentioned. Once the term is 
introduced, however, it enables people to realize just 
how inspiring their collective vision can be, and  
allows them to look with fresh eyes at the potential of  
parks, downtowns, waterfronts, plazas, neighborhoods, 
streets, markets, campuses and public buildings. It 
sparks an exciting re-examination of  everyday settings 
and experiences in our lives. 

wheN yOU FOCUS ON PLaCe,  
yOU dO eVeRyThiNG diFFeReNTLy 

Unfortunately the way our communities are built 
today has become so institutionalized that com- 
munity stakeholders seldom have a chance to voice 
ideas and aspirations about the places they inhabit. 
Placemaking breaks through this by showing planners, 
designers, and engineers how to move beyond their 
habit of  looking at communities through the narrow 
lens of  single-minded goals or rigid professional 
disciplines. The first step is listening to best experts in 
the field—the people who live, work and play in a 
place. 

Experience has shown us that when developers 
and planners welcome as much grassroots involve-
ment as possible, they spare themselves a lot of   
headaches. Common problems like traffic-dominated 
streets, little-used parks, and isolated, underper- 
forming development projects can be avoided by 

embracing the Placemaking perspective that views a 
place in its entirety, rather than zeroing in on isolated 
fragments of  the  whole. 

* * * 

Key PRiNCiPLeS OF  PLaCeMaKiNG 

A Placemaking approach provides communities  
with the springboard they need to revitalize their com-
munities. To start, we draw upon the 11 Principles of  
Placemaking, which have grown out of  our experi-
ences working with communities in 43 countries  
and 50 U.S. and 3000 communities [sic]. These are 
guidelines that help communities integrate diverse 
opinions into a vision, then translate that vision into a 
plan and program of  uses, and finally see that the plan 
is properly implemented. 

Community input is essential to the Place- 
making process, but so is an understanding of   
a particular place and of  the ways that great places 
foster successful social networks and initiatives. 
Using the 11 Principles and other tools we’ve devel-
oped for improving places we’ve helped citizens 
bring immense changes to their communities– 
sometimes more than stakeholders ever dreamed 
possible. 

The Place Diagram is one of  the tools PPS has 
developed to help communities evaluate places. The 
inner ring represents key attributes, the middle ring 
intangible qualities, and the outer ring measurable 
data. 

Improving public spaces and the lives of  people 
who use them means finding the patience to take 
small steps, to truly listen to people, and to see what 
works best, eventually turning a group vision into the 
reality of  a great public place. 

Placemaking is not a new idea The concepts 
behind Placemaking originated in the 1960s, when 
visionaries like Jane Jacobs and William H. Whyte 
(who was the editor of  Fortune Magazine that got 
Jacobs to write Death and Life of  Great American Cities) 
offered groundbreaking ideas about designing cities 
that catered to people, not just to cars and shopp- 
ing centers. Their work focused on the importance  
of  lively neighborhoods and inviting public spaces. 
Jane Jacobs advocated citizen ownership of  streets 
through the now-famous idea of  “eyes on the street.” 
Holly Whyte emphasized essential elements for 
creating social life in public spaces. 
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Applying the wisdom of  Jacobs, Whyte, and 
others, PPS gradually developed a comprehensive 
Placemaking approach for helping communities make 
better public spaces beginning in 1975. The term can 
be heard in many settings—not only by citizens com-
mitted to grassroots community improvement but by 
planners and developers who use it as a fashionable 
“brand” that implies authenticity and quality even 
when their projects don’t always live up to that 
promise. But using “Placemaking” to label a process 
that really isn’t rooted in public participation or result 
in lively, genuine communities dilutes the true value of  
this powerful philosophy. 

PPS first started consistent use of  the term in the 
mid-nineties and first published a book with a 
definition of  the term in 1997. 

Placemaking is at the heart of  PPS’s work and 
mission, but we do not trademark it as our property. It 

belongs to anyone who is sincere about creating great 
places by drawing on the collective wisdom, energy 
and action of  those who live, work and play there. We 
do feel, however, it is our responsibility to continue to 
protect and perpetuate the community-driven, bot-
tom-up approach that Placemaking describes. Place- 
making requires and supports great leadership and 
action on all levels, often allowing leaders to not have 
the answers but allow an even bolder process to unfold. 

We believe that the public’s attraction to the 
essential qualities of  Placemaking will ensure that the 
term does not lose its original meaning or promise. 
Making a place is not the same as constructing a 
building, designing a plaza, or developing a commercial 
zone. When people enjoy a place for its special social 
and physical attributes, and when they are allowed to 
influence decision-making about that space, then  
you see genuine Placemaking in action. 

Figure 1 PPS Place Diagram
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PLaCeMaKiNG GROwS iNTO aN 
iNTeRNaTiONaL MOVeMeNT 

As more communities engage in Placemaking and 
more professionals call their work “Placemaking,” it is 
now essential to preserve the integrity of  Placemaking. 
A great public space cannot be measured simply by 
physical attributes; it must serve people as a vital 
place where function is put ahead of  form. 

PPS encourages everyone—citizens and profes-
sionals alike—to focus on places and the people who 
use them. Placemaking strikes a balance between  
the built, the social, the ecological and even the spirit-
ual qualities of  a place. Fortunately, we can all be 
inspired by the examples of  many great Placemakers 
who have worked to promote this vision through the 
years. . . . Placemaking belongs to everyone: its 
message and mission is bigger than any one person or 
organization. . . . 

whaT PLaCeMaKiNG iS−aNd  
whaT iT iSN’T 

Placemaking  IS: 

j	 Community- driven 
j	 Visionary 
j	 Function before  form 
j	 Adaptable 

j	 Inclusive 
j	 Focused on creating  destinations 
j	 Flexible 
j	 Culturally  aware 
j	 Ever  changing 
j	 Multi- disciplinary 
j	 Transformative 
j	 Context- sensitive 
j	 Inspiring 
j	 Collaborative 
j	 Sociable 

Placemaking ISN’T: 

j	 Imposed from  above 
j	 Reactive 
j	 Design- driven 
j	 A blanket  solution 
j	 Exclusionary 
j	 Monolithic  development 
j	 Overly accommodating of  the  car 
j	 One-size-fits- all 
j	 Static 
j	 Discipline- driven 
j	 Privatized 
j	 One- dimensional 
j	 Dependent on regulatory  controls 
j	 A cost/benefit  analysis 
j	 Project- focused 
j	 A quick  fix 



“The Neighborhood Unit” 
from The Regional Plan of New York  
and its Environs (1929) 

Clarence  Perry 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Eighty years ago, early in the automobile age, American architect Clarence Perry (1872–1944) thought deeply 
about the way in which the growth of cities and the rise of the automobile were affecting neighborhoods and 
characteristics that make good neighborhoods. He articulated a philosophy for maintaining human-scale 
neighborhoods in the modern world that has had a profound impact on twentieth-century urban planning and 
remains extremely relevant today, not only in developed countries, but in China, India, Brazil, and other developing 
countries where auto-ownership is surging and cities are expanding most  rapidly. 

Every great city, Perry argued, is a conglomerate of smaller communities. The “cellular city” is the inevitable 
product of the automobile age. Like the Project for Public Spaces today (pp. 558, 629), Perry argued that it is 
the quality of life within these smaller communities that will most shape individuals’ experiences. London, New 
York, and Paris routinely turn up at the top of popular rankings of the best places in the world to live or visit. 
Residents of London, New York, and Paris and the tourists who flock to these cities love specific neighborhoods 
– Notting Hill, Marylebone and Hammersmith in London, Greenwich Village, Brooklyn Heights, SoHo, and 
Tribeca in New York, Le Marais, the Latin Quarter, and Montparnasse in Paris. But people experiencing exclusion 
in one of the all-immigrant Parisian suburbs that Ali Madanipour deplores (p. 203), the Brixton neighborhood of 
London during the 1995 riots, or the mean ghetto streets in the most troubled parts of the South Side of Chicago 
or New York city’s Brownsville neighborhoods may experience these great world cities as rundown, dirty, noisy, 
crowded, polluted, and dangerous; they do not dare let their children play outside because of fast-moving traffic, 
their children cannot get to school without crossing a freeway, there is no convenience store nearby to buy 
groceries, they may not interact with other neighborhood residents, there are no attractive public spaces, or they 
do not have access to parks and  playgrounds. 

Perry noted that in the past many people felt a strong identity with villages and small towns, a perception 
shared by New Urbanists like Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) and the Congress of the New Urbanism (p. 410). These 
places had a distinct spatial structure and culture. But by the time Perry wrote this selection in 1929, express 
highways were cutting up residential areas into small islands separated from each other by streams of traffic. As 
the growing population filled in the interstices between villages, there was what Perry called “a growing 
attenuation of community characteristics.” While residents of some newly developed areas continued to associate 
with their neighbors, in many of these interstitial areas they did not. It was the amount and kind of association 
among their residents that Perry felt would distinguish good neighborhoods from bad  ones. 

Perry related the need for identity to a geographic neighborhood community to the human lifecycle. Young 
singles often enjoy the relative anonymity of city living. But, he noted, when they marry and have children they 
“long for a detached house and yard and the social benefit of a congenial neighborhood.” Thus, for Perry, a 
primary challenge was to create spaces that would best suit families with children. His solution was “the 
neighborhood unit.” 
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Perry noted that the primary school was the central institution to which nuclear families with young children 
related. The quality of the school was the most important factor in deciding where to live. Every weekday during 
the school year one parent (usually the mother) took one or more children to and from school. Family members 
went to school plays, sporting events, and other events at the school. Many of the families’ friends were  
parents of children in their children’s classes. One or both parents were often active in parent-teacher asso- 
ciations and other school institutions. For these and other reasons Perry argued that neighborhood units should 
be built around primary schools. In “The Neighborhood Unit” he introduces the idea – developed more fully in 
other of his writings – that the primary school should be a community center with adult education classes and 
cultural events in the  evening. 

American educators at the time Perry wrote felt that 800 to 1,500 students was an appropriate size for a 
primary school. Accordingly Perry argued that there should be enough residential land in a neighborhood unit to 
house families with 800 to 1,500 children. At prevailing densities, a five-acre primary school site in the center of 
a circle with a half-mile radius with would work well. That would allow children to walk to school, without having 
to cross busy streets. Of course variations in density, the average number of primary-age school children per 
household and geographical particularities would affect this idealized model, and it might have to be adapted to 
cultures with different family patterns or as family patterns change over  time. 

A graded street system was central to Perry’s plan. Streets would serve two different groups: people passing 
by the neighborhood unit and the residents themselves. Perry placed arterials along which through traffic could 
move rapidly at the boundaries of the neighborhood unit. Unless there were (expensive) bridges or tunnels, Perry 
knew it would be dangerous for children to cross highways to get from home to school so he opposed locating 
arterials between residences and schools. Residential streets, designed primarily for use by neighborhood unit 
residents would be in the interior. Long before Jan Gehl (p. 608) proposed traffic calming to improve life between 
buildings, Jane Jacobs invented “the street ballet” as a metaphor for lively and livable street (p. 149), or the 
Project for Public Space (p. 558, 629) and Jan Gehl (Plate 32) advocated street designs to capitalize on  
streets as a form of public space, Perry proposed residential street widths and designs to assure that traffic 
would move slowly enough that pedestrians – including children – would be safe within the residential  areas. 

Most of Perry’s neighborhood unit would be residential – mainly single-family detached houses on separate 
yards. But Perry argued that neighborhood residents would want easy access to grocery stores and other 
neighborhood-serving retail stores. He proposed locating a neighborhood-serving business district on the edge 
of the neighborhood unit so that neighborhood residents could reach it on interior streets and through traffic 
could reach it on arterials. The passersby would generate enough additional sales to make the businesses 
economically viable so neighborhood units could have neighborhood-serving retail stores that residents’ 
purchases alone could not support. In addition to the school and playground, street system, and residential 
areas, Perry was an advocate of parks and open space within each neighborhood  unit. 

Politically, Perry was a conservative pragmatist. Writing just as the Great Depression was beginning; Perry did 
not believe that, cash-strapped free-market-oriented local governments would regulate land use or provide 
subsidies for neighborhood units. He felt that private developers had to be convinced his neighborhood unit 
design would attract private-market buyers. Accordingly Perry described how private developers could use his 
ideas for new developments on raw land (greenfield sites), redevelopment of blighted areas, and to improve 
already built-up areas with poorly located schools, traffic problems, and lack of open space that would succeed 
in the private market without government  assistance. 

Perry’s prescriptions focused on a limited segment of society. His interest was to create functional, safe, and 
attractive neighborhoods with a sense of community for middle- and upper-income nuclear families with children. 
As Peter Calthorpe points out (p. 511), a small and shrinking percentage of American families are like that today. 
The rest are single, shared households, unmarried couples, childless married couples, and gay couples. Perry did 
not value the kind of messy, mixed, urban neighborhood that Jane Jacobs celebrates (p. 149) or which the Project 
for Public Spaces sees as a source of vitality in developing countries (p. 629). While he focused on predominantly 
white, middle-class, nuclear families, his ideas on education, neighborhood design, and community are extremely 
relevant for residents of Black neighborhoods that concern Elijah Anderson (p. 131); immigrant neighborhoods 
that concerned Louis Wirth (p. 115); residents of the “arrival city” neighborhoods Doug Saunders describes  
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(p. 677); single women and female-headed households that are a focus of Daphne Spain’s analysis (p. 193); or 
the urban poor that Michael Porter hopes to help through the private sector (p. 314). 

Note the similarity between Perry’s observations of the interstitial areas that he observed growing up between 
villages in 1929 to Thomas Sievert’s concept of the Zwischenstadt (literally in-between city) discussed in Robert 
Bruegmann (p. 218). Robert Fishman discusses similar patches of technoburbia (p. 83). 

Do Perry’s ideas, developed for middle- and upper- income, nuclear families with children, still apply today as 
fewer and fewer households in North America and Europe are like that? Are Perry’s prescriptions an effective 
antidote to the kind of alienation that Louis Wirth described in “Urbanism as a Way of Life” (p. 115)? Does he 
have an anti-urban bias? Will his ideas promote urban sprawl? Do they support Bruegmann’s argument that 
sprawl exists because it provides the type of housing people in affluent democracies want? As more and more 
people living on the planet of cities that Shlomo Angel describes (p. 537) can afford to live in low-density 
developments, will the neighborhood unit idea prove even more important in the future? Will twenty-first-century 
neighborhood units counteract the lack of civic engagement that Robert Putnam deplores (p. 154)? 

Clarence Perry was an architect/planner/educational theorist. Perry wrote a series of reports on education 
and the use of schools for community centers for the Russell Sage Foundation including Wider Use of the 
School Plant (1911), The Extension of Public Education (1915), Community Center Activities (1916), and 
Educational Extension (1916). He lived in Forest Hills Garden, a garden suburb the Russell Sage Foundation 
had supported, at the time he wrote “The Neighborhood Unit.” This selection is the second part of a 118-page 
monograph titled “The Neighborhood Unit: A Scheme of Arrangement for the Family-Life Community” published 
 in Volume VII of The Regional Plan of New York and Its Environs titled Neighborhood and Community Planning 
(New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1929) and reprinted by Arno Press in New York in  1974. 

Perry’s neighborhood unit ideas were further disseminated in Housing for the Mechanical Age (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 1933) and Housing for the Machine Age (New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1939). 

Other books on neighborhood planning and design include Mark C. Childs, Urban Composition: Developing 
Community Through Design (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2012), Urban Design Associates, The 
Architectural Pattern Book: A Tool for Building Great Neighborhoods (New York: W.W. Norton, 2004), Sidney 
Bower, Good Neighborhoods: A Study of In-Town and Suburban Residential Environments (Westport, CT: 
Praeger, 2000), Frederick D. Jarvis, Site Planning and Community Design for Great Neighborhoods (Washington, 
DC: Home Builder Press, 1993), Randolph Hester, Planning Neighborhood Space with People, 2nd edn (New 
York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1984), Tridib Bannerjee and William C. Baer, Beyond the Neighborhood Unit: 
Residential Environments and Public Policy (New York: Springer, 1984) and books on placemaking in the 
bibliography to the full Project for Public Spaces “What is Placemaking?” report that may be downloaded for free 
from their  website. 

aUThOR’S iNTROdUCTiON

What is known as a neighborhood, and what is now 
commonly defined as a region, have at least one 
characteristic in common – they possess a certain 
unity which is quite independent of  political boun- 
daries. The area with which the Regional Plan of  New 
York is concerned, for instance, has no political unity, 
although it is possessed of  other unifying charac- 
teristics of  a social, economic and physical nature. 
Within this area there are definite political entities, 
such as villages, counties and cities, forming suit- 
able divisions for sub-regional planning, and within 
those units there are definite local or neighborhood 

communities which are entirely without governmental 
limits and sometimes overlap into two or more muni- 
cipal areas. Thus, in the planning of  any large metro- 
politan area, we find that three kinds of  communities 
are involved:

1. The regional community, which embraces many 
municipal communities and is, therefore, a family 
of  communities;

2. The village, county or city community;
3. The neighborhood community.

Only the second of  these groups has any political 
framework, although all three have an influence upon 
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political life and development. While the neighbor- 
hood community has no political structure, it fre- 
quently has greater unity and coherence than are 
found in the village or city and is, therefore, of  funda- 
mental importance to society.

The NeiGhBORhOOd UNiT

The above title is the name which, to facilitate discus- 
sion, has been given to the scheme of  arrangement for 
a family-life community that has evolved as the main 
conclusion of  this study. Our investigations showed 
that residential communities, when they meet the 
universal needs of  family life, have similar parts per- 
forming similar functions. In the neighborhood-unit 
system those parts have been put together as an 
organic whole. The scheme is put forward as the 
frame-work of  a model community and not as a 
detailed plan. Its actual realization in an individual 
real-estate development requires the embodiment 
and garniture which can be given to it only by the 
planner, the architect, and the builder.

The underlying principle of  the scheme is that an 
urban neighborhood should be regarded both as a unit 
of  a larger whole and as a distinct entity in itself. For 
government, fire and police protection, and many 
other services, it depends upon the municipality. Its 
residents, for the most part, find their occupations 
outside of  the neighborhood. To invest in bonds, 
attend the opera or visit the museum, perhaps even to 
buy a piano, they have to resort to the “downtown” 
district. But there are certain other facilities, functions 
or aspects which are strictly local and peculiar to a 
well-arranged residential community. They may be 
classified under four heads: (1) the elementary school, 
(2) small parks and playgrounds, (3) local shops, and 
(4) residential environment. Other neighborhood 
institutions and services are sometimes found, but 
these are practically universal.

Parents have a general interest in the public school 
system of  the city, but they feel a particular concern 
regarding the school attended by their children. 
Similarly, they have a special interest in the play- 
grounds where their own and their neighbors’ children 
spend so many formative hours. In regard to small 
stores, the main concern of  householders is that they 
be accessible but not next to their own doors. They 
should also be concentrated and provide for varied 
requirements.

Under the term “residential environment” is 
included the quality of  architecture, the layout of  
streets, the planting along curbs and in yards, the 
arrangement and set-back of  buildings, and the rela-
tion of  shops, filling stations and other commercial 
institutions to dwelling places – all the elements which 
go into the environment of  a home and constitute its 
external atmosphere. The “character” of  the district in 
which a person lives tells something about him. Since 
he chose it, ordinarily, it is an extension of  his person-
ality. One individual can do but little to create it. It is 
strictly a community product.

It is with the neighborhood itself, and not its relation 
to the city at large, that this study is concerned. If  it is 
to be treated as an organic entity, then it logically 
follows that the first step in the conversion of  unim- 
proved acreage for residential purposes will be its 
division into unit areas, each one of  which is suitable 
for a single neighborhood community. The next step 
consists in the planning of  each unit so that adequate 
provision is made for the efficient operation of  the four 
main neighborhood functions. The attainment of  this 
major objective – as well as the securing of  safety to 
pedestrians and the laying of  the structural foundation 
for quality in environment – depends, according to our 
investigations, upon the observance of  the following 
requirements.

Neighborhood-unit principles

1. Size – A residential unit development should pro- 
vide housing for that population for which one 
elementary school is ordinarily required, its actual 
area depending upon population density.

2. Boundaries – The unit should be bounded on all 
sides by arterial streets, sufficiently wide to 
facilitate its by-passing by all through traffic.

3. Open Spaces – A system of  small parks and recrea- 
tion spaces, planned to meet the needs of  the 
particular neighborhood, should be provided.

4. Institution Sites – Sites for the school and other 
institutions having service spheres coinciding with 
the limits of  the unit should be suitably grouped 
about a central point or common area.

5. Local Shops – One or more shopping districts, 
adequate for the population to be served, should be 
laid out in the circumference of  the unit, preferably 
at traffic junctions and adjacent to similar districts 
of  adjoining neighborhoods.



“ T H E  N E I G H B O R H O O D  U N I T ” 567

S
E
V
E
N

6. Internal Street System – The unit should be provided 
with a special street system, each highway being 
proportioned to its probable traffic load, and the 
street net as a whole being designed to facilitate 
circulation within the unit and to discourage its use 
by through traffic.

[For] each of  these principles [. . .], it is desirable [. . .] 
to obtain a clearer picture of  them, and for that pur- 
pose a number of  plans and diagrams in which they 
have been applied will now be presented.

Low-cost suburban development

Character of district

[The plan shown in Figure 1] is based upon an actual 
tract of  land in the outskirts of  the Borough of  Queens. 
The section is as yet entirely open and exhibits a 
gently rolling terrain, partly wooded. So far, the only 
roads are of  the country type, but they are destined 
some day to be main thoroughfares. There are no 
business or industrial establishments in the vicinity.

Population and housing

The lot subdivision provides 822 single-family houses, 
236 double houses, 36 row houses and 147 apartment 
suites, accommodations for a total of  1,241 families. 
At the rate of  4.93 persons per family, this would mean 
a population of  6,125 and a school enrollment of  
1,021 pupils. For the whole tract the average density 
would be 7.75 families per gross acre.

Open spaces

The parks, playgrounds, small greens and circles in the 
tract total 17 acres, or 10.6 per cent of  the total area. If  
there is included also the 1.2 acres of  market squares, 
the total acreage of  open space is 18.2 acres. The 
largest of  these spaces is the common of  3.3 acres.

This serves both as a park and as a setting or 
approach to the school building. Back of  the school is 
the main playground for the small children, of  2.54 
acres, and near it is the girls’ playfield of  1.74 acres. 
On the opposite side of  the schoolyard, a little farther 
away, is the boys’ playground of  2.7 acres. Space for 
tennis courts is located conveniently in another 
section of  the district. At various other points are to be 
found parked ovals or small greens which give 
attractiveness to vistas and afford pleasing bits of  
landscaping for the surrounding homes.

Community center

The pivotal feature of  the layout is the common, with 
the group of  buildings, which face upon it. These 
consist of  the schoolhouse and two lateral structures 
facing a small central plaza. One of  these buildings 
might be devoted to a public library and the other to 
any suitable neighborhood purpose. Sites are provided 
for two churches, one adjoining the school playground 
and the other at a prominent street intersection. The 
school and its supporting buildings constitute a 
terminal vista for a parked main highway coming up 
from the market square. In both design and landscape 
treatment the common and the central buildings 
constitute an interesting and significant neighborhood 
community center.

Shopping districts

Small shopping districts are located at each of  the four 
corners of  the development. The streets furnishing 
access to the stores are widened to provide for parking, 
and at the two more important points there are small 
market squares, which afford additional parking space 
and more opportunity for unloading space in the rear 
of  the stores. The total area devoted to business 
blocks and market plazas amounts to 7.7 acres. The 
average business frontage per family provided by the 
plan is about 2.3 feet.

Complete unit 160 
acres

100 
per cent

Dwelling-house lots 86.5 54.0
Apartment-house lots  3.4  2.1
Business blocks  6.5  4.1
Market squares  1.2  0.8
School and church sites  1.6  1.0
Parks and playgrounds 13.8  8.6
Greens and circles  3.2  2.0
Streets 43.8 27.4

Table 1 Area relations of  the plan



Figure 1 A Subdivision for Modest Dwellings Planned as a Neighborhood Unit
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Street system

In carrying out the unit principle, the boundary streets 
have been made sufficiently wide to serve as main 
traffic arteries. One of  the bounding streets is 160 feet 
wide, and the other three have widths of  120 feet. 
Each of  these arterial highways is provided with a 
central roadway for through traffic and two service 
roadways for local traffic separated by planting strips. 
One-half  of  the area of  the boundary streets is 
contributed by the development. This amounts to 15.3 
acres, or 9.5 per cent of  the total area, which is a much 
larger contribution to general traffic facilities than is 
ordinarily made by the commercial subdivision, but 
not greater than that which is required by present-day 
traffic needs. The interior streets are generally 40 or 
50 feet in width and are adequate for the amount of  
traffic, which will be developed in a neighborhood of  
this single- family density. By the careful design of  
blocks, the area devoted to streets is rather lower than 
is usually found in a standard gridiron subdivision. If  
the bounding streets were not over 50 feet wide, the 
per cent of  the total street area would be reduced 
from the 27.4 per cent to about 22 per cent. It will be 
observed that most of  the streets opening on the 
boundary thoroughfares are not opposite similar 
openings in the adjacent developments. There are no 
streets which run clear through the development 
without being interrupted . . .

a neighborhood unit for an  
industrial section

[Figure 2] is presented as a sketch of  the kind of  layout 
which might be devised for a district in the vicinity of  
factories and railways. Many cities possess somewhat 
central areas of  this character, which have not been pre-
empted by business or industry but which are unsuitable 
for high-cost housing and too valuable for a low-cost 
development entirely of  single-family dwellings.

Economically, the only alternative use for such a 
section is industrial. If  it were built up with factories, 
however, the non-residential area thereabouts would 
be increased and the daily travel distance of  many 
workers would be lengthened. One of  the main 
objectives of  good city planning is therefore attained 
when it is made available for homes.

Along the northern boundary of  the tract illustrated 
lie extensive railroad yards, while its southern side 

borders one of  the city’s main arteries, affording both 
an elevated railway and wide roadbeds for surface 
traffic. An elevated station is located at a point 
opposite the center of  the southern limit, making that 
spot the main portal of  the development.

The functional dispositions

The above features dictated the employment of  a 
tree-like design for the street system. Its trunk tests 
upon the elevated station, passes through the main 
business district, and terminates at the community 
center. Branches, covering all sections of  the unit, 
facilitate easy access to the school, to the main street 
stem, and to the business district.

Along the northern border, structures suitable for 
light industry, garages, or warehouses have been 
designated. These are to serve as a buffer both for the 
noises and the sights of  the railway yards. Next to 
them, separated only by a narrow service street, is a 
row of  apartments, whose main outlooks will all be 
directed toward the interior of  the unit and its parked 
open spaces.

The apartments are assigned to sites at the sides 
of  the unit that they may serve as conspicuous visible 
boundaries and enable the widest possible utilization 
of  the attractive vistas which should be provided by 
the interior features – the ecclesiastical architecture 
around the civic center and the park-like open spaces.

Housing density

The above diagram is intended to suggest mainly an 
arrangement of  the various elements of  a neighbor- 
hood and is not offered as a finished plan. The street 
layout is based upon a housing scheme providing for 

Complete unit 101.4 
acres

100 
per cent

Residences—houses 37.8 37.3
Residences—apartments  8.4  8.3
Parks and play spaces1 10.8 10.6
Business  5.2  5.1
Warehouses  3.2  3.2
Streets 36.0 35.5

Table 2 Distribution of  area in Fig. 2



Figure 2 Suggested Treatment for a Denser and More Central District 
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2,000 families, of  which 68 per cent are allotted to 
houses, some semi-detached and some in rows; and 
32 per cent to apartments averaging 800 square feet 
of  ground area per suite. On the basis of  4.5 persons 
in houses and 4.2 in suites, the total population would 
be around 8,800 people and there would be some 
1,400 children of  elementary school age, a fine 
enrollment for a regulation city school. The average 
net ground area per family amounts to 1,003.7 square 
feet. If  the parks and play areas are included, this 
figure becomes 1,216 square feet.

Recreation spaces

These consist of  a large schoolyard and two play- 
grounds suitable for the younger children, grounds 
accommodating nine tennis courts, and a playfield 
adapted either for baseball or soccer football. In distrib-
uting these spaces regard was had both to convenience 
and to their usefulness as open spaces and vistas for the 
adjacent homes. All should have planting around the 
edges, and most of  them could be seeded, thus avoid-
ing the barren aspect so common to city playgrounds.

Community center

The educational, religious and civic life of  the com-
munity is provided for by a group of  structures,  
centrally located and disposed so as to furnish an 
attractive vista for the trunk street and a pivotal point 
for the whole layout. A capacious school is flanked by 
two churches, and all face upon a small square which 
might be embellished with a monument, fountain, or 
other ornamental feature. The auditorium, gymna-
sium, and library of  the school, as well as certain other 
rooms, could be used for civic, cultural and recrea-
tional activities of  the neighborhood. With such equip-
ment and an environment possessing so much of  
interest and service to all the residents, a vigorous 
local consciousness would be bound to arise and find 
expression in all sorts of  agreeable and useful face-to-
face associations.

Shopping districts

The most important business area is, of  course, 
around the main portal and along the southern arterial 
highway. For greater convenience and increased 
exposures a small market square has been introduced. 

Here would be the natural place for a motion-picture 
theatre, a hotel, and such services as a branch post 
office and a fire-engine house. Another and smaller 
shopping district has been placed at the northeast 
corner to serve the needs of  the homes in that section.

Economic aspects

While this development is adapted to families of  
moderate means, comprehensive planning makes 
possible an intensive and profitable use of  the land 
without the usual loss of  a comfortable and attractive 
living environment. The back and side yards may be 
smaller, but pleasing outlooks and play spaces are still 
provided. They belong to all the families in common 
and the unit scheme preserves them for the exclusive 
use of  the residents.

While this is primarily a housing scheme, it saves 
and utilizes for its own purposes that large unearned 
increment, in business and industrial values, which 
rises naturally out of  the mere aggregation of  so many 
people. The community creates that value and while it 
may apparently be absorbed by the management, nev-
ertheless, some of  it goes to the individual house-
holder through the improved home and environment 
which a corporation, having that value in prospect, is 
able to offer.

The percentage of  area devoted to streets (35.5) is 
higher than is usually required in a neighborhood-unit 
scheme. In this case the proportion is boosted by the 
generous parking space provided in the market square 
and by the adjoining 200-foot boulevard, one-half  of  
whose area is included in this calculation. Ordinarily 
the unit scheme makes possible a saving in street area 
that is almost, if  not quite, equal to the land devoted to 
open spaces. The school and church sites need not be 
dedicated. They may simply be reserved and so 
marked in the advertising matter with full confidence 
that local community needs and sentiment will bring 
about their ultimate purchase by the proper bodies. If  
either or both of  the church sites should not be taken, 
their very location will ensure their eventual appro- 
priation for some public, or semi-public, use.

apartment-house unit

Population

On the basis of  five-story and basement buildings and 
allowing 1,320 square feet per suite, this plan would 
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accommodate 2,381 families. Counting 4.2 persons per 
family, the total population would number 10,000 
individuals, of  whom about 1,600 would probably be of  
elementary school age, a number which could be nicely 
accommodated in a modern elementary school.

Environment

The general locality is that section where downtown 
business establishments and residences begin to 
merge. One side of  the unit faces on the principal 
street of  the city and this would be devoted to general 
business concerns. A theatre and a business block, 
penetrated by an arcade, would serve both the 
residents of  the unit and the general public.

Street system

The unit is bounded by wide streets, while its interior 
system is broken up into shorter highways that  
give easy circulation within the unit but do not run 

uninterruptedly through it. In general they converge 
upon the community center. Their widths are varied to 
fit probable traffic loads and parking needs.

Open spaces

The land devoted to parks and playgrounds averages 
over one acre per 1,000 persons. If  the space in 
apartment yards is also counted, this average amounts 

Figure 3 A Method of  Endowing a Multiple Family District with Interesting Window Vistas, Greater Street Safety, More 
Liberal Open Spaces, and a Neighborhood Character

Total area of  unit 75.7 
acres

100 
per cent

Apartment buildings 12.0 15.9
Apartment yards 21.3 28.0
Parks and playgrounds 10.4 13.8
Streets 25.3 33.4
Local business  4.9  6.5
General business  1.8  2.4

Table 3 Distribution of  area in Fig. 3
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to 3.17 acres per 1,000 persons. The distribution is 
(shown in Table 4).

For 1,600 children the space in the school yard 
provides an average of  89 square feet per pupil, which 
is a fair allowance considering that all the pupils will 
seldom be in the yard at the same time. The athletic 
field is large enough for baseball in the spring and 
summer, and football in the fall. By flooding it with a 
hose in the winter time it can be made available for 
skating.

On the smaller playground it will be possible, if  
desired, to mark off  six tennis courts. The bottle-neck 
park is partly enclosed by a group of  apartments, but 
it is also accessible to the residents in general.

The recreation spaces should be seeded and have 
planting around the edges, thus adding attractiveness 
to the vistas from the surrounding apartments.

Community center

Around a small common are grouped a school, two 
churches, and a public building. The last might be a 
branch public library, a museum, a “little theatre,” or a 
fraternal building. In any case it should be devoted to 
a local community use.

The common may exhibit some kind of  formal 
treatment in which a monument and perhaps a band-
stand may be elements of  the design. The situation is 
one that calls for embellishment, by means of  both 
architecture and landscaping, and such a treatment 
would contribute greatly to local pride and the 
attractiveness of  the development. The ground plan 
of  the school indicates a type in which the auditorium, 
the gymnasium and the classrooms are in separate 
buildings, connected by corridors. This arrangement 

greatly facilitates the use of  the school plant by the 
public in general and permits, at the same time, an 
efficient utilization of  the buildings for instruction 
purposes.

Apartment pattern

The layout of  the apartment structures follows quite 
closely an actual design employed by Mr. Andrew J. 
Thomas for a group of  “garden apartments” now 
being constructed for Mr. John D. Rockefeller, Jr., in 
New York City. The suites are of  four, five, six and 
seven rooms and, in the case of  the larger ones, two 
bathrooms. Light comes in three sides of  a room as a 
rule and, in some cases, from four sides. All rooms 
enjoy cross-ventilation.

In the Rockefeller plan every apartment looks out 
upon a central garden, which is ornamented with a 
Japanese rookery and a foot-bridge over running 
water. The walks are to be lined with shrubbery and 
the general effect will be park-like and refreshing.

Similar treatments could be given to the various 
interior spaces of  the unit layout. Here, however, due 
to the short and irregular streets and the odd positions 
of  the buildings, the charm of  a given court would be 
greatly extended because, in many cases, it would 
constitute a part of  the view of  not merely one, but 
several, apartments.

Five-block apartment-house unit

Locality

The plan shown in Figure 4 is put forward as a sugges-
tion of  the type of  treatment which might be given to 
central residential areas of  high land values destined 
for rebuilding because of  deterioration or the sweep of  
a real estate movement. The blocks chosen for the 
ground site are 200 feet wide and 670 feet long, a 
length which is found in several sections on Manhattan. 
In this plan, which borders a river, two streets are closed 
and two are carried through the development as 
covered roadways under terraced central courts.

Ground plan

The dimensions of  the plot between the boundary 
streets are 650 feet by 1,200 feet, and the total area is 

Kind Acres

School grounds 3.27
Athletic field 1.85
Common .81
Park .61
Playground 1.03
Playground .81
Circle .18
Small greens 1.86
Total 10.42

Table 4 Area of  open spaces in Fig. 3
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Figure 4 How a Slum District Might be rehabilitated

approximately 16 acres. The building lines are set 
back from the streets 30 feet on the northern and 
southern boundaries. Both of  the end streets, which 
were originally 60 feet, have been widened to 80 feet, 
the two 20-foot extra strips being taken out of  the area 
of  the development. The western boundary has been 
enlarged from 80 to 100 feet. The area given to street 
widening and to building set-back amounts to 89,800 
square feet, or 11,800 square feet more than the area 
of  the two streets which were appropriated.

It will be observed that the plan of  buildings 
encloses 53 per cent of  the total area devoted to open 
space in the form of  central courts. The main central 
court is about the size of  Gramercy Park, Manhattan, 
with its surrounding streets. Since this area would 
receive an unusual amount of  sunlight, it would be 

susceptible to the finest sort of  landscape and formal 
garden treatment.

Both of  the end courts are on a level 20 feet higher 
than the central space and cover the two streets which 

Five blocks and four cross streets 19.07 acres
Two cross streets taken 78,000 sq. ft.
Given to boundary streets 50,800 sq. ft.
Area of  set-backs 39,000 sq. ft.
Land developed 16.4 acres
Covered by buildings 6.5 acres
Coverage 40.0 per cent
Three central courts 5.3 acres

Table 5 Area relations
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are carried through the development. Underneath 
these courts are the service areas for the buildings. At 
one end of  the central space there is room for tennis 
courts and, at the other, a children’s playground of  
nearly one acre. By reason of  the large open spaces 
and the arrangement of  the buildings, the plan 
achieves an unusual standard as to light in that there is 
no habitable room that has an exposure to sunlight of  
less than 45 degrees. The width of  all the structures is 
50 feet, so that apartments of  two-room depth are 
possible throughout the building, while the western 
central rib, being 130 feet from a 100-foot street, will 
never have its light unduly shut off  by buildings on the 
adjacent blocks.

Accommodations

The capacity of  the buildings is about 1,000 families, 
with suites ranging from three to fourteen rooms in 
size, the majority of  them suitable for family occu- 
pancy. In addition there would be room for a hotel for 
transients, an elementary school, an auditorium, a 
gymnasium, a swimming pool, handball courts, locker 

rooms and other athletic facilities. The first floors of  
certain buildings on one or more sides of  the unit 
could be devoted to shops. The auditorium could be 
suitable for motion pictures, lectures, little-theatre 
performances, public meetings, and possibly for public 
worship. Dances could be easily held in the gymnasium. 
In the basement there might be squash courts.

Height

The buildings range in height from two and three 
stories on the boundary streets to ten stories in the 
abutting ribs, fifteen stories in the main central ribs, 
and thirty-three stories in the two towers. Many of  the 
roofs could be given a garden-like treatment and thus 
contribute to the array of  delightful prospects which 
are offered by the scheme.

This plan, though much more compact than the 
three others, nevertheless observes all of  the unit 
principles. Neither the community center nor the 
shopping districts are conspicuous, but they are 
present. Children can play, attend school, and visit 
stores without crossing traffic ways.



“The City image and  
its elements” 
from The Image of the City (1960) 

Kevin  Lynch 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Kevin Lynch (1918–1984) is the towering figure of twentieth-century urban design. The Image of the City, from 
which this selection is taken, is the most widely read urban design book of all  time. 

Drawing widely on material from psychology and the humanities, Lynch sought to understand how people  
perceive urban environments and how design professionals can respond to the deepest human needs. Lynch’s 
rambling, profoundly humane writings weave together a unique blend of theory and practical design suggestions 
drawn from his voluminous reading in history, anthropology, art, psychology, literature, architecture, urban planning, 
and a host of other academic disciplines and professional fields. This influential chapter on “The City Image and its 
Elements” from The Image of the City presents Lynch’s best-known concepts on how people perceive  cities. 

Lynch argues that people perceive cities as consisting of underlying city form elements: “paths” (along which 
people and goods flow), “edges” (which differentiate one part of the urban fabric from another), “landmarks” 
(which stand out and help orient people), “districts” (perceived as physically or culturally distinct even if their 
boundaries are fuzzy), and “nodes” where activities – and often paths – meet. Lynch believes that humans have 
an innate desire to understand their surroundings and do this best if a clear city image is discernible from these 
five elements. If urban designers understand how people perceive these elements and design cities to make 
them more imageable, Lynch argues, urban environments will be more psychologically  satisfying. 

Lynch’s research is a good example of creative qualitative research. Rather than starting from a theory and 
reasoning from it about how people perceive cities (deductive logic), Lynch started by gathering empirical 
information from people themselves and then constructing theory that explained the broad patterns he found 
(inductive logic). This is a common research strategy. What distinguishes Lynch’s work from run-of-the-mill 
surveys and interviews is his skill at generalizing what he found into high-order conceptual categories rather than 
just reporting what people said or survey  results. 

Lynch pioneered the research technique of having people draw “mental maps” and analyzing them to 
understand how people perceived their surroundings. Lynch came to his conclusions about the basic elements 
of city form that shape perception largely by observing recurring patterns in the maps. Almost everyone drew 
streets and other geographical features along which people and good moved. Lynch generalized these features 
into a category he named “paths.” He also noticed that boundaries between parts of the city were often clear in 
the maps – and named this urban form element an “edge.” Similarly Lynch created categories he called landmarks, 
nodes, and districts by generalizing repeating patterns he discovered in the maps ordinary citizens  drew. 

Influenced by Lynch’s work, urban designers in cities as diverse as San Francisco, Cairo, Havana, and Ciudad 
Guyana, Venezuela, have replicated Lynch’s research methodology and then sketched out the elements of cities 
or parts of cities they are designing as paths, edges, nodes, landmarks, and districts – the underlying city form 
elements that Lynch identified – and have used his theories and practical suggestions about good city form to 
strengthen the image of the cities in which they  practice. 
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Lynch used qualitative methods such as observation and interviews, as well as analysis of conceptual maps. 
Like many architects and designers, Lynch was a good artist who sketched aspects of the built environment both 
in schematic conceptual ways and as detailed line drawings. Many of his books consist of text with very wide 
margins filled with drawings illustrating visually the points he is making with concrete observed examples – an 
excellent pedagogical device. 

Urban design is a science as well as an art, and computers and Computer Assisted Design (CAD) software 
have revolutionized the way in which urban design is done today. CAD software allows designers to create two- 
and three-dimensional renderings of urban space. Using CAD software, urban designers can see and show 
others how a site, neighborhood or an entire city might be designed with the volumes and dimensions to scale 
and surfaces that look like the real thing. Three-dimensional virtual reality software makes it possible to “walk 
through” virtual designs and experience what they will be like. Nonetheless some of today’s best urban designers 
remain convinced that teaching urban designers to draw their designs by hand first forces them to be good 
observers and think through their designs rather than just relying on  technology. 

Technologies that now allow brain researchers to see visualizations of different parts of the human brain, 
including the brain at work thinking and performing tasks, prove that experience and practice can physically 
strengthen portions of the brain just as exercise can strengthen muscles. A study of London cab drivers, for 
example, found that the portion of their brain that processed spatial information was larger, on average, than a 
control group of similar subjects who had not had the experience of finding their way around London. Recent 
brain research has also shown a direct relationship between physical practice and larger and more active parts 
of the brain. In cellists, for example, the portion of the brain that controls movement of the left (fingering) hand 
become larger with practice than the portion of the brain that controls the right (bow) hand. Fingering requires 
more mental energy than  bowing. 

Like Lynch, other notable urban designers ground their practical design suggestions in underlying theory 
about human psychological needs. Jan Gehl (p. 608) emphasizes how people’s psychological need for contact 
with other people can be met by thoughtful design of the space between buildings. William Whyte (p. 587) 
grounded his imaginative applied principles for park and plaza design in theories about how people respond to 
the built environment around them even at a subconscious  level. 

Urban design draws heavily on the social science discipline of psychology – particularly the subfields of social 
psychology and urban psychology. Urban psychology was pioneered by German psychologist Georg Simmel, 
whose seminal 1905 essay titled “The Metropolis and Mental Life” first made the connection between cities and 
the human psyche. Lewis Wirth’s essay on “Urbanism as a Way of Life” (p. 115) builds on Simmel’s work. 
Studies of how people perceive the personal space around them by University of California, Davis, psychology 
professor emeritus Robert Sommer are widely used by architects and urban designers to inform their  work. 

Some urban anthropologists study the way in which culture affects perceptions of space. Anthropologist 
Edward T. Hall developed a field he named “proxemics” from the Greek word for closeness – how people in 
different cultures respond to the space immediately around  them. 

Good art can also contribute to good urban designs. A small number of artists and art professors define what 
they do as creating or teaching about “urban” or “public”  art. 

Unlike urban history, urban sociology, urban geography, urban politics, and urban economics – all of which 
are mainstream subfields regularly taught in their respective departments – urban psychology, urban anthropology, 
and urban art remain specialty courses taught in a small minority of psychology, anthropology, and art  departments. 

Kevin Lynch (1918–1984) studied architecture at Yale University and apprenticed himself to Frank Lloyd 
Wright, the brilliant and opinionated architect who envisioned Broadacre City (p. 388). He received a Bachelor’s 
degree in urban planning from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in 1947 and joined the MIT 
faculty a year later. There, Lynch taught courses in urban design and site planning. He maintained an active urban 
design practice and, after publication of The Image of the City cemented his reputation, lectured and consulted 
worldwide. This selection is taken from The Image of the City (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1960). 

In addition to The Image of the City, Lynch’s many books include a textbook on site design co-authored with 
Gary Hack, Site Planning, 3rd edn (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1984), and books on historic preservation, What 
Time Is This Place (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1979), regional planning, Managing the Sense of a Region 
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There seems to be a public image of  any given city 
which is the overlap of  many individual images. Or 
perhaps there is a series of  public images, each held 
by some significant number of  citizens. Such group 
images are necessary if  an individual is to operate 
successfully within his environment and to cooperate 
with his fellows. Each individual picture is unique, with 
some content that is rarely or never communicated, 

yet it approximates the public image, which, in different 
environments, is more or less compelling, more or less 
embracing.

This analysis limits itself  to the effects of  physical, 
perceptible objects. There are other influences on 
imageability, such as the social meaning of  an area, its 
function, its history, or even its name. These will be 
glossed over, since the objective here is to uncover the 

(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1976), and his magnum opus, Good City Form (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991). 
Other of Lynch’s writings are contained in Kevin Lynch, Tridib Banerjee, and Michael Southworth (eds.), City 
Sense and City Design: Writings and Projects of Kevin Lynch (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995). Lynch’s 
papers are in the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Library Archives and Special Collections in Cambridge, 
 Massachusetts. 

Two books with the same title – The Urban Design Reader – are anthologies of key writings on urban design. 
Elizabeth McDonald and Michael Larice’s The Urban Design Reader, 2nd edn (London and New York: Routledge, 
2011) is a volume in the Routledge Urban Reader Series. It contains classic and contemporary writings on urban 
design with editors’ introductions to the book, sections, and selections in a format similar to The City Reader. The 
Urban Design Reader edited by Matthew Carmona and Steve Tiesdell (Oxford: Architectural Press, 2007) is 
also an anthology of key urban design writings, but places greater emphasis on contemporary urban design 
writings from the  UK. 

Overviews of the field of urban design include Tridib Banerjee and Anastasia Loukaitou-Sideris (eds.), 
Companion to Urban Design (London and New York: Routledge, 2011), Lance Jay Brown, David Dixon, and 
Oliver Gillham, Urban Design for an Urban Century: Placemaking for People (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley 2009), Peter 
Bosselmann, Urban Transformation: Understanding City Form and Design (Washington, DC: Island Press, 
2008), Doug Kelbaugh, Common Place: Toward Neighborhood and Regional Design (Seattle: University of 
Washington Press, 1997), and Mike Greenberg, The Poetics of Cities: Designing Neighborhoods that Work 
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 1995). 

Two books review the evolution of the field of urban design. David Grahame Shane, Urban Design Since 
1945 (New York: Wiley, 2011) covers the period since the end of World War II and Alex Krieger and William 
Saunders (eds.), Urban Design (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2009) is an anthology with 
selections describing how the field of urban design has evolved since  1956. 

Two scholarly and beautifully illustrated books by architectural historian Spiro Kostoff that illustrate and 
analyze urban design worldwide and through time are The City Shaped (New York: Little Brown, 1991) and The 
City Assembled (New York: Little Brown, 1992). 

Books on the relationship between gender, design, and space include Daphne Spain’s Gendered Spaces 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992), Doreen Massey’s Space, Place, and Gender (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1994) and Linda Mcdowell’s Gender, Identity, and Place: Understanding Feminist 
Geographies (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999). 

Edmund N. Bacon, Design of Cities (New York: Penguin, 1976) is a pioneering book by the influential 
architect/planner who served as executive director of the Philadelphia City Planning Commission from 1949 to 
1970 and whose visionary leadership helped transform  Philadelphia. 

Psychologist Robert Sommer’s book on urban psychology is, Personal Space, updated edition (Bristol: 
Bosko Books, 2008). Anthony Hiss, The Experience of Place (New York: Knopf, 1990) also explores the 
psychology of how people perceive urban  space. 

Anthropologist Edward T. Hall’s books on proxemics – the study of how people respond to the space 
immediately around them – are The Silent Language (New York: Doubleday, 1959) and The Hidden Dimension 
(New York: Doubleday, 1966). 
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role of  form itself. It is taken for granted that in actual 
design form should be used to reinforce meaning, and 
not to negate it.

The contents of  the city images so far studied, 
which are referable to physical forms, can conveniently 
be classified into five types of  elements: paths, edges, 
districts, nodes, and landmarks.

Indeed, these elements may be of  more general 
application, since they seem to reappear in many 
types of  environmental images. . . . These elements 
may be defined as follows:

1 Paths. Paths are the channels along which the obser- 
ver customarily, occasionally, or potentially moves. 
They may be streets, walkways, transit lines, canals, 
railroads. For many people, these are the predominant 
elements in their image. People observe the city while 
moving through it, and along these paths the other 
environmental elements are arranged and related.

2 Edges. Edges are the linear elements not used or 
considered as paths by the observer. They are the 
boundaries between two phases, linear breaks in con-
tinuity: shores, railroad cuts, edges of  development, 
walls. They are lateral references rather than coordi-
nate axes. Such edges may be barriers, more or less 
penetrable, which close one region off  from another; 
or they may be seams, lines along which two regions 
are related and joined together. These edge elements, 
although probably not as dominant as paths, are for 
many people important organizing features, particu-
larly in the role of  holding together generalized areas, 
as in the outline of  a city by water or wall.

3 Districts. Districts are the medium-to-large sections 
of  the city, conceived of  as having two-dimensional 
extent, which the observer mentally enters “inside of,” 
and which are recognizable as having some common, 
identifying character. Always identifiable from the 
inside, they are also used for exterior reference if  
visible from the outside. Most people structure their 
city to some extent in this way, with individual dif- 
ferences as to whether paths or districts are the domi- 
nant elements. It seems to depend not only upon the 
individual but also upon the given city.

4 Nodes. Nodes are points, the strategic spots in a  
city into which an observer can enter, and which are 
the intensive foci to and from which he is traveling. 
They may be primarily junctions, places of  a break in 

transportation, a crossing or convergence of  paths, 
moments of  shift from one structure to another. Or the 
nodes may be simply concentrations, which gain their 
importance from being the condensation of  some use 
or physical character, as a street-corner hangout or an 
enclosed square. Some of  these concentration nodes 
are the focus and epitome of  a district, over which 
their influence radiates and of  which they stand as a 
symbol. They may be called cores. Many nodes, of  
course, partake of  the nature of  both junctions and 
concentrations. The concept of  node is related to the 
concept of  path, since junctions are typically the con- 
vergence of  paths, events on the journey. It is similarly 
related to the concept of  district, since cores are 
typically the intensive foci of  districts, their polarizing 
center. In any event, some nodal points are to be found 
in almost every image, and in certain cases they may 
be the dominant feature.

5 Landmarks. Landmarks are another type of  point-
reference, but in this case the observer does not enter 
within them, they are external. They are usually a rather 
simply defined physical object: building, sign, store, or 
mountain. Their use involves the singling out of  one 
element from a host of  possibilities. Some landmarks 
are distant ones, typically seen from many angles and 
distances, over the tops of  smaller elements, and used 
as radial references. They may be within the city or at 
such a distance that for all practical purposes they 
symbolize a constant direction. Such are isolated 
towers, golden domes, great hills. Even a mobile point, 
like the sun, whose motion is sufficiently slow and 
regular, may be employed. Other landmarks are pri- 
marily local, being visible only in restricted localities 
and from certain approaches. These are the innumer- 
able signs, storefronts, trees, doorknobs, and other 
urban detail, which fill in the image of  most observers. 
They are frequently used clues of  identity and even of  
structure, and seem to be increasingly relied upon as a 
journey becomes more and more familiar.

The image of  a given physical reality may occasio- 
nally shift its type with different circumstances of  
viewing. Thus an expressway may be a path for  
the driver, and edge for the pedestrian. Or a central  
area may be a district when a city is organized on a 
medium scale, and a node when the entire metropolitan 
area is considered. But the categories seem to have 
stability for a given observer when he is operating at a 
given level.
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None of  the element types isolated above exist in 
isolation in the real case. Districts are structured with 
nodes, defined by edges, penetrated by paths, and 
sprinkled with landmarks. Elements regularly overlap 
and pierce one another. If  this analysis begins with the 
differentiation of  the data into categories, it must end 
with their reintegration into the whole image . . .

PaThS

For most people interviewed, paths were the predo- 
minant city elements, although their importance 
varied according to the degree of  familiarity with the 
city. People with least knowledge of  Boston tended to 
think of  the city in terms of  topography, large regions, 
generalized characteristics, and broad directional 
relationships. Subjects who knew the city better had 
usually mastered part of  the path structure; these 
people thought more in terms of  specific paths and 
their interrelationships. A tendency also appeared for 
the people who knew the city best of  all to rely more 
upon small landmarks and less upon either regions  
or paths.

The potential drama and identification in the 
highway system should not be underestimated. One 
Jersey City subject, who can find little worth describ- 
ing in her surroundings, suddenly lit up when she 
described the Holland Tunnel. Another recounted her 
pleasure:

You cross Baldwin Avenue, you see all of  New York in 
front of  you, you see the terrific drop of  land [the 
Palisades] . . . and here’s this open panorama of  lower 
Jersey City in front of  you and you’re going down hill, 
and there you know: there’s the tunnel, there’s the 
Hudson River and everything. . . . I always look to the 
right to see if  I can see the . . . Statue of  Liberty. . . . 
Then I always look up to see the Empire State 
Building, see how the weather is. . . . I have a real 
feeling of  happiness because I’m going someplace, 
and I love to go places.

Particular paths may become important features in 
a number of  ways. Customary travel will of  course be 
one of  the strongest influences, so that major access 
lines, such as Boylston Street, Storrow Drive, or 
Tremont Street in Boston, Hudson Boulevard in Jersey 
City, or the freeways in Los Angeles, are all key image 
features. . . . 

Concentration of  special use or activity along a 
street may give it prominence in the minds of  
observers. Washington Street is the outstanding 
Boston example: subjects consistently associated it 
with shopping and theatres. . . . People seemed to be 
sensitive to variations in the amount of  activity they 
encountered, and sometimes guided themselves 
largely by following the main stream of  traffic. Los 
Angeles’ Broadway was recognized by its crowds and 
its street cars; Washington Street in Boston was 
marked by a torrent of  pedestrians. . . .

Characteristic spatial qualities were able to 
strengthen the image of  particular paths. In the 
simplest sense, streets that suggest extremes of  either 
width or narrowness attracted attention. Cambridge 
Street, Commonwealth Avenue, and Atlantic Avenue 
are all well known in Boston, and all were singled out 
for their great width. . . . Spatial qualities of  width and 
narrowness derived part of  their importance from the 
common association of  main streets with width and 
side streets with narrowness. Looking for, and trusting 
to the “main” (i.e., wide) street becomes automatic, 
and in Boston the real pattern usually supports this 
assumption. . . . Some of  the orientation difficulties in 
Boston’s financial district, or the anonymity of  the Los 
Angeles grid, may be due to this lack of  spatial 
dominance.

Special façade characteristics were also important 
for path identity. Beacon Street and Commonwealth 
Avenue were distinctive partly because of  the building 
façades that line them. . . .

Proximity to special features of  the city could also 
endow a path with increased importance. In this case 
the path would be acting secondarily as an edge. 
Atlantic Avenue derived much importance from its 
relation to the wharves and the harbor, Storrow Drive 
from its location along the Charles River.

[. . .]
Where major paths lacked identity, or were easily 

confused one for the other, the entire city image was in 
difficulty. . . . Many of  the paths in Jersey City were 
difficult to find, both in reality and in memory.

That the paths, once identifiable, have continuity as 
well, is an obvious functional necessity. People 
regularly depended upon this quality.

[. . .]
People tended to think of  path destinations and 

origin points: they liked to know where paths came 
from and where they led. Paths with clear and well-
known origins and destinations had stronger identities, 
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helped tie the city together, and gave the observer a 
sense of  his bearings whenever he crossed them. . . .

[. . .]
A few important paths may be imaged together as 

a simple structure, despite any minor irregularities, as 
long as they have a consistent general relationship to 
one another. The Boston street system is not 
conducive to this kind of  image, except perhaps for 
the basic parallelism of  Washington and Tremont 
Streets. But the Boston subway system, whatever its 
involutions in true scale, seemed fairly easy to visualize 
as two parallel lines cut at the center by the Cambridge–
Dorchester line, although the parallel lines might be 
confused one with the other, particularly since both go 
to North Station. The freeway system in Los Angeles 
seemed to be imaged as a complete structure. . . .

[. . .]
A large number of  paths may be seen as a total 

network, when repeating relationships are sufficiently 
regular and predictable.

The Los Angeles grid is a good example. Almost 
every subject could easily put down some twenty 
major paths in correct relation to each other. At the 
same time, this very regularity made it difficult for 
them to distinguish one path from another.

Boston’s Back Bay is an interesting path network. 
Its regularity is remarkable in contrast to the rest of  
the central city, an effect that would not occur in most 
American cities. But this is not a featureless regularity. 
The longitudinal streets were sharply differentiated 
from the cross streets in everyone’s mind, much as 
they are in Manhattan. The long streets all have 
individual character – Beacon Street, Marlboro Street, 
Commonwealth Avenue, Newbury Street, each one is 
different – while the cross streets act as measuring 
devices. The relative width of  the streets, the block 
lengths, the building frontages, the naming system, the 
relative length and number of  the two kinds of  streets, 
their functional importance, all tend to reinforce this 
differentiation. Thus a regular pattern is given form 
and character. The alphabet formula for naming the 
cross streets was frequently used as a location device, 
much as the numbers are used in Los Angeles.

[. . .]
The frequent reduction of  the South End to a geo-

metrical system was typical of  the constant tendency 
of  the subjects to impose regularity on their surround-
ings. Unless obvious evidence refuted it, they tried to 
organize paths into geometrical networks, disregard-
ing curves and non-perpendicular intersections. The 

lower area of  Jersey City was frequently drawn as a 
grid, even though it is one only in part. Subjects 
absorbed all of  central Los Angeles into a repeating 
network, without being disturbed by the distortion at 
the eastern edge. Several subjects even insisted on 
reducing the street maze of  Boston’s financial district 
to a checkerboard! . . .

edGeS

Edges are the linear elements not considered as  
paths: they are usually, but not quite always, the 
boundaries between two kinds of  areas. They act as 
lateral references. They are strong in Boston and 
Jersey City but weaker in Los Angeles. Those edges 
seem strongest which are not only visually prominent, 
but also continuous in form and impenetrable to cross 
movement. The Charles River in Boston is the best 
example and has all of  these qualities.

The importance of  the peninsular definition of  
Boston has already been mentioned. It must have 
been much more important in the 18th century, when 
the city was a true and very striking peninsula. Since 
then the shore lines have been erased or changed,  
but the picture persists. One change, at least, has 
strengthened the image: the Charles River edge, once 
a swampy backwater, is now well defined and 
developed. It was frequently described, and sometimes 
drawn in great detail. Everyone remembered the wide 
open space, the curving line, the bordering highways, 
the boats, the Esplanade, the Shell.

The water edge on the other side, the harborfront, 
was also generally known, and remembered for its 
special activity. But the sense of  water was less clear, 
since it was obscured by many structures, and since 
the life has gone out of  the old harbor activities. . . .

[. . .]
In Jersey City, the waterfront was also a strong 

edge, but a rather forbidding one. It was a no-man’s 
land, a region beyond the barbed wire. Edges, whether 
of  railroads, topography, throughways, or district 
boundaries, are a very typical feature of  this environ-
ment and tend to fragment it. Some of  the most 
unpleasant edges, such as the bank of  the Hackensack 
River with its burning dump areas, seemed to be  
mentally erased.

[. . . ]
While continuity and visibility are crucial, strong 

edges are not necessarily impenetrable. Many edges 
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are uniting seams, rather than isolating barriers, and it 
is interesting to see the differences in effect. Boston’s 
Central Artery seems to divide absolutely, to isolate. 
Wide Cambridge Street divides two regions sharply 
but keeps them in some visual relation. Beacon Street, 
the visible boundary of  Beacon Hill along the Com- 
mon, acts not as a barrier but as a seam along which 
the two major areas are clearly joined together. Charles 
Street at the foot of  Beacon Hill both divides and 
unites, leaving the lower area in uncertain relation to 
the hill above. Charles Street carries heavy traffic but 
also contains the local service stores and special 
activities associated with the Hill. It pulls the residents 
together by attracting them to itself. It acts ambiguously 
either as linear node, edge, or path for various people 
at various times.

Edges are often paths as well. Where this was so, 
and where the ordinary observer was not shut off  
from moving on the path . . . then the circulation image 
seemed to be the dominant one. The element was 
usually pictured as a path, reinforced by boundary 
characteristics.

[. . .]
It is difficult to think of  Chicago without picturing 

Lake Michigan. It would be interesting to see how 
many Chicagoans would begin to draw a map of  their 
city by putting down something other than the line of  
the lake shore. Here is a magnificent example of  a 
visible edge, gigantic in scale, that exposes an entire 
metropolis to view. Great buildings, parks, and tiny 
private beaches all come down to the water’s edge, 
which throughout most of  its length is accessible and 
visible to all. The contrast, the differentiation of  events 
along the line, and the lateral breadth are all very 
strong. The effect is reinforced by the concentration 
of  paths and activities along its extent. The scale is 
perhaps unrelievedly large and coarse, and too much 
open space is at times interposed between city and 
water, as at the Loop. Yet the façade of  Chicago on the 
Lake is an unforgettable sight.

diSTRiCTS

Districts are the relatively large city areas which the 
observer can mentally go inside of, and which have 
some common character. They can be recognized 
internally, and occasionally can be used as external 
reference as a person goes by or toward them. Many 
persons interviewed took care to point out that 

Boston, while confusing in its path pattern even to the 
experienced inhabitant, has, in the number and 
vividness of  its differentiated districts, a quality that 
quite makes up for it. As one person put it: Each part 
of  Boston is different from the other. You can tell 
pretty much what area you’re in.

Jersey City has its districts too, but they are 
primarily ethnic or class districts with little physical 
distinction. Los Angeles is markedly lacking in strong 
regions, except for the Civic Center area. The best that 
can be found are the linear, street-front districts of  
Skid Row or the financial area. . . .

Subjects, when asked which city they felt to be a 
well-oriented one, mentioned several, but New York 
(meaning Manhattan) was unanimously cited. And 
this city was cited not so much for its grid, which Los 
Angeles has as well, but because it has a number of  
well-defined characteristic districts, set in an ordered 
frame of  rivers and streets. Two Los Angeles subjects 
even referred to Manhattan as being “small” in com- 
parison to their central area! Concepts of  size may 
depend in part on how well a structure can be grasped.

In some Boston interviews, the districts were the 
basic elements of  the city image. One subject, for 
example, when asked to go from Faneuil Hall to 
Symphony Hall, replied at once by labeling the trip as 
going from North End to Back Bay. But even where 
they were not actively used for orientation, districts 
were still an important and satisfying part of  the 
experience of  living in the city. Recognition of  distinct 
districts in Boston seemed to vary somewhat as 
acquaintance with the city increased. People most 
familiar with Boston tended to recognize regions but 
to rely more heavily for organization and orientation 
on smaller elements. A few people extremely familiar 
with Boston were unable to generalize detailed per- 
ceptions into districts: conscious of  minor differences 
in all parts of  the city, they did not form regional 
groups of  elements.

The physical characteristics that determine dis- 
tricts are thematic continuities which may consist of  
an endless variety of  components: texture, space, 
form, detail, symbol, building type, use, activity, inhabi- 
tants, degree of  maintenance, topography. In a closely 
built city such as Boston, homogeneities of  façade – 
material, modeling, ornament, color, skyline, espe- 
cially fenestration – were all basic clues in identifying 
major districts. Beacon Hill and Commonwealth 
Avenue are both examples. The clues were not only 
visual ones: noise was important as well. At times, 
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indeed, confusion itself  might be a clue, as it was for 
the woman who remarked that she knows she is in the 
North End as soon as she feels she is getting lost.

Usually, the typical features were imaged and 
recognized in a characteristic cluster, the thematic 
unit. The Beacon Hill image, for example, included 
steep narrow streets; old brick row houses of  intimate 
scale; inset, highly maintained, white doorways; black 
trim; cobblestones and brick walks; quiet; and upper-
class pedestrians. The resulting thematic unit was 
distinctive by contrast to the rest of  the city and could 
be recognized immediately. . . .

A certain reinforcement of  clues is needed to 
produce a strong image. All too often, there are a few 
distinctive signs, but not enough for a full thematic 
unit. Then the region may be recognizable to some- 
one familiar with the city, but it lacks any visual 
strength or impact. Such, for example, is Little Tokyo 
in Los Angeles, recognizable by its population and the 
lettering on its signs but otherwise indistinguish- 
able from the general matrix. Although it is a strong 
ethnic concentration, probably known to many people, 
it appeared as only a subsidiary portion of  the city 
image.

Yet social connotations are quite significant in 
building regions. A series of  street interviews indi- 
cated the class overtones that many people associate 
with different districts. Most of  the Jersey City regions 
were class or ethnic areas, discernible only with 
difficulty for the outsider. Both Jersey City and Boston 
have shown the exaggerated attention paid to upper-
class districts, and the resulting magnification of  the 
importance of  elements in those areas. District names 
also help to give identity to districts even when the 
thematic unit does not establish a striking contrast 
with other parts of  the city, and traditional associations 
can play a similar role.

When the main requirement has been satisfied, 
and a thematic unit that contrasts with the rest of  the 
city has been constituted, the degree of  internal 
homogeneity is less significant, especially if  discordant 
elements occur in a predictable pattern. Small stores 
on street corners establish a rhythm on Beacon Hill 
that one subject perceived as part of  her image. These 
stores in no way weakened her non-commercial image 
of  Beacon Hill but merely added to it. Subjects could 
pass over a surprising amount of  local disagreement 
with the characteristic features of  a region.

Districts have various kinds of  boundaries. Some 
are hard, definite, precise. Such is the boundary of  the 

Back Bay at the Charles River or at the Public Garden. 
All agreed on this exact location. Other boundaries 
may be soft or uncertain, such as the limit between 
downtown shopping and the office district, to whose 
existence and approximate location most people 
would testify. Still other regions have no boundaries at 
all, as did the South End for many of  our subjects. . . .

These edges seem to play a secondary role: they 
may set limits to a district, and may reinforce its 
identity, but they apparently have less to do with 
constituting it. Edges may augment the tendency of  
districts to fragment the city in a disorganizing way. A 
few people sensed disorganization as one result of  the 
large number of  identifiable districts in Boston: strong 
edges, by hindering transitions from one district to 
another, may add to the impression of  disorganization.

That type of  district which has a strong core, 
surrounded by a thematic gradient which gradually 
dwindles away, is not uncommon. Sometimes, indeed, 
a strong node may create a sort of  district in a broader 
homogeneous zone, simply by “radiation,” that is, by 
the sense of  proximity to the nodal point. These are 
primarily reference areas, with little perceptual content, 
but they are useful organizing concepts, nevertheless.

Some well-known Boston districts were un- 
structured in the public image. The West End and 
North End were internally undifferentiated for many 
people who recognized these regions. Even more 
often, thematically vivid districts such as the market 
area seemed confusingly shapeless, both externally 
and internally. The physical sensations of  the market 
activity are unforgettable. Faneuil Hall and its 
associations reinforce them. Yet the area is shapeless 
and sprawling, divided by the Central Artery, and 
hampered by the two activity centers which vie for 
dominance: Faneuil Hall and Haymarket Square. 
Dock Square is spatially chaotic. The connections to 
other areas are either obscure or disrupted by the 
Artery. Thus the market district simply floated in most 
images. Instead of  fulfilling its potential role as a 
mosaic link at the head of  the Boston peninsula, as 
does the Common farther down, the district, while 
distinctive, acted only as a chaotic barrier zone. 
Beacon Hill, on the other hand, was very highly struc- 
tured, with internal sub-regions, a node at Louisburg 
Square, various landmarks, and a configuration of  
paths.

Again, some regions are introvert, turned in upon 
themselves with little reference to the city outside 
them, such as Boston’s North End or Chinatown. 
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Others may be extrovert, turned outward and con- 
nected to surrounding elements. The Common visibly 
touches neighboring regions, despite its inner path 
confusions. Bunker Hill in Los Angeles is an interesting 
example of  a district of  fairly strong character and 
historical association, on a very sharp topographical 
feature lying even closer to the city’s heart than does 
Beacon Hill. Yet the city flows around this element, 
buries its topographic edges in office buildings, breaks 
off  its path connections, and effectively causes it to 
fade or even disappear from the city image. Here is a 
striking opportunity for change in the urban landscape.

Some districts are single ones, standing alone in 
their zone. The Jersey City and Los Angeles regions 
are practically all of  this kind, and the South End is a 
Boston example. Others may be linked together, such 
as Little Tokyo and the Civic Center in Los Angeles, or 
West End–Beacon Hill in Boston. In one part of  
central Boston, inclusive of  the Back Bay, the Com- 
mon, Beacon Hill, the downtown shopping district, 
and the financial and market areas, the regions are 
close enough together and sufficiently well joined to 
make a continuous mosaic of  distinctive districts. 
Wherever one proceeds within these limits, one is in a 
recognizable area. The contrast and proximity of  each 
area, moreover, heightens the thematic strength of  
each. The quality of  Beacon Hill, for example, is 
sharpened by its nearness to Scollay Square, and to 
the downtown shopping district.

NOdeS

Nodes are the strategic foci into which the observer 
can enter, typically either junctions of  paths, or con- 
centrations of  some characteristic. But although 
conceptually they are small points in the city image, 
they may in reality be large squares, or somewhat 
extended linear shapes, or even entire central districts 
when the city is being considered at a large enough 
level. Indeed, when conceiving the environment at a 
national or international level, then the whole city 
itself  may become a node.

The junction, or place of  a break in transportation, 
has compelling importance for the city observer. 
Because decisions must be made at junctions, people 
heighten their attention at such places and perceive 
nearby elements with more than normal clarity. This 
tendency was confirmed so repeatedly that elements 
located at junctions may automatically be assumed to 

derive special prominence from their location. The 
perceptual importance of  such locations shows in 
another way as well. When subjects were asked where 
on a habitual trip they first felt a sense of  arrival in 
downtown Boston, a large number of  people singled 
out break-points of  transportation as the key places. 
In a number of  cases, the point was at the transition 
from a highway (Storrow Drive or the Central Artery) 
to a city street; in another case, the point was at the 
first railroad stop in Boston (Back Bay Station) even 
though the subject did not get off  there. Inhabitants  
of  Jersey City felt they had left their city when  
they had passed through the Tonnelle Avenue Circle. 
The transition from one transportation channel to 
another seems to mark the transition between major 
structural units.

[. . .]
The subway stations, strung along their invisible 

path systems, are strategic junction nodes. Some, like 
Park Street, Charles Street, Copley, and South Station, 
were quite important in the Boston map, and a few 
subjects would organize the rest of  the city around 
them. . . .

Major railroad stations are almost always important 
city nodes, although their importance may be declin- 
ing. Boston’s South Station was one of  the strongest in 
the city, since it is functionally vital for commuter, 
subway rider, and intercity traveler, and is visually 
impressive for its bulk fronting on the open space of  
Dewey Square. The same might have been said for 
airports, had our study areas included them. . . .

The other type of  node, the thematic concentration, 
also appeared frequently. Pershing Square in Los 
Angeles was a strong example, being perhaps the 
sharpest point of  the city image, characterized by 
highly typical space, planting, and activity. . . .

Louisburg Square is another thematic concen- 
tration, a well-known quiet residential open space, 
redolent of  the upper-class themes of  the Hill, with a 
highly recognizable fenced park. It is a purer example 
of  a concentration than is the Jordan–Filene corner, 
since it is no transfer point at all, and was only re- 
membered as being “somewhere inside” Beacon Hill. 
Its importance as a node was out of  all proportion to 
its function.

Nodes may be both junctions and concentra- 
tions, as is Jersey City’s Journal Square, which is an 
important bus and automobile transfer and is also a 
concentration of  shopping. Thematic concentrations 
may be the focus of  a region, as is the Jordan–Filene 
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corner, and perhaps Louisburg Square. Others are not 
foci but are isolated special concentrations, such as 
Olvera Street in Los Angeles.

A strong physical form is not absolutely essential 
to the recognition of  a node: witness Journal Square 
and Scollay Square. But where the space has some 
form, the impact is much stronger. The node becomes 
memorable.

[. . .]
Nodes, like districts, may be introvert or extrovert. 

Scollay Square is introverted, it gives little directional 
sense when one is in it or its environs. The principal 
direction in its surroundings is toward or away from it; 
the principal locational sensation on arrival is simply 
“here I am.” Boston’s Dewey Square, on the other 
hand, is extroverted. General directions are explained, 
and connections are clear to the office district, the 
shopping district, and the waterfront. . . .

Many of  these qualities may be summed up by the 
example of  a famous Italian node: the Piazza San 
Marco in Venice. Highly differentiated, rich and 
intricate, it stands in sharp contrast to the general 
character of  the city and to the narrow, twisting spaces 
of  its immediate approaches. Yet it ties firmly to the 
major feature of  the city, the Grand Canal, and has an 
oriented shape that clarifies the direction from which 
one enters. It is within itself  highly differentiated and 
structured: into two spaces (Piazza and Piazzetta) and 
with many distinctive landmarks (Duomo, Palazzo 
Ducale, Campanile, Libreria). Inside, one feels always 
in clear relation to it, precisely micro-located, as it 
were. So distinctive is this space that many people 
who have never been to Venice will recognize its 
photograph immediately.

LaNdMaRKS

Landmarks, the point references considered to be 
external to the observer, are simple physical elements 
which may vary widely in scale. There seemed to be a 
tendency for those more familiar with a city to rely 
increasingly on systems of  landmarks for their guides 
– to enjoy uniqueness and specialization, in place of  
the continuities used earlier.

Since the use of  landmarks involves the singling 
out of  one element from a host of  possibilities, the  
key physical characteristic of  this class is singula- 
rity, some aspect that is unique or memorable in  
the context.

Landmarks become more easily identifiable, more 
likely to be chosen as significant, if  they have a clear 
form; if  they contrast with their background; and if  
there is some prominence of  spatial location. Figure– 
background contrast seems to be the principal factor. 
The background against which an element stands out 
need not be limited to immediate surroundings: the 
grasshopper weathervane of  Faneuil Hall, the gold 
dome of  the State House, or the peak of  the Los 
Angeles City Hall are landmarks that are unique 
against the background of  the entire city.

In another sense, subjects might single out 
landmarks for their cleanliness in a dirty city (the 
Christian Science buildings in Boston) or for their 
newness in an old city (the chapel on Arch Street). The 
Jersey City Medical Center was as well known for its 
little lawn and flowers as for its great size. The old Hall 
of  Records in the Los Angeles Civic Center is a narrow, 
dirty structure, set at an angle to the orientation of  all 
the other civic buildings, and with an entirely dif- 
ferent scale of  fenestration and detail. Despite its 
minor functional or symbolic importance, this contrast  
of  siting, age, and scale makes it a relatively well-
identified image, sometimes pleasant, sometimes 
irritating. It was several times reported to be “pie-
shaped,” although it is perfectly rectangular. This is 
evidently an illusion of  the angled siting.

Spatial prominence can establish elements as land- 
marks in either of  two ways: by making the element 
visible from many locations (the John Hancock 
Building in Boston, the Richfield Oil Building in Los 
Angeles), or by setting up a local contrast with nearby 
elements, i.e., a variation in setback and height. In Los 
Angeles, on 7th Street at the corner of  Flower Street, 
is an old, two-story gray wooden building, set back 
some ten feet from the building line, containing a few 
minor shops. This took the attention and fancy of  a 
surprising number of  people. One even anthropo- 
morphized it as the “little gray lady.” The spatial 
setback and the intimate scale is a very noticeable and 
delightful event, in contrast to the great masses that 
occupy the rest of  the frontage.

[. . .]
Distant landmarks, prominent points visible from 

many positions, were often well known, but only 
people unfamiliar with Boston seemed to use them to 
any great extent in organizing the city and selecting 
routes for trips. It is the novice who guides himself  by 
reference to the John Hancock Building and the 
Custom House.
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Few people had an accurate sense of  where these 
distant landmarks were and how to make one’s way to 
the base of  either building. Most of  Boston’s distant 
landmarks, in fact, were “bottomless”; they had a 
peculiar floating quality. The John Hancock Building, 
the Custom House, and the Court House are all 
dominant on the general skyline, but the location and 
identity of  their base is by no means as significant as 
that of  their top.

The gold dome of  Boston’s State House seems to 
be one of  the few exceptions to this elusiveness. Its 
unique shape and function, its location at the hill crest 
and its exposure to the Common, the visibility from 
long distances of  its bright gold dome, all make it a key 
sign for central Boston. It has the satisfying qualities of  
recognizability at many levels of  reference, and of  
coincidence of  symbolic with visual importance.

People who used distant landmarks did so only  
for very general directional orientation, or, more fre- 
quently, in symbolic ways. For one person, the Custom 
House lent unity to Atlantic Avenue because it can be 
seen from almost any place on that street. For another, 
the Custom House set up a rhythm in the financial 
district, for it can be seen intermittently at many places 
in that area.

The Duomo of  Florence is a prime example of  a 
distant landmark: visible from near and far, by day or 
night; unmistakable; dominant by size and contour; 
closely related to the city’s traditions; coincident with 
the religious and transit center; paired with its 
campanile in such a way that the direction of  view can 
be gauged from a distance. It is difficult to conceive  
of  the city without having this great edifice come  
to mind.

But local landmarks, visible only in restricted 
localities, were much more frequently employed in the 
three cities studied. They ran the full range of  objects 

available. The number of  local elements that become 
landmarks appears to depend as much upon how 
familiar the observer is with his surroundings as upon 
the elements themselves. Unfamiliar subjects usually 
mentioned only a few landmarks in office interviews, 
although they managed to find many more when they 
went on field trips. Sounds and smells sometimes 
reinforced visual landmarks, although they did not 
seem to constitute landmarks by themselves.

[. . .]

element interrelations

These elements are simply the raw material of  the 
environmental image at the city scale. They must be 
patterned together to provide a satisfying form. The 
preceding discussions have gone as far as groups of  
similar elements (nets of  paths, clusters of  landmarks, 
mosaics of  regions). The next logical step is to 
consider the interaction of  pairs of  unlike elements.

Such pairs may reinforce one another, resonate so 
that they enhance each other’s power: or they may 
conflict and destroy themselves. A great landmark 
may dwarf  and throw out of  scale a small region at  
its base.

Properly located, another landmark may fix and 
strengthen a core; placed off  center, it may only 
mislead, as does the John Hancock Building in relation 
to Boston’s Copley Square. . . .

[. . .]
We are continuously engaged in the attempt to 

organize our surroundings, to structure and identify 
them. Various environments are more or less amena-
ble to such treatment. When reshaping cities it should 
be possible to give them a form which facilitates these 
organizing efforts rather than frustrates them.



“The design of Spaces” 
from City: Rediscovering the Center (1988) 

William H.  Whyte 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

In 1969, puzzled by why some of New York’s parks and plazas were well used while others were almost always 
nearly empty, the New York City Planning Commission asked sociologist William Whyte to study park and plaza 
use and help draft a comprehensive urban design plan to improve New York City’s parks and  plazas. 

While he had no formal training in urban planning, landscape architecture, or design, Whyte’s lucid writings 
in these areas gave him great credibility. Hunter College appointed him a distinguished professor, and the 
National Geographic Society gave him the first domestic expedition grant they had ever made to investigate what 
makes for good urban parks and plazas. Whyte named his study “The Street Life Project.” 

Whyte worked with Hunter College students, bright young urban designers and planners at the New York City 
Planning Department, and other talented people he drew to the Street Life Project. This team produced an 
exceptional study of how people use urban space and a set of urban design guidelines for New York that have 
been widely praised and have had a profound positive impact on New York and many other cities. The Street  
Life Project morphed into the Project for Public Spaces, which has ably carried on Whyte’s work in the  
United States and abroad as described in “What is Placemaking?” (p. 558) and “Placemaking and the Future of 
Cities” (p. 629). 

The Street Life Project is an excellent example of qualitative urban research. Whyte formed hypotheses about 
how people use urban space. Then, he and his team observed how people used urban spaces (inductive 
reasoning). His team also spent a lot of time simply observing and then developing theory based on what they 
saw (deductive reasoning). Whyte tested his hypotheses by filming people using different plazas and parks in 
New York City and carefully analyzing the films, having his researchers note down who sat where during different 
times of the day and year, and personally watching people interact with each other and the physical spaces 
around them, looking always for clues about what people did and did not like about urban  spaces. 

Whyte’s results were often surprising. Some initial hypotheses were validated, but Whyte had to reject or 
modify others, including many that seem intuitively obvious. Whyte hypothesized, for example, that the number of 
people using a plaza would be strongly influenced by the amount of space or its shape. More people should use 
big parks than little ones. But Chart 1 in Figure 1 shows that is not the case. New Yorkers use tiny Greenacre 
Park much more than J.C. Penney Park, which is much larger. Intuitively more people should use a park that is 
about as wide as it is long than a long skinny park. But Whyte found that one of New York’s most popular parks 
is just a long, narrow indentation in a  building. 

What does attract people to parks and plazas? Whyte eventually concluded that the amount of sittable space 
in a park or plaza was much more important than either the total space or its shape. The presence of food 
venders, an open relationship to the street, water, movable chairs, sunlight (even reflected sunlight) and many 
other influences that were rarely included in formal park and plaza designs before Whyte’s groundbreaking 
research turned out to make a big difference. Now they are routinely considered by urban designers influenced 
by Whyte’s writings and the continuing work of the Project for Public Spaces. Whyte was one of the few male 
observers to carefully observe and write about how women used public spaces differently from men. Whyte 
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included women researchers in the Street Life Project and listened carefully to what they told him about how 
women used the spaces the team was observing. The Street Life Project was pioneering in its conscious 
observation of gender difference in how men and women use urban space. Whyte found that women are more 
discriminating than men as to where they will sit and are more sensitive to annoyances. He concluded that if a 
plaza has a high proportion of women, it is probably a good and well-managed one. Since this selection was 
written a wealth of important studies have looked at how men and women use urban public space differently and 
may have different needs, but Daphne Spain (p. 193) notes that most writing about the spatial organization of 
cities still either ignore gender differences or are written from a male perspective with, at best, a separate section 
on design implications for women. She calls for a “gender perspective” similar to the perspective Whyte and the 
Street Life Project incorporated into their research into all research and writings about cities and city  planning. 

William Whyte’s ideas have had a wide impact. The New York City Planning Commission held hearings on his 
recommendations and, after much debate, adopted many of his suggestions as requirements or guidelines for 
new park and plaza development. Whyte helped develop a restoration plan for Bryant Park, and a public-private 
partnership inspired by Whyte’s ideas tore down the iron fence isolating Bryant Park from the street, put in sitting 
space and food, and transformed a dangerous, little-used park into one bustling with life. On the other hand, the 
renovation of Bryant park pushed out homeless people, and the re-design arguably sent conscious and 
subconscious signals to many groups that they were not welcome in the ways that Ali Madanipour (p. 203) and 
Mike Davis (p. 212) describe. This highlights a fundamental issue in urban design – how to make designs 
inclusive and protect diverse groups’ “right to the city” as David Harvey describes (p. 270). 

Good public spaces are the most important element in in Camillo Sitte’s work on “the art of building cities” 
described in the introduction to this chapter and in H.D.F. Kitto’s description of the bustling street life in the agora 
and other public spaces in the Greek polis (p. 39). Note the similarity between Whyte’s description of Seagram’s 
Plaza as the best of stages and Lewis Mumford’s emphasis on the city as theater (p. 110). Whyte argues that 
most “undesirables” are harmless and comments that it takes real work to create a lousy place, but Mike Davis 
(p. 212) found that some designers in Los Angeles had worked hard (and successfully) to design public spaces 
to keep homeless people and other undesirables away. In contrast, the Project for Public Spaces urges urban 
designers to include neighborhood residents (the real experts) in planning and proposes many ways in which 
urban designers can make public spaces attractive (p. 558). 

The way in which New York City encouraged parks and plazas is an interesting example how cities can use 
the economic incentives Wilbur Thompson (p. 305) suggests to encourage the type of development they want. 
Many New York parks and plazas are privately owned public open spaces (POPOs). There is a strong market for 
additional office space in the central business districts of many cities. Zoning ordinances set limits on the height 
and bulk of office buildings. Permission to build more office space than zoning ordinarily allows is worth money 
to developers. New York City awarded developers “density bonuses” allowing them to build more office space 
by building higher or bulkier buildings if the private developers agreed to provide park and plaza space at street 
level. New York analyzed the private market and granted enough additional square footage that almost all office 
developers participated in the program because it was in their economic self-interest to do so. Jonas Rabinovitch 
and Josef Leitman describe how Curitiba, Brazil, has used density bonuses modeled on the New York City 
example to good advantage (p. 504).While some developers worked hard to design attractive parks and  
plazas, other just wanted to build anything that would get them the density bonus. Some may have deliberately 
designed unattractive public spaces because they did not want the public near their private space. That helps 
explain the huge difference in the quality of urban parks and plazas in New York City and other cities with similar 
zoning laws and policies. Requiring the developers to meet design guidelines was intended to produce good 
parks and  plazas. 

William Hollingsworth “Holly” Whyte (1918–1999) was a sociologist and journalist who first achieved 
prominence with a 1956 study of corporate culture titled The Organization Man that sold more than two million 
copies. Whyte served as an advisor to Laurence S. Rockefeller on environmental issues and as a planning 
consultant for major US cities. He was a trustee of the American Conservation Association, and was active in the 
Municipal Art Society, the Hudson River Valley Commission, and President Lyndon B. Johnson’s Task Force on 
Natural Beauty. But he remains best known for his work with the Street Life Project. The Project for Public Space, 
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. . . Since 1961 New York City had been giving incentive 
bonuses to developers who would provide plazas . . . 
Every new office building qualified for the bonus by 
providing a plaza or comparable space; in total, by 
1972 some twenty acres of  the world’s most expensive 
open space.

Some plazas attracted lots of  people . . .
But on most plazas there were few people. In the 

middle of  the lunch hour on a beautiful day the number 
of  people sitting on plazas averaged four per thousand 
square feet of  space – an extraordinarily low figure for 
so dense a center . . .

. . . The city was being had. For the millions of  
dollars of  extra floor space it was handing out to 
developers, it had every right to demand much better 
spaces in return.

I put the question to the chairman of  the city plan- 
ning commission, Donald Elliott . . . He felt tougher 
zoning was in order. If  we could find out why the good 

places worked and the bad ones didn’t and come up 
with tight guidelines, there could be a new code . . .

We set to work. We began studying a cross section 
of  spaces – in all, sixteen plazas, three small parks, 
and a number of  odds and ends of  space . . .

[. . .]
We started by charting how people used plazas. 

We mounted time-lapse cameras at spots overlooking 
the plaza . . . and recorded the dawn-to-dusk patterns. 
We made periodic circuits of  the plazas and noted on 
sighting maps where people were sitting, their gender, 
and whether they were alone or with others . . . We 
also interviewed people and found where they worked, 
how frequently they used the plaza, and what they 
thought of  it. But mostly we watched what they did.

Most of  them were young office workers from 
nearby buildings. Often there would be relatively few 
from the plaza’s own building. As some secretaries 
confided, they would just as soon put a little distance 
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observational  studies. 



W I L L I A M  H .   W H Y T E 590

between themselves and the boss come lunchtime. In 
most cases the plaza users came from a building 
within a three-block radius. Small parks, such as Paley 
and Greenacre, had a somewhat more varied mix of  
people – with more upper-income older people – but 
even here office workers predominated.

This uncomplicated demography underscores an 
elemental point about good spaces: supply creates 
demand. A good new space builds a new constituency. 
It gets people into new habits – such as alfresco 
lunches – and induces them to use new paths . . .

The best-used plazas are sociable places, with a 
higher proportion of  couples and groups than you will 
find in less-used places. At the plazas in New York, the 
proportion of  people in twos or more runs about 
50–62 percent; in the least-used, 25–30 percent. A 
high proportion is an index of  selectivity. If  people go 
to a place in a group or rendezvous there, it is most 
often because they decided to beforehand. Nor are 
these places less congenial to the individual. In 
absolute numbers, they attract more individuals than 
do the less-used spaces. If  you are alone, a lively place 
can be the best place to be.

The best-used places also tend to have a higher 
than average proportion of  women. The male–female 
ratio of  a plaza reflects the composition of  the work 
force and this varies from area to area. In midtown 
New York it runs about 60 percent male, 40 percent 
female. Women are more discriminating than men as 
to where they will sit, they are more sensitive to 
annoyances, and they spend more time casing a place. 
They are also more likely to dust off  a ledge with their 
handkerchief.

The male–female ratio is one to watch. If  a plaza 
has a markedly low proportion of  women, something 
is wrong. Conversely, if  it has a high proportion, the 
plaza is probably a good and well-managed one and 
has been chosen as such.

The rhythms of  plaza life are much alike from place 
to place. In the morning hours, patronage will be 
sporadic . . .

Around noon the main clientele begins to arrive. 
Soon activity will be near peak and will stay there until 
a little before two . . .

Some 80 percent of  the people activity on plazas 
comes during the lunchtime, and there is very little of  
any kind after five-thirty . . .

During the lunch period, people will distribute 
themselves over space with considerable consistency, 
with some sectors getting heavy use day in and day 

out, others much less so. We also found that off-peak 
use often gives the best clues to people’s preferences. 
When a place is jammed, people sit where they can; 
this may or may not be where they most want to. After 
the main crowd has left, however, the choices can be 
significant. Some parts of  the plaza become empty; 
others continue to be used . . .

Men show a tendency to take the front row seats 
and if  there is a kind of  gate they will be the guardians 
of  it. Women tend to favor places slightly secluded. If  
there are double-sided ledges parallel to the street, the 
inner side will usually have a higher proportion of  
women; the outer, of  men.

Of  the men up front the most conspicuous are the 
girl watchers. As I have noted, they put on such a show 
of  girl watching as to indicate that their real interest is 
not so much the girls as the show. It is all machismo. 
Even in the Wall Street area, where girl watchers are 
especially demonstrative you will hardly ever see one 
attempt to pick up a girl.

Plazas are not ideal places for striking up acquain- 
tances. Much better is a very crowded street with lots 
of  eating and quaffing going on. An outstanding 
example is the central runway of  the South Street 
Seaport. At lunch sometimes, one can hardly move for 
the crush. As in musical chairs, this can lead to 
interesting combinations. On most plazas, however, 
there isn’t much mixing. If  there are, say, two smashing 
blondes on a ledge, the men nearby will usually put on 
an elaborate show of  disregard. Look closely, however, 
and you will see them giving away the pose with covert 
glances.

Lovers are to be found on plazas, but not where you 
would expect them. When we first started interviewing, 
people would tell us to be sure to see the lovers in the 
rear places. But they weren’t usually there. They would 
be out front. The most fervent embracing we’ve 
recorded on film has taken place in the most visible of  
locations, with the couple oblivious of  the crowd. (In a 
long clutch, however, I have noted that one of  the 
lovers may sneak a glance at a wristwatch.)

Certain locations become rendezvous points for 
groups of  various kinds. The south wall of  the Chase 
Manhattan Plaza was, for a while, a gathering point for 
camera bugs, the kind who are always buying new 
lenses and talking about them. Patterns of  this sort 
may last no more than a season – or persist for years. A 
black civic leader in Cincinnati told me that when he 
wants to make contact, casually, with someone, he 
usually knows just where to look at Fountain Square . . .
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Standing patterns on the plazas are fairly regular. 
When people stop to talk they will generally do so 
athwart one of  the main traffic flows, as they do on 
streets. They also show an inclination to station 
themselves near objects, such as a flagpole or a piece 
of  sculpture. They like well-defined places, such as 
steps or the border of  a pool. What they rarely choose 
is the middle of  a large space.

There are a number of  explanations. The pre- 
ference might be ascribed to some primeval instinct: 
you have a full view of  all comers but your rear is 
covered. But this doesn’t explain the inclination men 
have for lining up at the curb. Typically, they face 
inward, with their backs exposed to the vehicle traffic 
of  the street.

Whatever their cause, people’s movements are  
one of  the great spectacles of  a plaza. You do not see 
this in architectural photographs, which are usually 
devoid of  human beings and are taken from a perspec-
tive that few people share. It is a misleading one. 
Looking down on a bare plaza, one sees a display of  
geometry, done almost in monochrome. Down at eye 
level the scene comes alive with movement and color 
– people walking quickly, walking slowly, skipping up 
steps, weaving in and out on crossing patterns, acceler-
ating and retarding to match the moves of  others. Even 
if  the paving and the walls are gray, there will be vivid 
splashes of  color – in winter especially, thanks to 
women’s fondness for red coats and colored umbrellas.

There is a beauty that is beguiling to watch, and 
one senses that the players are quite aware of  this 
themselves. You can see this in the way they arrange 
themselves on ledges and steps. They often do so with 
a grace that they must appreciate themselves. With its 
brown-gray setting, Seagram is the best of  stages – in 
the rain, too, when an umbrella or two puts spots of  
color in the right places, like Corot’s red dots.

Let us turn to the factors that make for such places. 
The most basic one is so obvious it is often overlooked: 
people. To draw them, a space should tap a strong 
flow of  them. This means location, and, as the old 
adage has it, location and location. The space should 
be in the heart of  downtown, close to the 100 percent 
corner – preferably right on top of  it.

Because land is cheaper further out, there is a 
temptation to pick sites away from the center. There 
may also be some land for the asking – some 
underused spaces, for example, left over from an ill-
advised civic center campus of  urban renewal days. 
They will be poor bargains. A space that is only a few 

blocks too far might as well be ten blocks for all the 
people who will venture to walk to it.

People ought to walk to it, perhaps; the exercise 
would do them good. But they don’t. Even within the 
core of  downtown the effective radius of  a good place 
is about three blocks. About 80 percent of  the users 
will have come from a place within that area. This 
does indicate a laziness on the part of  pedestrians and 
this may change a bit, just as the insistence on close-in 
parking may. But there is a good side to the constrained 
radius. Since usage is so highly localized, the addition 
of  other good open spaces will not saturate demand. 
They will increase it.

Given a fine location, it is difficult to design a space 
that will not attract people. What is remarkable is how 
often this has been accomplished. Our initial study 
made it clear that while location is a prerequisite for 
success, it in no way assures it. Some of  the worst 
plazas are in the best spots . . .

All of  the plazas and small parks that we studied 
had good locations; most were on the major avenues, 
some on attractive side-streets. All were close to bus-
stops or subway stations and had strong pedestrian 
flows on the sidewalks beside them. Yet when we rated 
them according to the number of  people sitting at 
peak time, there was a wide range: from 160 people at 
77 Water Street to 17 at 280 Park Avenue (Figure 1).

How come? The first factor we studied was the 
sun. We thought it might well be the critical one, and 
our first time-lapse studies seemed to bear this out. 
Subsequent studies did not. As I will note later they 
show that sun was important but did not explain the 
differences in popularity of  plazas.

Nor did aesthetics . . . The elegance and purity of  a 
complex’s design, we had to conclude, had little 
relationship to the usage of  the spaces around it.

[. . .]
Another factor we considered was the shape of  

spaces. Members of  the commission’s urban design 
group believed this was very important and hoped our 
findings would support tight criteria for proportions 
and placement. They were particularly anxious to rule 
out strip plazas: long, narrow spaces that were little 
more than enlarged sidewalks, and empty of  people 
more times than not . . .

Our data did not support such criteria. While it was 
true that most strip plazas were little used, it did not 
follow that their shape was the reason. Some squarish 
plazas were little used too, and, conversely, several of  
the most heavily used spaces were in fact long, narrow 
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strips. One of  the five most popular sitting places in 
New York is essentially an indentation in a building, 
long and narrow. Our research did not prove shape 
unimportant or designers’ instincts misguided. As 
with the sun, however, it proved that other factors were 
more critical.

If  not the shape of  the space, what about the 
amount of  it? Some conservationists believed this 
would be the key factor. In their view, people seek open 
space as a relief  from overcrowding and it would follow 
that places with the greatest sense of  space and light 
and air would draw the best. If  we ranked plazas by the 

amount of  space they provided, there surely would be 
a positive correlation between space and people.

Once again we found no clear relationship. Several 
of  the smallest spaces had the largest number of  
people, and several of  the largest spaces had the least 
number of  people . . .

What about the amount of  sittable space? Here we 
began to get close. As we tallied the number of  linear 
feet of  sitting space, we could see that the plazas with 
the most tended to be among the most popular . . .

. . . No matter how many other variables we 
checked, one basic point kept coming through. We at 
last recognized that it was the major one.

People tend to sit most where there are places to sit.
This may not strike the reader as an intellectual 

bombshell, and now that I look back on our study I 
wonder why it was not more apparent to us from the 
beginning . . . Whatever the attractions of  a space, it 
cannot induce people to come and sit if  there is no 
place to sit.

iNTeGRaL SeaTiNG

The most basic kind of  seating is the kind that is built 
into a place, such as steps and ledges. Half  the battle 
is seeing to it that these features are usable by people. 
And there is a battle. Another force has been diligently 
at work finding ways to deny these spaces. Here are 
some of  the ways:

Horizontal metal strip with sawtooth points.
Jagged rocks set in concrete (Southbridge House, 
New York City).
Spikes imbedded in ledges (Peachtree Plaza Hotel).
Railing placed to hit you in small of  back (GM 
Plaza, New York City).
Canted ledges of  slippery marble (Celanese 
Building, New York City).

It takes real work to create a lousy place. In addition 
to spikes and metal objects, there are steps to be made 
steep, additional surveillance cameras to be mounted, 
walls to be raised high. Just not doing such things can 
produce a lot of  sitting space.

It won’t be the most comfortable kind but it will 
have the great advantage of  enlarging choice. The 
more sittable the inherent features are made, the more 
freedom people have to sit up front, in the back, to the 
side, in the sun, or out of  it. This means designing 
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ledges and parapets and other flat surfaces so they 
can do double duty as seating, tables, and shelves. 
Since most building sites have some slope in them, 
there are bound to be opportunities for such fea- 
tures, and it is no more trouble to leave them sittable 
than not.

[. . .]

SiTTiNG heiGhT

One guideline we thought would be easy to establish 
was for sitting heights. It seemed obvious enough that 
somewhere around sixteen to seventeen inches would 
probably be the optimum. But how much higher or 
lower could a surface be and still be sittable? Thanks 
to slopes, several of  the most popular ledges provided 
a range of  continuously variable heights. The front 
ledge at Seagram, for example started at seven inches 
at one corner and rose to forty-four inches at the other. 
Here was an opportunity for a definitive study, we 
thought; by recording over time how many people sat 
at what heights, we would get a statistical measure of  
preferences.

We didn’t . . . We had to conclude that people will sit 
almost anywhere between a height of  one foot and 
three, and this was the range that was to be specified in 
the zoning. People will sit lower or higher, of  course, but 
there are apt to be special conditions – a wall too high 
for most adults to mount but just right for teenagers.

A dimension that is truly important is the human 
backside. It is a dimension many architects ignore. 
Rarely will you find a ledge or bench that is deep 
enough to be sittable on both sides . . . Most frustrating 
are the ledges just deep enough to tempt people to sit 
on both sides, but too shallow to let them do so 
comfortably. At peak times people may sit on both 
sides but they won’t be comfortable doing it. They will 
be sitting on the forward edge, awkwardly.

Thus to another of  our startling findings: ledges 
and spaces two backsides deep seat more people than 
those that are not as deep . . .

[. . .]
Steps work for the same reason. They afford an 

infinity of  possible groupings, and the excellent sight 
lines make all the seating great for watching the theatre 
of  the street . . .

[. . .]
Circulation and sitting, in sum, are not antithetical 

but complementary. I stress this because a good many 

planners think that the two should be kept separate. 
More to the point, so do some zoning codes. New 
York’s called for “pedestrian circulation areas” sepa- 
rate from “activity areas” for sitting. People ignore 
such boundaries.

We felt that pedestrian circulation through and 
within plazas should be encouraged. Plazas that are 
sunken or elevated tend to attract low flows, and for 
that reason the zoning specifies that plazas be not 
more than three feet below street level or above it. The 
easier the flow between street and plaza the more 
likely they are to come in and tarry and sit.

This is true of  the handicapped also. If  a place is 
planned with their needs in mind, the place is apt to 
function more easily for everyone. Drinking fountains 
that are low enough for wheelchair users are low 
enough for children. Walkways that are made easier 
for the handicapped by ramps, handrails, and steps of  
gentle pitch are easier for all. The guidelines make 
such amenities mandatory . . . For the benefit of  the 
handicapped, it is required that at least 5 percent of  
the seating spaces have backrests. These are not 
segregated for the handicapped. No facilities are 
segregated. The idea is to make all of  the place useful 
for everyone.

BeNCheS

Benches are design artifacts the purpose of  which is 
to punctuate architectural photographs. They are 
most often sited in modular form, spaced equidistant 
from one another in a symmetry that is pleasing in 
plan view. They are not very good, however, for sitting. 
There are usually too few of  them; they are too short 
and too narrow; they are isolated from other benches 
and from what action there is to look at.

[. . .]
Watch how benches fill up. The first arrival will 

usually take the end of  a bench, not the middle. The 
next arrival will take the end of  another bench. 
Subsequent arrivals head for whatever end spots are 
not taken. Only when there are few other places left 
will people sit in the middle of  the bench, and some 
will elect to stand.

Since it’s the ends of  the benches that do most of  
the work, it could be argued that benches ought to be 
shortened so they’re all end and no middle. But the 
unused middles are functional for not being used. 
They provide buffer space. They also provide choice, 
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and if  it is the least popular choice, that does not 
negate its utility.

[. . .]

ChaiRS

We come now to a wonderful invention: the movable 
chair. Having a back, it is comfortable, and even more 
so if  it has armrests as well. But the big asset is 
movability. Chairs enlarge choice: to move into the 
sun, out of  it; to move closer to someone, further away 
from another.

The possibility of  choice is as important as the 
exercise of  it. If  you know you can move if  you want 
to, you can feel all the more comfortable staying put. 
This is why, perhaps, people so often approach a chair 
and then, before sitting on it, move the chair a few 
inches this way or that, finally ending up with the chair 
just about where it was in the first place. These moves 
are functional. They are a declaration of  one’s free will 
to oneself, and rather satisfying. In this one small 
matter you are the master of  your fate.

Small moves can say things to other people. If  a 
newcomer chooses a chair next to a couple in a 
crowded situation, he may make several moves with 
the chair. He is conveying a message: Sorry about the 
closeness, but it can’t be helped and I am going to 
respect your privacy as you will mine. A reciprocal 
shift of  a chair may signal acknowledgment.

Chair arranging by groups is a ritual worth watching. 
In a group of  three or four women, one may be 
dominant and direct the sitting, including the fetching 
of  an extra chair. More times, the members of  the 
group work it out themselves, often with false starts and 
second choices. The chair arranging can take quite a 
bit of  time on occasion – it is itself  a form of  recreation 
– but people enjoy it. Watching these exercises in 
civility is one of  the pleasures of  a good place.

Fixed individual seats deny choice. They may be 
good to look at, and in the form of  stools, metal love 
seats, granite cubes, and the like, they make interesting 
decorative elements. That is their primary function. 
For sitting, however, they are inflexible and socially 
uncomfortable.

[. . .]
Where space is at a premium – in theatres, stadia 

– fixed seats are a necessity. In open spaces, however, 
they are uncalled for; there is so much space around 
them that the compression makes for awkward sitting 

. . . On one campus a group of  metal love seats was 
cemented to the paving with epoxy glue; in short order 
they were wrenched out of  position by students. The 
designer is unrepentant. His love seats have won 
several design awards.

[. . .]
A salute to grass is in order. It is a wonderfully 

adaptable substance, and while it is not the most 
comfortable seating, it is fine for napping, sunbathing, 
picnicking, and Frisbee throwing. Like movable chairs, 
it also has the great advantage of  offering people the 
widest possible choice of  sitting arrangements. There 
are an infinity of  possible groupings, but you will note 
that the most frequent has people self-positioned at 
oblique angles from each other.

Grass offers a psychological benefit as well. A 
patch of  green is a refreshing counter to granite and 
concrete, and when people are asked what they would 
like to see in a park, trees and grass usually are at the 
top of  the list . . .

ReLaTiONShiP TO The STReeT

Let us turn to a more difficult consideration. With the 
kind of  amenities we have been discussing, there are 
second chances. If  the designers have goofed on 
seating, more and better seating can be provided. If  
they have been too stingy with trees, more trees can 
be planted. If  there is no food, a food cart can be put 
in – possibly a small pavilion or gazebo. If  there is no 
water feature, a benefactor might be persuaded to 
donate a small pool or fountain. Thanks to such 
retrofitting, spaces regarded as hopeless dogs have 
been given new life.

What is most difficult to change, however, is what is 
most important: the location of  the space and its 
relationship to the street. The real estate people are 
right about location, location, location. For a space to 
function truly well it must be central to the constituency 
it is to serve – and if  not in physical distance, in visual 
accessibility . . .

The street functions as part of  the plaza or square; 
indeed, it is often hard to tell where the street leaves 
off  and the plaza begins. The social life of  the spaces 
flows back and forth between them. And the most vital 
space of  all is often the street corner. Watch one long 
enough and you will see how important it is to the  
life of  the large spaces. There will be people in 100 
percent conversations or prolonged goodbyes. If  there 
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is a food vendor at the corner, like Gus at Seagram, 
people will be clustered around him, and there will be 
a brisk traffic between corner and plaza.

It is a great show, and one of  the best ways to make 
the most of  it is, simply, not to wall off  the plaza from 
it. Frederick Law Olmsted spoke of  an “interior park” 
and an “outer park,” and he argued that the latter – the 
surrounding streets – was vital to the enjoyment of   
the former. He thought it an abomination to separate 
the two with walls or, worse yet, with a spiked iron 
fence. “In expression and association,” he said, “it is in 
the most distinct contradiction and discord with all the 
sentiment of  a park. It belongs to a jail or to the 
residence of  a despot who dreads assassination.”

But walls are still being put up, usually in the 
mistaken notion that they will make the space feel 
safer. They do not . . . they make a space feel isolated 
and gloomy. Lesser defensive measures can work 
almost as much damage. The front rows of  a space – 
whether ledges or steps or benches – are the best of  
sitting places, yet they are often modified against 
human use. At the General Motors Building on Fifth 

Avenue, the front ledges face out on one of  the 
greatest of  promenades. But you cannot sit on the 
ledges for more than a minute or so. There is a fussy 
little railing that catches you right in the small of  your 
back. I do not think it was deliberately planned to do 
so. But it does and you cannot sit for more than a few 
moments before your back hurts. Another two inches 
of  clearance for the railing and you would be 
comfortable. But day after day, year after year, one of  
the great front rows goes scarcely used, for want of  
two inches. Canted ledges, especially ones of  polished 
marble, are another nullifying feature. You can almost 
sit on them if  you keep pressing down on your heel 
hard enough.

[. . .]
A good space beckons people in, and the 

progression from street to interior is critical in this 
respect. Ideally, the transition should be such that it’s 
hard to tell where one ends and the other begins. You 
shouldn’t have to make a considered decision to enter; 
it should be almost instinctive . . .

[. . .]



“Toward an Urban  
design Manifesto” 
Journal of the American Planning  
Association (1987) 

Allan Jacobs and Donald  Appleyard 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Allan Jacobs and Donald Appleyard deplore many of the same aspects of Los Angeles, London, New York, and 
other large cities that Mike Davis (p. 212), Ali Madanipour (p. 203), the Project for Public Spaces (pp. 558, 629), 
and David Harvey (p. 270) criticize: vast anonymous areas developed by giant public and private developers; 
dangerous, polluted, noisy, anonymous living environments; fortress-like buildings that present windowless 
façades to the street; lack of public spaces, and a pervasive semiotics that tells outsiders they are not welcome 
in subtle and not-so-subtle ways. But “Toward an Urban Design Manifesto” moves beyond observation and 
critique to set out goals for urban life and advance ideas for how the urban fabric of cities might be designed for 
more livable urban  environments. 

Jacobs and Appleyard title their piece a “manifesto” and model it on the celebrated Charter of Athens adopted 
by the International Congress of Modern Architecture (CIAM) – the organization that advanced ideas for building 
contemporary cities based on Le Corbusier’s principles (p. 379). But the values they espouse are opposed to 
modernist principles. This is essentially an anti-modernist manifesto. The modernist approach has been out of 
favor for half a century, so it is not surprising that many of the design suggestions that the Congress of the New 
Urbanism (p. 410), Kevin Lynch (p. 576), Jan Gehl (p. 608) William H. Whyte (p. 587), and the Project for Public 
Places (pp. 558, 629) advance are consistent with Jacobs and Appleyard’s  approach. 

Jacobs and Appleyard do not like the vast clearance projects, highways, and high-rise buildings surrounded 
by enormous open space that have resulted from CIAM’s design ideology. Both authors love the human qualities 
of European cities as well as their native San Francisco. Before his untimely death, Appleyard spent time exploring 
and observing European cities. For many years Allan Jacobs has spent summers in Europe and South America 
(particularly Curitiba, Brazil) observing boulevards, streets, and neighborhoods. An accomplished artist and 
photographer – see his sketch of Barcelona’s Ramblas Street on the part divider for Part Seven: Urban Design 
and Placemaking (p. 551) – Jacobs has spent countless hours sketching and photographing European and 
American cities. His important book Great Streets (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995) is filled with illustrations 
of humanistic qualities of the world’s most exciting and beloved streets. These are very different concerns from 
efficiency, speed, and use of modern building materials that preoccupied Le Corbusier (p. 379) and other 
 modernists. 

Jacobs and Appleyard acknowledge that the garden city ideas of Ebenezer Howard (p. 371) have produced 
some pleasant communities, but dismiss Garden Cities as more like suburbs than true cities. Their manifesto 
suggests an approach that is more humane than Le Corbusier’s (p. 379) and more urban than Howard’s (p. 371). 

Jacobs and Appleyard’s urban design manifesto is grounded in both a command of academic theory and their 
own practical experience in urban design. In this manifesto, they propose urban development at densities higher 
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than Howard proposed for Garden City designs – high enough to qualify as truly urban. But they do not endorse 
urban densities nearly as great as the CIAM theorists do, particularly in megastructures surrounded by parks. (Le 
Corbusier deliberately shocked the architectural establishment by producing a plan to tear down much of historic 
Paris and replace it with modern concrete and steel high-rise buildings!) 

While Jacobs and Appleyard favor reasonable engineering standards for decibel levels and street widths, 
they oppose excessive standards that destroy the texture of urban life. Like Jane Jacobs, William H. Whyte, Lewis 
Mumford, and the Project for Public Spaces, they relish some of the disorder that makes urban life enjoyable, 
including noise, smells, and jumbled land uses that some engineers and many modernist architects wanted to 
separate into orderly zones. Like Jane Jacobs and Jan Gehl, Jacobs and Appleyard value pedestrians and public 
space that promotes human interaction. They argue that participatory planning of the kind Sherry Arnstein  
(p. 279), the Project for Public Spaces and John Forester describe is essential, unlike the elitist CIAM theorists. 
Both Allan Jacobs and Donald Appleyard were students of and worked closely with Kevin Lynch, whose ideas on 
the elements that make up the city image strongly influenced their  work. 

Allan Jacobs is an emeritus professor of city and regional planning at the University of California, Berkeley 
where he taught from 1975 to 2001. He served as San Francisco’s planning director from 1967 to 1975. Jacobs 
alternated between careers as a practicing city planner in Pittsburgh, Philadelphia, New Delhi, and San Francisco 
and teaching urban planning and urban design at the University of Pennsylvania and the University of California, 
Berkeley. While he was San Francisco’s city planning director, Jacobs enlisted Appleyard to work on studies of 
street livability in San Francisco and to help develop an award-winning citywide urban design plan reflecting 
Lynch’s ideas. The San Francisco Urban Design plan – well described in Jacobs’s book, Making City Planning 
Work is one of his most notable  achievements. 

A theme in Jacobs’s writing is criticism of how bureaucracy and rigid standards can conflict with good urban 
design ideas and creativity. As San Francisco planning director, he often sparred with local bureaucrats, including 
the civil service commission, over rules that kept him from hiring top urban design staff. His revenge is a tongue-
in-cheek selection in The Good City titled “The Civil Service Giants” where he imagines what it would be like if 
the local San Francisco baseball team (the San Francisco Giants) had to comply with city civil service hiring 
standards. Baseball fans would not be happy with the  results. 

Donald Appleyard (1928–1982) was also a student of Kevin Lynch and also taught urban planning and urban 
design at Berkeley. Tragically, Appleyard was killed in an automobile accident shortly before this selection was 
first published. Appleyard’s emphasis on the importance of streets is consistent with Jane Jacobs’s description 
of the street ballet (p. 149) and the emphasis of Clarence Perry (p. 563), Jan Gehl (p. 608), and the Project for 
Public Spaces (p. 558) on street design as a major determinant of neighborhood livability, placemaking, and the 
life between buildings. Like Jane Jacobs, Appleyard emphasized that streets perform many functions in addition 
to serving as conduits for cars. Just as Jane Jacobs described how street designs that permit residents to keep 
their eyes on the street can reduce crime, Appleyard concluded that street design could help or hamper 
neighborliness. In one notable study, Appleyard found that residents of San Francisco streets with light traffic 
had, on average, three times as many friends and twice as many acquaintances on the opposite site of the street 
from where they lived as people on streets with heavy traffic. Accordingly, Appleyard was a vigorous advocate 
for reducing street widths where possible and traffic calming to slow down cars and allow people to safely cross 
 streets. 

In Making City Planning Work (Chicago: Planner’s Press, 1976), Jacobs alternates chapters describing the 
practical aspects of a city planning director’s job with case studies on successful and not so successful projects 
he undertook during his tenure as San Francisco’s city planning director. Jacobs’s book Looking at Cities 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1985) grew out of a class he taught at Berkeley in which students took him to an 
unfamiliar neighborhood, left him to observe it carefully, and then compared what he found out from observation 
with what they learned by examining data and city planning reports on the same neighborhood. Looking at Cities 
reminds professionals to follow in the footsteps of Camillo Sitte, Kevin Lynch, William H. Whyte, Jan Gehl, Donald 
Appleyard, and Allan Jacobs himself and carefully observe the areas they are planning. It outlines a methodology 
for reading clues in the built environment that can improve urban planning practice. Jacobs’s most recent books 
are Great Streets (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1995) and The Boulevard Book: History, Evolution, Design of 
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We think it’s time for a new urban design manifesto. 
Almost 50 years have passed since Le Corbusier and 
the International Congress of  Modern Architecture 
(CIAM) produced the Charter of  Athens, and it is 
more than 20 years since the first Urban Design 
Conference, still in the CIAM tradition, was held (at 
Harvard in 1957). Since then the precepts of  CIAM 
have been attacked by sociologists, recently by 
architects themselves. But it is still a strong influence, 
and we will take it as our starting point. Make no 
mistake: the charter was, simply, a manifesto – a public 
declaration that spelled out the ills of  industrial cities 
as they existed in the 1930s and laid down physical 
requirements necessary to establish healthy, humane, 
and beautiful urban environments for people. It could 
not help but deal with social, economic, and political 
phenomena, but its basic subject matter was the 
physical design of  cities. Its authors were (mostly) 
socially concerned architects, determined that their 
art and craft be responsive to social realities as well as 
to improving the lot of  man. It would be a mistake to 
write them off  as simply elitist designers and physical 
determinists.

So the charter decried the medium-size (up to six 
storys) high-density buildings with high land coverage 
that were associated so closely with slums. Similarly, 
buildings that faced streets were found to be detri- 
mental to healthy living. The seemingly limitless 
horizontal expansion of  urban areas devoured the 
countryside, and suburbs were viewed as symbols of  
terrible waste. Solutions could be found in the demoli- 
tion of  unsanitary housing, the provision of  green 
areas in every residential district, and new high-rise, 
high-density buildings set in open space. Housing was 
to be removed from its traditional relationship facing 
streets, and the whole circulation system was to be 
revised to meet the needs of  emerging mechaniza- 
tion (the automobile). Work areas should be close to 

but separate from residential areas. To achieve the 
new city, large land holdings, preferably owned by  
the public, should replace multiple small parcels  
(so that projects could be properly designed and 
developed).

Now thousands of  housing estates and redevelop- 
ment projects in socialist and capitalist countries the 
world over, whether built on previously undeveloped 
land or developed as replacements for old urban 
areas, attest to the acceptance of  the charter’s 
dictums. The design notions it embraced have become 
part of  a world design language, not just the intellectual 
property of  an enlightened few, even though the 
principles have been devalued in many developments.

Of  course, the Charter of  Athens has not been  
the only major urban philosophy of  this century to 
influence the development of  urban areas. Ebenezer 
Howard, too, was responding to the ills of  the 
nineteenth-century industrial city, and the Garden 
City movement has been at least as powerful as the 
Charter of  Athens. New towns policies, where they 
exist, are rooted in Howard’s thought. But you don’t 
have to look to new towns to see the influence of  
Howard, Olmsted, Wright, and Stein. The superblock 
notion, if  nothing else, pervades large housing projects 
around the world, in central cities as well as suburbs. 
The notion of  buildings in a park is as common to 
garden city designs as it is to charter-inspired develop- 
ment. Indeed, the two movements have a great deal in 
common: superblocks, separate paths for people and 
cars, interior common spaces, housing divorced from 
streets, and central ownership of  land. The garden 
city-inspired communities place greater emphasis on 
private outdoor space. The most significant difference, 
at least as they have evolved, is in density and build- 
ing type: the garden city people preferred to accom- 
modate people in row houses, garden apartments, and 
maisonettes, while Corbusier and the CIAM designers 

Multiway Boulevards, co-authored with Elizabeth MacDonald and Yodan Rofe (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2001) and a brilliant, quirky collections of reflections titled The Good City: Reflections and Imaginations (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2011). 

Donald Appleyard’s The View from the Road, co-authored with Kevin Lynch and John Myer (Cambridge,  
MA: MIT Press, 1963) and Livable Streets (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1981) show how ideas 
can be translated into action in street design. A new edition of Livable Streets published by Routledge in 2011 
also contains supplementary material by Appleyard’s son Bruce Appleyard, an assistant professor of city and 
regional planning at San Diego State University, based on visits to sites his father studied and his own urban 
design  research. 
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went for high-rise buildings and, inevitably, people 
living in flats and at significantly higher densities.

We are less than enthralled with what either the 
Charter of  Athens or the Garden City movement has 
produced in the way of  urban environments. The 
emphasis of  CIAM was on buildings and what goes on 
within buildings that happen to sit in space, not on the 
public life that takes place constantly in public spaces. 
The orientation is often inward. Buildings tend to be 
islands, big or small. They could be placed anywhere. 
From the outside perspective, the building, like the 
work of  art it was intended to be, sits where it can be 
seen and admired in full. And because it is large it is 
best seen from a distance (at a scale consistent with a 
moving auto). Diversity, spontaneity, and surprise are 
absent, at least for the person on foot. On the other 
hand, we find little joy or magic or spirit in the charter 
cities. They are not urban, to us, except according to 
some definition one might find in a census. Most garden 
cities, safe and healthy and even gracious as they may 
be, remind us more of  suburbs than of  cities. But they 
weren’t trying to be cities. The emphasis has always 
been on “garden” as much as or more than on “city.”

Both movements represent overly strong design 
reactions to the physical decay and social inequities 
of  industrial cities. In responding so strongly, albeit 
understandably, to crowded, lightless, airless, “utiliti- 
less,” congested buildings and cities that housed so 
many people, the utopians did not inquire what was 
good about those places, either socially or physically. 
Did not those physical environments reflect (and 
maybe even foster) values that were likely to be 
meaningful to people individually and collectively, 
such as publicness and community? Without knowing 
it, maybe these strong reactions to urban ills ended up 
by throwing the baby out with the bathwater.

In the meantime we have had a lot of  experience 
with city building and rebuilding. New spokes-people 
with new urban visions have emerged. As more CIAM-
style buildings were built people became more disen- 
chanted. Many began to look through picturesque 
lenses back to the old preindustrial cities. From a 
concentration on the city as a kind of  sculpture garden, 
the townscape movement, led by the Architectural 
Review, emphasized “urban experience.” This pheno- 
menological view of  the city was espoused by 
Rasmussen, Kepes, and ultimately Kevin Lynch and 
Jane Jacobs. It identified a whole new vocabulary of  
urban form – one that depended on the sights, sounds, 
feels, and smells of  the city, its materials and textures, 

floor surfaces, facades, style, signs, lights, seating, 
trees, sun, and shade all potential amenities for the 
attentive observer and user. This has permanently 
humanized the vocabulary of  urban design, and we 
enthusiastically subscribe to most of  its tenets, though 
some in the townscape movement ignored the social 
meanings and implications of  what they were doing.

The 1960s saw the birth of  community design and 
an active concern for the social groups affected, 
usually negatively, by urban design. Designers were the 
“soft cops,” and many professionals left the design field 
for social or planning vocations, finding the physical 
environment to have no redeeming social value. But at 
the beginning of  the 1980s the mood in the design 
professions is conservative. There is a withdrawal from 
social engagement back to formalism. Supported by 
semiology and other abstract themes, much of  
architecture has become a dilettantish and narcissistic 
pursuit, a chic component of  the high art consumer 
culture, increasingly remote from most people’s every- 
day lives, finding its ultimate manifestation in the art 
gallery and the art book. City planning is too immersed 
in the administration and survival of  housing, 
environmental, and energy programs and in responding 
to budget cuts and community demands to have any 
clear sense of  direction with regard to city form.

While all these professional ideologies have been 
working themselves out, massive economic, techno-
logical, and social changes have taken place in our 
cities. The scale of  capitalism has continued to increase, 
as has the scale of  bureaucracy, and the automobile has 
virtually destroyed cities as they once were.

In formulating a new manifesto, we react against 
other phenomena than did the leaders of  CIAM 50 
years ago. The automobile cities of  California and the 
Southwest present utterly different problems from 
those of  nineteenth-century European cities, as do the 
CIAM-influenced housing developments around 
European, Latin American, and Russian cities and the 
rash of  squatter settlements around the fast-growing 
cities of  the Third World. What are these problems?

PROBLeMS FOR MOdeRN  
URBaN deSiGN

Poor living environments

While housing conditions in most advanced countries 
have improved in terms of  such fundamentals as light, 
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air, and space, the surroundings of  homes are still fre- 
quently dangerous, polluted, noisy, anonymous waste- 
lands. Travel around such cities has become more and 
more fatiguing and stressful.

Giantism and loss of control

The urban environment is increasingly in the hands of  
the large-scale developers and public agencies. The 
elements of  the city grow inexorably in size, massive 
transportation systems are segregated for single travel 
modes, and vast districts and complexes are created 
that make people feel irrelevant.

People, therefore, have less sense of  control over 
their homes, neighborhoods, and cities than when 
they lived in slower-growing locally based commu- 
nities. Such giantism can be found as readily in the 
housing projects of  socialist cities as in the office 
buildings and commercial developments of  capitalist 
cities.

Large-scale privatization and the  
loss of public life

Cities, especially American cities, have become pri- 
vatized, partly because of  the consumer society’s 
emphasis on the individual and the private sector, 
creating Galbraith’s “private affluence and public 
squalor,” but escalated greatly by the spread of  the 
automobile. Crime in the streets is both a cause and a 
consequence of  this trend, which has resulted in a 
new form of  city: one of  closed, defended islands with 
blank and windowless facades surrounded by 
wastelands of  parking lots and fast-moving traffic. As 
public transit systems have declined, the number of  
places in American cities where people of  different 
social groups actually meet each other has dwindled. 
The public environment of  many American cities has 
become an empty desert, leaving public life dependent 
for its survival solely on planned formal occasions, 
mostly in protected internal locations.

Centrifugal fragmentation

Advanced industrial societies took work out of  the 
home, and then out of  the neighborhood, while the 
automobile and the growing scale of  commerce have 

taken shopping out of  the local community. Fear has 
led social groups to flee from each other into 
homogeneous social enclaves. Communities them- 
selves have become lower in density and increasingly 
homogeneous. Thus the city has spread out and 
separated to form extensive monocultures and 
specialized destinations reachable often only by long 
journeys – a fragile and extravagant urban system 
dependent on cheap, available gasoline, and an 
effective contributor to the isolation of  social groups 
from each other.

destruction of valued places

The quest for profit and prestige and the relentless 
exploitation of  places that attract the public have led 
to the destruction of  much of  our heritage, of  historic 
places that no longer turn a profit, of  natural amenities 
that become overused. In many cases, as in San 
Francisco, the very value of  the place threatens its 
destruction as hungry tourists and entrepreneurs flock 
to see and profit from it.

Placelessness

Cities are becoming meaningless places beyond their 
citizens’ grasp. We no longer know the origins of  the 
world around us. We rarely know where the materials 
and products come from, who owns what, who is 
behind what, what was intended. We live in cities where 
things happen without warning and without our par-
ticipation. It is an alien world for most people. It is little 
surprise that most withdraw from community involve-
ment to enjoy their own private and limited worlds.

injustice

Cities are symbols of  inequality. In most cities the 
discrepancy between the environments of  the rich 
and the environments of  the poor is striking. In many 
instances the environments of  the rich, by occupying 
and dominating the prevailing patterns of  transpor- 
tation and access, make the environments of  the poor 
relatively worse. This discrepancy may be less visible 
in the low-density modern city, where the display of  
affluence is more hidden than in the old city; but the 
discrepancy remains.
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Rootless professionalism

Finally, design professionals today are often part of  
the problem. In too many cases, we design for places 
and people we do not know and grant them very little 
power or acknowledgment. Too many professionals 
are more part of  a universal professional culture than 
part of  the local cultures for whom we produce our 
plans and products. We carry our “bag of  tricks” 
around the world and bring them out wherever we 
land. This floating professional culture has only the 
most superficial conception of  particular place. 
Rootless, it is more susceptible to changes in pro- 
fessional fashion and theory than to local events. 
There is too little inquiry, too much proposing. Quick 
surveys are made, instant solutions devised, and the 
rest of  the time is spent persuading the clients. Limits 
on time and budgets drive us on, but so do lack of  
understanding and the placeless culture. Moreover, we 
designers are often unconscious of  our own roots, 
which influence our preferences in hidden ways.

At the same time, the planning profession’s retreat 
into trendism, under the positivist influence of  social 
science, has left it virtually unable to resist the social 
pressures of  capitalist economy and consumer 
sovereignty. Planners have lost their beliefs. Although 
we believe citizen participation is essential to urban 
planning, professionals also must have a sense of  what 
we believe is right, even though we may be vetoed.

GOaLS FOR URBaN LiFe

We propose, therefore, a number of  goals that we deem 
essential for the future of  a good urban environment: 
livability; identity and control; access to opportunity, 
imagination, and joy; authenticity and meaning; open 
communities and public life; self-reliance; and justice.

Livability

A city should be a place where everyone can live in 
relative comfort. Most people want a kind of  sanctuary 
for their living environment, a place where they can 
bring up children, have privacy, sleep, eat, relax, and 
restore themselves. This means a well-managed envi- 
ronment relatively devoid of  nuisance, overcrowd- 
ing, noise, danger, air pollution, dirt, trash, and other 
unwelcome intrusions.

identity and control

People should feel that some part of  the environment 
belongs to them, individually and collectively, some 
part for which they care and are responsible, whether 
they own it or not. The urban environment should be 
an environment that encourages people to express 
themselves, to become involved, to decide what they 
want and act on it. Like a seminar where everybody 
has something to contribute to communal discussion, 
the urban environment should encourage participation. 
Urbanites may not always want this. Many like the 
anonymity of  the city, but we are not convinced that 
the freedom of  anonymity is a desirable freedom. It 
would be much better if  people were sure enough of  
themselves to stand up and be counted. Environments 
should therefore be designed for those who use them 
or are affected by them, rather than for those who own 
them. This should reduce alienation and anonymity 
(even if  people want them); it should increase people’s 
sense of  identity and rootedness and encourage more 
care and responsibility for the physical environment 
of  cities.

Respect for the existing environment, both nature 
and city, is one fundamental difference we have with 
the CIAM movement. Urban design has too often 
assumed that new is better than old. But the new is 
justified only if  it is better than what exists. Conser- 
vation encourages identity and control and, usually, a 
better sense of  community, since old environments 
are more usually part of  a common heritage.

access to opportunity, imagination, and joy

People should find the city a place where they can 
break from traditional molds, extend their experience, 
meet new people, learn other viewpoints, have fun. At 
a functional level, people should have access to 
alternative housing and job choices; at another level, 
they should find the city an enlightening cultural 
experience. A city should have magical places where 
fantasy is possible, a counter to and an escape from 
the mundaneness of  everyday work and living. Archi- 
tects and planners take cities and themselves too 
seriously; the result too often is deadliness and 
boredom, no imagination, no humor, alienating places. 
But people need an escape from the seriousness and 
meaning of  the everyday. The city has always been a 
place of  excitement; it is theater, a stage upon which 
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citizens can display themselves and see others. It has 
magic, or should have, and that depends on a certain 
sensuous, hedonistic mood, on signs, on night lights, 
on fantasy, color, and other imagery. There can be 
parts of  the city where belief  can be suspended, just 
as in the experience of  fiction. It may be that such 
places have to be framed so that people know how to 
act. Until now such fantasy and experiment have been 
attempted mostly by commercial facilities, at rather 
low levels of  quality and aspiration, seldom deeply 
experimental. One should not have to travel as far as 
the Himalayas or the South Sea Islands to stretch 
one’s experience. Such challenges could be nearer 
home. There should be a place for community utopias; 
for historic, natural, and anthropological evocations of  
the modern city, for encounters with the truly exotic.

Authenticity and meaning

People should be able to understand their city (or 
other people’s cities), its basic layout, public functions, 
and institutions; they should be aware of  its oppor- 
tunities. An authentic city is one where the origins of  
things and places are clear. All this means an urban 
environment should reveal its significant meanings; it 
should not be dominated only by one type of  group, 
the powerful; neither should publicly important places 
be hidden. The city should symbolize the moral issues 
of  society and educate its citizens to an awareness  
of  them.

That does not mean everything has to be laid out 
as on a supermarket shelf. A city should present itself  
as a readable story, in an engaging and, if  necessary, 
provocative way, for people are indifferent to the 
obvious, overwhelmed by complexity. A city’s offerings 
should be revealed or they will be missed. This can 
affect the forms of  the city, its signage, and other 
public information and education programs.

Livability, identity, authenticity, and opportunity are 
characteristics of  the urban environment that should 
serve the individual and small social unit, but the city 
has to serve some higher social goals as well. It is 
these we especially wish to emphasize here.

Community and public life

Cities should encourage participation of  their citizens 
in community and public life. In the face of  giantism 

and fragmentation, public life, especially life in public 
places, has been seriously eroded. The neighborhood 
movement, by bringing thousands, probably millions 
of  people out of  their closed private lives into active 
participation in their local communities, has begun to 
counter that trend, but this movement has had its 
limitations. It can be purely defensive, parochial, and 
self-serving. A city should be more than a warring 
collection of  interest groups, classes, and neighbor- 
hoods; it should breed a commitment to a larger 
whole, to tolerance, justice, law, and democracy. The 
structure of  the city should invite and encourage 
public life, not only through its institutions, but directly 
and symbolically through its public spaces. The public 
environment, unlike the neighborhood, by definition 
should be open to all members of  the community. It  
is where people of  different kinds meet. No one  
should be excluded unless they threaten the balance 
of  that life.

Urban self-reliance

Increasingly cities will have to become more self-
sustaining in their uses of  energy and other scarce 
resources. “Soft energy paths” in particular not only will 
reduce dependence and exploitation across regions 
and countries but also will help reestablish a stronger 
sense of  local and regional identity, authenticity, and 
meaning.

an environment for all

Good environments should be accessible to all.  
Every citizen is entitled to some minimal level of  
environmental livability and minimal levels of  identity, 
control, and opportunity. Good urban design must be 
for the poor as well as the rich. Indeed, it is more 
needed by the poor.

We look toward a society that is truly pluralistic, 
one where power is more evenly distributed among 
social groups than it is today in virtually any country, 
but where the different values and cultures of  interest- 
and place-based groups are acknowledged and 
negotiated in a just public arena.

These goals for the urban environment are both 
individual and collective, and as such they are fre- 
quently in conflict. The more a city promises for  
the individual, the less it seems to have a public life; the 
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more the city is built for public entities, the less the 
individual seems to count. The good urban environ- 
ment is one that somehow balances these goals, 
allowing individual and group identity while main- 
taining a public concern, encouraging pleasure while 
maintaining responsibility, remaining open to outsiders 
while sustaining a strong sense of  localism.

aN URBaN FaBRiC FOR aN URBaN LiFe

We have some ideas, at least, for how the fabric or 
texture of  cities might be conserved or created to 
encourage a livable urban environment. We emphasize 
the structural qualities of  the good urban environment 
– qualities we hope will be successful in creating urban 
experiences that are consonant with our goals.

Do not misread this. We are not describing all  
the qualities of  a city. We are not dealing with  
major transportation systems, open space, the natural 
environment, the structure of  the large-scale city, or 
even the structure of  neighborhoods, but only the 
grain of  the good city.

There are five physical characteristics that must be 
present if  there is to be a positive response to the 
goals and values we believe are central to urban life. 
They must be designed, they must exist, as pre- 
requisites of  a sound urban environment. All five must 
be present, not just one or two. There are other 
physical characteristics that are important, but these 
five are essential: livable streets and neighborhoods; 
some minimum density of  residential development as 
well as intensity of  land use; an integration of  activities 
– living, working, shopping – in some reasonable 
proximity to each other; a manmade environment, 
particularly buildings, that defines public space (as 
opposed to buildings that, for the most part, sit in 
space); and many, many separate, distinct buildings 
with complex arrangements and relationships (as 
opposed to few, large buildings).

Let us explain, keeping in mind that all five of  the 
characteristics must be present. People, we have  
said, should be able to live in reasonable (though not 
excessive) safety, cleanliness, and security. That means 
livable streets and neighborhoods: with adequate 
sunlight, clean air, trees, vegetation, gardens, open 
space, pleasantly scaled and designed buildings; 
without offensive noise; with cleanliness and physical 
safety. Many of  these characteristics can be designed 
into the physical fabric of  the city.

The reader will say, “Well of  course, but what does 
that mean?” Usually it has meant specific standards 
and requirements, such as sun angles, decibel levels, 
lane widths, and distances between buildings. Many 
researchers have been trying to define the qualities  
of  a livable environment. It depends on a wide  
array of  attributes, some structural, some quite  
small details. There is no single right answer. We 
applaud these efforts and have participated in them 
ourselves. Nevertheless, desires for livability and 
individual comfort by themselves have led to frag- 
mentation of  the city. Livability standards, whether for 
urban or for suburban developments, have often been 
excessive.

Our approach to the details of  this inclusive 
physical characteristic would center on the words 
“reasonable, though not excessive . . .” Too often, for 
example, the requirement of  adequate sunlight has 
resulted in buildings and people inordinately far from 
each other, beyond what demonstrable need for light 
would dictate. Safety concerns have been the 
justifications for ever wider streets and wide, sweeping 
curves rather than narrow ways and sharp corners. 
Buildings are removed from streets because of  noise 
considerations when there might be other ways to 
deal with this concern. So although livable streets and 
neighborhoods are a primary requirement for any 
good urban fabric – whether for existing, denser cities 
or for new development – the quest for livable 
neighborhoods, if  pursued obsessively, can destroy 
the urban qualities we seek to achieve.

A minimum density is needed. By density we mean 
the number of  people (sometimes expressed in terms 
of  housing units) living on an area of  land, or the 
number of  people using an area of  land.

Cities are not farms. A city is people living and 
working and doing the things they do in relatively 
close proximity to each other.

We are impressed with the importance of  density 
as a perceived phenomenon and therefore relative to 
the beholder and agree that, for many purposes, per-
ceived density is more important than an “objective” 
measurement of  people per unit of  land. We agree, 
too, that physical phenomena can be manipulated so 
as to render perceptions of  greater or lesser density. 
Nevertheless, a narrow, winding street, with a lot of  
signs and a small enclosed open space at the end, with 
no people, does not make a city. Cities are more than 
stage sets. Some minimum number of  people living 
and using a given area of  land is required if  there is to 
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be human exchange, public life and action, diversity 
and community.

Density of  people alone will account for the pres-
ence or absence of  certain uses and services we find 
important to urban life. We suspect, for example, that 
the number and diversity of  small stores and services 
– for instance, groceries, bars, bakeries, laundries and 
cleaners, coffee shops, secondhand stores, and the like 
– to be found in a city or area is in part a function of  
density. That is, that such businesses are more likely to 
exist, and in greater variety, in an area where people 
live in greater proximity to each other (“higher” 
density). The viability of  mass transit, we know, 
depends partly on the density of  residential areas and 
partly on the size and intensity of  activity at commer-
cial and service destinations. And more use of  transit, 
in turn, reduces parking demands and permits 
increases in density. There must be a critical mass of  
people, and they must spend a lot of  their time in rea-
sonably close proximity to each other, including when 
they are at home, if  there is to be an urban life. The 
goal of  local control and community identity is associ-
ated with density as well. The notion of  an optimum 
density is elusive and is easily confused with the health 
and livability of  urban areas, with lifestyles, with 
housing types, with the size of  area being considered 
(the building site or the neighborhood or the city), and 
with the economics of  development. A density that 
might be best for child rearing might be less than ade-
quate to support public transit. Most recently, energy 
efficiency has emerged as a concern associated with 
density, the notion being that conservation will demand 
more compact living arrangements.

Our conclusion, based largely on our experience 
and on the literature, is that a minimum net den- 
sity (people or living units divided by the size of  the 
building site, excluding public streets) of  about 15 
dwelling units (30–60 people) per acre of  land is 
necessary to support city life. By way of  illustration, 
that is the density produced with generous town 
houses (or row houses). It would permit parcel sizes 
up to 25 feet wide by about 115 feet deep. But other 
building types and lot sizes also would produce that 
density. Some areas could be developed with lower 
densities, but not very many. We don’t think you get 
cities at 6 dwellings to the acre, let alone on half-acre 
lots. On the other hand, it is possible to go as high as 
48 dwelling units per acre (96 to 192 people) for a very 
large part of  the city and still provide for a spacious 
and gracious urban life. Much of  San Francisco, for 

example, is developed with three-story buildings (one 
unit per floor) above a parking story, on parcels that 
measure 25 feet by 100 or 125 feet. At those densities, 
with that kind of  housing, there can be private or 
shared gardens for most people, no common hallways 
are required, and people can have direct access to the 
ground. Public streets and walks adequate to handle 
pedestrian and vehicular traffic generated by these 
densities can be accommodated in rights-of-way that 
are 50 feet wide or less. Higher densities, for parts of  
the city, to suit particular needs and lifestyles, would 
be both possible and desirable. We are not sure what 
the upper limits would be but suspect that as the 
numbers get much higher than 200 people per net 
residential acre, for larger parts of  the city, the con- 
cessions to less desirable living environments mount 
rapidly.

Beyond residential density, there must be a 
minimum intensity of  people using an area for it to be 
urban, as we are defining that word. We aren’t sure 
what the numbers are or even how best to measure 
this kind of  intensity. We are speaking here, particularly, 
of  the public or “meeting” areas of  our city. We are 
confident that our lowest residential densities will 
provide most meeting areas with life and human 
exchange, but are not sure if  they will generate enough 
activity for the most intense central districts.

There must be an integration of  activities – living, 
working, and shopping as well as public, spiritual, and 
recreational activities – reasonably near each other.

The best urban places have some mixtures of  uses. 
The mixture responds to the values of  publicness and 
diversity that encourage local community identity. 
Excitement, spirit, sense, stimulation, and exchange 
are more likely when there is a mixture of  activities 
than when there is not. There are many examples that 
we all know. It is the mix, not just the density of  people 
and uses, that brings life to an area, the life of  people 
going about a full range of  normal activities without 
having to get into an automobile.

We are not saying that every area of  the city should 
have a full mix of  all uses. That would be impossible. 
The ultimate in mixture would be for each building  
to have a range of  uses from living, to working, to 
shopping, to recreation. We are not calling for a return 
to the medieval city. There is a lot to be said for the 
notion of  “living sanctuaries,” which consist almost 
wholly of  housing. But we think these should be 
relatively small, of  a few blocks, and they should be 
close and easily accessible (by foot) to areas where 
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people meet to shop or work or recreate or do public 
business. And except for a few of  the most intensely 
developed office blocks of  a central business district 
or a heavy industrial area, the meeting areas should 
have housing within them. Stores should be mixed 
with offices. If  we envision the urban landscape as  
a fabric, then it would be a salt-and-pepper fabric  
of  many colors, each color for a separate use or a 
combination. Of  course, some areas would be much 
more heavily one color than another, and some would 
be an even mix of  colors. Some areas, if  you squinted 
your eyes, or if  you got so close as to see only a small 
part of  the fabric, would read as one color, a red or a 
brown or a green. But by and large there would be few 
if  any distinct patterns, where one color stopped and 
another started. It would not be patchwork quilt, or an 
even-colored fabric. The fabric would be mixed.

In an urban environment, buildings (and other 
objects that people place in the environment) should 
be arranged in such a way as to define and even enclose 
public space, rather than sit in space. It is not enough to 
have high densities and an integration of  activities to 
have cities. A tall enough building with enough people 
living (or even working) in it, sited on a large parcel, 
can easily produce the densities we have talked about 
and can have internally mixed uses, like most “mixed 
use” projects. But that building and its neighbors will 
be unrelated objects sitting in space if  they are far 
enough apart, and the mixed uses might be only 
privately available. In large measure that is what the 
Charter of  Athens, the garden cities, and standard 
suburban development produce.

Buildings close to each other along a street, 
regardless of  whether the street is straight, or curved, 
or angled, tend to define space if  the street is not too 
wide in relation to the buildings. The same is true of  a 
plaza or a square. As the spaces between buildings 
become larger (in relation to the size of  the buildings, 
up to a point), the buildings tend more and more to sit 
in space. They become focal points for few or many 
people, depending on their size and activity. Except 
where they are monuments or centers for public 
activities (a stadium or meeting hall), where they 
represent public gathering spots, buildings in space 
tend to be private and inwardly oriented. People come 
to them and go from them in any direction. That is not 
so for the defined outdoor environment. Avoiding the 
temptation to ascribe all kinds of  psychological values 
to defined spaces (such as intimacy, belonging, 
protection – values that are difficult to prove and that 

may differ for different people), it is enough to observe 
that spaces surrounded by buildings are more likely to 
bring people together and thereby promote public 
interaction. The space can be linear (like streets) or in 
the form of  plazas of  myriad shapes. Moreover, 
interest and interplay among uses is enhanced. To be 
sure, such arrangements direct people and limit their 
freedom – they cannot move in just any direction from 
any point – but presumably there are enough choices 
(even avenues of  escape) left open, and the gain is in 
greater potential for sense stimulation, excitement, 
surprise, and focus. Over and over again we seek out 
and return to defined ways and spaces as symbolic of  
urban life emphasizing the public space more than the 
private building.

It is important for us to emphasize public places and 
a public way system. We have observed that the central 
value of  urban life is that of  publicness, of  people from 
different groups meeting each other and of  people 
acting in concert, albeit with debate. The most 
important public places must be for pedestrians, for no 
public life can take place between people in auto- 
mobiles. Most public space has been taken over by the 
automobile, for travel or parking. We must fight to 
restore more for the pedestrian. Pedestrian malls are 
not simply to benefit the local merchants. They have 
an essential public value. People of  different kinds 
meet each other directly. The level of  communication 
may be only visual, but that itself  is educational and 
can encourage tolerance. The revival of  street acti- 
vities, street vending, and street theater in American 
cities may be the precursor of  a more flourishing public 
environment, if  the automobile can be held back.

There also must be symbolic, public meeting 
places, accessible to all and publicly controlled. 
Further, in order to communicate, to get from place to 
place, to interact, to exchange ideas and goods, there 
must be a healthy public circulation system. It cannot 
be privately controlled. Public circulation systems 
should be seen as significant cultural settings where 
the city’s finest products and artifacts can be displayed, 
as in the piazzas of  medieval and renaissance cities.

Finally, many different buildings and spaces with 
complex arrangements and relationships are required. 
The often elusive notion of  human scale is associated 
with this requirement – a notion that is not just an 
architect’s concept but one that other people under-
stand as well.

Diversity, the possibility of  intimacy and confron- 
tation with the unexpected, stimulation, are all more 
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likely with many buildings than with few taking up the 
same ground areas.

For a long time we have been led to believe that 
large land holdings were necessary to design healthy, 
efficient, aesthetically pleasing urban environments. 
The slums of  the industrial city were associated, at 
least in part, with all those small, overbuilt parcels. 
Socialist and capitalist ideologies alike called for land 
assembly to permit integrated, socially and econo- 
mically useful developments. What the socialist 
countries would do via public ownership the capitalists 
would achieve through redevelopment and new fiscal 
mechanisms that rewarded large holdings. Architects 
of  both ideological persuasions promulgated or were 
easily convinced of  the wisdom of  land assembly. It’s 
not hard to figure out why. The results, whether by big 
business or big government, are more often than  
not inward-oriented, easily controlled or controllable, 
sterile, large-building projects, with fewer entrances, 
fewer windows, less diversity, less innovation, and less 
individual expression than the urban fabric that existed 
previously or that can be achieved with many actors 
and many buildings. Attempts to break up facades or 
otherwise to articulate separate activities in large 
buildings are seldom as successful as when smaller 
properties are developed singly.

Health, safety, and efficiency can be achieved with 
many smaller buildings, individually designed and 
developed. Reasonable public controls can see to that. 
And, of  course, smaller buildings are a lot more likely 
if  parcel sizes are small than if  they are large. With 
smaller buildings and parcels, more entrances must be 
located on the public spaces, more windows and a 
finer scale of  design diversity emerge. A more public, 
lively city is produced. It implies more, smaller groups 
getting pieces of  the public action, taking part, having 
a stake. Other stipulations may be necessary to keep 
public frontages alive, free from the deadening effects 
of  offices and banks, but small buildings will help this 
more than large ones. There need to be large buildings, 
too, covering large areas of  land, but they will be the 
exception, not the rule, and should not be in the 
centers of  public activity.

aLL TheSe QUaLiTieS . . . aNd OTheRS

A good city must have all those qualities. Density 
without livability could return us to the slums of  the 
nineteenth century. Public places without small-scale, 

fine-grain development would give us vast, overscale 
cities. As an urban fabric, however, those qualities 
stand a good chance of  meeting many of  the goals we 
outlined. They directly attend to the issue of  livability 
though they are aimed especially at encouraging 
public places and a public life. Their effects on per- 
sonal and group identity are less clear, though the 
small-scale city is more likely to support identity than 
the large-scale city. Opportunity and imagination 
should be encouraged by a diverse and densely settled 
urban structure. This structure also should create a 
setting that is more meaningful to the individual 
inhabitant and small group than the giant environments 
now being produced. There is no guarantee that this 
urban structure will be a more just one than those 
presently existing. In supporting the small against the 
large, however, more justice for the powerless may be 
encouraged.

Still, an urban fabric of  this kind cannot by itself  
meet all these goals. Other physical characteristics are 
important to the design of  urban environments. Open 
space, to provide access to nature as well as relief  
from the built environment, is one. So are definitions, 
boundaries if  you will, that give location and identity 
to neighborhoods (or districts) and to the city itself. 
There are other characteristics as well: public build- 
ings, educational environments, places set aside for 
nurturing the spirit, and more. We still have work to do.

MaNy PaRTiCiPaNTS

While we have concentrated on defining physical 
characteristics of  a good city fabric, the process of  
creating it is crucial. As important as many buildings 
and spaces are many participants in the building 
process. It is through this involvement in the creation 
and management of  their city that citizens are most 
likely to identify with it and, conversely, to enhance 
their own sense of  identity and control.

aN eSSeNTiaL BeGiNNiNG

The five characteristics we have noted are essential  
to achieving the values central to urban life. They 
need much further definition and testing. We have to  
know more about what configurations create public 
space: about maximum densities, about how small a 
community can be and still be urban (some very small 
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Swiss villages fit the bill, and everyone knows some 
favorite examples), about what is perceived as big and 
what small under different circumstances, about 
landscape material as a space definer, and a lot more. 
When we know more we will be still further along 
toward a new urban design manifesto.

We know that any ideal community, including  
the kind that can come from this manifesto, will  
not always be comfortable for every person.  
Some people don’t like cities and aren’t about to. 
Those who do will not be enthralled with all of  what 
we propose.

Our urban vision is rooted partly in the realities of  
earlier, older urban places that many people, including 
many utopian designers, have rejected, often for good 
reasons. So our utopia will not satisfy all people. That’s 
all right. We like cities. Given a choice of  the kind of  
community we would like to live in – the sort of  choice 
earlier city dwellers seldom had – we would choose to 
live in an urban, public community that embraces  
the goals and displays the physical characteristics  
we have outlined. Moreover, we think it responds to 
what people want and that it will promote the good 
urban life.



“Three Types of Outdoor  
activities,” “Life Between Buildings,” 
and “Outdoor activities and the  
Quality of Outdoor Space” 
from Life Between Buildings: Using  
Public Space, 6th edn (2011) 

Jan  Gehl 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

With its long winters and reserved residents, Copenhagen, Denmark, seems an unlikely setting for vibrant new 
uses of outdoor urban spaces. When Copenhagen created one of Europe’s first pedestrian-free zones – Strøget 
– in 1962, skeptics predicted the experiment would fail. But today the Strøget car-free zone – illustrated in Plate 
32 – is the longest pedestrian shopping area in the world, swarming with people shopping, walking, sitting, 
chatting, playing, drawing, eating, making and listening to music, people-watching, and simply being with other 
people. The entire long street is buzzing with the kind of social life that William H. Whyte (p. 587) sought to 
promote with his park and plaza design principles and the Project for Public Spaces is promoting around the 
world (p. 629). 

Danish architect Jan Gehl played an important role in turning Strøget into a pedestrian street, and he and his 
followers have been at the forefront of innovative designs to promote the “life between buildings” that Strøget 
exemplifies. As Strøget and other innovative Danish designs for space between buildings succeeded, Gehl’s 
ideas have been embraced by architects, urban designers, and urban planners throughout the  world. 

There is no one-size-fits-all prescription for pedestrian-only streets. Some, like New York’s Times Square, 
Nanjing Road in Shanghai, the area around the Acropolis in Greece, and Rua XV de Novembro (15th of  
November Street) in Curitiba, Brazil, have been extremely successful. Others have failed to attract the  
expected pedestrian flow. 

It is the millions of day-to-day interactions in ordinary neighborhoods that determine the quality of life for most 
of humanity: walking the dog, taking chicken soup next door to a sick neighbor, washing the car, puttering in a 
front yard garden, leaning over a fence to gossip with a friend, just going outside for the joy of it. Gehl argues that 
designs that encourage people to spend time outdoors and that facilitate interacting with other people outdoors 
can make a big difference in city dwellers’ quality of  life. 

Gehl notes that some outdoor activities – like delivering the mail and going to work or school – have to take 
place regardless of the quality of the built environment or how people feel about being outside. Good design will 
have a negligible impact on whether or not these activities take place, though it will affect how enjoyable being 
outside is and may affect how much time people choose to spend outside as they make these necessary trips. 
But, Gehl notes, many outdoor activities that take place in the space between buildings – taking a walk, chatting 
with a neighbor, sunbathing – are optional. If the physical environment makes them pleasant, people will engage 
in them; if it does not, they won’t. Gehl feels that designs that encourage contact among people at any level, from 
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very simple and noncommittal contacts such as seeing, hearing, and being among other people to complex and 
emotionally involved connections, enrich people’s  lives. 

Outdoor social interactions result from both necessary and optional activities. Since the extent to which people 
choose to engage in optional activities depends on how enjoyable they find them, designers can help create lively 
cities by designing good outdoor spaces, particularly ones that will encourage optional time spent  outside. 

The heart of Gehl’s theory involves four dualities: designs that assemble rather than disperse, integrate rather 
than segregate, invite rather than repel, and open up rather than close in. At an abstract level, Gehl advocates 
designs that assemble, integrate, invite, and open  up. 

Gehl likes designs that assemble. The idea of how design can assemble people is well illustrated by an 
everyday example Gehl gives. Shopping mall designers often design mall stores to be narrow and deep so that 
people will pass many different store windows as they walk through the mall – a design that assembles people. 
Gehl made a brilliant connection. Narrower residential lots (and the houses on them) will result in more housing 
units per linear foot of street frontage and more people walking along any given segment of the street. People 
walking along streets with narrow lots will pass more of their neighbors on the way to a store, school, or bus stop 
than they would if houses were the same size, but built on wider, shallower lots. Accordingly Gehl advocates 
narrow residential lots in order to assemble people and increase social  contact. 

Gehl favors designs that integrate. Good design can bring people in contact with one another regardless of 
gender, age, income, sexual orientation, occupation, nationality, immigration status, and ethnic group. Gehl 
praises the sprawling University of Denmark campus that developed piecemeal and is mixed into Copenhagen’s 
downtown area. He deplores the sterile campus of the newer Technical University of Denmark, built on the 
outskirts of the city. Students at the University of Denmark mix with other city residents, patronize public cafés, 
and can enjoy Copenhagen’s amenities. Students at the Technical University of Denmark mix only with faculty 
and other students, eat in the university cafeteria, and remain separate from the life of the city. Like Jane Jacobs 
(p. 149), Gehl thinks a little bit of urban disorder is a good  thing. 

Gehl likes designs that open up. A library with windows directly on the street, for example, will be open to 
passersby who can participate vicariously in the library experience by watching the librarians and browsers even 
if they do not go  in. 

Contrast Gehl’s view that even fleeting, anonymous contact with other human beings is innately satisfying 
with Louis Wirth’s view in “Urbanism as a Way of Life” (p. 115). Wirth argues that the transitory, impersonal 
contacts between people characteristic of modern cities illustrate just how disconnected people become when 
they move from small rural communities to large, anonymous  cities. 

Gehl blames the well-intentioned ideas of modernists like Le Corbusier (p. 379) to improve old neighborhoods 
for destruction of livable streets and a thinning of cities that make human contact difficult. Modernists sought to 
bring light, air, sun, and ventilation into residential and commercial areas, to make cities more efficient and 
increase mobility. But big modernist multistory residential urban areas with long distances between different land 
uses destroy street life and eliminate intimate places. Similarly the wide dispersal of people and events in low, 
open, single-family areas in suburbs has reduced outdoor communal  activities. 

At the core of Gehl’s philosophy is the belief that people need and want human contact in outdoor public 
spaces. Is that necessarily so? Some people (illegal immigrants, runaway teenagers, people who simply want to 
be alone) may not want to come in contact with other people. Is the space between buildings the most important 
space for human contact? What about the home? The workplace? Schools? Other public spaces? Ray 
Oldenburg argues that “third places” like cafés, coffee shops, bookstores, bars, and hair salons are more 
important venues for human contact and socializing than the outdoor space between  buildings. 

Jan Gehl is a Danish architect and urban designer based in Copenhagen and the principal in GEHL Architects. 
He received a Master’s degree in Architecture from the Royal Danish Academy of Fine Arts in 1960. The first 
(Danish) edition of Life Between Buildings was published in 1971 and subsequent revised editions have been 
published regularly since that time, most recently in 2008. The first English language edition of Life Between 
Buildings was published in 1987 and it is now in its sixth  edition. 

The verb “Copenhagenize” is not yet in common parlance, but Gehl uses it to describe the design principles 
he hopes to export from his native city. In addition to many projects in Denmark and other Scandinavian countries, 
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ThRee TyPeS OF OUTdOOR aCTiViTieS

An ordinary day on an ordinary street. Pedestrians  
pass on the sidewalks, children play near front doors, 
people sit on benches and steps, the postman makes his 
rounds with the mail, two passersby greet on the side-
walk, two mechanics repair a car, groups engage in con-
versation. This mix of  outdoor activities is influenced 
by a number of  conditions. Physical environment is one 

of  the factors: a factor that influences the activities to a 
varying degree and in many different ways. Outdoor 
activities, and a number of  the physical conditions that 
influence them, are the subject of  this book.

Greatly simplified, outdoor activities in public 
spaces can be divided into three categories, each of  
which places very different demands on the physical 
environment: necessary activities, optional activities, and 
social activities.

Gehl has designed projects in London, Stoke-on-Kent, and Brighton in England; Melbourne, Perth, Adelaide, 
Wellington, and Sydney in Australia; Cork and Dublin in Ireland; New York and Pittsburgh in The United States; 
Belgrade in the Republic of Serbia; Prague in the Czech Republic; and Rabat in  Morocco. 

The above selection is from Life Between Buildings (New York: Van Nostrand Rheinhold, 1987). Co-authored 
books by Jan Gehl include How to Study Public Life, co-authored with Birgitte Svarre (Washington, DC: Island 
Press, 2013), Cities for People co-authored with Richard Rogers (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2010), and 
New City Spaces, Strategies and Projects, co-authored with Lars Gemzoe (Copenhagen: Danish Architectural 
Press, 2008). Gehl has produced a short film titled The Human Scale about urban problems and his design 
 solutions. 

University of California, Berkeley, professor of architecture emeritus Clare Cooper Marcus has written and 
edited books about the way in which people use both public and private spaces. Her books provide extensive 
practical guidelines for architects and planners. Cooper’s People Places: Design Guidelines for Urban Open 
Space (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons, 1997), co-edited with Carolyn Francis, is an anthology that nicely 
complements Life Between Buildings. Cooper’s Housing As If People Mattered: Site Design Guidelines for 
the Planning of Medium-Density Family Housing (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1988), 
co-authored with Wendy Sarkissien, is filled with examples and principles for designing moderate income 
housing – particularly for single parents and their children. Her first book, Easter Hill Village: Some Social 
Implications of Design (New York: Free Press, 1975) documents what residents themselves liked and disliked 
about the design of a low-rent housing project in Richmond, California. House as a Mirror of Self: Exploring 
the Deeper Meaning of Home (Lake Worth, FL: Nicholas-Hays, 2006) explores the symbolic meaning of 
space in private  homes. 

Other books about the design of public spaces include Matthew Carmona (ed.), Explorations in Urban 
Design: An Urban Design Research Primer (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014), Matthew Carmona and John Punter, 
The Design Dimension of Planning: Theory, Content and Best Practice for Design Policies (London and New 
York: Routledge, 2013), Charles Montgomery, Happy City: Transforming Our Lives Through Urban Design 
(New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2013), Lorna McNeur, Theatre of the City: Interpreting Public Space 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2010), Sharon Zukin, Naked City (Oxford and New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2009), Roger Yee, Public Spaces (New York: Visual Reference Publications, 2009), Sarah Gaventa, New 
Public Spaces (London: Mitchell Beasely, 2006), Raymond Gastil and Zoe Ryan, Open: New Designs for Public 
Space (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 2006), Matthew Carmona, Tim Heath, Taner Oc, and Steve 
Tiesdell, Public Places, Urban Spaces (Oxford: Architectural Press, 2003), Doug Kelbaugh, Common Place: 
Toward Neighborhood and Regional Design (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997), Stephen Carr, 
Mark Francis, Leanne G. Rivlin, and Andew M. Stone Public Space (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1993), and Michael Sorkin, Variations on a Theme Park: the New American City and the End of Public Space 
(New York: Hill and Wang, 1992). 

Ray Oldenburg’s The Great Good Place: Cafés, Coffee Shops, Bookstores, Bars, Hair Salons and Other 
Hangouts at the Heart of a Community (New York: Marlowe and Company, 1999) analyzes “third spaces” – 
neither home nor work – where people congregate and  mingle. 
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Necessary activities include those that are more or 
less compulsory – going to school or to work, shop- 
ping, waiting for a bus or a person, running errands, 
distributing mail – in other words, all activities in which 
those involved are to a greater or lesser degree 
required to participate.

In general, everyday tasks and pastimes belong to 
this group. Among other activities, this group includes 
the great majority of  those related to walking.

Because the activities in this group are necessary, 
their incidence is influenced only slightly by the 
physical framework. These activities will take place 
throughout the year, under nearly all conditions, and 
are more or less independent of  the exterior environ- 
ment. The participants have no choice.

Optional activities – that is, those pursuits that  
are participated in if  there is a wish to do so and if  
time and place make it possible – are quite another 
matter.

This category includes such activities as taking a 
walk to get a breath of  fresh air, standing around 
enjoying life, or sitting and sunbathing.

These activities take place only when exterior 
conditions are optimal, when weather and place invite 
them. This relationship is particularly important in 
connection with physical planning because most of  
the recreational activities that are especially pleasant 
to pursue outdoors are found precisely in this category 
of  activities. These activities are especially dependent 
on exterior physical conditions.

When outdoor areas are of  poor quality, only 
strictly necessary activities occur.

When outdoor areas are of  high quality, necessary 
activities take place with approximately the same 
frequency – though they clearly tend to take a longer 
time, because the physical conditions are better. In 
addition, however, a wide range of  optional activities 
will also occur because place and situation now invite 
people to stop, sit, eat, play, and so on.

In streets and city spaces of  poor quality, only the 
bare minimum of  activity takes place. People hurry 
home.

In a good environment, a completely different, 
broad spectrum of  human activities is possible.

Social activities are all activities that depend on the 
presence of  others in public spaces. Social activities 
include children at play, greetings and conversations, 
communal activities of  various kinds, and finally – as 
the most widespread social activity – passive contacts, 
that is, simply seeing and hearing other people.

Different kinds of  social activities occur in many 
places: in dwellings; in private outdoor spaces, 
gardens, and balconies; in public buildings; at places 
of  work; and so on; but in this context only those 
activities that occur in publicly accessible spaces are 
examined.

These activities could also be termed “resultant” 
activities, because in nearly all instances they evolve 
from activities linked to the other two activity cate- 
gories. They develop in connection with the other 
activities because people are in the same space, meet, 
pass by one another, or are merely within view.

Social activities occur spontaneously, as a direct 
consequence of  people moving about and being in 

Graphic representation of   
the relationship between  
the quality of  outdoor  
spaces and the rate of   
occurrence of  outdoor  
activities.

When the quality of   
outdoor areas is good,  
optional activities occur  
with increasing  
frequency. Furthermore,  
as levels of  optional  
activity rise, the number  
of  social activities usually  
increases substantially.
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the same spaces. This implies that social activities are 
indirectly supported whenever necessary and optional 
activities are given better conditions in public spaces.

The character of  social activities varies, depending 
on the context in which they occur. In the residential 
streets, near schools, near places of  work, where there 
are a limited number of  people with common interests 
or backgrounds, social activities in public spaces can 
be quite comprehensive: greetings, conversations, 
discussions, and play arising from common interests 
and because people “know” each other, if  for no other 
reason than that they often see one another.

In city streets and city centers, social activities will 
generally be more superficial, with the majority being 
passive contacts – seeing and hearing a great number 
of  unknown people. But even this limited activity can 
be very appealing.

Very freely interpreted, a social activity takes place 
every time two people are together in the same space. 
To see and hear each other, to meet, is in itself  a form 
of  contact, a social activity, The actual meeting, 
merely being present, is furthermore the seed for 
other, more comprehensive forms of  social activity.

This connection is important in relation to physical 
planning. Although the physical framework does not 
have a direct influence on the quality, content, and 
intensity of  social contacts, architects and planners 
can affect the possibilities for meeting, seeing, and 
hearing people – possibilities that both take on a quality 
of  their own and become important as background 
and starting point for other forms of  contact.

This is the background for the investigation . . . of  
meeting possibilities and opportunities to see and 
hear other people. Another reason for a comprehensive 
review of  these activities is that precisely the presence 
of  other people, activities, events, inspiration, and 
stimulation comprise one of  the most important 
qualities of  public spaces altogether.

If  we look back at the street scene that was the 
starting point for defining the three categories of  
outdoor activities, we can see how necessary, optional, 
and social activities occur in a finely interwoven 
pattern. People walk, sit, and talk. Functional, recrea-
tional, and social activities intertwine in all conceiva-
ble combinations. Therefore, this examination of  the 
subject of  outdoor activities does not begin with a 
single, limited category of  activities. Life between 
buildings is not merely pedestrian traffic or recrea-
tional or social activities. Life between buildings com-
prises the entire spectrum of  activities, which combine 

to make communal spaces in cities and residential 
areas meaningful and attractive.

Both necessary, functional activities and optional, 
recreational activities have been examined quite 
thoroughly over the years in different contexts. Social 
activities and their interweaving to form a communal 
fabric have received considerably less attention.

This is the background for the following, more 
detailed examination of  social activities in public 
spaces.

LiFe BeTweeN BUiLdiNGS

It is difficult to pinpoint precisely what life between 
buildings means in relation to the need for contact.

Opportunities for meetings and daily activities in 
the public spaces of  a city or residential area enable 
one to be among, to see, and to hear others, to experi-
ence other people functioning in various situations.

These modest “see and hear contacts” must be 
considered in relation to other forms of  contact and 
as part of  the whole range of  social activities, from 
very simple and noncommittal contacts to complex 
and emotionally involved connections.

The concept of  varying-degrees of  contact 
intensity is the basis of  the following simplified outline 
of  various contact forms.

High intensity Close friendships

 Friends

 Acquaintances

 Chance contacts

 Passive contacts  
Low intensity (“see and hear” contacts)

In terms of  this outline, life between buildings repre-
sents primarily the low-intensity contacts located at the 
bottom of  the scale. Compared with the other contact 
forms, these contacts appear insignificant, yet they are 
valuable both as independent contact forms and as pre-
requisites for other, more complex interactions.

Opportunities related to merely being able to meet, 
see, and hear others include:

j contact at a modest level
j a possible starting point for contact at other levels
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j a possibility for maintaining already established 
contacts

j a source of  information about the social world 
outside

j a source of  inspiration, an offer of  stimulating 
experience.

The possibilities related to the low-intensity contact 
forms offered in public spaces perhaps can best  
be described by the situation that exists if  they are 
lacking.

If  activity between buildings is missing, the lower 
end of  the contact scale also disappears. The varied 
transitional forms between being alone and being 
together have disappeared. The boundaries between 
isolation and contact become sharper – people  
are either alone or else with others on a relatively 
demanding and exacting level.

Life between buildings offers an opportunity to be 
with others in a relaxed and undemanding way. One 
can take occasional walks, perhaps make a detour 
along a main street on the way home or pause at an 
inviting bench near a front door to be among people 
for a short while. One can take a long bus ride every 
day, as many retired people have been found to do in 
large cities. Or one can do daily shopping, even though 
it would be more practical to do it once a week. Even 
looking out of  the window now and then, if  one is 
fortunate enough to have something to look at, can be 
rewarding. Being among others, seeing and hear- 
ing others, receiving impulses from others, imply 
positive experiences, alternatives to being alone. One 
is not necessarily with a specific person, but one is, 
nevertheless, with others.

As opposed to being a passive observer of  other 
people’s experiences on television or video or film,  
in public spaces the individual himself  is present,  
participating in a modest way, but most definitely 
participating.

Low-intensity contact is also a situation from which 
other forms of  contact can grow. It is a medium for the 
unpredictable, the spontaneous, the unplanned.

These opportunities can be illustrated by examining 
how play activities among children get started.

Such situations can be arranged. Formalized play 
occurs at birthday parties and arranged play groups in 
schools. Generally, however, play is not arranged. It 
evolves when children are together, when they see 
others at play, when they feel like playing and “go out 
to play” without actually being certain that play will 

get started. The first prerequisite is being in the same 
space. Meeting. 

Contacts that develop spontaneously in connection 
with merely being where there are others are usually 
very fleeting – a short exchange of  words, a brief  
discussion with the next man on the bench, chatting 
with a child in a bus, watching somebody working  
and asking a few questions, and so forth. From this 
simple level, contacts can grow to other levels, as the 
participants wish. Meeting, being present in the same 
space, is in each of  these circumstances the prime 
prerequisite.

The possibility of  meeting neighbors and co- 
workers often in connection with daily comings and 
goings implies a valuable opportunity to establish  
and later maintain acquaintances in a relaxed and 
undemanding way.

Social events can evolve spontaneously. Situations 
are allowed to develop. Visits and gatherings can be 
arranged on short notice, when the mood dictates. It 
is equally easy to “drop by” or “look in” or to agree on 
what is to take place tomorrow if  the participants pass 
by one another’s front doors often and, especially, 
meet often on the street or in connection with daily 
activities around the home, place of  work, and so on.

Frequent meetings in connection with daily acti- 
vities increase chances of  developing contacts with 
neighbors, a fact noted in many surveys. With frequent 
meetings friendships and the contact network are 
maintained in a far simpler and less demanding way 
than if  friendship must be kept up by telephone and 
invitation. If  this is the case, it is often rather difficult to 
maintain contact, because more is always demanded 
of  the participants when meetings must be arranged 
in advance.

This is the underlying reason why nearly all 
children and a considerable proportion of  other age 
groups maintain closer and more frequent contact 
with friends and acquaintances who live or work near 
them – it is the simplest way to stay “in touch.”

The opportunity to see and hear other people in a 
city or residential area also implies an offer of  valuable 
information, about the surrounding social environment 
in general and about the people one lives or works 
with in particular.

This is especially true in connection with the social 
development of  children, which is largely based on 
observations of  the surrounding social environment, 
but all of  us need to be kept up-to-date about the sur-
rounding world in order to function in a social context.
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Through the mass media we are informed about 
the larger, more sensational world events, but by being 
with others we learn about the more common but 
equally important details. We discover how others 
work, behave, and dress, and we obtain knowledge 
about the people we work with, live with, and so forth. 
By means of  all this information we establish a con- 
fidential relationship with the world around us. A 
person we have often met on the street becomes a 
person we “know.”

In addition to imparting information about the 
social world outside, the opportunity to see and hear 
other people can also provide ideas and inspiration for 
action.

We are inspired by seeing others in action. Children, 
for example, see other children at play and get the 
urge to join in, or they get ideas for new games by 
watching other children or adults.

The trend from living to lifeless cities and residential 
areas that has accompanied industrialization, segre- 
gation of  various city functions, and reliance on  
the automobile also has caused cities to become 
duller and more monotonous. This points up another 
important need, namely the need for stimulation.

Experiencing other people represents a particularly 
colorful and attractive opportunity for stimulation. 
Compared with experiencing buildings and other 
inanimate objects, experiencing people, who speak 
and move about, offers a wealth of  sensual variation. 
No moment is like the previous or the following when 
people circulate among people. The number of  new 
situations and new stimuli is limitless. Furthermore, it 
concerns the most important subject in life: people.

Living cities, therefore, ones in which people can 
interact with one another, are always stimulating 
because they are rich in experiences, in contrast to 
lifeless cities, which can scarcely avoid being poor in 
experiences and thus dull, no matter how many colors 
and variations of  shape in buildings are introduced.

If  life between buildings is given favorable con- 
ditions through sensible planning of  cities and housing 
areas alike, many costly and often stilted and strained 
attempts to make buildings “interesting” and rich by 
using dramatic architectural effects can be spared.

Life between buildings is both more relevant and 
more interesting to look at in the long run than are any 
combination of  colored concrete and staggered 
building forms.

The value of  the many large and small possibilities 
that are attached to the opportunity of  being in the 

same space as and seeing and hearing other people is 
underlined by a series of  observations investigating 
people’s reaction to the presence of  other people in 
public spaces.

Wherever there are people – in buildings, in 
neighborhoods, in city centers, in recreational areas, 
and so on – it is generally true that people and human 
activities attract other people. People are attracted to 
other people. They gather with and move about with 
others and seek to place themselves near others. New 
activities begin in the vicinity of  events that are already 
in progress.

In the home we can see that children prefer to  
be where there are adults or where there are other 
children, instead of, for example, where there are only 
toys. In residential areas and in city spaces, comparable 
behavior among adults can be observed. If  given  
a choice between walking on a deserted or a lively 
street, most people in most situations will choose the 
lively street. If  the choice is between sitting in a private 
backyard or in a semiprivate front yard with a view of  
the street, people will often choose the front of  the 
house where there is more to see.

In Scandinavia an old proverb tells it all: “people 
come where people are.”

A series of  investigations illustrates in more detail 
the interest in being in contact with others. Investi- 
gations of  children’s play habits in residential areas 
show that children stay and play primarily where the 
most activity is occurring or in places where there is 
the greatest chance of  something happening.

Both in areas with single-family houses and in 
apartment house surroundings, children tend to play 
more on the streets, in parking areas, and near the 
entrances of  dwellings than in the play areas designed 
for that purpose but located in backyards of  single-
family houses or on the sunny side of  multi-story 
buildings, where there are neither traffic nor people  
to look at.

Corresponding trends can be found regarding 
where people choose to sit in public spaces. Benches 
that provide a good view of  surrounding activities are 
used more than benches with less or no view of  others.

An investigation of  Tivoli Garden in Copenhagen, 
carried out by the architect John Lyle, shows that the 
most used benches are along the garden’s main path, 
where there is a good view of  the particularly active 
areas, while the least used benches are found in  
the quiet areas of  the park. In various places, benches 
are arranged back to back, so that one of  the benches 
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faces a path while the other “turns its back.” In these 
instances it is always the benches facing the path that 
are used.

Comparable results have been found in investi- 
gations of  seating in a number of  squares in central 
Copenhagen. Benches with a view of  the most traf- 
ficked pedestrian routes are used most, while benches 
oriented toward the planted areas of  the squares are 
used less frequently.

At sidewalk cafés, as well, the life on the sidewalk in 
front of  the café is the prime attraction. Almost 
without exception café chairs throughout the world 
are oriented toward the most active area nearby. 
Sidewalks are, not unexpectedly, the very reason for 
creating sidewalk cafés.

The opportunity to see, hear, and meet others  
can also be shown to be one of  the most important 
attractions in city centers and on pedestrian streets. 
This is illustrated by an attraction analysis carried out 
on Strøget, the main pedestrian street in central 
Copenhagen, by a study group from the School of  
Architecture at the Royal Danish Academy of  Fine 
Arts. The analysis was based on an investigation of  
where pedestrians stopped on the walking street and 
what they stopped to look at.

Fewest stops were noted in front of  banks, offices, 
showrooms, and dull exhibits of, for example, cash 
registers, office furniture, porcelain, or hair curlers. 
Conversely, a great number of  stops were noted in 
front of  shops and exhibits that had a direct relationship 
to other people and to the surrounding social environ- 
ment, such as newspaper kiosks, photography exhibits, 
film stills outside movie theaters, clothing stores, and 
toy stores.

Even greater interest was shown in the various 
human activities that went on in the street space itself. 
All forms of  human activity appeared to be of  major 
interest in this connection.

Considerable interest was observed in both the 
ordinary, everyday events that take place on a street 
– children at play, newlyweds on their way from the 
photographers, or merely people walking by – and in 
the more unusual instance – the artist with his easel, 
the street musician with his guitar, street painters in 
action, and other large and small events.

It was obvious that human activities, being able to 
see other people in action, constituted the area’s main 
attraction.

The street painters collected a large crowd as long 
as their work was in progress, but when they left the 

area, pedestrians walked over the paintings without 
hesitation. The same was true of  music. Music blaring 
out on the street from loudspeakers in front of  record 
shops elicited no reaction, but the moment live 
musicians began to play or sing, there was an instan- 
taneous show of  lively interest.

The attention paid to people and human activities 
was also illustrated by observations made in connec- 
tion with the expansion of  a department store in the 
area. While excavation and pouring of  foundations 
were in progress, it was possible to see into the building 
site through two gates facing the pedestrian street. 
Throughout this period more people stopped to watch 
the work in progress on the building site than was the 
case for stops in front of  all the department store’s 
fifteen display windows together.

In this case, too, it was the workers and their  
work, not the building site itself, that was the object  
of  interest. This was demonstrated further dur- 
ing lunch breaks and after quitting time – when no 
workers were on the site, practically nobody stopped 
to look.

A summary of  observations and investiga- 
tions shows that people and human activity are the 
greatest object of  attention and interest. Even the 
modest form of  contact of  merely seeing and hear- 
ing or being near to others is apparently more 
rewarding and more in demand than the majority of  
other attractions offered in the public spaces of  cities 
and residential areas.

Life in buildings and between buildings seems  
in nearly all situations to rank as more essential  
and more relevant than the spaces and buildings 
themselves.

OUTdOOR aCTiViTieS aNd The  
QUaLiTy OF OUTdOOR SPaCe

Life between buildings is discussed here because the 
extent and character of  outdoor activities are greatly 
influenced by physical planning. Just as it is possible 
through choice of  materials and colors to create a 
certain palette in a city, it is equally possible through 
planning decisions to influence patterns of  activities, 
to create better or worse conditions for outdoor 
events, and to create lively or lifeless cities.

The spectrum of  possibilities can be described  
by two extremes. One extreme is the city with multi- 
story buildings, underground parking facilities, exten- 
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sive automobile traffic, and long distances between 
buildings and functions. This type of  city can be found 
in a number of  North American and “modernized” 
European cities and in many suburban areas.

In such cities one sees buildings and cars, but few 
people, if  any, because pedestrian traffic is more or 
less impossible, and because conditions for outdoor 
stays in the public areas near buildings are very poor. 
Outdoor spaces are large and impersonal. With great 
distances in the urban plan, there is nothing much to 
experience outdoors, and the few activities that do 
take place are spread out in time and space. Under 
these conditions most residents prefer to remain 
indoors in front of  the television or on their balcony or 
in other comparably private outdoor spaces.

Another extreme is the city with reasonably low, 
closely spaced buildings, accommodation for foot 
traffic, and good areas for outdoor stays along the 
streets and in direct relation to residences, public 
buildings, places of  work, and so forth. Here it is  
possible to see buildings, people coming and going, 
and people stopping in outdoor areas near the build-
ings because the outdoor spaces are easy and invit- 
ing to use. This city is a living city, one in which  
spaces inside buildings are supplemented with usable 
outdoor areas, and where public spaces are allowed to 
function.

It has already been mentioned that the outdoor 
activities that are particularly dependent on the quality 
of  the outdoor spaces are the optional, recreational 
activities, and by implication, a considerable part of  
the social activities.

It is these specifically attractive activities that 
disappear when conditions are poor and that thrive 
where conditions are favorable.

The significance of  quality improvement to daily 
and social activities in cities can be observed where 
pedestrian streets or traffic-free zones have been 
established in existing urban areas. In a number of  
examples, improved physical conditions have resulted 
in a doubling of  the number of  pedestrians, a leng-
thening of  the average time spent outdoors, and a 
considerably broader spectrum of  outdoor activities.

In a survey recording all activities occurring in the 
center of  Copenhagen during the spring and summer 
of  1986, it was found that the number of  pedestrian 
streets and squares in the city center had tripled 
between 1968 and 1986. Parallel to this improvement 
of  the physical conditions, a tripling in the number of  
people standing and sitting was recorded. A follow-up 

survey complete in 1995 recorded still more increases 
of  activity in area set aside for public life.

In cases where neighboring cities offer varying 
conditions for city activities, great differences can also 
be found.

In Italian cities with pedestrian streets and 
automobile-free squares, the outdoor city life is often 
much more pronounced than in the car-oriented 
neighboring cities, even though the climate is the  
same.

A 1978 survey of  street activities in both trafficked 
and pedestrian streets in Sydney, Melbourne, and 
Adelaide, Australia, carried out by architectural 
students from the University of  Melbourne and the 
Royal Melbourne Institute of  Technology found a 
direct connection between street quality and street 
activity. In addition, an experimental improvement of  
increasing the number of  seats by 100 percent on the 
pedestrian street in Melbourne resulted in an 88 
percent increase in seated activities.

William H. Whyte, in his book The Social Life  
of  Small Urban Spaces, describes the close connec- 
tion between qualities of  city space and city activities 
and documents how often quite simple physical 
alterations can improve the use of  the city space 
noticeably.

Comparable results have been achieved in a number 
of  improvement projects executed in New York and 
other US cities by the Project for Public Spaces.

In residential areas as well, both in Europe and the 
United States, traffic reduction schemes, courtyard 
clearing, laying out of  parks, and comparable outdoor 
improvements have had a marked effect.

Conversely, the effect of  the deterioration of  
quality on activities in ordinary residential streets is 
illustrated by a study of  three neighboring streets in 
San Francisco carried out in 1971 by [Donald] 
Appleyard and [Mark] Lintell.

The study shows the dramatic effect of  increased 
traffic in two of  the streets, all of  which formerly had a 
modest rate of  traffic.

In the street where there was only little traffic 
(2,000 vehicles per day), a great number of  outdoor 
activities were registered. Children played on side-
walks and in the streets. Entranceways and steps were 
used widely for outdoor stays, and an extensive 
network of  neighbor contacts was noted.

In one of  the other streets, where the traffic volume 
was greatly increased (16,000 vehicles per day), 
outdoor activities became practically nonexistent. 
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Comparable, neighbor contacts in this street were 
poorly developed.

In the third street, with middle to high traffic 
intensity (8,000 vehicles per day), a surprisingly great 
reduction in outdoor activities and neighbor contacts 
was noted, emphasizing that even a relatively limited 
deterioration of  the quality of  the outdoor environment 
can have a disproportionately severe negative effect 
on the extent of  outdoor activities.

In summarizing the studies, a close relationship 
between outdoor quality and outdoor activities can be 
noted.

In at least three areas, it appears possible, in part 
through the design of  the physical environment, to 
influence the activity patterns in public spaces in cities 
and residential areas. Within certain limits – regional, 
climatic, societal – it is possible to influence how many 
people and events use the public spaces, how long the 
individual activities last, and which activity types can 
develop.

The fact that a marked increase of  outdoor 
activities is often seen in connection with quality 
improvements emphasizes that the situation found  
in a specific area at a certain time frequently gives an 
incomplete indication of  the need for public spaces 
and outdoor activities, which can indeed exist in the 
area. The establishment of  a suitable physical frame- 

work for social and recreational activities has time 
after time revealed a suppressed human need that was 
ignored at the outset.

When the main street in Copenhagen was converted 
to a pedestrian street in 1962 as the first such scheme 
in Scandinavia, many critics predicted that the street 
would be deserted because “city activity just doesn’t 
belong to the northern European tradition.” Today this 
major pedestrian street, plus a number of  other 
pedestrian streets later added to the system, are filled 
to capacity with people walking, sitting, playing music, 
drawing, and talking together. It is evident that the 
initial fears were unfounded and that city life in 
Copenhagen had been so limited because there was 
previously no physical possibility for its existence.

In a number of  new Danish residential areas as well, 
where physical possibilities for outdoor activity have 
been established in the form of  high-quality public 
spaces, activity patterns that no one had believed 
possible in Danish residential areas have evolved.

Just as it has been noted that automobile traffic 
tends to develop concurrently with the building of  
new roads, all experience to date with regard to 
human activities in cities and in proximity to resi- 
dences seems to indicate that where a better physical 
framework is created, outdoor activities tend to grow 
in number, duration, and scope.



“Resilient Cities: Clarifying  
Concept or Catch-all Cliché?” 

Lawrence  Vale 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Disasters periodically damage or destroy parts of cities or even an entire city. Since publication of Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology (MIT) professor Lawrence Vale’s 2005 book titled The Resilient City, co-edited with 
Cornell University planning professor Thomas Campanella, focused attention on resilience as a concept that can 
help scholars and practitioners design cities to minimize the impact of disasters and best recover from them, a 
veritable tsunami of books, articles, conference papers, and government reports have seized on this term as the 
vehicle to understand, minimize, and recover from the impact of disasters on cities. While this outpouring of 
scholarly and applied work provides a wealth of ideas and information, it has also created a great deal of 
confusion. Sloppy use of the term “resilient city” poses a risk that it will degenerate into an empty catch-all cliché 
signifying so many things that it is of no use for understanding or guiding policy. This has happened with terms 
such as “green” city planning and “smart growth.” In this article on “Resilient Cities: Clarifying Concept or Catch-
all Cliché?” Vale summarizes and critiques the various meanings of the term “resilient city” and offers his own 
insights on what the term means and how to preserve it as a bounded and useful  concept. 

Vale argues that the term resilience can contribute to: (a) theory and a better understanding of cities, (b) urban 
planning and design practice to design cities to minimize damage from disasters and permit them to recover as 
fully and quickly as possible, and (c) as an analytic tool against which plans and policies can be evaluated. Vale 
notes that resilience may be applied at different scales, from individual buildings to neighborhoods, cities, and 
entire polycentric city regions. He identifies a continuum of natural and man-made disasters. Floods, hurricanes, 
tornados, tsunamis, earthquakes, and other natural disasters do billions of dollars of damage in cities each year. 
While exactly how many will occur, when, and with what effect cannot be known in advance, each year coastal 
Southeast Asia braces for monsoons, Caribbean islands for hurricanes, and residents of Kansas for tornadoes. 
Earthquake-prone areas such as the San Francisco Bay Area, Sichuan China, and the island of Sumatra, 
Indonesia, know that the probability of enormously destructive earthquakes occurring within the span of a few 
decades is nearly 100 percent. Cities also experience man-made disasters – oil spills, failed levees, factory 
explosions, collapsed bridges, and even the rare nuclear reactor meltdown. Some writers stretch the list of urban 
disasters appropriate for resilient city planning and policies to include oil price shocks, economic crises, and 
terrorist attacks. As Vale points out, much of the harm done in cities by these disasters is a result of both natural 
forces and decisions humans have made (or not made) in planning and building cities. Vale argues for what he 
calls a socio-environmental approach to resilience that considers both natural and human  factors. 

Many different disciplines can contribute to a theoretical understanding of the nature of resilience in general 
and urban resilience in particular. Resilience is a desirable property at different scales of economies, computer 
networks, and the human psyche as well as useful for buildings, neighborhoods, cities, and regions. Urban 
economies should anticipate and make contingency plans for oil price shocks and economic crises, computer 
networks for viruses and data breaches, and human beings for divorces and the death of loved  ones. 

Engineers and architects have much to offer for the theory and practice of resilient cities. The tough task of 
deciding what and how to build or re-build physical structures largely falls to them. But Vale argues that recovering 
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from disasters is much more than a physical problem. Measurable physical indicators of how well a city might 
withstand different types of disasters at different magnitudes such as an engineer’s assessment that critical 
infrastructure can withstand an earthquake measuring 8.0 on the Richter scale (higher than the San Francisco 
earthquake of 1906, but lower than the earthquake that caused the Fukushima reactor meltdown) don’t reveal 
how effectively a city might respond politically or what the social impact might be on low- and very-low-lying 
neighborhoods or on poor neighborhoods where buildings are not built to code. Nor do post-disaster indicators 
such as the number of housing units re-built within a given period of time or the amount of infrastructure functioning 
as it did before a disaster really show how well a city that has suffered a disaster has “bounced back” or prove 
that a city has demonstrated  resilience. 

Vale argues that resilience should refer both to physical landscapes and the different social spaces of cities. 
Planning resilient cities or rebuilding after natural disasters is more than a “bricks and mortar” exercise. If cities 
are to respond effectively to emergencies they need flexible governmental and administrative structures that can 
quickly adapt in emergency circumstances. Intangible planning decision support systems that can provide good 
data on which sound decisions can be based are critical. So are good intergovernmental relations between 
national, subnational, and local governments and among local governments in a region affected by disaster. 
Building relations like that may require years of collaboration and building  trust. 

There is always tension between rushing to rehouse people who have lost their homes as quickly as possible, 
getting critical infrastructure functioning, and helping businesses re-open versus taking the time necessary to 
think through a new city pattern that will be better than what was destroyed and more resistant to re-occurrences 
of similar disasters or different types of disasters. Planners, designers, and government officials must respond to 
competing demands. Disaster recovery is not a scientific, neutral process to which the rational planning process 
will produce a “best” answer. As Paul Davidoff (p. 481) and John Forester (p. 467) have argued, planning  
always involves normative questions and conflict. And disasters often magnify conflict and pose particularly  
stark normative questions. Is it better to spend limited funds getting a factory that employs many people and 
contributes to the city’s revenue back in operation or to rehouse people temporarily domiciled in school  
gyms, shelters, or tents back into decent housing? Should damaged houses be rebuilt quickly to mimic what  
had been destroyed? This may be a relatively inexpensive solution and is often what people want, but risks 
damage in the event of another similar disaster and squanders an opportunity to build right. Or should damaged 
structures be rebuilt in safer locations and to a higher standard of construction, even though that will take more 
time and money, may be politically unpopular, and perhaps make such homes impossible for lower income 
residents to  afford? 

Tough political questions Vale poses include: resilience for whom and against what? And is “bouncing” back 
to a pre-existing state necessarily good? In some cases it is impossible to return to a former state (consider 
Pompeii, the Roman city buried by lava and volcanic ash when Mount Vesuvius erupted in 79 ce). In others, 
returning to a pre-existing state would clearly be a  mistake. 

It makes no sense to restore the nuclear reactors in Fukushima, Japan, to the state they were in just before a 
larger-than-predicted tsunami flooded them, causing one of the worst and most costly nuclear accidents of all 
time. Similarly, Vale notes that changes from previous states are controversial too. If a small remote mountain 
community in Sichuan province, China, that was destroyed by the 2008 Wenchuan earthquake is quickly rebuilt 
as a tourist destination, even if few tourists are likely to visit, is this a successful example of  resilience? 

Vale distinguishes between reactive/restorative planning and policies – those intended to avoid damage  
from disasters – and proactive/preventive ones. Reactive planning and policies command the most attention and 
financial resources because citizens are likely to support a return to the status quo and politicians must spend 
resources and political capital to relieve tangible suffering if they are to regain legitimacy and stay in office. 
Governments provided funding to rebuild New Orleans from the flooding caused by Hurricane Katrina and put in 
place new levees that are intended to prevent a recurrence of a similar flooding disaster, and every province in 
China provided funding and expertise to help Sichuan province quickly rebuild and improve resilience after the 
great 2008 Wenchuan earthquake destroyed entire cities and rendered millions homeless. At least from an 
engineering perspective, both recoveries must be judged qualified successes and examples of good restorative 
resilient city planning. But in social terms, the conclusion is less  clear. 
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The less visible, less glamorous, often more costly work of building cities in such a way that extreme events 
will have less (perhaps minimal or no) impact on them is frequently as or more important than reactive/restorative 
planning. Despite the Brundtland Commission’s prophetic warning in 1987 (p. 404) and the overwhelming 
weight of scientific evidence today that carbon emissions are warming the earth’s atmosphere and catastrophic 
sea level rise and extreme weather events will occur in the near future unless governments do much more about 
sustainable urban development and low carbon city planning and policies, as Peter Calthorpe (p. 511) and 
Timothy Beatley (p. 492) describe, virtually no government in the world is making the costly and politically difficult 
decisions necessary to avoid great damage and much higher costs of remediation in the  future. 

In addition to clarifying the epistemological confusion about the term “resilient city” and outlining precise and 
valid meanings and uses for the term, Vale discusses normative and political considerations in resilient city 
planning and design. Like Paul Davidoff (p. 481) and John Forester (p. 467), Vale stresses that planning – and 
particularly resilient city planning – always involves normative decisions conflicting values, and political choices. 
As Peter Hall (p. 431) points out, the rational planning model is never adequate to give planners, designers, and 
government officials a “best”  solution. 

Designing for resilience or recovering from a disaster always involves choices about who gets what and in 
what location(s). Examples Vale gives make this very clear. After poor rickety coastal fishing villages on the coast 
of Sri Lanka were destroyed in a tsunami in 2004, the government relocated the former residents – ostensibly so 
that they would not be at risk from a future tsunami. In place of the fishing villages they favored luxury hotels built 
of concrete to withstand future tsunamis. That’s a big contrast with the low-lying parts of the Paraisópolis 
neighborhood in São Paulo, Brazil – a favela (informal settlement) some of which is subject to inundation. In that 
case, the government made the normative choice to rebuild affordable housing for the residents with construction 
standards high enough to handle flooding in the  future. 

Politicians nearly always promise to “build back better than ever” and often devote attention and funding to 
the symbolic landscape so that their supporters and critics – who have witnessed the damage that their inability 
to anticipate and prevent a disaster has caused – can see tangible evidence that the politicians care about their 
constituents and are managing the recovery well. Political expediency, not concern for equity, improving the 
previous built environment, or the best use of resources drives decisions. Vale asks another tough question: to 
what extent should planners and designers collaborate on programs that may keep corrupt and incompetent 
government officials in power when their efforts deviate from effective resilient city  planning? 

Lawrence Vale is Ford Professor of Urban Design and Planning at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT) and the director of MIT’s Resilient Cities Housing Initiative (RCHI), a unit of the Center for Advanced 
Urbanism. He has taught in the MIT School of Architecture and Planning since 1988 and served as head of the 
Department of Urban Studies and Planning from 2002 until January 2009. Vale was president of the Society for 
American City and Regional Planning History from 2011 to  2013. 

Vale received a Master of Science in Architectural Studies degree from MIT, and a DPhil from Oxford, which 
he attended as a Rhodes Scholar. He is the author or editor of nine books examining urban design, housing, and 
planning including The Resilient City: How Modern Cities Recover from Disaster, co-edited with Thomas J. 
Campanella (London and New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), Architecture, Power and National Identity 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2008), and Reclaiming Public Housing: A Half Century of Struggle in Three 
Public Neighborhoods (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002). Vale’s most recent book is Purging 
the Poorest: Public Housing and the Design Politics of Twice-Cleared Communities (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2013). 

Other books about resilient cities include Michael Burayidi (ed.), City Resilience (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2015), Daniel P. Aldrich, Building Resilience: Social Capital in Post-Disaster Recovery, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2012), Edward Blakely, and Armando Carbonell (eds.), Resilient Coastal City 
Regions (Cambridge, MA: Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2012), Jon Coaffee, David Wood, and Peter Rogers, 
The Everyday Resilience of the City (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), Stephen Coyle, Sustainable and 
Resilient Communities (New York: Wiley, 2011), Chester Hartman, and Gregory Squires (eds.), There is No 
Such Thing as a Natural Disaster: Race, Class and Katrina, (London and New York: Routledge, 2006), Peter 
Newman, Timothy Beatley, and Heather Boyer (eds.), Resilient Cities: Responding to Peak Oil and Climate 
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It is perhaps no coincidence that the rapid urbanization 
of  the twenty-first century has been coupled with 
persistent calls to make our cities “resilient.” When 
applying the idea of  resilience to the complex social 
ecology of  a city, it is important to ask exactly what 
researchers and professionals mean when they link 
these concepts. This entails being careful about 
clarifying what is meant by “resilient” and, equally, 
what is connoted when researchers talk about a “city.” 
References to cities can be about smaller sub-units—
such as neighborhoods, districts or boroughs—or 
about jurisdictions encompassing some distinct 
municipal unit of  governance (e.g., the city of  Paris) or 
can, more broadly, be about larger polycentric city-
regions. Similarly, use of  the term city can be focused 
on its physical landscapes and attributes or on the 
highly differentiated social space of  its inhabitants. 
Resilience, in turn, is both a concept and a practice, 
increasingly deployed to link concerns about commu- 
nity development and disaster preparation to large 
global challenges such as climate change that will 
have significant consequences not just for the “globe” 
but for specific underserved communities in specific 
vulnerable places. Resilience is, simultaneously, a 
theory about how systems can behave across scales, a 
practice or proactive approach to planning systems 
that applies across social spaces, and an analytical 
tool that enables researchers to examine how and why 
some systems are able to withstand  disruption. 

Because socio-environmental resilience can be 
conceived and practiced at a variety of  scales and 
configurations—ranging outward from individuals to 
households, communities, neighborhoods, firms, civil 
society institutions, governance structures, and infra- 
structure networks, as well as to supra-urban forces of  
subnational regional hinterlands and even multina- 
tional regions—the significance of  resilience depends 
on whose resilience is being described. One must ask: 
resilience for whom and against what? So many 
different entities—individuals, communities, acade- 
mic disciplines, professional fields, governments, 
foundations, corporations—all seek to claim the term. 
How do they decide whose resilience to care about? 

And whose resilience is left out in the process? In the 
context of  urban planning practice, environmentalists, 
government officials, disaster planners, and economic 
development scholars each claim the concept of  
resilience for divergent purposes. Is there some 
common core to resilience as a concept that can keep 
it useful as a guide for urban  practice? 

The BURGeONiNG OF  ReSiLieNCe 

In recent years, the term resilience has increasingly 
found favor in several fields. It has been embraced by 
planners and urbanists as a way to describe the ability 
of  cities to respond to systemic threats. But resilience 
also has an established resonance in fields ranging 
from engineering to ecology to psychology, and is 
increasingly applied to business and economics, to 
information technology networks, and even to what in 
the United States has come to be called “homeland 
security.” Many different fields actually deploy resi- 
lience in a similar way, viewing it as a way to con- 
ceptualize response to disturbance. Management 
analysts use resilience to assess how an organization 
can recover from a disruption to a headquarters or to 
some key element in a supply chain and to return to 
“business as usual.” Economists measure resilience in 
terms of  a location’s ability to recover from the loss of  
an industry or key employer. Psychologists have long 
used resilience to describe the capacity of  certain 
kinds of  individuals to withstand major traumatic 
events and to continue to function effectively. IT 
professionals see resilience as a measure of  how well 
a communications network can cope with the dis- 
ruption of  service, epitomized by a massive power 
failure. National security personnel also see resilience 
in terms of  large systems, and seek new ways to 
ensure robust communications even after a massive 
disruption, whether caused by a hurricane, a cyberat- 
tack, or a  terrorist. 

In short, psychologists focus on individuals, while 
management analysts and economists focus on some 
threat or change to an important node, one that has 

Change (Washington, DC: Island Press, 2006), Hans Pasman and Igor Kirilov (eds.), The Resilience of Cities to 
Terrorist and Other Threats (New York: Springer, 2008), United Nations International Strategy for Disaster 
Reduction, Making Cities Resilient (Geneva: UNISDR, 2012), and Michael A. Burayidi, Resilient Downtowns 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2014). 
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been designated in advance. IT professionals look at 
networks and emphasize redundancy to compensate 
for loss, as do national security personnel, who have 
an added interest in how processes are related and 
can create chains of  disruption or  recovery. 

This leaves us with the engineers and the ecologists, 
who have tended to use the term resilience rather 
differently from one another, and in revealing ways. To 
engineers, and to materials scientists, resilience is a 
mechanical process of  bouncing back from a pertur- 
bation, something inherent in the materiality of  the 
disturbed object. This reflects a particular professional 
mindset, rooted in notions of  systems that seek 
equilibrium. Ecologists, concerned with the long-term 
viability and nature of  ecosystems, are also concerned 
with resilience as a measure of  how much a system 
can be restored to its original balance following a 
disruptive event, such as a depletion of  fish stocks. As 
C.S. (“Buzz”) Holling, a Canadian ecologist and one of  
the conceptual founders of  ecological economics, 
first put it in 1973, “Resilience determines the 
persistence of  relationships within a system and is a 
measure of  the ability of  these systems to absorb 
changes . . . and still persist.” He paired this notion of  
resilience with the concept of  stability, defined as “the 
capacity of  a system to return to an equilibrium state 
after a temporary disturbance.” 

What seems different about the ecological 
approach to resilience, then, is not this stability prop-
erty (since that is closer to the engineering model). 
Instead, what matters most here is the notion that 
there is a limit to ecological resilience and that once 
such systems pass this limit they collapse into a quali-
tatively different state (possibly including species 
extinction), a new state that is controlled by a different 
set of  processes. It is here that ecologists shift the 
concept of  resilience closer to a non-equilibrium 
model, one that yields a much more promising meta-
phor for interpreting cities. At a time of  enhanced 
economic insecurity in many parts of  the globe, 
coupled with the growing wariness about terrorist 
threats and the growing impacts of  climate change, it 
is hardly surprising that a term like resilience has found 
multiple  resonances. 

Who will take control of  the term and drive its 
usage? Will it be driven by the engineer’s concept of  
resilience as a “bounce back” to some pre-perturbation 
status quo that is assumed to be more desirable than 
the present, or will resilience thinking embrace the 
uncertainties of  ecological models, in which a new 

system may operate with a different hierarchy? Both 
versions of  resilience, however, too easily assume that 
there is some future steady state (or a return to a past 
one). Yet what happens if  assumptions about past or 
future stability are untenable, or if  social environments 
that are stable are also deeply  inequitable? 

Contemporary theories of  ecological resilience 
formulated by ecologists such as Steward Pickett may 
offer a useful way to apply resilience to cities, by 
positing the existence of  multiple states of  equilibrium 
and emphasizing key questions about the dynamics of  
system change. Cities—and especially city-regions—
are always in states of  uneasy non-equilibrium 
(perhaps because a city’s state of  equilibrium is, 
paradoxically, the presence of  constant or oscillating 
change)—and the internal and external pressures for 
urban change come from multiple  directions. 

Even if  ecologists now define resilience as “the 
ability of  a system to adjust in the face of  changing 
conditions,” however, there is still a great political 
distance to travel before this insight can be made 
useful on the contentious terrain of  cities. There is a 
vast and still-growing literature on “uneven develop- 
ment” and “social exclusion,” and this implies either 
that most forms of  urban equilibrium are illusory or 
that that such equilibrium as exists is built upon 
profound inequality. Moreover, the dynamics of  any 
proposed system change are almost always actively 
contested. Underlying nearly all socio-environmental 
systems is a struggle for control over what the next 
state will be—and a corresponding struggle over who 
will control it. It is not enough to monitor and measure 
the magnitude of  stress that a system can handle 
before collapsing into some other system; it also 
matters which active interventions are deployed to 
delay or alter that system’s change, and it matters who 
directs the interventions and who are the intended 
beneficiaries. And, ultimately, it should matter who 
actually benefits from the  results. 

“ReSiLieNT CiTieS” aS aN eMeRGeNT 
BUT iLL-deFiNed  FRaMewORK 

Since 2005, the concept of  resilient cities has inspired 
a substantial number of  books and articles, and 
become the organizing concept for multiple academic 
conferences, research centers, reports and initiatives 
by major foundations, the United Nations and the 
World Bank. This does not mean, however, that the 
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central concept is well understood or even consist-
ently defined. Instead, books and articles using vari-
ants of  the term “resilient city” stretch and strain the 
meaning of  the term: they have dealt with urban disas-
ter recovery, with efforts to combat climate change 
and dependency on fossil fuels, with engineering tech-
niques to harden the built environment against terror-
ist attack, with methods for recovering economies, 
and with community dynamics and social capital in 
response to  crises. 

This suggests either that resilience is excessively 
malleable as a term, yielding wildly divergent discus- 
sions about cities that have little to do with one 
another, or that the pairing of  “resilient” and “city” 
advantageously recognizes and supports important 
connections among subjects customarily viewed as 
unconnected. Right now it seems like a lot of  each. 
There is enough potential convergence and value for 
practice, however, to suggest that resilience as a 
concept can resist becoming an empty signifier. To 
rescue it from the meaninglessness of  mere ubiquity, 
however, will entail efforts to steer multiple definitions 
towards some common ground. Fortunately, the 
multiple disciplines with interest in the concept and 
the wide-ranging domains proposed for its application 
all have much to contribute to the understanding of  
urban  transformation. 

MaKiNG ReSiLieNCe  URBaN 

When one attempts to link the concept of  resilience to 
socio-environmental systems such as cities, one gets 
into the realm of  planning and urbanism in two 
somewhat distinct ways. Resilience, in one sense, is an 
anticipatory venture. Planners and designers ask: 
What can we do now that will enable us to recover 
more quickly if a sudden perturbation should occur? 
Or, applied to cities and their neighborhoods: what 
designs and policies can be implemented now that 
will make communities more likely to be energy 
efficient, environmentally sensitive, broadly affordable, 
well managed, physically and socially attractive, and 
equipped to withstand climate change, security 
threats, and other likely disasters? This form of  design 
and planning is resilience as a form of  resistance,  
an effort to strengthen a city in order to anticipate 
future problems and seek proactive solutions that 
enhance the quality of  both public and private living 
 spaces. 

Pursuing this form of  resilience is never simple or 
easy, however. Proactive/preventive resilience entails 
upfront expense and difficult choices about which 
parts of  the built environment should receive invest- 
ment and, therefore, which people should benefit.  
The attempt to enact resilience assumes that officials 
can and will make decisions about who is at risk and 
who should be protected. This preemptively entails 
top-down judgments about which locations (and 
which people living in them) are most vulnerable to 
hazards—whether those hazards are judged to be 
natural, human-inflicted, or (as is usual) some com- 
bination of  the two. Moreover, rapid urban develop- 
ment and redevelopment, seen from the perspective 
of  those most likely to be displaced by it, can itself  be 
seen as another form of  hazard. If, for instance, 
waterfront habitats are presumed to be dangerously 
vulnerable to future sea-level rise associated with 
climate change, low-income residents can easily be 
among the first to be displaced (whereas high-income 
beachfront homeowners may be afforded greater 
leeway). Low-income residents and businesses, 
especially if  housed in flimsy structures, can be told 
(with a modicum of  narrowly argued truth) that this 
displacement is for their own good, yet all too often 
they find that they are merely replaced by “higher  
and better” uses for the land, and that they receive 
scant compensation for their loss of  spatial cent- 
rality and valued social networks. A more holistic  
view of  anticipatory resilience, then, needs to  
respect and accommodate the full range of  affected 
 parties. 

Most frequently, perhaps, planning and design 
operate in a reactive mode. Planners and designers 
are brought in after a disaster (or some other disruptive 
downturn) has already occurred. Such disasters 
usually entail acute situations such as an earthquake, 
hurricane, tsunami, or flood (and the effects of  the 
latter may even be exacerbated by poorly constructed 
or poorly maintained levees and canals that had been 
previously thought to be proactively resilient prac- 
tices). In this second sense—reactive resilience—the 
urban design and planning challenges are centered on 
questions of  retrofit and on strategies for recovery 
 management. 

At base, however, resilience is a complex concept 
to transfer to the built environment because it oper-
ates in these two distinct modes: proactive/preven-
tive resilience and reactive/restorative resilience. 
Because these two modes do not always coincide, 
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this presents difficult political challenges to those 
who wish to champion the concept. Planning that 
tries to be both proactive and reactive—striving  
for better conditions whether or not some particular 
negative event has occurred—makes that challenge 
more  daunting. 

The concept of  a “resilient city” forces engagement 
with larger societal questions: Is there any longer 
some “stable state,” some status quo, that planners 
should want our society (our human ecosystem) to 
maintain or regain? And, if  not, how should profes- 
sionals act? Unfortunately, the mythical pre-
perturbation state that many idealize as the goal of  
“recovery” is all too often not a very just or equitable 
socio-economic system. An unexamined self-interest 
is ever-present in efforts to speed and direct recovery 
of  urban systems. It matters a lot who the “we” is that 
gets to set the priorities for investment. These priorities 
reveal which portions of  a city (and therefore which 
residents) the leadership views as needing the most 
attention at a time of  crisis. Their response may vary 
somewhat depending on whether the crisis has 
already happened or whether it is cast as an ever-
growing threat for the near future. Moreover, different 
spatial areas and different social groups start from 
very different baselines, so the resources required to 
assist people to reach some “stable state” judged to be 
acceptable can vary considerably. Resilience takes 
place across a highly differentiated landscape of  risk, 
and is intimately tied up with deeply political choices 
that are being made by public and private leaders 
about how to manage such  places. 

In Sri Lanka, for instance, following the devastating 
tsunami of  December 2004 the government favored 
construction of  luxury coastal hotels, securely built  
of  concrete, to replace rickety low-income fishing 
villages. Such a practice, which surely promulgates 
resilience in the narrow sense of  durable building 
construction, fails to embrace the broader dimensions 
of  the concept. By accepting only the engineer’s 
definition of  resilience, it loses sight of  the social 
psychologist’s domain, misses out on the broader 
considerations of  regional economic wellbeing, and 
fails to consider the larger interconnections of  the 
area’s social  ecology. 

Although resilience may be unequally distributed 
in practice (and may therefore fall short of  meeting its 
potential for equitable engagement), as a concept  
it nonetheless conveys a commendable sense of  
urgency and action. In this way, a key advantage of  the 

phrase resilient city over the various—and perpetually 
elusive—invocations of  “sustainability,” “sustainable 
development,” or “sustainable urbanism” is that resi- 
lience is a more explicit challenge to the inadequacy 
of  existing systems. By contrast, sustainability implies 
that it may be sufficient merely to sustain them. 
Resilience has the added advantage of  a long-standing 
association with the psychology of  individual human 
beings. To be sustainable in human bodily terms can 
mean merely to be alive, whereas for a human to be 
perceived as “resilient” conveys a strength of  purpose 
and capacity to overcome adversity. Similarly, resi- 
lience holds advantages over sustainability because it 
has taken on strong associations with security. 
Resilience as a concept evokes not just environmental 
quality but also the capacity to live safely within such 
improved places. Even though the particular notion  
of  security implied by resilience tends to be more 
associated with the hardening of  spaces against 
potential attack, the term carries with it an explicit and 
comforting sense of  protection against future hazards, 
a feature that is less immediately palpable in the term 
sustainability, even though the latter concept comes 
with vague reassurances about a commitment to the 
wellbeing of  future  generations. 

Nonetheless, if  those hearing the term think only 
of  the engineering view of  resilience, this term shares 
the same drawback as sustainability, since it is all too 
possible to “bounce back” (or shift into) an untenable 
situation that is prone to further breakdown and 
inequity. In this narrow sense, resilience is not always 
a good  thing. 

Resilience as a concept offers greater utility as a 
guide for practice only if  a definition can simultaneously 
encompass multiple dimensions: the notion from 
psychology that individuals become stronger as a 
result of  challenges, the attention to systems and 
networks in management and IT, the bounce-back 
described by engineers, and the ecologists’ idea that 
disruption creates dynamic change and may lead to a 
non-equilibrium outcome. Beyond these, however, 
resilience theory can only become a viable guide for 
resilient practice if  there is an ethical imperative to 
ensure that the benefits of  urban investment in resi- 
lience are equitably shared by those who have suffered 
the most or who are poised to face such dire con- 
sequences in the foreseeable future. Conversely, those 
who govern less democratically and seek merely to 
perpetuate their own power and authority can deliver 
no more than a hollow  resilience. 
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Because cities are not uniform landscapes of  
randomly distributed persons but are, instead, orga- 
nized in ways that both produce and reflect underly- 
ing socio-economic disparities, it is almost always 
over-simplistic to describe an entire city as “resilient.” 
Almost every conceivable environmental perturba- 
tion is experienced differentially across the domain of  
any given city. And, all too frequently, those with the 
most socio-economic vulnerability live and work in 
the most physically and environmentally vulnerable 
places. Scarce land and the high cost of  housing often 
force poor residents to live in flood-prone urban areas. 
When it comes to a phenomenon like climate change, 
where adaptation techniques can be very expensive, 
all of  these questions matter even more, especially 
since climate change yields lots of  losers, but not 
everyone loses equally. Ultimately, individuals and 
groups experience what practitioners too easily call 
“recovery” in highly uneven ways. This is why the 
“city” aspect of  a resilient city is at least as hard to 
conceptualize as the “resilient”  part. 

Seen this way, the concept of  resilience seems 
destined to be no more than an optimistic gloss on 
glaringly persistent inequalities, a feel-good phras- 
eology that covers up its differential impacts and 
ignores its failure to help those who most need 
assistance. But what if  one asks more of  the concept? 
What if  the various disciplinary definitions of  
resilience are taken together in ways that embrace and 
connect multiple ways of  knowing and doing, each 
providing some additive value? If  resilience is seen to 
be an integrated system in which the wellbeing of  all 
parts is intricately connected, it becomes possible to 
view the practice of  resilience—as part of  its very 
definition—as about improving the life circums- 
tances of  the most physically and socio-economically 
vulnerable residents. Ultimately, in an interdependent 
economy, the financial costs of  attending to the most 
disadvantaged will be borne by all—either proactively 
or retroactively after disaster strikes. Given this, 
financially as well as morally, city resilience must be 
pursued and measured  holistically. 

SiTUaTiNG URBaN  ReSiLieNCe 

The value of  resilience as an agenda for cities is best 
assessed by considering actual examples of  resilience-
in-action. In examining the ways that various 
communities responded to disaster, many different 

constituencies define “recovery” differently and prio- 
ritize readiness for future threats in different ways. At 
the same time, however, they exhibit some common 
tactics and strategies, indirectly revealing the opera- 
tion of  resilience-seeking behavior even if  they do not 
actually make use of  resilience as a term. The stories of  
communal efforts to recover collectively suggest that 
resilience takes place in at least three domains 
simultaneously: the physical restoration of  the built 
environment, the pecuniary restoration of  the eco- 
nomy, and the emotional resuscitation of  individuals 
and families. In other words, resilience as experienced 
on the ground draws upon insights from several kinds 
of  conceptual resiliences. What seems needed is a 
definition of  resilience that is, at once, inclusive of  the 
need for physical bounce-back, socio-economic 
networking, and psychological recovery. If  planners 
and designers are to be useful in implementing resi- 
lience as a form of  practice, they need to integrate the 
insights and approaches from engineers, ecologists, 
economists, and psychologists, all of  whom—like the 
classic story of  blind men trying to describe the 
elephant—have identified parts of  the phenomenon 
but missed seeing the  totality. 

Looking at resilience through the lens of  the 
planner/designer reveals additional dimensions. By 
identifying connections among technical processes, 
socio-economic systems and human behaviors, the 
actual mechanisms of  urban resilience stand revealed. 
Urban leaders actively invent the notion of  resilience 
through a process of  social construction that takes 
three principal forms: 1) efforts to promulgate and 
manage a dominant narrative about the state of  
recovery, 2) strategies to highlight conspicuous 
symbolic milestones of  recovery, and 3) negotiation 
with city residents over the politics of  redevelopment. 
Resilience, when applied to cities, is centered on 
stories, symbols and politics—three things that are 
valued by the social science side of  resilience thinking 
but often neglected in the domains of  engineering or 
ecology where the power of  human agency is treated 
less  centrally. 

First, any effort to rebuild after disaster is, in part, 
an attempt to develop a dominant storyline that is 
plausible to both locals and outsiders. Government 
leaders—seen to have failed in their duty to protect 
citizens even if  the destruction could be blamed to 
some extent on “natural forces”—need to regain 
legitimacy and trust. They tend to do so by making 
large promises to “build back better than ever,” making 
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sure that the dominant narrative is constructed around 
the idea and ideals of  progress. Second, when city 
leaders do build back, they often prioritize particular 
aspects of  the symbolic landscape. By restoring some 
particularly resonant structure that had been cons- 
picuously damaged, by staging some culturally signi- 
ficant local event that had previously been threatened 
with cancellation, or by embarking on some other 
especially visible new project, it becomes possible to 
celebrate a milestone that shows the distance suc- 
cessfully traversed since some disastrous low point. 
This is the visual evidence needed to demonstrate 
“bounce-back.” Finally, in the aftermath of  disaster, 
city leaders often face a crisis of  legitimacy, well aware 
that poor performance could lead to significant 
electoral challenges to a regime, or even outright revolt. 
Governments conduct rescue operations, channel 
emergency funds, and decide upon redevelopment 
policies first and foremost as humanitarian gestures, 
but they also do so as a means of  saving face and 
retaining public  office. 

In part because definitions of  resilience have been 
too centered on metaphors from engineering, ecology 
and business—and have failed to incorporate other 
dimensions—researchers frequently ignore the obvious 
clues that are visible in the world of  practice: the 
centrality of  narrative voice (or lack thereof), architec- 
tural symbolism, and political favoritism. It is therefore 
important to examine who makes decisions about 
resilience. This can show how dominant storylines get 
constructed, which powerful symbols are used to 
gauge progress, and how political power sets priorities 
for investment. Will city residents experience merely  
a resilient politics-as-usual, or can there be a poli- 
tics of  resilience that embraces a broader array of  
beneficiaries? Often, all of  us ask questions that are 
both straightforward and remarkably vague: Has New 
Orleans recovered from Katrina? Will Port-au-Prince 
recover from the 2010 earthquake? Embedded in such 
questions is a triply contestable set of  terms and 
assumptions: 1) has the ill-defined entity known as a 
“city” embarked on 2) something that can be 
characterized as a “recovery” from 3) something that 
can be understand to have been a “disaster?” 

For the concept of  a resilient city to be useful in the 
context of  a disaster, this language needs to inspire the 
research community to unearth this full set of  complex 
buried assumptions, all of  which also condition and 
constrain the pursuits of  designers and policy makers. 
Who counts as “the city?” (And who decides who 

counts as “the city?”) How should researchers measure 
recovery and whose measurements matter? How 
should urban residents name and frame the disaster 
that has occurred, given that the way a disaster gets 
defined—a “hurricane” versus a “flood caused by 
failed levees,” for instance—may well reflect its 
causality and thereby allocate blame? Finally, can 
urban disaster recovery be measured in a broad enough 
manner—encompassing the economy, the building 
stock, and the emotional wellbeing of  people—to 
warrant the label “resilient city?” 

Taking post-Katrina New Orleans as an example, it 
quickly becomes clear that judging resilience depends 
on where one looks, given that the city’s repopulation 
has taken radically different forms from neighborhood 
to neighborhood in the years since the August 2005 
disaster. Is “New Orleans” resilient even if  some of  its 
component neighborhoods remain half-empty? Is 
“the city” resilient even if  many of  its poorest former 
citizens have not been able to return? Or, as is the view 
of  some, is the city’s resilience actually dependent on 
the departure of  many of  its most vulnerable resi- 
dents? Does “New Orleans” demonstrate resilience 
when its public housing projects get rebuilt, because 
this is a sign of  investment in the least advantaged? If  
so, what does it mean if  those new developments are 
now to be for mixed-income “workforce” housing, 
rather than the last-chance housing for the city’s most 
impoverished? What happens when low-income 
public housing is structurally sound but politically 
vulnerable? Whose New Orleans  matters? 

Similarly, how should progress towards resilience 
be benchmarked, given that progress on recovery can 
be signaled in so many different ways? Is resilience to 
be measured by the number of  cranes that rise above 
building sites? Is increased economic activity a 
sufficient proxy for recovery? If  so, which economic 
activity matters most? Is it the restoration of  the port, 
the resurgence of  the tourists to the French Quarter, 
or the fate of  those involved with the fishing and 
shellfish industries? Whose jobs matter most? If  
resilience as a concept is to be meaningful as a social 
and political practice in cities, it needs to be framed 
holistically enough to engage the needs of  the full 
range of  urban  stakeholders. 

Given the ever-widening range of  efforts to invoke 
resilience in cities, it is clear that the term’s increasing 
ubiquity may paradoxically also invite incoherence. If  
resilience is allowed to become a catch-all phrase that 
does little more than connote a list of  good things, it 
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loses all analytical utility. If  resilience is neutralized 
and generalized to the point where it simply connotes 
efforts to make places “cleaner, greener, healthier and 
more inclusive” (as described by one neighborhood 
resilience effort in San Francisco), it offers too many 
criteria that cannot be meaningfully assessed or 
measured. Unless it can be reclaimed and clarified as 
a concept, resilience risks becoming an empty signifier, 
a hollow vessel that can be filled to justify almost any 
ends. As with sustainability and development, it may 
collapse into the meaninglessness that results from 
having too many meanings. It may be that one word is 
being asked to take on too many of  the world’s 
challenges, encompassing all threats to the economy 
and the environment wrought by everything from 
climate change to terrorism, and affecting everything 
from corporate supply chains to telecommunications 
infrastructure to the psychological wellbeing of  
individuals and communities. For better or worse, as a 
word, resilience is itself  becoming  resilient. 

By contrast, if  researchers and practitioners are 
willing to embrace its virtue as a concept that reveals 
important interconnections between environmental 
forces and social institutions, and if  they do not shy 
away from confronting its capacity to open windows 
into a society’s structure of  political power, the notion 
of  resilience has much to offer those who care about 
cities and the built  environment. 

TOwaRd PROGReSSiVe  ReSiLieNCe 

Rather than a cause for dismissal or despair, the 
malleability of  resilience can be molded in ways that 
make it more useful. For resilience to become a vital 
organizing concept it has to go beyond the limitations 
of  its earliest engineering and ecological metaphors; 
instead of  steady-state resilience, the value of  
resilience for understanding cities depends on treating 
cities as socio-ecological systems that are not stable 
and must evolve. Resilience offers the possibility for a 
non-regressive evolution to a new state—a “bouncing 
forward” instead of  a bouncing back. The term carries 
opportunities for political voice, resistance, and the 
challenging of  power structures. Reframed this way, 
the notion of  a “resilient city” gains a new progressive 
focus. The biggest upside to resilience, however, is the 
opportunity to turn its flexibility to full advantage by 
taking seriously the actual interconnections among 
the various domains that have embraced the same 

terminology. If  all those who use “resilience” to see 
the world through a narrow disciplinary lens—whether 
it be socio-economic, architectural, ecological, 
infrastructural, cultural, or political—can come to see 
why the same term applies in interconnected ways in 
the worldviews of  others, the term may legitimately 
serve as a vital and welcome intellectual bridge, both 
in theory—and more importantly—in  practice. 

As an example of  multiple convergent resiliences, 
consider the case of  Paraisópolis (“Paradise City”), a 
hilly favela housing approximately 80,000 residents in 
the southwest of  São Paulo, located provoca- 
tively adjacent to the high-end condominiums of  
Morumbi—an intersection of  wealth and poverty that 
has been widely photographed (perhaps because the 
starkness of  this boundary is atypical in that city). 

Confronted with this zone of  poverty in a wealthy 
part of  the city, city leaders have negotiated complex 
compromises with parts of  the Paraisópolis commu- 
nity, leaving most of  the favela and its social networks 
intact and even adding a variety of  amenities and 
services, while thus far targeting only the flood-prone 
lowland part for removal. In its place, they com- 
missioned a multi-story concrete frame series of  
public housing blocks and reworked the lowland 
topography enough to ensure that the new structures 
could withstand flooding. Meanwhile, they promised 
to keep rents in the new housing sufficiently low to 
affordably accommodate displaced favela-dwellers, 
while also proposing to include ground level space for 
commerce that could support resident livelihoods. In 
short, although it is surely too soon to form a firm 
judgment on this ongoing project, its proponents 
clearly embraced a multivalent version of  resilience, 
combining an understanding of  building engineer- 
ing, ecosystem management, and social networks 
with a concern for resident wellbeing, all conducted 
under conditions of  political unrest and wildly 
fluctuating levels of  urban  violence. 

Despite some successes, however, the practice of  
implementing a holistic and progressive version of  
anticipatory resilience remains fraught, even with the 
looming prospect of  climate change. Because elected 
and appointed officials need to be focused on short-
term and medium-term aspects of  their jobs to ensure 
retention of  their positions, it is never easy to make 
substantial investments of  time or funding when the 
ultimate payoff  is long-term and when “success” is 
unconvincingly defined as reducing the severity— 
but perhaps not actually preventing—some future 
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catastrophe. Expending substantial amounts of  atten- 
tion on relocating infrastructure or dangerously sited 
homes and workplaces, however warranted by the 
probabilistic forecasts about dire times to come, 
imposes difficult tradeoffs. Moreover, the tradeoffs are 
not merely financial but also socio-political. Anticipa- 
tory long-term investment in adaptive measures to 
prepare for such matters as sea-level rise, likely to be 
accompanied by more frequent tsunamis and extreme 
storm surges, takes place on an uneven terrain of  
 vulnerability. 

Lowland cities from New Orleans to Bangkok face 
high risks of  disaster, but even the most vulnerable 
places distribute their risks unevenly—not just 
between “high” and “low,” but also between “low” and 
“lowest.” To insist on anticipatory displacement of  the 
least economically viable residents in advance of  
some actual event that forces their removal will often 
be met with understandable resistance, and is doubly 
unfair if  this forced removal is quickly followed by new 
development using more substantial construction that 
serves a much more upscale set of  land uses and 
persons. Just because Sri Lanka’s coastal fishing 
villages are vulnerable to future tsunamis does this 
mean that fishermen should be relocated inland and 
away from their livelihood to free up the coastline  
for high-end resort hotels built of  more durable 
materials? Is the goal to make the city resilient for the 
wealthy, even if  this entails removing the poor?  
Or would it be possible to offer robustly constructed 
living and working environments for the poor, as well? 
Genuine efforts to respond to perceived vulnerabili- 
ties can all too easily become an excuse for mere 
 opportunism. 

Following the 2004 tsunami, the government of  
Indonesia’s devastated Aceh province also initially 
sought to prohibit permanent building construction 
on land within 1.5 miles of  low-lying coastal areas. 
This revealed a narrow desire for resilient housing but 
ignored the close connection between housing 
location and place of  employment. In response, public 
opposition to the government’s relocation proposal 
proved strong enough to get the government to shelve 
the plan. Viewed a decade later, Aceh has benefited 
greatly from new housing built by a variety of  NGOs 
that serve a broad range of   incomes. 

Resilience-seeking practices will always entail a 
more continuous process rather than some sort of  
achieved endpoint. At the same time, however, if  

researchers and practitioners cannot be explicit about 
the equity dimension of  the endpoint, the processes 
will lack a moral  compass. 

Adopting a progressive view of  urban resilience 
has implications for the practice of  planners and 
designers. If  the socio-political agenda of  resilience is 
tied up with efforts to construct a dominant storyline, 
seek out symbolic milestones, and prioritize certain 
kinds of  people and places when allocating redevelop- 
ment funds, such challenges need to be approached 
proactively. At its best, resilience thinking entails  
a proactive combination of  physical changes and 
policy shifts, a form of  urban adaptation that is flexible 
and responsive while remaining constantly alert to 
questions of   equity. 

Because the concept of  a resilient city is both a 
process and a product (however unfinished), it 
operates through a kind of  conjoined design-politics. 
This means that those who wish to advance the 
agenda of  a “resilient city” must do more than judge 
the design products on the ground; they also must 
assess the power dynamic that permits new forms of  
development to be implemented. The symbolic miles- 
tones of  a resilient city express a designed politics and 
its processes encode a politicized design. The key 
conceptual advantage of  a resilient city is that it conveys 
both a process and an end-state  vision. 

That said, taking a hard look at a broad range of  
efforts to face up to the wide array of  the world’s 
urban challenges, it seems clear that most leaders 
have so far done little to adapt their cities, or to 
acknowledge ecological limits and ongoing vulner- 
abilities when building or rebuilding. In post-disaster 
situations, the will to rebuild is rooted in efforts to 
control the recovery storyline in ways that benefit 
dominant groups, to rely on symbolic acts of  rebuild- 
ing as a means to signal resolve, and to support a 
highly politicized redevelopment agenda. Human-
dominated social systems are different from ecological 
systems because of  these three things: they rely on the 
power of  human stories, depend on the human 
capacity to invent powerful symbols to guide action, 
and rise or fall in accordance with the human ability to 
exercise political power. As long as citizens insist upon 
a politically engaged form of  resilience—asking 
questions about “Whose Resilience?” and “Whose 
City?”—the notion of  a “resilient city” can contribute 
usefully to efforts to improve the living conditions in 
stressed and distressed urban  areas. 



“Placemaking and the  
Future of Cities” 

Project for Public  Spaces 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

While the concept of placemaking originated with William H. Whyte’s Street Life Project in New York City and 
initially focused on parks and plazas as described by Whyte (p. 587), the concept resonated with activists 
concerned with public spaces in lower-income areas of American cities and was adopted and developed all 
across the United States. Soon urban planners, designers, and community activists in other countries began 
experimenting with adaptations that fit their local conditions. As Kingsley Davis (p. 19), Peter Taylor (p. 92), 
Tingwei Zhang (p. 687), Filip De Boeck (p. 394), Schlomo Angel (p. 537) and other authors in The City Reader 
note, most of the world’s urbanization is now occurring in developing countries. And it is in the populous, dense, 
and poor neighborhoods of Africa, Latin America, and Asia that the need for good placemaking is most  acute. 

In 2011, the Project for Public Spaces (PPS) and UN-HABITAT – the United Nations Human Settlements 
Programme, based in Nairobi, Kenya, that is charged with improving housing and communities worldwide – 
signed a five-year cooperative agreement titled “Transforming Cities through Placemaking and Public Spaces” 
to work together to raise international awareness of the importance of public space; to foster a lively exchange 
of ideas among partners; and to educate a new generation of planners, designers, community activists, and other 
civic leaders about the benefits of the placemaking methodology. This selection describes the philosophy that 
PPS, the UN, and their community partners are following. It elaborates on the PPS selection “What is 
Placemaking?” (p. 558) and applies it to cities worldwide, particularly in developing countries. In addition to the 
placemaking diagram described and illustrated in “What is Placemaking?” several other key concepts are what 
PPS calls “the power of ten” and “Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper” (LQC)  approaches. 

The essence of the PPS “power of ten” argument is that if there are enough community-based open space 
projects in a neighborhood to attain a critical mass, this will produce synergistic effects that have a much greater 
impact than a single project in improving the quality of life for neighborhood residents. Ten is an arbitrary number: 
multiple projects in a community are better than a single project even if there are fewer than ten of them; more 
than ten projects is better than ten. Power refers to the mathematical property of multiplying a number by itself. 
Not only are projects in a neighborhood important, but to really impact a city there should be multiple 
neighborhoods: ten neighborhoods with ten projects = one hundred projects, a nice substantial number that 
makes PPS’s point. Of course the number could be twenty or forty-seven or eight  hundred. 

Another central concept is what PPS calls the LQC (Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper) principle. As neighborhood 
activists used to working with very limited budgets, PPS believes that small-scale, low-budget projects are not 
only necessary in most poor neighborhoods, they are better than higher cost projects build by government 
entities. Central goals of placemaking are community-based planning and building that reflects community  
values and promotes neighborhood pride. A modest community-based project like a neighborhood park that 
grows out of a broad-based planning process, small individual contributions of money and labor, and features 
designed and built by residents to their specifications may be much more widely used, better maintained, and 
truly loved by the community than a more expensive government-designed and built park, even if it has more 
expensive equipment and is “better designed” in conventional terms. Government has a role, but so do non-profit 
NGOs (like PPS and their local partners), and civil society institutions like labor unions, churches, mosques, 
synagogues, parent–teacher associations, and fraternal  organizations. 
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Many selections in The City Reader are related to this selection. The philosophy that PPS has developed grows 
directly out of William H. Whyte’s Street Life Project and principles Whyte articulated in “The Design of Spaces” (p. 
587) and other writings that grew out of the Street Life Project. PPS’s focus on streets can trace its origins to Jane 
Jacobs’s “The Uses of Sidewalks: Safety” (p. 149). Whyte was a friend and colleague of Jane Jacobs and as an 
editor of Fortune Magazine published early versions of what eventually became – with his encouragement – Jane 
Jacobs’s influential book The Death and Life of Great American Cities from which “The Uses of Sidewalks: Safety” 
is taken. Like Jacobs and Whyte, PPS deplores rigid government departmental thinking such as a single focus of 
transportation planners on streets as vehicles to move people from one place to another. Like Jacobs, they feel that 
if people are out and about on streets, the crime rate and gang activity will go down and that this is particularly true 
in developing countries if people who live in crowded informal settlements are frequently on the street and get to 
know their neighbors. As James Q. Wilson and George L. Kelling argue in “Broken Windows” (p. 259), neighborhood 
crime becomes a really serious issue when people withdraw into their homes and leave policing to the police. PPS 
argues that “the right to the city” that David Harvey describes (p. 270) should be a fundamental human entitlement 
and that belief helps motivate their efforts to channel citizen concerns in positive directions rather than demonstrations, 
vandalism, riots, and anti-government action. Citizen participation is a fundamental feature of PPS’s philosophy of 
placemaking. They advocate inclusion of citizens in planning from the very inception of projects at a level near the 
top of Sherry Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation (p. 279). Like Jan Gehl (p. 608) they are interested in the 
ordinary “space between buildings” and designs that will bring people out and encourage human interaction and 
community. From their work in Brazil and familiarity with Curitiba’s pioneering bus rapid transit (BRT) system 
described by Rabinovitch and Leitman (p. 504), PPS has concluded that “transit stops and stations can make 
commuting by rail or bus a pleasure” and are helping disseminate this view  worldwide. 

Books on placemaking in other countries include Ross Chapin, Pocket Neighborhoods: Creating Small-
Scale Community in a Large-Scale World (Newtown, CN: Taunton Press, 2011) and an anthology by Jeffrey 
Hou, Transcultural Cities: Border-Crossing and Placemaking (London and New York: Routledge, 2013). 

Cities and towns are growing at unprecedented rates. In 
1950, one-third of  the world’s population lived in cities. 
Just 50 years later, this proportion has risen to one-half  
and is expected to continue to grow to two-thirds, or six 
billion people, by 2050. In many cities, especially in 
developing countries, slum dwellers number more than 
50 percent of  the population and have little or no access 
to shelter and other basic services like electricity, clean 
water, and sanitation. These conditions are unaccept-
able. They can, and must, be  changed. 

Streets, squares, and parks, especially in the informal 
city, are often chaotic, poorly planned and maintained—
if  they exist at all. In this context, there are multiple 
challenges presented by the public spaces  themselves: 

Lack of  Public Space. Especially in informal 
settlements, public spaces can be lacking altogether, 
in creasing tension and stress for people who live in 
crowded and inadequate conditions. In other cases, 
new commercial and residential development can 
destroy traditional public space, as older neighbor-
hoods with well-established social patterns are wiped 
out to make way for high-rise development, resulting 
in a profound dislocation of  the population and 

disruption of  centuries-old ways of  living together 
and sharing  resources. 

Streets, in particular, have for millennia been a vital 
part of  the public realm, providing a place where mer-
chants can sell their wares, children can play, and 
people can stop to talk. The growing preva lence of  
the automobile has squeezed out these uses. 
Reclaiming streets as places for people can strengthen 
cities in a variety of  ways—economically, environ-
mentally, as well as  socially. 

Lack of  Planning for Public Spaces. All over the 
world, sprawl development is allowed to spread 
without any plan for public space. Sometimes, builders 
create “public” space that is actually private—behind 
the walls of  gated communities, inside malls that are 
patrolled by security guards, or within exclusive 
clublike recreational areas. All of  these types of  
spaces create the illusion that public space exists, but 
in actuality function to separate people by class and 
income, as well as sometimes by ethnicity and  religion. 

Lack of  Public Spaces That Bring People 
Together. The best public spaces bring together 
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people from all walks of  life and all income groups. 
The presence of  multiple types of  people ensures that 
no one group dominates, and that the space is safe 
and welcoming for all, including women and youth. 
Where public space is absent, inadequate, poorly 
designed, or privatized, the city becomes increas ingly 
segregated. Lines are drawn based on religion, 
ethnicity, and economic status. The result can be a 
dangerously polarized city where social tensions are 
more likely to flare up and where social mobil ity and 
economic opportunity are  stifled. 

Lack of  Participation and Poor Design. These 
are not only matters for planners, designers, and 
bureaucrats to decide in a void. Only with full public 
participation in the creation of  public spaces can truly 
great places come into being. Building a city is an 
organic process, not a simple recipe or a one-size-fits-
all pattern. Local customs must always be considered 
and honored. Maintenance costs must remain within 
reason for the community  involved. 

The  ChaLLeNGe 

Better Public Spaces Through Placemaking. 
The Placemaking process, when it is conducted with 
transparency and good faith from the bottom up, 
results in a place where the community feels ownership 
and engagement, and where design serves function. 
Here, human needs will be met and fulfilled, for the 
betterment of   all. 

Placemaking is a skill that is transferred either 
formally or informally. It identifies and catalyzes local 
leadership, funding, and other resources. Placemaking 
is a bottom-up approach that empowers and engages 
people in ways that traditional planning processes do 
not. It draws on the assets and skills of  a community, 
rather than on relying solely on professional “experts.” 

The Placemaking approach is defined by the 
recognition that when it comes to public spaces, “the 
community is the expert.” It follows that strong local 
partnerships are essential to the process of  creating 
dynamic, healthy public spaces that truly serve a city’s 
people. Public spaces are also a com mon goal that 
local governments, diverse existing groups and NGOs 
can work on collaboratively in a democratic  process. 

Each place, each culture, is unique. Questions of  
societal norms, climate, and tradition must all be 
considered. What works for a Northern European  
city might be completely inappropriate for one in 
Southeast Asia. Therefore, every culture needs to find 
the tools and approaches that work for  them. 

* * *

With all the challenges facing cities today, particularly in 
the Global South, it can be hard to know how to tackle 
the problem of  creating vibrant, safe, attractive public 
spaces. The following fundamental principles will 
provide a starting point for discussion and action. . . . 

1. improve streets as public  spaces 

Streets are the fundamental public space in every city, 
the lifeblood of  social and economic exchange. Yet 
today, more and more streets are simply choked with 
car traffic vying for space with pedestrians and 
bicyclists. No one “wins” this  game. 

Placemaking promotes a simple principle: if  you 
plan cities for cars and traffic, you get cars and traffic. 
If  you plan for people and places, you get people and 
places. It is not true that more traffic and road capacity 
are the inevitable results of  growth. They are in fact 
the products of  very deliberate choices that have been 
made to shape our communities to accommodate the 
private automobile. We have the ability to make 
different choices—starting with the decision to design 
our streets as comfortable and safe places—for people 
on foot, not people in  cars. 

As cities in the developing world expand, safe and 
effective public transit systems must expand ac- 
cordingly. Even streets that are designed for Bus Rapid 
Transit—as beneficial as this approach is—must be 
designed to support a range of  uses. Proper urban 
design can facilitate vibrant public  spaces. 

With the right balance, streets can accommodate 
vehicles and become destinations worth visiting. 
Transit stops and stations can make commuting by 
rail or bus a pleasure. Neighborhood streets can be 
places where parents feel safe letting their children 
play, and commercial strips can be designed as grand 
boulevards, safe for walking and cycling and allowing 
for both through and local traffic. Streets that are 
planned for people, meaning they are not completely 
auto-centric, add to the social cohe sion of  commu- 
nities by ensuring human interaction, and providing 
safe public spaces that promote cultural  expression. 

Cities historically were laid out around streets.  
New York City’s grid system, which just celebrated its 
200th anniversary, is particularly notable—a third of  
Manhattan is public space. Facing massive urbani- 
zation, cities today need to get ahead of  the develop- 
ment curve and lay out streets in advance of  actual 
development, informal or formal. These should not be 
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just arteries for vehicles, but a hierarchy of  different 
street types, from quiet neighborhood lanes to major 
boulevards—all of  which will become the places of  
the city’s  future. 

2. Create squares and parks as  
multi-use  destinations 

Parks and squares can sometimes be viewed as a 
frivolity, an unnecessary drain on resources or use of  
precious urban space. Nothing could be further from 
the truth. In fact, parks and squares reward invest- 
ment disproportionately. If  developed as “places”  
and planned around major public destinations, they 
build local economies, civic pride, social connection, 
and human happiness—all precious com modities in 
an increasingly congested urban  landscape. 

A great urban park is a safety valve for the city, 
where people living in high density can find breathing 
room. A bad park is a place of  fear and danger. A great 
square can be a focal point of  civic pride and help to 
make citizens feel connected to their cultural and 
political institutions. A bad square repels people, 
business, and  investment. 

In many ways, the word “park” or “square” is too lim-
iting today, as both terms imply a set of  design features 
and uses that may not be enough to make a successful 
public space. A city’s best public spaces are multi-use 
destinations. In wealthy neighborhoods and impover-
ished ones, they are places that attract people of  all ages 
and income groups, men and women alike. This is 
where citizens can find common ground—where ethnic 
and economic tensions can be overlooked and disparate 
sec tors of  society can come together  peacefully. 

Communities everywhere can decide what it is that 
makes their public spaces a destination. Is it an 
amenity? A performance space? A place for youth? A 
market for local products? Usually the answer is more 
than one of  these, but the right mix is up to the people 
who will use the  place. 

3. Build local economies through  markets 

The evolution of  cities is based on commerce linking 
urban and rural economies. Cities emerged because 
people gathered together at crossroads to exchange 
goods and ideas. This essential function of  urban 
centers has remained unchanged for  centuries. 

Since the beginning of  human history, public 
markets have been at the heart of  cities. Much more 

than commercial hubs, they are traditionally among 
the most dynamic and productive places in our cities 
and towns. Here, people exchange the news of  the 
day, from local gossip to national politics. In the 
marketplace, people build and solidify the social ties 
that are necessary for a healthy  society. 

At their best, markets bring people of  different 
ethnic groups and income levels together in a safe, 
inviting public space. They provide opportunity for 
people at the lower end of  the economic spectrum, 
allowing entrepreneurs, including women, to sustain 
themselves and their families with a minimum of  
capital investment. They encourage the preservation 
of  farmland around cities, as well as feeding money 
back into the rural economy and strengthening ties 
between urban and rural areas. Markets invigorate 
surrounding neighborhoods and provide access to 
fresh food and other necessities of   life. 

Yet all too many cities don’t value their markets for 
their benefits, investing instead in “modern” super- 
markets and hypermarkets that have little impact on  
the local economy—discovering this reality too late.  
In the U.S., cities closed down their market systems  
in the mid-20th century, but new farmers’ mar- 
kets began emerging spontaneously throughout  
the country. More than 7,000 of  these markets are 
operating  today. 

The informal economy thrives in most cities—but 
often chaotically, clogging streets, competing unfairly 
with local businesses, and limiting the hope of  upward 
mobility to marginalized members of  society. Markets 
can, however, provide a structure and a regulatory 
framework that helps small businesses grow, preserves 
food safety, and makes a more attractive destination 
for  shoppers. 

4. design buildings to support  places 

Every building sends a message to the people around 
it. What should the buildings we are constructing 
today say to and reflect about our  communities? 

With extremely rapid urbanization ongoing 
throughout the world, new buildings are going up at an 
unprecedented pace. Massive gated communities are 
being built for the middle class, exacerbating the gulf  
between rich and poor. Traditional neighborhoods are 
being replaced by towering skyscrapers, sometimes 
only meters apart. Civic institutions such as schools 
and libraries, key community assets, end up looking 
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like fortresses. This trend has spread across the globe, 
and it is damaging the fabric of  cities  everywhere. 

It is important to seriously consider what kind of  
architecture will best serve the billions of  people who 
live in the world’s cities. Whether we like the structures 
as pure formal objects is another matter, and not of  
primary significance. What is truly significant is 
whether architecture creates a  place. 

Architecture that enhances place is permeable at 
the street level and engages with the city’s fabric. It is 
always built with the human scale in mind. It supports 
and contributes to the liveliness of  an adjacent neigh- 
borhood. This is especially critical for city investment 
in public institutions such as museums, government 
buildings and libraries. These facilities, again designed 
as multi-use destinations, can become important 
anchors for civic activity that host a broader range of  
activities. But not if  they are walled off  from the city 
around them, with their interiors, however bustling, 
invisible to the surrounding  neighborhood. 

5. Link a public health agenda to  
a public space  agenda 

A healthy city is one in which citizens have access to 
basic infrastructure such as clean water, ablution 
facilities, and sewage treatment. It is also a place 
where healthy food is available, where women and 
children can walk without fear, and where people can 
enjoy parks, squares, and other public spaces in safety 
and  comfort. 

A broad public health agenda can greatly strengthen 
a public space agenda, and vice versa. Health care 
facilities themselves can serve as community centers. 
Cultural institutions such as libraries can provide 
health education and services. Well-run public markets 
are a source of  fresh, affordable, and nutritious food. 
Transportation systems can encourage walking and 
reduce car traffic and air pollu tion. Ironically, the 
developed world is facing a major epidemic of  obesity 
and diabetes, fueled in part by simple lack of  safe 
places to walk and the unhealthy foods available in 
aisle after aisle of  modern  supermarkets. 

Perhaps even more important is the overall psy- 
chological effect that well-conceived and managed 
public spaces can have on a city’s health. Public parks 
where all people feel safe to play and relax can relieve 
stress, especially when people live in crowded informal 
settlements. Crime rates and gang activity go down 
when more people are out on the street and know 
their neighbors. If  civic institutions are housed in 

approachable buildings, people feel encouraged to 
take part in public health  programs. 

Where people feel a sense of  ownership in their 
cities—something that Placemaking fosters—they 
are more likely to take better care of  the common 
environment and of   themselves. 

hOw TO dO  iT 

6. Reinvent community  planning 

Local people have the best understanding of  the 
assets and challenges of  a particular place. The 
important starting point in developing a concept for 
any public space agenda should be to identify the 
talents and resources within the community—people 
who can provide historical perspective, insights into 
how the area functions, and an understanding of  what 
is truly meaningful to the local people. Tapping this 
information at the beginning of  the process will help 
to create a sense of  ownership in the project that can 
ensure its success for years to  come. 

Partners are also critical to the future success and 
image of  a public space improvement project. Local 
institutions, museums, schools, formal and informal 
neighborhood groups, business associations—all 
these can be valuable allies. Brainstorm and develop 
scenarios with these people. Involve them from start 
to finish. They are invaluable in getting a project off  
the ground and keeping it  going. 

With these groups, cities can work to develop a 
vision for how to improve public spaces. What kinds 
of  activities might be happening in the space? Who 
will be using it? What resources can be tapped to start 
making improvements right  away? 

Public spaces are complex, organic things. You 
cannot expect to do everything right initially. The best 
spaces evolve over time when you experiment with 
short-term improvements that can be tested and 
refined over many  years. 

Professionals such as traffic engineers, transit opera-
tors, urban planners, and architects often have narrow 
definitions of  their jobs—facilitating traffic, making 
trains run on time, creating long-term schemes for 
building cities, designing buildings. By contrast, a com-
munity has a holistic vision and should lead the profes-
sionals in implementing that vision and acting as 
facilitators and resources. The key is to improve com-
munication between the people and local  government. 

Over time, things change, and public spaces and 
the communities they serve must change with them. 
New groups move in, while others move out. Amenities 
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wear out. Different forms of  recreation go in and out 
of  fashion. Good public spaces are always flexible, 
responding to the evolution of  the urban environment. 
Remaining open to the need for change and having 
the community maintain control over enacting that 
change is what builds not just great public spaces, but 
great cities and  towns. 

7. The power of  10 

The Power of  10 is a concept to kick-start the 
Placemaking process. Every time we talk about  
this idea, citizens become more energized to turn  
their places around. The Power of  10 offers an easy 
framework that motivates residents and stakeholders 
to revitalize urban life, and it shows that by starting 
efforts at the smallest scale, you can accomplish big 
things. The concept also provides people something 
tangible to strive for and helps them visualize what it 
takes to make their community  great. 

The number 10 is not set in stone. The core principle 
is the importance of  offering a variety of  things to do in 
one spot—making a place more than the sum of  its 
parts. A park is good. A park with a fountain, playground, 
and food vendor is better. If  there’s a library across the 
street, that’s better still, even more so if  they feature 
storytelling hours for kids and exhibits on local history. 
If  there’s a sidewalk café nearby, a bus stop, a bike path, 
and an ice cream stand, then you have what most 
people would consider a great  place. 

What if  a neighborhood had 10 places that were 
that good? The area would then achieve a critical 
mass—a series of  destinations where residents and 
tourists alike would become immersed in the life of  
the city for days at a  time. 

Taking the next step, what if  a city could boast 10 
such neighborhoods? Then all residents would have 
access to outstanding public spaces within walking 
distance of  their homes. That’s the sort of  goal we 
need to set for all cities if  we are serious about 
enhancing and revitalizing urban  life. 

Again, it is the people who use the space regularly 
are the best source of  ideas for what uses will work 
best. It’s the Placemakers’ role to encourage everyone 
to think about what’s special in their communities. 
How many quality places are located nearby, and how 
are they connected? Are there places that should be 
more meaningful but aren’t? Answering these ques- 
tions can help residents and stakeholders determine—
both individually and collectively—where they need 
to focus their  energies. 

8. Create a comprehensive  
public space  agenda 

A comprehensive approach to developing, enhanc- 
ing, and managing public space requires both “top-
down” and “bottom-up” strategies. Leadership at the 
highest level of  city is essential if  transformation of  
public spaces is to occur on a large scale. A “bottom-
up” grassroots organizing strategy is also integral to 
the  strategy. 

The first step in developing a citywide agenda is to 
make an honest assessment of  how existing public 
spaces are performing—or underperforming. Com- 
munities should make note of  a schoolyard that often 
sits empty, for instance, a lifeless plaza, a dilapidated 
park. The assessment should include every neigh- 
borhood and involve the people who live there as well 
as other key stakeholders. Tools like the Power of  10 
can be useful in making this  assessment. 

With this inventory, city leadership can develop a 
bold consensus vision. For example, in New York, the 
city set out a goal to carve a new “public plaza” out of  
existing street space in each of  the 59 community 
board districts. Such a district-by-district approach 
encourages residents and officials to look at their 
neighborhoods anew and bring unexpected possi- 
bilities to light. Unused and underused spaces can  
be identified and improved in a systematic way, ensur- 
ing that the benefits are distributed geographically, 
strengthening the entire fabric of  the city and building 
 equity. 

Any public space agenda must also be tied to new 
development projects. Governments should take 
advantage of  growing real estate markets in cities by 
creating incentives for developers to preserve and 
enhance the public environments that are so greatly 
affected by their projects. A small tax on new 
development (successful in Chicago) could fund many 
of  the improvements identified in the process of  
creating a public space  agenda. 

Public space programs are emerging at the national 
scale as well, using the many of  the same prin ciples. 
Brazil has launched a very ambitious initiative that is 
aimed at the development of  800 “public squares” in 
socioeconomically disadvantaged communities cities 
across the country over the next three years. These 
squares will be holistic gathering places combining 
sports facilities with cultural uses (such as libraries) 
and a variety of  social services that are much needed 
by people in these vulnerable  communities. 
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9. Lighter, quicker, cheaper:  
Start small,  experiment 

Public spaces are complex, organic things. You cannot 
expect to do everything right initially. The best spaces 
evolve by experimenting with short-term improve- 
ments that can be tested and refined over many years. 
Places to sit, a sidewalk café, a community event, a 
container garden, painted crosswalks—all these are 
examples of  “Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper” (LQC) posi- 
tive changes that can be accomplished in a short  time. 

LQC is not just lower risk and lower cost, but 
capitalizes on the creative energy of  the community 
to efficiently generate new uses and revenue for places 
in transition. LQC projects allow citizens to try out 
new things. If  one thing doesn’t work, try something 
else. If  you have a success, build on  it. 

LQC can take many forms, requiring varying 
degrees of  time, money, and effort. It offers exceptio- 
nal flexibility and serves as an ever-evolving means  
to build lasting change. Especially in the Global  
South, where resources are limited, this is a useful 
 strategy. 

Cities historically have been developed “lighter, 
quicker, cheaper” — with new settlements built simply 
to start and evolving to increasing complexity over 
time. So it is an approach appropriate in any kind of  
city, but which may have special resonance with 
people living in today’s informal settlements, who are 
accustomed to using lightweight, innovative strategies, 
rather than major capital investments, to solve 
problems and reshape their  environments. 

Cities can create “demonstration” LQC projects to 
draw upon local assets and people, transforming 
underutilized urban spaces into exciting laboratories 
that reward citizens with authentic places and provide 
a boost to areas in need. These projects provide a 
powerful means of  translating stakeholder visioning 
into physical  reality. 

10. Restructure government to  
support public  spaces 

As we have seen, Placemaking identifies and catalyzes 
local leaders, funding, and other resources. The 
Placemaking approach builds on the ability of  local 
institutions to create great community plac es that 
bring people together and reflect community values 
and needs. This is a traditional, organic human skill 

that often goes underutilized by top-heavy technocratic 
 bureaucracies. 

Unfortunately, government is generally not set up 
to support public spaces and Placemaking. Rarely is 
anyone in the official power structure actively focused 
on creating a successful public realm. Not only are 
there not individuals or departments focused on 
public spaces, but as a whole government does not 
explicitly seek successful public spaces as an outcome. 
The structure of  departments and the processes they 
require in fact sometimes impede the creation of  
successful public spaces. Transportation departments 
view their mission as moving traffic; parks departments 
are there to create and manage green space; com- 
munity development agencies are focused on develop- 
ment of  projects, not the spaces in between  them. 

If  the ultimate goal of  governance, urban insti- 
tutions, and development is to make places, communi-
ties, and regions more prosperous, civilized, and attrac-
tive for all people, then government processes need to 
change to reflect that goal. This requires the develop-
ment of  consensus-building, city consul tation pro-
cesses, and institutional reform, all of  which enhance 
citizenship and inclusion. Effectively conceived and 
managed public spaces require the involvement of  
non-state partners, such as NGOs. But, while improv-
ing public space can meet the goals of  NGOs and 
foundations, civil society itself  needs ways to collabo-
rate more effectively with government. In other words, 
government needs to mobilize to develop and imple-
ment bottom-up policies as well as top-down  ones. 

The challenge is to include rather than to exclude, 
to share responsibility and investment, and to 
encourage new modes of  integration and regulation 
based on public good — not purely private interest.  
In cities where Placemaking has taken hold, local 
government is often not directly involved, for example, 
in implementation, but relies on community develop- 
ment organizations, business improvement districts, 
and neighborhood partnerships to take the lead in 
making community change  happen. 

The concept of  low-cost improvements that can 
be made in a matter of  weeks or months changes the 
way that cities approach community development. It 
requires removing bureaucratic obstacles to quickly 
add value to a place and clearly demonstrate future 
potential. Working together on short-term changes 
can help build bridges between city agencies as well as 
to citizens, benefiting long-term implementation and 
maintenance as  well. 
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CaSe  STUdieS 

Case study: Nairobi,  Kenya 

Reinvent community  planning 

Kounkuey Design Initiative (KDI) transforms impover-
ished communities by collaborating with residents to 
create low-cost, high-impact built environments 
(Productive Public Spaces) that improve their daily 
lives. Begun in 2006, KDI is an innovative international 
partnership specializing in the practices of  architec-
ture, landscape architecture, engineering, and urban 
planning. KDI believes that participatory planning  
and design are key to sustainable development. By 
working collaboratively with communities from con-
ception through implementation, they build on the 
ideas of  local residents, enhance them with technical 
knowledge and design innovation, and connect them 
to extant resources. In doing so, KDI empowers com-
munities to advocate for themselves and address the 
major physical, social, and economic challenges they 

face. In early 2011, KDI identified a space in Nairobi’s 
largest informal settlement, Kibera, for a third Public 
Space Project—a site that lies along the river that runs 
through the settlement. The two large riverbanks here 
flood during the rainy season, and the site is used for 
waste disposal throughout the year. Poor drainage 
along the access roads greatly decreases residents’ 
pedestrian access to and from their houses, although 
the two banks are connected by a bridge. Despite pol-
lution, the river is currently used as a play area for chil-
dren, a laundry area for families, and gathering area 
for nearby  residents. 

During summer 2011 the KDI Kenya team con-
ducted numerous community workshops with resi-
dents and the community partners to prioritize  
needs, create design solutions, and explore micro-
enterprise opportunities at the site. The resulting 
project design includes: a poultry farm; an improved 
drainage channel; flood control; a community center 
to house a school and health clinic; kiosks; and a  
playground constructed from locally sourced lumber 
and recycled  metal. 

Figure 1 Opening celebration, Kibera Public Space Project 03 (South Africa). Photo: Emily Lowery and PPS © Project for 
Public Spaces, Inc.  www.pps.org 

http://www.pps.org


“ P L AC E M A K I N G  A N D  T H E  F U T U R E  O F  C I T I E S ” 637

S
E
V
E
N

CaSe STUdy: MeLBOURNe,   
aUSTRaLia 

design buildings to support  places 

Melbourne, Australia, is a city that is reaching for  
the best in urbanism on many fronts. It boasts an 
impressive municipal office building, Council House  
2, that richly enhances the surrounding neighbor- 
hood. This bold, beautiful architectural accomplish- 
ment earned Australia’s six-star Green Star rating  
in 2005, using innovative “biomimicry” technolo- 
gies that mirror natural systems to save energy and 
 water. 

But it is much more than just a showcase “green” 
building. At the ground level, it is dynamically con-
nected to the surrounding neighborhood, fostering 
street life and creating a strong sense of  place. The area 
around the building is enhanced by shade structures 
and other amenities, making this a comfortable place 
and an integral part of  the community and creating a 
friendly, healthy microclimate in its immediate vicinity. 
It shows that “iconic” architecture need not be divorced 
from the urban fabric. The best architecture exists in 
constant dialogue with the people and places around  it. 

Even more important, people gather in front of  it. 
The building is surrounded by people, doing things 
because there are things to  do. 

Figure 2 The design of  CH2 is beautiful and environmentally sound. Photo: Fred Kent © Project for Public Spaces, Inc. 
 www.pps.org. 

http://www.pps.org
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CaSe STUdy: deTROiT, UNiTed  STaTeS 

Link a public health agenda to  
a public space  agenda 

. . . It has been widely recognized that Detroit’s inner 
city is home to one of  the worst “food deserts” in the 
country. Detroit’s neighborhoods are also often “place 
deserts”: they lack public spaces where people can 
gather, they lack lively shopping streets where street 
life binds residents together, and many have limited 
numbers of  neighborhood destinations. Existing 
neighborhood facilities such as schools, clinics, or 
community centers tend to be internalized, and offer 
specific, sometimes one-dimensional experiences. 
That is also often the case with neighborhood parks or 
community gardens, which could have much stronger 
impact as community  destinations. 

The Project for Public Spaces, with support from 
the Kresge Foundation, is addressing the lack of   
place in communities by building on the growth of  
neighborhood farmers’ markets in Detroit. Farmers’ 

markets offer an opportunity for short term, immediate 
steps to enhance access to fresh, local food and to  
use the gathering power of  markets as catalysts  
for retail development while building a stronger sense 
of  community. . . . small scale, focused interven- 
tions in targeted neighborhoods can send a strong 
message to residents about the power of  community 
in neighborhood  revitalization. 

Central Detroit is a neighborhood with a lot of  
basic needs. Despite its location in the United States, 
it shares many problems with the Global South. Many 
residents are out of  work. Many don’t own cars, and 
the public transit system is utterly inadequate. Safety 
and security are a major concern — the city can’t 
even keep up with repairing broken streetlights. A lot 
of  houses are abandoned and occupied by  squatters. 

Last fall PPS was thrilled to be part of  a very 
successful harvest festival outside the wonderful 
Central Detroit produce market Peaches & Greens . . . 
Although flanked by vacant lots, Peaches & Greens 
proved to be the right spot for the festival — and  
the event showed how this could evolve into an  

Figure 3 Detroit Harvest Festival and Community Celebration. Photo credit: Design Workshops and eThek-
wini Municipality and PPS. © Project for Public Spaces, Inc. www.pps.org. 
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Figure 4 Ciclovía, Bogotá, Columbia. Photo credit: Saul Ortega © Project for Public Spaces, Inc. www.pps.org. 

even better place for the neighborhood to come 
 together. 

The tough conditions faced by local people made 
the response to the festival even more heartening. 
People were ready to jump right in and become part of  
something more meaningful. They provided a lot of  
practical ideas for activities that could be taking place 
around Peaches & Greens on a more regular basis. . . . 

Bogotá,  Colombia 

Create a comprehensive public space  agenda 

The Colombian city of  Bogotá is one where the divide 
between rich and poor had long been ingrained in the 
city’s fabric, with many parts of  the city suffering from 
economic and geographic isolation. Over the last 20 
years, the city’s leaders, notably former mayor Enrique 
Peñalosa, have embarked on a citywide campaign to 
use public space and transportation systems to bridge 
the social divide and create opportunity for all of  
Bogotá’s  citizens. 

Central to the campaign has been the development 
of  the TransMilenio bus rapid transit system, which 
provides fast, efficient, and reasonably priced public 
transportation to large areas of  the city. Some 1.4 
million people ride the system daily, and when it is 
completed there will be 388 kilometers of  route, 
achieved at a fraction of  the cost that an underground 
metro system would have  cost. 

Another key aspect of  the holistic approach that 
Bogotá has taken to its transformation is the Ciclovía. 
Each Sunday and on holidays, for several hours,  
most streets of  the city are closed to cars so that 
people can enjoy biking, walking, and various recrea- 
tional activities in the streets. These events have 
helped to raise awareness of  the negative impact that 
car traffic has on people’s lives, and have been a key 
part of  the city’s ongoing effort to regain street space 
for pedestrians and bicycles. City leaders also cracked 
down on sidewalk parking; pedestrianized Jimenez 
Avenue, the main street downtown; and introduced a 
system that restricted car use during rush  hour. 

 * * *

http://www.pps.org
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Plate 22 Central Park, New York, 1863. Frederick Law Olmsted and his partner Calvert Vaux conceived and 
executed a park that was not only a masterpiece of  design excellence, but also articulated a philosophy about what urban 
parks were for. Central Park provided the illusion of  nature in the city. It was an oasis of  calm and an intended meeting 
place for different classes. Central Park provided areas for quiet contemplation, boating, strolling, riding, baseball, Sunday 
school picnics and countless other activities. © Museum of  the City of  New York.



Plate 23 Arturo Soria y Mata’s plan for a linear city around Madrid, 1894. 
Spanish engineer/planner Arturo Soria y Mata envisaged the liberating force of  new 
transportation technology. He conceived of  “linear cities” built along electric street car lines 
that would provide for access to nature, large and relatively inexpensive lots, quick 
transportation, and efficient provision of  infrastructure. Portions of  the linear city around 
Madrid pictured here were built. 



Plate 24 Ebenezer Howard’s plan for a Garden City, 1898. From Ebenezer Howard, To-morrow: A Peaceful Path 
for Real Reform (London: Swan Sonnenschein, 1898). Reacting to the squalor of  the nineteenth-century city, Ebenezer 
Howard proposed self-sufficient “Garden Cities” of  about 32,000 people, carefully planned and surrounded by a 
permanent greenbelt. The Garden City movement spread worldwide and continues to inspire city planners. 



Plate 25 Plan for Welwyn Garden City, 1909. Welwyn, the second of  Britain’s Garden Cities closely 
followed Howard’s vision. Howard lived to see Welwyn built and spent the last years of  his life living there. 



Plate 26 Le Corbusier’s “Plan Voisin” for a city of  three million people, 1925. Visionary modernist Le 
Corbusier planned huge new cities of  steel and concrete dominated by highways and large modern high-rise buildings in 
park-like settings. This 1925 plan contemplates an entire new city of  three million people built on these principles. 



Plate 27 Plan for Radburn, New Jersey, 1929. Architects Clarence Stein and Henry Wright responded to the 
automobile by designing cities with a separation between pedestrian and traffic arteries, superblocks, and separate city 
areas with strong neighborhood identity. Their plan for Radburn, New Jersey, has inspired generations of  planners. 



Plate 28 Frank Lloyd Wright with his Broadacre City model, 1935. Frank Lloyd Wright’s extreme decentralist 
vision of  the modern city imagined a new form of  Jeffersonian democracy with households living with at least one acre of  
land for each person. Social connections would be provided by telephones, automobiles, private helicopters, and county 
fairs.



Plate 29 Paseo del Rio, San Antonio, Texas. Good city planning can turn the most mundane landscape into a good 
urban space. Through adopting a bold vision and seeing it through to completion, San Antonio, Texas, turned a blighted 
riverfront into a magnificent area of  parkland, water-oriented activities, and retail shopping. © Alexander Garvin.



Plate 30 Quincy Market, Boston, Massachusetts. Suburban malls and shopping centers may be “the new 
downtown” in many metropolitan areas, but some cities like Boston, Massachusetts, are rebuilding their urban core into 
attractive shopping and entertainment areas. Boston’s Quincy Market has been transformed from a seedy and 
economically marginal market area into a bustling and successful commercial area. © Alexander Garvin.



Plate 31 Peter Calthorpe’s plan for a transit-oriented development: “The Crossings,” Mountain View, 
California. Architects and planners are paying increased attention to developing commercial properties and housing in 
relation to transit nodes. Commuters in this new California development can walk to a light rail line that connects to work 
sites and shopping. Image courtesy of  Calthorpe Associates.



Plate 32 Strøget pedestrian-only street, Copenhagen, Denmark. Strøget exemplifies Danish architect/planner 
Jan Gehl’s theories of  how good design of  the space between buildings can encourage people to interact with each other 
outside of  their homes and other buildings.
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Cities in a global 
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iNTROdUCTiON TO PaRT eiGhT 

It is customary for books about cities to conclude – as earlier editions of this book did – with sections on 
the future of the urban world. And for the past several decades, speculations about the urban future have 
often referred to an emerging postmodern, post-industrial world order as different from the world of 
modernism and industrialization as the medieval world was from the ancient. A new “revolution” in the 
history of human development would be added to those posited by V. Gordon Childe – the agricultural, the 
urban, and the industrial (p. 30) – and a new urban future would unfold. Today, it seems increasingly clear 
that the new urban revolution is well underway. The future has arrived, the future is now, and it is  global. 

Of course, the desire to peer into the future is a human trait as old as the biblical prophets and the oracle 
at Delphi, and projecting urban futures is at least as old as the vision of a New Jerusalem in the Book of 
Ezekiel or Plato’s description of the ideal city-state in The Republic. But the pace and intensity of futurist 
predictions quicken at times when great cultural and historic shifts are taking place. Such was the case 
during the Industrial Revolution of the nineteenth century when fantasists like Jules Verne and political 
idealists like Edward Bellamy (author of Looking Backward, 2000–1887) captured the popular imagination 
or when the utopian visionaries discussed in Part Five of this volume helped to establish the theoretical basis 
of modern urban planning practice. And such is the case today as the realization becomes every day more 
clear that the advanced economies of the world are well into a major new global restructuring and that an 
information-based, post-industrial stage of development promises to reveal new forms of urban civilization 
and human community. The new urban reality – the one that the Millennial Generation of today will inherit – is 
global cities and an interlocking network of global urbanism. Writing about Friedrich Engels and his 
description of Manchester, England, in the nineteenth century (p. 53), cultural historian Steven Marcus wrote 
that the “historical experience of industrialization is not to be separated from that of urbanization.” Today one 
would say that the experience of urbanization is not to be separated from  globalization. 

The variety of possible globalized futures is extraordinarily diverse, and each option mirrors some of our 
deepest hopes and fears. Marshall McLuhan, the 1960s guru of communications theory, suggested that 
the whole world would one day become a “global village,” with every member of humanity interacting with 
every other in a real-time simulacrum of the Neolithic community. Some radical environmentalists who used 
to suggest going “off the grid” and “back to nature” by establishing rural communes along the fringes of 
urbanized civilization now advocate for “green cities” and “urban farming,” even in high-rise office buildings. 
Other equally radical social activists strive to establish alternative communities in our inner cities and 
suburbs. Global techno-optimists see earth’s future in space colonization projects and the widespread 
utilization of nuclear energy, while techno-pessimists envision post-apocalyptic cities like the ones depicted 
in any number of popular science fiction entertainments. But three broad socio-economic forces have 
always propelled fundamental urban change: the demographic destinies of urbanization tied to rapid 
population growth; the expanding and transformative possibilities of new technologies; and the 
environmental inevitabilities of climate, resources, carrying capacity, and sustainability. The new urban 
paradigm of globalism responds to all  three. 

In order to predict the shape of the newly emerging city, one must first have a clear sense of the probable 
direction of the world urbanization process described by Kingsley Davis in “The Urbanization of the Human 
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Population,” the essay with which Part One: Evolution of Cities begins (p. 19). In 1900, the world population 
was about two billion. Today (2015) it is nearly seven billion. How fast and to what extent will the world’s 
population continue to grow? Will the percentage of the world’s total population living in cities – now about 
50 percent – continue to increase in the decades and centuries to come? Will the “townward drift,” as 
Frederick Law Olmsted (p. 364) called it, continue? To what eventual level? Seventy percent? Eighty? One 
hundred percent? Or has urbanization reached its peak, ready to stabilize at more or less the present level? 
Perhaps the S-curve on the chart representing world urbanization will prove to be a bell curve, with the 
percentage of the human population living in cities going into a long, gradual decline until only a small 
number of the total population remains urbanized in the traditional, place-based sense of the  term. 

This last possibility has spawned an intriguing, if highly controversial body of literature. Some, pondering 
the possible effects of modern transportation and telecommunications technologies, saw a gradual 
withering away of cities. As early as 1845, a newspaper editorialist proclaimed that Samuel F.B. Morse’s 
new invention, the telegraph, would “annihilate distance.” Others, particularly environmentalists, talk about 
urbanization reaching its natural limits and beginning to reverse in an age of ecological and economic 
constraints, or suggest that unrestrained growth is sure to result in widespread economic and environmental 
collapse. One possible urban future based on the idea of declining urbanization was outlined in “The Post-
City Age” (1968) by the late Melvin Webber, a distinguished professor of urban planning who argued that 
certain technological developments would necessarily result in an end to traditional cities and the 
emergence of a post-urban period of human development. When Webber wrote his essay, the technologies 
he referred to were air travel and telephones, and the post-urban society he foresaw was similar to Frank 
Lloyd Wright’s Broadacre City of the 1930s (p. 388). Today, the advent of computers and telecommuni- 
cations would seem to make some of his predictions even more  plausible. 

All of this is, of course, conjectural, and both recent experience and the most widely accepted projections 
from various United Nations agencies tell a different story. The Population Division of the UN Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs predicts that world population will reach nine billion by the year 2050, after 
which there may be a leveling out. The United Nations Population Fund in a recent State of World Population 
report sees rural populations dwindling and urbanization continuing, especially in the developing world, for 
at least the next several decades to the point that “all future population growth will thus be in towns and 
cities.” Since urban birthrates have historically tended to be lower than rural birthrates, a decrease in 
population growth may occur as the world becomes more  urban. 

When considering the future of the city, it is useful to come down to earth, to shorten the perspective to 
the near term, and to project immediate futures based on present and observable trends. Among the most 
important such trends today are the parallel emergence of (1) a global, post-industrial, digitally linked 
economic system; (2) a new, far-flung suburban ring of development around many central cities that 
journalist Joel Garreau called “Edge City” and that Robert Fishman analyzed as “technoburbia” (p. 83);  
(3) transnational environmental concerns such as sustainability, global warming and atmospheric pollution; 
and (4) the persistence, even intensification, of the slum conditions and social conflicts along racial, ethnic, 
and class lines that have been a feature of urban life for hundreds, if not thousands, of years. These are the 
influences that are likely to determine the course of twenty-first-century urban  development. 

Sociologist Saskia Sassen coined the term “global cities” to describe the new urban reality. Writing in 
the 1990s with the benefit of real information about how cities had developed under the conditions of 
globalism so far – not just the speculations that many entertained before the actual workings of economic 
globalization became clear – she argues in “The Impact of New Technologies and Globalization on Cities” 
that the “geography of globalism contains both a dynamic of dispersal and of centralization.” She observes 
that “according to the standard conceptions of information industries, the rapid growth and disproportionate 
concentration of producer services in central cities should not have happened.” But cities have not 
disappeared in the era of globalism. Rather, they have become bigger, denser, and more critically important 
to the emerging global society and economy because cities still offer “agglomeration economies and highly 
innovative environments.” This last point – global cities as centers of innovation – adds emphasis to the 
importance of the social developments that Richard Florida describes in “The Creative Class” (p. 163). 

C I T I E S  I N  A  G LO B A L  S O C I E T Y
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Sassen notes that there is “no longer a simple straightforward relation between centrality and . . . the 
central business district.” Yes, New York’s Manhattan still operates as a global-city CBD, but the changing 
spatial pattern of other global cities suggests “a reconstitution of the concept of region” that can extend 
into “a metropolitan area in the form of a grid of business nodes.” Cities in the new global society are indeed 
different from what has come before, but Sassen persuasively argues the case for continuity as well as 
discontinuity. Economies, societies, and technologies all change but, she writes, “What stands out . . . is 
the extent to which the city remains an integral part of these new configurations.” 

When Sassen notes that new forms of urban centrality “are being constituted in electronically generated 
spaces,” she calls to mind the work of one of the most influential theorists of global urbanism, Manuel 
Castells, author of “Space of Flows, Space of Places: Materials for a Theory of Urbanism in the Information 
Age” that appears in Part Three of this volume (p. 229). Castells writes, “We have entered a new age, the 
Information Age.” This is not just a statement about new global economic relationships but a vision of a new 
“network society” in which people live, work, and are defined by their simultaneous inhabitation of both a 
“space of flows” online telecommunications grid and a “space of places” defined by their local neighborhoods 
and communities. For Castells, the “dominant processes in the economy . . . are organized in global nets,” 
but “day-to-day, private life and cultural identity are essentially local.” 

In assessing the impacts of telecommunications and globalization on urban space, Saskia Sassen 
tends to focus on specific cities and metropolitan regions, but she also refers to an emerging world 
dominated by what she calls “a series of transnational networks of cities.” This idea of urban networks – or 
even a single interconnected global urban network – immediately brings to mind one of the most important 
contributions to recent urban theory, the “World-City Network” idea pioneered by Peter J. Taylor and his 
colleagues at the Global and World Cities (GaWC) research group in the  UK (p. 92). 

The new conception of urban geography that the GaWC group call for is made necessary by the 
insufficiency of earlier urban geographic models – for example, the Burgess model based on industrial 
Chicago (p. 178) or the diagrammatic representation of functional zones common to the utopian visionary 
planners – Howard, Le Corbusier, and Wright – discussed in Part Five of this volume. Today, under the 
conditions of postmodern global urbanism, the issues are not zoning or individual city-suburb-hinterland 
relationships but nothing less than the global interrelationship between all the major global cities and 
metropolitan regions that are the locational home offices of the major transnational corporations that 
increasingly operate independently of their nation-states. This is now a world not of separate and competing 
cities but of a global urban network of global firms in global cities, an interconnected world of electronic 
information flows combining to create “a new functional space that will be crucial to understanding in the 
new millennium.” The result is an emerging hierarchy of urban power in the process of active reorganization, 
and also a possible global “dystopia in the making” characterized by unsustainability and intractable 
 inequality. 

The work of Sassen, Castells, and Taylor makes it clear that cities everywhere have been affected – to 
one degree or another, for good or for ill – by the dynamics of globalization. And China presents an 
exceptionally important case for the workings of this new phenomenon. In “Chinese Cities in a Global 
Society,” a paper specially commissioned for a previous edition of The City Reader, Chinese-American 
scholar Tingwei Zhang outlines the extraordinary transformation of Chinese cities in the new globalized 
society and makes the case that the changes that have taken place there are of world-historical  significance. 

Cities first arose in the river valleys of China as early as the second millennium bce, and Chinese 
cities have been among the world’s largest and most splendid for as far back as antiquity and the 
European Middle Ages (as the writings of Marco Polo attest). But for at least five thousand years, China 
has been a largely agricultural society with a strong cultural bias against cities. In part, this is because all 
peasant societies tend to see cities as the strongholds of oppressive rulers. In greater part, especially in 
the nineteenth century, the Chinese saw many of their largest cities – Shanghai, Canton, Hong Kong – 
become colonized “concessions” ruled by outside imperialist powers. Just 10 percent of China’s 
population lived in urban areas at the founding of the Peoples Republic in 1949. In the following decade, 
this figure rose significantly, and fifty million Chinese moved from the countryside into cities during the 
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catastrophic Great Leap Forward (1958–1961), but the urban economy was unable to absorb them, 
and migration stopped abruptly. During the Cultural Revolution period (1966–1976), China’s urbanization 
actually declined slightly as many city dwellers were relocated to the rural countryside. At the time of  
Mao Zedong’s death in 1976, less than one-fifth of the Chinese population lived in cities. But in the late 
1970s, under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping, the Communist Party of China announced major structural 
reforms, including the historic market reforms of the 1970s and 1980s that ended the central political 
authority’s long-standing hostility to capitalist enterprise and freed local entrepreneurs to innovate and 
foreign capitalists to invest in new enterprises. It was a dramatic new approach – one in which the citadel 
retained strong political powers of central control while the market was given near-complete independence 
to produce, trade, and create new wealth. The effects were to raise millions of people – some say as 
many as half a billion – out of poverty and to encourage the gradual development of a new middle class 
while enriching a small minority to extravagant levels of income. It also rapidly increased the pace of 
urban growth based on unprecedented rural-to-urban migration. Today (2015), China’s urbanization rate 
has risen to 53 percent, and the government’s urban development plans anticipate that the rate will rise 
to 60 percent by  2020. 

As urban scholar Tingwei Zhang (p. 687) notes, China has long been the world’s largest country in 
terms of population (20 percent of the total world population). Today, China’s growing cities contain a total 
population of about one billion (including recent migrants) and account for a clear majority of “all urban 
population in the developed world including North America, the EU, Japan, and Australia.” 

As a result of China’s recent explosion of urban growth, four Chinese cities – Shanghai, Beijing, 
Guangzhou, and Shenzhen – will likely be among the world’s twenty largest cities in 2025. This growth has 
been facilitated by both market forces and government policies related to the creation of Economic 
Development Zones (EDZs) and the encouragement of Foreign Direct Investments (FDIs). Urbanization 
under the conditions of globalization has not been without negative consequences. More rural migrants 
have moved to the cities than there are housing units, resulting in crowded peri-urban slum conditions for 
many. The disproportionally rapid growth of a small number of coastal metropolitan regions has created a 
pattern of “uneven development” nationwide. And the widespread use of the internet has radically changed 
traditional Chinese culture and sometimes threatened the central control of the political authorities. All 
these developments represent major planning and policy challenges for the Chinese government and for 
the new private sector as well. Inevitably, conflicts between the citadel and the market arise and need to be 
worked out to the satisfaction of both the government and the business interests – and of the larger 
community as well. China is and will continue to be a test case for the long-term success or failure of the 
emerging global  society. 

In China, and elsewhere, much of the literature on global urbanism focuses on the revolutionary changes 
in economic and social life brought about by technology and a general reorganization of worldwide 
relationships between cities, nation-states, and transnational forces of investment and production. Visually, 
the icons of such changes are the gleaming new towers that define the skylines of global cities from 
London and Los Angeles to Shanghai and Dubai. What is often overlooked is the extreme poverty that 
continues to be a feature of urban life, particularly in the developing world. Not only have the skyscrapers 
grown bigger, so have the  slums. 

In 2003, the United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) published The Challenge 
of Slums (p. 659), a report that estimated that the number of people living in urban slums was already one 
billion, nearly one-third of the total urban population and predicted that the number would likely increase to 
two billion by the year 2020. Some of these slum areas are in the inner cities, but more are arrayed in vast 
peripheral areas surrounding the rapidly enlarging global centers. Here, living conditions are almost 
unimaginable, with open sewers and overcrowding reminiscent of the conditions described by Friedrich 
Engels in the mid-nineteenth century (p. 53) but on a vastly larger scale. Clearly, one of the major challenges 
facing the new cities of globalism will be the need to develop innovative planning policies that will 
progressively alleviate the horrors of slum conditions and provide a full range of health, educational, and 
employment opportunities for slum  dwellers. 
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In the wake of the UN-HABITAT report, a number of scholars and activists produced strong warnings 
and calls for immediate action to meet the social and environmental challenges posed by what they 
perceived as a new upsurge of global poverty. In 2011, however, award-winning journalist Doug Saunders 
of the Toronto Globe and Mail published Arrival City and immediately changed the tone and direction of 
the debate over what to do about global slums. Subtitled How the Largest Migration in History is Reshaping 
Our World, Arrival City described the actual experiences of immigrants as they left their rural homes and 
moved their families to the outskirts of great cities throughout the world in search of a better life. What 
Saunders found was that in many cases – certainly not all – the new global immigrants found the peripheral 
slum communities to be locations of opportunity and aspiration. Saunders clearly demonstrates how the 
prevailing public policies in some “arrival cities,” such as the hukou system in China (p. 677), frustrated 
attempts at upward mobility, but other cities – notably Los Angeles and Mumbai – have been more 
welcoming and have frequently led to upward movement into the ranks of the middle class. Seen from that 
perspective, the poverty of billions of peasants newly arrived in crowded city slums is merely the most 
recent evidence of the urbanization process at work. The immediate conditions – woefully substandard 
housing, lack of clean water and sewerage systems, inadequate social services and public education 
opportunities – definitely need to be addressed. But the hard work and ingenuity of the slum dwellers 
themselves also need to be respected. In the end, the current urbanization “crisis” – like the one that 
accompanied the Industrial Revolution – may well have long-term benefits for humanity as a whole, and 
hundreds of millions may be lifted out of rural poverty as they already have been in  China. 

The ongoing urban planning and design of global cities presents many problems and opportunities, 
focusing not just on immigration policy but on environmental concerns as well – especially energy use, and 
density. Many of these sustainability issues are discussed elsewhere in this volume – in Timothy Beatley’s 
“Planning for Sustainability in European Cities” (p. 492), David Owen’s “Green Manhattan” (p. 414), Peter 
Calthorpe’s Urbanism in the Age of Climate Change (p. 511), the Charter of the New Urbanism (p. 410), 
and Jan Gehl’s “Three Types of Outdoor Activities” and “Life Between Buildings” (p. 608). Frederic Stout 
looks at another planning issue that lies at the heart of both the sustainability debate and the nature of the 
urban community itself – how transportation has affected cities in the past, how it is likely to affect cities in 
the future – in “The Automobile, the City, and the New Urban Mobilities” (p. 696). 

Although the automobile and the internal combustion engine are widely blamed for many of the ills of the 
modern city – sprawl suburbia, highway deaths, and exhaust pollution contributing significantly to climate 
change – Stout recognizes that the widespread reliance on cars in the 20th century had many positive 
effects as well. Inexpensive private automobiles enabled the development of a new urban model – the 
regional metropolis of dense center city and comfortable middle-class suburbs – that was altogether 
appropriate for the times. Although suburbs are often despised by intellectuals and academics, he notes, 
they have proved to be immensely popular in part because they speak to a human desire, as old as urban 
civilization itself, for an environment that somehow combines the best of urban dynamism and rural repose. 
Today, Stout argues, the simultaneous impulses toward centrality and dispersal continue. Although the 
new digital technologies of mobility – especially the cellphone, online retail sites, and social networking – 
have taken over many citadels, markets, and community functions previously performed by physical 
movement from place to place, suburbs and face-to-face transactions retain at least some of their former 
appeal. And even though private cars may well give way to walking, biking, and transit in the denser, more 
pedestrian-scale cities of the future, digitally interconnected automobiles – the robotically self-driven 
vehicles sometimes called “Google cars” – may well have a huge role to play, whether they are privately 
owned, accessed periodically through car-sharing schemes, or fully integrated into city-wide, on-demand 
taxi and bus  services. 

World cities – with their vast wealth and equally vast slums – are not, of course, an entirely new 
phenomenon. Patrick Geddes wrote about a “world league of cities” as early as 1924, and cities like 
imperial Rome, Ottoman Istanbul, and the capitals of the European imperialist powers have all projected 
power globally in times past. But the extent and depth of globalism’s urban influence today is truly a new 
reality, and it has given rise to an entire body of scholarly literature that seeks to describe, analyze, and 
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theorize about the ways cities have developed and will continue to develop in the age of globalization. That 
body of literature is vast, and few scholars are prepared to summarize its entirety. But two who can are Neil 
Brenner and Roger Keil, the co-editors of The Global Cities Reader (2006) in the Routledge Urban Readers 
 Series. 

In “From Global Cities to Globalized Urbanization,” (p. 666) an article specially commissioned for a 
previous edition of The City Reader, Brenner and Keil review the history of global cities and global city 
networks as they have developed over the past several decades and provide insightful commentaries on 
the academic literature and schools of thought that they have  spawned. 

They carefully evaluate the groundbreaking work of scholars like Saskia Sassen, Manuel Castells, and 
Peter Taylor and the GaWC group, all represented in selections in The City Reader. They also take note of 
the work of many others: Peter Hall’s The World Cities (1966), the historical perspective of Janet Abu-
Lughod, the work on inequality in global cities by Susan Fainstein, Stephen Graham’s insights on the role 
of telecommunications, the postmodern analyses of Edward Soja and Mike Davis – and many more. And 
they give special attention to two seminal scholars who have deeply influenced their own work: Henri 
Lefebvre, whose prophetic The Urban Revolution (1970) predicted what he called the “generalization” of 
world capitalism, and John Friedmann, whose “world city hypothesis” (1986) crystallized much of the 
thinking in the field and whose deeply humanistic program was based not on brilliant new policies or 
massive building megaprojects but rather on “people, their habitat and quality of life, the claims of invisible 
migrant citizens and now, in yet another turn, the concept of civil society.” 

As the global cities and the world city network continues to emerge and become even more dominant, 
citizens of the twenty-first century will be confronted with a wide range of challenges and opportunities. 
Turning the challenges into opportunities will require a clear understanding of exactly what is going on in 
cities in the age of globalism and a wise application of both private initiatives and public policies to achieve 
best results for urban society as a whole. These are the concerns that economist Edward Glaeser brings 
to his survey of the transition to a fully urban world in Triumph of the City: How Our Greatest Invention 
Makes Us Richer, Smarter, Healthier, and Happier (p. 707). As a specialist in agglomeration economies 
– the clustering process whereby business enterprises tend to locate nearby one another in regions, cities, 
and city districts – Glaeser sees many of the developments in the growth of global cities working in parallel 
with each other. Like David Owen (p. 414) and Peter Calthorpe (p. 511), he approves of the increased 
density in global cities but not just because of the way density allows cities to reach crucial sustainability 
goals. Rather, Glaeser recognizes density as the very essence of what cities are. “They are proximity, 
density, closeness,” he writes – even in the age of “the space of digital flows.” And he agrees with Doug 
Saunders (p. 677) as to poverty and slums. “Cities don’t make people poor, they attract poor people” 
looking to escape rural  poverty. 

In short, Glaeser sees virtually all the major developments of global urbanism as at least potentially 
beneficial. As with the Industrial Revolution, which was characterized by much short-term misery only to 
result in hugely positive outcomes in terms of life expectancy, per capita income, and levels of educational 
attainment, the new “revolution” of cities in the age of globalism may well be the fulfillment of humanity’s 
destiny as “an urban species.” 

In the introduction to Part One of this book, we noted that urban history has progressed from its late 
Neolithic origins to its globalized present with much fundamental continuity punctuated by several 
heightened moments of change and discontinuity. The emergence of global cities, global city networks, 
and the fundamental restructuring of political and economic reality that characterize the contemporary age 
of globalization certainly constitute one of those historic moments of radical discontinuity. But although a 
revolution in urban history has taken place as a result of globalization with the promise of many positive 
achievements, some long-wave continuities remain: global internet connections have not entirely replaced 
local attachments, ethnic and class identities have shifted but not disappeared. And perhaps most 
important, all of the scholars and observers of urban history recognize that social inequality, poverty, and 
degrading environmental conditions remain as a reality of urban life even – perhaps particularly – in the new 
global society. That is why Brenner and Keil’s review of the literature produced by globalized urbanization 
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concludes with not just the usual academic plea for “more research” but a call for “research – and action.” 
We, the editors of The City Reader, join them in that call. Brenner and Keil see the new global society as 
“profoundly authoritarian” and in need of “radical or progressive social change.” Whether one agrees with 
that perspective or, like Glaeser, with a more optimistic view that global cities only need a reinvigoration of 
the ongoing process of incremental reform to achieve their future promise, the challenge that lies at the 
heart of urban studies remains both a call to research and a call to action: to strive always for a better 
understanding of urban processes, of course, but also to actively work for a higher, better, more inclusive 
model of urban community that will enlarge the lives of the individuals it surrounds and  supports. 



“The impact of the New  
Technologies and  
Globalization on Cities” 
from arie Graafland and deborah  
hauptmann (eds.), Cities in Transition (2001) 

Saskia  Sassen 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Sociologist Saskia Sassen taught for many years at the University of Chicago and is now the Robert S. Lynd 
Professor of Sociology and a member of the Committee on Global Thought at Columbia University. Sassen has 
an extraordinarily international background. She grew up in Argentina and Italy, learning to speak five languages. 
Before earning her PhD at Notre Dame University in Indiana, she studied and taught at the University of Poitiers, 
the University of Buenos Aires, and the Universita degli Studi Roma, and she has also frequently been a visiting 
professor at the London School of Economics. It is perhaps not surprising that her work has analyzed data on 
information technology, the economies, and the organization of physical space in the most advanced cities and 
metropolitan regions in the world and that she originally coined the term “global city.” 

In the following selection Sassen describes how globalization and information technology are changing 
relationships among cities and reconfiguring the physical arrangement of activities within metropolitan space. 
The global cities that Sassen is most interested in – as in her groundbreaking book The Global City: New York, 
London, Tokyo (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991/2001) – are places where international financial 
functions are concentrated and whose economies are most closely integrated with the world economy. She 
argues that globalization is both concentrating and simultaneously dispersing activity at the global, national, and 
metropolitan levels. At the global scale, economic power is increasingly concentrated in cities like New York, 
London, and Tokyo. But cities as dispersed as Mexico City, Taipei, Bangkok, Buenos Aires, São Paulo, Frankfurt, 
Zurich, and Sydney may also be characterized as global cities – not just important regional cities – in that they 
serve as focal points and operation centers of the global  economy. 

As economic activity is increasingly globalized and as industries need more specialized services, Sassen 
believes a new world “system of cities” is emerging unlike anything that has previously existed. What Sassen 
terms “corporate service complexes” – sophisticated networks of high-level financiers, lawyers, accountants, 
advertising professionals, and other skilled professionals serving international corporations – are clustered in 
global cities. Decisions made by joint headquarters/corporate services complexes in London, New York, Tokyo, 
and other global cities affect not only the residents of these cities, but jobs, wages, and the economic health of 
cities as dispersed around the globe as Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City), Vietnam, and 
Santiago, Chile. If financial analysts advise their corporate clients that Argentina’s economy is weakening and 
lawyers inform them that legal reforms in China present new opportunities for super profits, the corporations may 
pull billions of dollars out of Argentina and redirect the funds to Shanghai – assisted by a small army of advertising 
executives touting their products in China’s vast emerging markets. The overall effect of these developments and 
practices, according to Sassen, are the concentration of great wealth in the hands of a few and severe dislocations 
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in the lives of the many. In this regard, her work invites comparison with Friedrich Engels’s observations about 
nineteenth-century Manchester in The Condition of the Working Class in England, 1844 (p. 53). 

A traditional reason why businesses cluster in large cities has been to be in touch with other businesses and 
with lawyers, accountants, bankers, advertising firms and other specialized service providers that help them do 
business. It is efficient to walk next door to a lawyer’s office and down the block to do business with a major 
business partner. Cities had what economists call “agglomeration economies.” Now in the age of digital 
telecommunications, as Manuel Castells (p. 229) makes clear, information can travel almost instantly to anywhere 
in the world. Business professionals no longer need to walk next door to communicate with their lawyers or down 
the street to meet with a business partner: they can just phone, fax, e-mail, or video conference next door or to a 
remote location anywhere in the world, so long as the telecommunications infrastructure permits. Highly 
developed telecommunications infrastructure in global cities facilitates transmission of information in staggering 
quantities at lightning speed. International banks in Rio de Janeiro can bounce a year’s worth of financial records 
to a New York bank via satellite in  seconds. 

Anticipating these trends, urban planning professor Melvin Webber prophesized more than three decades 
ago, in an article provocatively titled “The Post-City Age,” that information technology would make space 
increasingly irrelevant and, as a consequence, cities would diminish in importance. But Sassen makes clear that 
has not happened, at least so far. Surveying the data, she notes that global cities such as New York, London, and 
Tokyo have actually grown in population, wealth, and power since the information revolution. And their status and 
importance continues to grow, not decline. On the other hand, many cities that historically once served as 
secondary corporate command and control centers are in economic decline as corporate power continues to 
concentrate in the most advanced global cities. Paris is growing in economic power and wealth; Marseilles is 
 declining. 

Sassen points out that production and retailing are becoming more dispersed. Many corporations design 
products at a headquarters location – perhaps (but not necessarily) in a global city like London. They contract 
with firms in a developing country like Malaysia to produce the products they have designed. And then they 
market the finished products worldwide. This kind of production process requires sophisticated support to 
manage dispersed and rapidly changing operations all over the world – lawyers familiar with British law, 
accountants who understand Malaysian accounting practices, and advertising executives sensitive to the cultural 
preferences of German consumers. Corporations rarely have the internal capacity to do all that. Instead they turn 
to networks of specialized firms located in global cities to provide the services they  need. 

Sassen questions the whole notion of “rich” countries and “rich” cities; places central to the world economy, 
and those that exist at the margin. She argues that economic inequality is sharply increasing – particularly in 
global cities at the center of the world economy. The opportunity for hyper-profits in international finance is 
creating extraordinary wealth for Wall Street bankers. But many of the low-paid janitors and file clerks who work 
on Wall Street were born in Third World countries and live in ethnic New York neighborhoods just a short 
distance away. In São Paulo, wealthy Brazilian nationals and expatriates earn salaries and participate in lifestyles 
more like those of wealthy New Yorkers than those of the people in São Paulo neighborhoods a few blocks from 
where they work. An important public policy question facing countries all over the world is how to promote 
economic equality and help more of their citizens benefit from the new world economic  order. 

Urban regions are also changing as a result of globalization and information technology. Sassen argues that 
economic activity within the metropolitan areas of global cities manifests a dynamic of both concentration and 
dispersion just as is occurring in the world system of cities. At the time that Ernest W. Burgess developed his 
concentric zone theory (p. 178), Chicago and many other cities had a distinct central business district (CBD) 
where intense economic activity was concentrated. In advanced metropolitan areas today there is often no 
longer a single, clearly demarcated CBD. Sassen believes four different models are emerging. In some cities 
something close to a classic CBD still exists. New York City’s Wall Street area is an example. In others there is a 
new pseudo-CBD just outside the historic city center, such as the massive planned office complex named La 
Défense just outside the center of Paris. In other regions Sassen sees nodes of intense business activity emerging 
along “cyber routes” or “digital highways.” Sassen points out that these spaces along which information flows 
often follow historic infrastructure for highways, high-speed rail lines, and airports. Twentieth-century infrastructure 
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appears to be shaping the spatial organization of twenty-first-century regions. Sassen also discerns agglomeration 
and centralization across physical space and within cyber-space – transterritorial centers of intense economic 
activity and centrality in electronically generated  space. 

Sassen’s most recent book on global urbanism, a searing indictment of the devastating effects of unrestrained 
capitalism, is Expulsions: Brutality and Complexity in the Global Economy (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 
2014). Her books include Territory, Authority, Rights: From Medieval to Global Assemblages (Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2006), Denationalization: Economy and Polity in a Global Digital Age (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 2003), Global Networks/Linked Cities (New York and London: Routledge, 
2002), Guests and Aliens (New York: New Press, 1999); Globalization and Its Discontents, co-authored with 
Anthony Appiah (New York: New Press, 1998), Losing Control?: Sovereignty in an Age of Globalization (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1996), Cities in a World Economy, 3rd edn (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge 
Press, 2006), and The Mobility of Labor and Capital: A Study in International Investment and Labor Flows (New 
York: Cambridge University Press, 1988). 

For an excellent set of readings on the impact of globalization on cities see Neil Brenner and Roger Keil (eds.), 
The Global Cities Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 2005). The Urban Sociology Reader, edited by 
Jan Lin and Christopher Lee (London and New York: Routledge, 2005), contains important materials on 
urbanization and global change, and Part III of Nicholas Fyfe and Judith Kenny’s The Urban Geography Reader 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2005) discusses the impact of global economic and cultural restructuring on 
cities. J. John Palen’s The Urban World, 8th edn (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2008) is a useful overview, 
and Stephen Graham (ed.), The Cybercities Reader (London and New York: Routledge, 2003), contains 
additional writings on how information technology is impacting  cities. 

Telecommunications and globalization have emerged 
as major forces shaping the organization of  urban 
space. This reorganization ranges from the spatial 
virtualization of  a growing number of  social and 
economic activities to the reconfiguration of  the 
geography of  the built environment for these activities. 
Whether in electronic space or in the geography of  
the built environment, this reorganization involves a 
repositioning of  the urban and of  urban centrality in 
particular.

The growth of  global markets for finance and spe-
cialized services, the need for transnational servicing 
networks due to sharp increases in international invest-
ment, the reduced role of  the government in the regula-
tion of  international economic activity and the corre-
sponding ascendance of  other institutional arenas, 
notably global markets and corporate headquarters—
all these point to the existence of  a series of  transna-
tional networks of  cities. We can see here the forma-
tion, at least incipient, of  transnational urban systems. 
To a large extent it seems to me that the major business 
centers in the world today draw their importance from 
these transnational networks. There is no such thing as 
a single global city—and in this sense there is a sharp 
contrast with the erstwhile capitals of  empires.

[. . .]

wORLdwide NeTwORKS aNd  
CeNTRaL COMMaNd FUNCTiONS

The geography of  globalization contains both a dyna- 
mic of  dispersal and of  centralization, the latter a con-
dition that began receiving recognition only recently. 
The massive trends towards the spatial dispersal of  
economic activities at the metropolitan, national and 
global level which we associate with globalization 
have contributed to a demand for new forms of  terri-
torial centralization of  top-level management and 
control operations. The rapid growth of  affiliates illus-
trates this dynamic. By 1998 firms had about half  a 
million affiliates outside their home countries. The 
sheer number of  dispersed factories and service 
outlets that are part of  a firm’s integrated operation 
creates massive new needs for central coordination 
and servicing. Thus the spatial dispersal of  economic 
activity made possible by telecommunications and 
the new legal frameworks for globalization contribute 
to an expansion of  central functions if  this dispersal is 
to take place under the continuing concentration  
in control, ownership and profit appropriation that 
characterizes the current economic system.

Another instance today of  this negotiation bet- 
ween a global cross-border dynamic and territorially 
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specific sites is that of  the global financial markets. 
The orders of  magnitude in these transactions have 
risen sharply, as illustrated by the $75 U.S. trillion in 
turnover in the global capital market, a major com- 
ponent of  the global economy. These transactions are 
partly embedded in telecommunications systems that 
make possible the instantaneous transmission of  
money/information around the globe. Much atten- 
tion has been given to the capacity for instantaneous 
transmission of  the new technologies. But the other 
half  of  the story is the extent to which the global 
financial markets are located in particular cities in the 
highly developed countries; indeed, the degrees of  
concentration are unexpectedly high, a subject I 
discuss empirically in a later section.

Stock markets worldwide have become globally 
integrated. Besides deregulation in the 1980s in all the 
major European and North American markets, the 
late 1980s and early 1990s saw the addition of  such 
markets as Buenos Aires, São Paulo, Mexico City, 
Bangkok, Taipei, etc. The integration of  a growing 
number of  stock markets has contributed to raise the 
capital that can be mobilized through stock markets. 
Worldwide market value reached over 20 trillion 
dollars in 1998. . . .

The specific forms assumed by globalization over 
the last decade [i.e. since 1990] have created particu-
lar organizational requirements. The emergence of  
global markets for finance and specialized services, 
the growth of  investment as a major type of  interna-
tional transaction, all have contributed to the expan-
sion in command functions and in the demand for 
specialized services for firms.

By central functions I do not only mean top level 
headquarters; I am referring to all the top level financial, 
legal, accounting, managerial, executive, planning 
functions necessary to run a corporate organization 
operating in more than one country, and increasingly 
in several countries. These central functions are partly 
embedded in headquarters, but also in good part in 
what has been called the corporate services complex, 
that is, the network of  financial, legal, accounting, 
advertising firms that handle the complexities of  ope- 
rating in more than one national legal system, national 
accounting system, advertising culture, etc. and do  
so under conditions of  rapid innovations in all these 
fields. Such services have become so specialized and 
complex, that headquarters increasingly buy them 
from specialized firms rather than producing them 
in-house. These agglomerations of  firms producing 

central functions for the management and coordination 
of  global economic systems, are disproportionately 
concentrated in the highly developed countries—
particularly, though not exclusively, in the kinds of  
cities I call global cities. . . . Such concentrations of  
functions represent a strategic factor in the organization 
of  the global economy, and they are situated right here, 
in New York, in Paris, in Amsterdam.

[. . .]

New FORMS OF CeNTRaLiTy

Today there is no longer a simple straightforward 
relation between centrality and such geographic 
entities as the downtown, or the central business dis- 
trict. In the past, and up to quite recently in fact, the 
center was synonymous with the downtown or the 
CBD. Today, the spatial correlate of  the center can 
assume several geographic forms. It can be the CBD, 
as it still is largely in New York City, or it can extend 
into a metropolitan area in the form of  a grid of  nodes 
of  intense business activity, as we see in Frankfurt and 
Zurich. The center has been profoundly altered by 
telecommunications and the growth of  a global eco- 
nomy, both inextricably linked; they have contributed 
to a new geography of  centrality (and marginality). 
Simplifying, one could identify four forms assumed by 
centrality today. First, while there is no longer a simple 
straightforward relation between centrality and such 
geographic entities as the downtown, or the central 
business district as was the case in the past, the CBD 
remains a key form of  centrality. But the CBD in major 
international business centers is one profoundly 
reconfigured by technological and economic change.

We may be seeing a difference in the pattern of  
global city formation in parts of  the United States and 
in parts of  Western Europe. In the United States, 
major cities such as New York and Chicago have large 
centers that have been rebuilt many times, given the 
brutal neglect suffered by much urban infrastructure 
and the imposed obsolescence so characteristic of  
U.S. cities. This neglect and accelerated obsolescence 
produce vast spaces for rebuilding the center accord- 
ing to the requirements of  whatever regime of  urban 
accumulation or pattern of  spatial organization of  the 
urban economy prevails at a given time. In Europe, 
urban centers are far more protected and they rarely 
contain significant stretches of  abandoned space; the 
expansion of  workplaces and the need for intelligent 
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buildings necessarily will have to take place partly 
outside the old centers. One of  the most extreme 
cases is the complex of  La Défense, the massive, 
state-of-the-art office complex developed right 
outside Paris to avoid harming the built environment 
inside the city. This is an explicit instance of  govern- 
ment policy and planning aimed at addressing the 
growing demand for central office space of  prime 
quality. Yet another variant of  this expansion of  the 
‘center’ onto hitherto peripheral land can be seen in 
London’s Docklands. Similar projects for recentraliz- 
ing peripheral areas were launched in several major 
cities in Europe, North America, and Japan during  
the 1980s.

Second, the center can extend into a metropolitan 
area in the form of  a grid of  nodes of  intense business 
activity. One might ask whether a spatial organization 
characterized by dense strategic nodes spread over a 
broader region does or does not constitute a new form 
of  organizing the territory of  the ‘center’, rather than, 
as in the more conventional view, an instance of  
suburbanization or geographic dispersal. Insofar as 
these various nodes are articulated through cyber-
routes or digital highways, they represent a new 
geographic correlate of  the most advanced type of  
‘center’. The places that fall outside this new grid of  
digital highways, however, are peripheralized. This 
regional grid of  nodes represents, in my analysis, a 
reconstitution of  the concept of  region. Far from 
neutralizing geography the regional grid is likely to be 
embedded in conventional forms of  communications 
infrastructure, notably rapid rail and highways con- 
necting to airports. Ironically perhaps, conventional 
infrastructure is likely to maximize the economic 
benefits derived from telematics. I think this is an 
important issue that has been lost somewhat in 
discussions about the neutralization of  geography 
through telematics.

Third, we are seeing the formation of  a trans-
territorial ‘center’ constituted via telematics and 
intense economic transactions. . . . The most powerful 
of  these new geographies of  centrality at the inter-
urban level binds the major international financial and 
business centers: New York, London, Tokyo, Paris, 
Frankfurt, Zurich, Amsterdam, Los Angeles, Sydney, 
Hong Kong, among others. But this geography now 
also includes cities such as São Paulo and Mexico 
City. The intensity of  transactions among these cities, 
particularly through the financial markets, trade in 
services, and investment has increased sharply, and so 

have the orders of  magnitude involved. At the same 
time, there has been a sharpening inequality in the 
concentration of  strategic resources and activities 
between each of  these cities and others in the same 
country. For instance, Paris now concentrates a larger 
share of  leading economic sectors and wealth in 
France than it did fifteen years ago, while Marseilles, 
once a major economic hub, has lost its share and is 
suffering severe decline.

[. . .]
Fourth, new forms of  centrality are being constituted 
in electronically generated spaces. Electronic space is 
often read as a purely technological event and in that 
sense a space of  innocence. But if  we consider for 
instance that strategic components of  the financial 
industry operate in such space we can see that these 
are spaces where profits are produced and power is 
thereby constituted. Insofar as these technologies 
strengthen the profit-making capability of  finance and 
make possible the hyper-mobility of  finance capital, 
they also contribute to the often devastating impacts 
of  the ascendance of  finance on other industries, on 
particular sectors of  the population, and on whole 
economies. Cyberspace, like any other space can be 
inscribed in a multiplicity of  ways, some benevolent or 
enlightening; others, not. My argument is that struc- 
tures for economic power are being built in electronic 
space and that their highly complex configurations 
contain points of  coordination and centralization.

[. . .]

a CONCeNTRaTiON aNd The 
RedeFiNiTiON OF The CeNTeR:  
SOMe eMPiRiCaL ReFeReNTS

The trend towards concentration of  top-level 
management, coordination and servicing functions is 
evident at the national and international scales in all 
highly developed countries. For instance, the Paris 
region accounts for over 40% of  all producer services 
in France, and over 80% of  the most advanced ones. 
New York City is estimated to account for between a 
fourth and a fifth of  all U.S. producer services exports 
though it has only 3% of  the U.S. population. London 
accounts for 40% of  all exports of  producer services 
in the U.K. Similar trends are also evident in Zurich, 
Frankfurt, and Tokyo, all located in much smaller 
countries.

[. . .]
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In the financial district in Manhattan, the use of  
advanced information and telecommunication tech- 
nologies has had a strong impact on the spatial orga- 
nization of  the district because of  the added spatial 
requirements of  ‘intelligent’ buildings. A ring of  new 
office buildings meeting these requirements was built 
over the last decade immediately around the old Wall 
Street core, where the narrow streets and lots made 
this difficult; furthermore, renovating old buildings in 
the Wall Street core is extremely expensive and often 
not possible. The new buildings in the district were 
mostly corporate headquarters and financial services 
industry facilities. These firms tend to be extremely 
intensive users of  telematics, and the availability of  
the most advanced forms typically is a major factor in 
their real estate and locational decisions. They need 
complete redundancy of  telecommunications systems, 
high carrying capacity, often their own private branch 
exchange, etc. With this often goes a need for large 
spaces. For instance, the technical installations back- 
ing a firm’s trading floor are likely to require additional 
space equivalent to the size of  the trading floor itself.

The case of  Sydney illuminates the interaction of  a 
vast, continental economic scale and pressures towards 
spatial concentration. Rather than strengthening the 
multipolarity of  the Australian urban system, the 
developments of  the 1980s—increased internationali- 
zation of  the Australian economy, sharp increases in 
foreign investment, a strong shift towards finance, real 
estate and producer services—contributed to a greater 
concentration of  major economic activities and actors 
in Sydney. This included a loss of  share of  such 
activities and actors by Melbourne, long the center of  
commercial activity and wealth in Australia.

[. . .]

The iNTeRSeCTiON OF SeRViCe 
iNTeNSiTy aNd GLOBaLiZaTiON

To understand the new or sharply expanded role of  a 
particular kind of  city in the world economy since the 
early 1980s, we need to focus on the intersection of  
two major processes. The first is the sharp growth in 
the globalization of  economic activity; this has raised 
the scale and the complexity of  transactions, thereby 
feeding the growth of  top-level multinational head- 
quarter functions and the growth of  advanced cor- 
porate services. It is important to note that even 
though globalization raises the scale and complexity 

of  these operations, they are also evident at smaller 
geographic scales and lower orders of  complexity, as 
is the case with firms that operate regionally. Thus 
while regionally oriented firms need not negotiate the 
complexities of  international borders and the 
regulations of  different countries, they are still faced 
with a regionally dispersed network of  operations that 
requires centralized control and servicing.

The second process we need to consider is the 
growing service intensity in the organization of  all 
industries. This has contributed to a massive growth in 
the demand for services by firms in all industries, from 
mining and manufacturing to finance and consumer 
services. Cities are key sites for the production of  
services for firms. Hence the increase in service 
intensity in the organization of  all industries has had a 
significant growth effect on cities in the 1980s. It is 
important to recognize that this growth in services for 
firms is evident in cities at different levels of  a nation’s 
urban system. Some of  these cities cater to regional or 
sub-national markets; others cater to national markets 
and yet others cater to global markets. In this context, 
globalization becomes a question of  scale and added 
complexity.

The key process from the perspective of  the urban 
economy is the growing demand for services by firms 
in all industries and the fact that cities are preferred 
production sites for such services, whether at the 
global, national, or regional level. As a result we see in 
cities the formation of  a new urban economic core of  
banking and service activities that comes to replace 
the older typically manufacturing oriented core.

In the case of  cities that are major international 
business centers, the scale, power, and profit levels of  
this new core suggest that we are seeing the formation 
of  a new urban economy. This is so in at least two 
regards. First, even though these cities have long been 
centers for business and finance, since the late 1970s 
there have been dramatic changes in the structure of  
the business and financial sectors, as well as sharp 
increases in the overall magnitude of  these sectors 
and their weight in the urban economy. Second, the 
ascendance of  the new finance and services complex, 
particularly international finance, engenders what 
may be regarded as a new economic regime, that is, 
although this sector may account for only a fraction of  
the economy of  a city, it imposes itself  on that larger 
economy. Most notably, the possibility for super-
profits in finance has the effect of  devalorizing 
manufacturing insofar as the latter cannot generate 
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the super-profits typical in much financial activity. This 
is not to say that everything in the economy of  these 
cities has changed. On the contrary, they still show a 
great deal of  continuity and many similarities with 
cities that are not global nodes. Rather, the implanta- 
tion of  global processes and markets has meant that 
the internationalized sector of  the economy has 
expanded sharply and has imposed a new valorization 
dynamic—that is, a new set of  criteria for valuing or 
pricing various economic activities and outcomes. 
This has had devastating effects on large sectors of  
the urban economy. High prices and profit levels in the 
internationalized sector and its ancillary activities, 
such as top-of-the-line restaurants and hotels, have 
made it increasingly difficult for other sectors to 
compete for space and investments. Many of  these 
other sectors have experienced considerable down- 
grading and/or displacement, as, for example, neigh- 
borhood shops tailored to local needs are replaced by 
upscale boutiques and restaurants catering to new 
high-income urban elites.

Though at a different order of  magnitude, these 
trends also became evident during the late 1980s in a 
number of  major cities in the developing world that 
have become integrated into various world markets: 
São Paulo, Buenos Aires, Bangkok, Taipei, and Mexico 
City are only a few examples. Also here the new urban 
core was fed by the deregulation of  financial markets, 
ascendance of  finance and specialized services, and 
integration into the world markets. The opening of  
stock markets to foreign investors and the privatization 
of  what were once public sector firms have been 
crucial institutional arenas for this articulation. Given 
the vast size of  some of  these cities, the impact of   
this new core on the broader city is not always as 
evident as in central London or Frankfurt, but the 
transformation is still very real.

[. . .]

The formation of a new production complex

According to standard conceptions about information 
industries, the rapid growth and disproportionate con- 
centration of  producer services in central cities should 
not have happened. Because they are thoroughly 
embedded in the most advanced information tech- 
nologies, producer services could be expected to have 
locational options that bypass the high costs and 
congestion typical of  major cities. But cities offer 

agglomeration economies and highly innovative 
environments. The growing complexity, diversity, and 
specialization of  the services required have con- 
tributed to the economic viability of  a freestanding 
specialized service sector.

The production process in these services benefits 
from proximity to other specialized services. This is 
especially the case in the leading and most innovative 
sectors of  these industries. Complexity and innova- 
tion often require multiple highly specialized inputs 
from several industries. The production of  a financial 
instrument, for example, requires inputs from ac- 
counting, advertising, legal expertise, economic 
consulting, public relations, designers, and printers. 
The particular characteristics of  production of  these 
services, especially those involved in complex and 
innovative operations, explain their pronounced con- 
centration in major cities. The commonly heard 
explanation that high-level professionals require face-
to-face interactions needs to be refined in several 
ways. Producer services, unlike other types of  ser- 
vices, are not necessarily dependent on spatial pro- 
ximity to the consumers, i.e. firms, served. Rather, 
economies occur in such specialized firms when they 
locate close to others that produce key inputs or 
whose proximity makes possible joint production of  
certain service offerings. The accounting firm can 
service its clients at a distance, but the nature of  its 
service depends on proximity to specialists, lawyers, 
programmers. Moreover, concentration arises out of  
the needs and expectations of  the people likely to be 
employed in these new high-skill jobs, who tend to be 
attracted to the amenities and lifestyles that large 
urban centers can offer. Frequently, what is thought of  
as face-to-face communication is actually a production 
process that requires multiple simultaneous inputs 
and feedbacks. At the current stage of  technical 
development, immediate and simultaneous access to 
the pertinent experts is still the most effective way, 
especially when dealing with a highly complex pro- 
duct. The concentration of  the most advanced 
telecommunications and computer network facilities 
in major cities is a key factor in what I refer to as the 
production process of  these industries.

[. . .]
This combination of  constraints suggests that the 
agglomeration of  producer services in major cities 
actually constitutes a production complex. This pro- 
ducer services complex is intimately connected to  
the world of  corporate headquarters; they are often 
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thought of  as forming a joint headquarters-corporate 
services complex. But in my reading, we need to 
distinguish the two. Although it is true that headquarters 
still tend to be disproportionately concentrated in 
cities, over the last two decades [i.e. since 1980] many 
have moved out. Headquarters can indeed locate 
outside cities, but they need a producer services 
complex somewhere in order to buy or contract for 
the needed specialized services and financing. Further, 
headquarters of  firms with very high overseas activity 
or in highly innovative and complex lines of  business 
tend to locate in major cities. In brief, firms in more 
routinized lines of  activity, with predominantly regio- 
nal or national markets, appear to be increasingly free 
to move or install their headquarters outside cities. 
Firms in highly competitive and innovative lines of  
activity and/or with a strong world market orientation 
appear to benefit from being located at the center of  
major international business centers, no matter how 
high the costs.

[. . .]

The region in the global information age

The massive use of  telematics in the economy and the 
corresponding possibility for geographic dispersal 
and mobility of  firms suggest that the whole notion of  
regional specialization and of  the region may become 
obsolete. But there are indications that, as is the case 
for large cities, so also for regions the hypermobility of  
information industries and the heightened capacity for 
geographic dispersal may be only part of  the story. 
The evidence on regional specialization in the U.S. 
and in other highly developed countries along with 
new insights into the actual work involved in producing 
these services point to a different set of  outcomes.

What is important from the perspective of  the 
region is that the existence of, for instance, a producer 
services complex in the major city or cities in a region 
creates a vast concentration of  communications 
infrastructure which can be of  great use to other 
economic nodes in that region. Such nodes can (and 
do) connect with the major city or cities in a region 
and thereby to a worldwide network of  firms and 
markets. The issue from the regional perspective is, 
then, that somewhere in its territory the region con- 
nects with state-of-the- art communication facilities 
which connect it with the world and which bring 
foreign firms from all over the world to the region. 

Given a regional grid of  economic nodes, the bene- 
fits of  this concentration in the major city or cities  
are no longer confined only to firms located in  
those cities.

Secondly, given the nature of  the production pro- 
cess in advanced information industries, as described 
in the preceding section, the geographic dispersal of  
activities has limits. The importance of  actual face- 
to-face transactions means that a metropolitan or 
regional network of  firms will need conventional 
communications infrastructure, e.g. highways or rapid 
rail, and locations not farther than something like two 
hours. One of  the ironies of  the new information 
technologies is that to maximize their use we need 
access to conventional infrastructure. In the case of  
international networks it takes airports and planes; 
and in the case of  metropolitan or regional networks, 
trains and cars.

The importance of  conventional infrastructure in 
the operation of  economic sectors that are heavy 
users of  telematics has not received sufficient atten- 
tion. The dominant notion seems to be that telematics 
obliterates the need for conventional infrastructure. 
But it is precisely the nature of  the production pro- 
cess in advanced industries, whether they operate 
globally or nationally, which contributes to explain the 
immense rise in business travel we have seen in all 
advanced economies over the last decade [i.e. since 
1990], the new electronic era. The virtual office is a far 
more limited option than a purely technological 
analysis would suggest. Certain types of  economic 
activities can be run from a virtual office located 
anywhere. But for work processes requiring multiple 
specialized inputs, considerable innovation and risk 
taking, the need for direct interaction with other firms 
and specialists remains a key locational factor. Hence 
the metropolitanization and regionalization of  an 
economic sector has boundaries that are set by the 
time it takes for a reasonable commute to the major 
city or cities in the region. The irony of  today’s 
electronic era is that the older notion of  the region and 
older forms of  infrastructure re-emerge as critical for 
key economic sectors. This type of  region in many 
ways diverges from older forms of  region. It 
corresponds rather to the second form of  centrality 
posited above in this paper—a metropolitan grid of  
nodes connected via telematics. But for this digital 
grid to work, conventional infrastructure—ideally of  
the most advanced kind—is also a necessity.

[. . .]
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The iNTeRSeCTiON BeTweeN  
aCTUaL aNd diGiTaL SPaCe

There is a new topography of  economic activity, 
sharply evident in this subeconomy. This topography 
weaves in and out between actual and digital space. 
There is today no fully virtualized firm or economic 
sector. Even finance, the most digitalized, dema- 
terialized and globalized of  all activities has a topo- 
graphy that weaves back and forth between actual and 
digital space. To different extents in different types of  
sectors and different types of  firms, a firm’s tasks now 
are distributed across these two kinds of  spaces; 
further the actual configurations are subject to consi- 
derable transformation as tasks are computerized or 
standardized, markets are further globalized, etc. 
More generally, telematics and globalization have 
emerged as fundamental forces reshaping the 
organization of  economic space.

The question I have for architects here is whether 
the point of  intersection between these two kinds of  
spaces in a firm’s or a dynamic’s topography of  activ-
ity, is one worth thinking about, theorizing, exploring. 
This intersection is unwittingly, perhaps, thought of  as 
a line that divides two mutually exclusive zones. I 
would propose, again, to open up this line into an ‘ana-
lytic borderland’ which demands its own empirical 
specification and theorization, and contains its own 
possibilities for architecture. The space of  the com-
puter screen, which one might posit as one version of  
the intersection, will not do, or is at most a partial 
enactment of  this intersection.

What does contextuality mean in this setting? A 
networked subeconomy that operates partly in actual 
space and partly in globe-spanning digital space 
cannot easily be contextualized in terms of  its sur-
roundings. Nor can the individual firms. The orienta-
tion is simultaneously towards itself  and towards the 
global. The intensity of  its internal transactions is 
such that it overrides all considerations of  the broader 
locality or region within which it exists. On another, 
larger scale, in my research on global cities I found 
rather clearly that these cities develop a stronger ori-
entation towards the global markets than to their 

hinterlands. Thereby they override a key proposition 
in the urban systems literature, to wit, that cities and 
urban systems integrate, articulate national territory. 
This may have been the case during the period when 
mass manufacturing and mass consumption were the 
dominant growth machines in developed economies 
and thrived on the possibility of  a national scale. But it 
is not today with the ascendance of  digitalized, glo-
balized, dematerialized sectors such as finance. The 
connections with other zones and sectors in its 
‘context’ are of  a special sort—one that connects 
worlds that we think of  as radically distinct. For 
instance, the informal economy in several immigrant 
communities in New York provides some of  the low-
wage workers for the ‘other’ jobs on Wall Street, the 
capital of  global finance. The same is happening in 
Paris, London, Frankfurt, Zurich . . .

[. . .]

CONCLUSiON

Economic globalization and telecommunications 
have contributed to produce a spatiality for the urban 
that pivots on cross-border networks and territorial 
locations with massive concentrations of  resources. 
This is not a completely new feature. Over the 
centuries cities have been at the crossroads of  major, 
often worldwide, processes. What is different today is 
the intensity, complexity and global span of  these 
networks, the extent to which significant portions of  
economies are now dematerialized and digitalized 
and hence the extent to which they can travel at great 
speeds through some of  these networks, and, thirdly, 
the numbers of  cities that are part of  cross-border 
networks operating at vast geographic scales.

The new urban spatiality thus produced is partial in 
a double sense: it accounts for only part of  what 
happens in cities and what cities are about, and it 
inhabits only part of  what we might think of  as the 
space administrative boundaries or in the sense of  a 
city’s public imaginary. What stands out, however, is 
the extent to which the city remains an integral part of  
these new configurations.



“Key Findings and Messages” 
from The Challenge of Slums: Global  
Report on Human Settlements 2003 

United Nations Human Settlements Programme (UN-HABITAT) 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

As all the selections in this section on “Cities in a Global Society” suggest, the very nature of urbanization 
considered as a whole and the conditions of urban life considered in specific detail is in the process of 
transformation. New technologies lead to new social relationships, new global economies, and new challenges 
of local, regional, and global governance. But within the context of global urban change, no issue is more 
important than the persistence of an age-old urban problem: the complex of poverty, social inequality, and 
communities plagued by slum conditions of almost unimaginable  proportions. 

Some degree of economic inequality has existed in all cities and in every historical period. The homes and 
neighborhoods of the very poor have always been markedly different from the palaces of the rich and the 
comfortable precincts of the urban middle class. But the problem of urban slums – areas either in center-cities 
or on their peripheries where masses of the disenfranchised live hand-to-mouth lives and cope with terrible living 
conditions – is peculiarly an issue of global urbanism. Today, whether in run-down inner-city ghettoes and barrios 
or in ramshackle shantytowns and favelas on the outskirts of global metropolitan regions, extreme poverty and 
slum conditions represent the urban reality of hundreds of millions of people – perhaps as many as a billion 
people, nearly one-third of the urban population  worldwide. 

Slums have always posed challenges for policy-makers and growing economies. The slums that Friedrich 
Engels (p. 53) described in the 1840s during the rise of industrial urbanism were surely bleak, but the wealth 
created by industrial progress helped better housing and community conditions to emerge for the industrial 
working class over the course of a century. Even the strictly segregated Black ghettoes of America described by 
W.E.B. Du Bois (p. 124) were multi-class communities – although disproportionally poor – with some chance of 
upward mobility. But the vast urban slums of today – including the floating communities of the dispossessed and 
homeless of Los Angeles described by Mike Davis (p. 212) in City of Quartz (1990) – are the creation of new 
global economies that offer little promise for advancement through education and employment. As United 
Nations Secretary General Kofi Annan noted in his foreword to The Challenge of Slums: Global Report on 
Human Settlements 2003, “the locus of global poverty is moving to the cities, a process now recognized as the 
‘urbanization of poverty.’” 

The principal findings of The Challenge of Slums are that the majority of slum dwellers are in the developing 
regions of the world, that their numbers have increased dramatically during the 1990s, and that they will most 
likely double (to 2 billion) by the year 2020. Surprisingly, slum dwellers are not all poor, but most slum dwellers 
– those who are not utterly destitute – earn their livings in what are called “informal sector” activities: that is, off-
the-books and unregulated trades that are sometimes clearly illegal but which are nonetheless in demand within 
the larger global urban economy. Local and regional authorities urgently need to implement urban planning and 
economic development policies designed to prevent the emergence of new slums and must institute, as much 
as possible, in situ “slum upgrading” policies – not devastating slum clearance projects – to ameliorate the living 
conditions within existing slums. These findings are echoed in the call of Neil Brenner and Roger Keil for “research 
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– and action” moving toward “radical, progressive” social change in their essay “From Global Cities to Globalized 
Urbanization” (p. 666). 

The Challenge of Slums (London and Sterling, VA: Earthscan Publications, 2003) was prepared by the 
United Nations Settlements Programme, commonly known as UN-HABITAT, an agency that was established in 
1978 and headquartered in Nairobi, Kenya. When the General Assembly promulgated the United Nations 
Millennium Declaration in September of 2000 – a sweeping set of global development goals aimed at achieving 
world peace, human rights, universal education, environmental sustainability, the elimination of HIV-AIDS, and 
the eradication of poverty – UN-HABITAT was tasked with reporting on issues of human settlements and urban 
development worldwide in much the same way as the World Commission on Environment and Development was 
charged with reporting on global sustainable development in the Brundtland Report of 1987 (see p. 404). 

Other UN-HABITAT publications include Slums of the World: The Face of Urban Poverty in the New 
Millennium? (2003), The State of the World’s Cities (2008), a series of reports on urban water and sanitation 
issues, and several nation-specific housing finance strategy papers. The Challenge of Slums itself contains the 
highlights of some twenty-nine city case studies – from Cairo and Lusaka to Sao Paolo and Los Angeles – as 
well as a useful statistical index. Recently, UN-HABITAT has partnered with the Project for Public Spaces  
(p. 629) to promote the creation of accessible public spaces in the low-income neighborhoods of cities worldwide 
through a series of public forums on “The Future of Places” leading up to HABITAT III, the Third United Nations 
Conference on Housing and Sustainable Urban Development to be held in Buenos Aires in 2016. Another 
important analysis of global slums is Mark Kamer, Dispossessed: Life in the World’s Urban Slums (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 2006). Mike Davis, Planet of Slums (London and New York: Verso, 2006) is written as a direct 
response to The Challenge of Slums and is a passionate diatribe against the “neo-liberal” world order that, he 
argues, permits and profits from human degradation. Robert Neuwirth, Shadow Cities: A Billion Squatters, a 
New Urban World (London and New York: Routledge, 2005) addresses the same material but sees the slums 
as “squatter settlements” and is sharply critical of UN- HABITAT. 

More recently, a new literature has begun to emerge that addresses the global slums with much more hope and 
sense of possibility. Doug Saunders (p. 677), Arrival City (2010) examines the lives of slums dwellers from Los 
Angeles and Rio di Janeiro to Mumbai and Shenzhen and discovers urban newcomer families who have fled dead-
end lives in rural backwaters to seek a better life for themselves and their children in the burgeoning cities of the 
global economy. Some of the “arrival cities” that Saunders chronicles are successful, nurturing places where the 
newcomers can achieve some measure of success, but many are not. But the hopes of the urban in-migrants are 
strong, and the migrants themselves demonstrate an extraordinary canniness, resilience, and determination as they 
strive for a chance at middle-class success. Their lives personify the point that Edward Glaeser (p. 707) makes in 
Triumph of the City (2011) that cities “don’t make people poor; they attract poor people” seeking to better 
themselves. In this sense, he argues, global poverty today is clearly a form of “urban distress” but it is also an escape 
from much worse rural poverty and both a challenge and an opportunity for cities in the global  economy. 

See also John Hagedorn and Mike Davis, A World of Gangs: Young Men and Gangsta Culture (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2008). For a longer-term perspective on the history of slums, consult the Engels 
and Du Bois texts cited above (pp. 53, 124) as well as William Julius Wilson, The Truly Disadvantaged: The Inner 
City, the Underclass, and Public Policy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), When Work Disappears: 
The World of the New Urban Poor (New York: Knopf, 1996), and Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, 
Violence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City (New York and London: W. W. Norton, 1999) (see p. 131). For an 
historical view, consult William Booth, In Darkest England and the Way Out (New York and London: Funk and 
Wagnalls, 1890), Henry Mayhew, London Labour and the London Poor, 3 vols (London: Charles Griffin, 1851), 
and Robert Roberts, The Classic Slum: Salford Life in the First Quarter of the Century (Manchester: University 
of Manchester Press, 1971), which describes one of the neighborhoods visited by Engels from the 1890s to the 
years just before World War I. Also of interest are George Orwell’s indispensible Down and Out in Paris and 
London (New York: Harper, 1933) and Tyler Anbinder’s entertaining Five Points: The 19th-Century New York 
City Neighborhood that Invented Tap Dance, Stole Elections, and Became the World’s Most Notorious Slum 
(New York: Free Press, 2001). 
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Following the adoption of  the Millennium Declaration 
by the United Nations General Assembly in 2000, a 
Road Map was established identifying the Millennium 
Development Goals and Targets for combating 
poverty, hunger, disease, illiteracy, environmental deg-
radation and discrimination against women and for 
improving the lives of  slum dwellers. The Challenge of  
Slums: Global Report on Human Settlements 2003 pre-
sents the first global assessment of  slums. Starting 
from a newly accepted operational definition of  
slums, the report first presents global estimates of  the 
number of  urban slum dwellers, followed by an exami-
nation of  the global, regional and local factors under-
lying the formation of  slums, as well as the social, 
spatial and economic characteristics and dynamics of  
slums. Finally, it identifies and assesses the main slum 
policies and approaches that have guided responses 
to the slum challenge in the last few decades.

From this assessment, the immensity of  the chal-
lenge posed by slums is clear and daunting. Without 
serious and concerted action on the part of  municipal 
authorities, national governments, civil society actors 
and the international community, the numbers of  slum 
dwellers are likely to increase in most developing 
countries. In pointing the way forward, the report iden-
tifies recent promising approaches to slums, including 
scaling up of  participatory slum upgrading pro-
grammes that include, within their objectives, urban 
poverty reduction. In light of  this background, the key 
findings and messages of  this issue of  the Global 
Report on Human Settlements are presented below.

The MaiN FiNdiNGS

In 2001, 924 million people, or 31.6 per cent of  the 
world’s urban population, lived in slums. The majority 
of  them were in the developing regions, accounting 
for 43 per cent of  the urban population, in contrast to 
6 per cent in more developed regions. Within the 
developing regions, sub-Saharan Africa had the large 
proportion of  the urban population resident in slums 
in 2001 (71.9 per cent) and Oceania had the lowest 
(24.1 per cent). In between these were South-central 
Asia (58 per cent), Eastern Asia (36.4 per cent), 
Western Asia (33.1 per cent), Latin America and the 
Caribbean (31.9 per cent), Northern Africa (28.2 per 
cent) and Southeast Asia (28 per cent).

With respect to absolute numbers of  slum dwellers, 
Asia (all of  its sub-regions combined) dominated the 

global picture, having a total of  554 million slum 
dwellers in 2001 (about 60 per cent of  the world’s total 
slum dwellers). Africa had a total of  187 million slum 
dwellers (about 20 per cent of  the world’s total), while 
Latin America and the Caribbean had 128 million 
slum dwellers (about 14 per cent of  the world’s total) 
and Europe and other developed countries had  
54 million slum dwellers (about 6 per cent of  the 
world’s total).

It is almost certain that slum dwellers increased 
substantially during the 1990s. It is further projected 
that in the next 30 years, the global number of  slum 
dwellers will increase to about 2 billion, if  no firm and 
concrete action is taken. The urban population in less 
developed regions increased by 36 per cent in the last 
decade. It can be assumed that the number of  urban 
households increased by a similar ratio. It seems very 
unlikely that slum improvement or formal construction 
kept pace to any degree with this increase, as very few 
developing countries had formal residential building 
programmes of  any size, so it is likely that the number 
of  households in informal settlements increased by 
more than 36 per cent. However, it is clear that trends 
in different parts of  the world varied from this overall 
pattern.

In Asia, general urban housing standards improved 
during the decade, and formal building kept pace with 
urban growth, until the financial crisis of  1997. Even 
after the crisis, some countries like Thailand continued 
to improve their urban conditions. In India, economic 
conditions also improved in some cities such as 
Bangalore. However, it is generally considered that 
urban populations grew faster than the capacity of  
cities to support them, so slums increased, particularly 
in South Asia.

In some countries of  Latin America, there was a 
wholesale tenure regularization and a large drop  
in numbers of  squatter households, which would 
reduce the number of  slums under most definitions. 
Also, urbanization reached saturation levels of  89 per 
cent, so that slum formation slowed. Still, housing 
deficits remain high and slums are prominent in  
most cities.

Most cities in sub-Saharan Africa and some in 
Northern Africa and Western Asia showed consider-
able housing stress, with rents and prices rising sub-
stantially while incomes fell, probably corresponding 
to higher occupancy rates. In addition, slum areas 
increased in most cities, and the rate of  slum improve-
ment was very slow or negligible in most places. In 



U N I T E D  N AT I O N S  H U M A N  S E T T L E M E N TS  P R O G R A M M E  ( U N - H A B I TAT ) 662

South Africa, a very large housing programme reduced 
the numbers in informal settlements significantly.

More than half  of  the cities on which case studies 
were prepared for this Global Report indicated that 
slum formation will continue (Abidjan, Abmedabad, 
Beirut, Bogota, Cairo, Havana, Jakarta, Karachi, 
Kolkata, Los Angeles, Mexico City, Nairobi, Newark, 
Rabat-Sale, Rio de Janeiro and Sao Paulo). A few 
(Bangkok, Chengdu, Colombo and Naples) reported 
decreasing slum formation, while the rest reported  
no or insufficient data on this topic (Durban, Ibadan, 
Lusaka, Manila, Moscow, Phnom Penh, Quito and 
Sydney).

There is growing global concern about slums, as 
manifested in the recent United Nations Millennium 
Declaration and subsequent identification of  new 
development priorities by the international community. 
In light of  the increasing number of  urban slum 
dwellers, governments have recently adopted a specific 
target on slums . . . which aims to significantly improve 
the lives of  at least 100 million slum dwellers by the 
year 2020. Given the enormous scale of  predicted 
growth in the number of  people living in slums (which 
might rise to about 2 billion in the next 30 years), the 
Millennium Development target on slums should be 
considered as the bare minimum that the international 
community should aim for. Much more will need to be 
done if  ‘cities without slums’ are to become a reality.

Slums are a physical and spatial manifestation of  
urban poverty and intra-city inequality. However, 
slums do not accommodate all of  the urban poor, nor 
are all slum dwellers always poor. Based on the World 
Bank poverty definitions, it is estimated that half  the 
world – nearly 3 billion people – lives on less than 
US$2 per day. About 1.2 billion people live in extreme 
poverty, that is on less than US$1 per day. The pro- 
portion of  people living in extreme poverty declined 
from 29 per cent in 1990 to 23 per cent in 1999, mostly 
due to a large decrease of  140 million people in East 
Asia during the period 1987 to 1998. However, in 
absolute terms, global numbers in extreme poverty 
increased up until 1993, and were back to about 1988 
levels in 1998.

Despite well-known difficulties in estimating urban 
poverty, it is generally presumed that urban poverty 
levels are less than rural poverty and that the rate of  
growth of  the world’s urban population living in 
poverty is considerably higher than that in rural areas. 
The absolute number of  poor and undernourished  
in urban areas is increasing, as is the share of  urban 

areas in overall poverty and malnutrition. In general, 
the locus of  poverty is moving to cities, a process now 
recognized as the ‘urbanization of  poverty’.

Slums and poverty are closely related and mutually 
reinforcing, but the relationship is not always direct  
or simple. On the one hand, slum dwellers are not  
a homogeneous population, and some people of  
reasonable incomes live within or on the edges of  
slum communities. Even though most slum dwellers 
work in the informal economy, it is not unusual for 
them to have incomes that exceed the earnings of  
formal sector employees. On the other hand, in many 
cities, there are more poor people outside slum areas 
than within them. Slum areas have the most visible 
concentrations of  poor people and the worst shelter 
and environmental conditions, but even the most 
exclusive and expensive areas will have some low-
income people. In some cities, slums are so pervasive 
that rather than designate residential areas for the 
poor, it is the rich who segregate themselves behind 
gated enclaves.

The majority of  slum dwellers in developing 
country cities earn their living from informal sector 
activities located either within or outside slum areas, 
and many informal sector entrepreneurs whose 
operations are located within slums have clienteles 
extending to the rest of  the city. Most slum dwellers 
are in low paying occupations such as informal jobs in 
the garment industry, recycling of  solid waste, a 
variety of  home-based enterprises and many are 
domestic servants, security guards, piece rate workers 
and self-employed hair dressers and furniture makers. 
The informal sector is the dominant livelihood source 
in slums. However, information on the occupations 
and income generating activities of  slum dwellers 
from all over the world emphasizes the diversity of  
slum populations, who range from university lecturers, 
students and formal sector employees, to those 
engaged in marginal activities bordering on illegality, 
including petty crime. The main problems confronting 
the informal sector at present are lack of  formal 
recognition, as well as low levels of  productivity and 
incomes.

National approaches to slums, and to informal 
settlements in particular, have generally shifted from 
negative policies such as forced eviction, benign 
neglect and involuntary resettlement, to more positive 
policies such as self-help and in situ upgrading, enabl- 
ing and rights-based policies. Informal settlements, 
where most of  the urban poor in developing countries 
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live, are increasingly seen by public decision-makers 
as places of  opportunity, as ‘slums of  hope’ rather 
than ‘slums of  despair’. While forced evictions and 
resettlement still occur in some cities, hardly any 
governments still openly advocate such repressive 
policies today.

There is abundant evidence of  innovative solutions 
developed by the poor to improve their own living 
environments, leading to the gradual consolidation of  
informal settlements. Where appropriate upgrading 
policies have been put in place, slums have become 
increasingly socially cohesive, offering opportunities 
for security of  tenure, local economic development 
and improvement of  incomes among the urban poor. 
However, these success stories have been rather few, 
in comparison to the magnitude of  the slum challenge, 
and have yet to be systematically documented.

With respect to the issue of  crime, which has long 
been associated with slums and has accounted for 
much of  the negative views of  slums by public policy-
makers, there is an increasing realization that slum 
dwellers are not the main source of  crime. Instead, 
slum dwellers are now seen as more exposed to 
organized crime than non-slum dwellers as a result of  
the failure of  public housing and other policies that 
have tended to exclude slum dwellers, including in 
matters of  public policing. The result is a growing 
belief  that most slum dwellers are more victims than 
perpetrators of  crime. While some slums (especially 
traditional inner-city slums) may be more exposed to 
crime and violence, and may be characterized by 
transient households and ‘counter-culture’ social 
patterns, many are generally not socially dysfunctional.

The MaiN MeSSaGeS

In facing the challenge of  slums, urban development 
policies should more vigorously address the issue of  
livelihoods of  slum dwellers and urban poverty in 
general, thus going beyond traditional approaches 
that have tended to concentrate on improvement of  
housing, infrastructure and physical environmental 
conditions. Slums are, to a large extent, a physical and 
spatial manifestation of  urban poverty, and the funda- 
mental importance of  this fact has not always been 
recognized by past policies aimed at either the physical 
eradication or the upgrading of  slums. Future policies 
should go beyond the physical dimension of  slums by 
addressing problems underlying urban poverty. Slum 

policies should seek to support the livelihoods of  the 
urban poor, by enabling urban informal sector 
activities to flourish, linking low-income housing 
development to income generation, and ensuring 
easy access to jobs through pro-poor transport and 
low-income settlement location policies.

In general, slum policies should be integrated with, 
or should be seen as part of, broader, people-focused 
urban poverty reduction policies that address the 
various dimensions of  poverty, including employment 
and incomes, food, health and education, shelter and 
access to basic urban infrastructure and services.  
It should be recognized, however, that improving 
incomes and jobs for slum dwellers requires robust 
growth of  the national economy, which is itself  
dependent upon effective and equitable national and 
international economic policies, including trade.

Up-scaling and replication of  slum upgrading is 
among the most important of  the strategies that have 
received greater emphasis in recent years, though it 
should be recognized that slum upgrading is only one 
solution among several others. The failure of  past slum 
upgrading and low-income housing development has, 
to a large extent, been a result of  inadequate allocation 
of  resources, accompanied by ineffective cost-re- 
covery strategies. Future slum upgrading should be 
based on sustained commitment of  resources sufficient 
to address the existing slum problem in each city and 
country. Proper attention should also be paid to the 
maintenance and management of  the existing housing 
stock, both of  which require the consistent allocation 
of  adequate resources. Slum upgrading should be 
scaled up to cover the whole city, and replicated to 
cover all cities. Up-scaling and replication should 
therefore become driving principles of  slum upgrading, 
in particular, and of  urban low-income housing policies 
in general. Some countries have made significant 
strides by consistently allocating modest percentages 
of  their national annual budgets to low-income housing 
development, for example Singapore, China and, more 
recently, South Africa.

For slum policies to be successful, the kind of  
apathy and lack of  political will that has characterized 
both national and local levels of  government in many 
developing countries in recent decades needs to be 
reversed. Recent changes in the global economic 
milieu have resulted in increased economic volati- 
lity, decreasing levels of  formal urban employment 
(especially in developing countries) and growing 
levels of  income inequality both between and within 
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cities. At the same time, economic structural adjust- 
ment policies have required, among other conditio- 
nalities, the retreat of  the state from the urban scene, 
leading to the collapse of  low-income housing 
programmes. Much more political will is needed at 
both the national and local levels of  government to 
confront the very large scale of  slum problems that 
many cities face today and will continue to face in the 
foreseeable future. With respect to urban poverty and 
slums, greater state involvement is, in fact, necessary 
now more than ever, especially in developing countries, 
given increasing levels of  urban poverty, decreasing 
levels of  formal employment and growing levels of  
income inequality and vulnerability of  the urban poor.

There is great potential for enhancing the 
effectiveness of  slum policies by fully involving the 
urban poor and those traditionally responsible for 
investment in housing development. This requires 
urban policies to be more inclusive and the public 
sector to be much more accountable to all citizens. It 
has long been recognized that the poor play a key role 
in the improvement of  their own living conditions and 
that their participation in decision-making is not only 
a right, thus an end in itself, but is also instrumental in 
achieving greater effectiveness in the implementation 
of  public policies.

Slum policies should seek to involve the poor in the 
formulation, financing and implementation of  slum 
upgrading programmes and projects, building on the 
logic of  the innovative solutions developed by the 
poor themselves to improve their living conditions. 
Such involvement, or participation of  the poor, should 
also extend to the formal recognition of  the non-
governmental organizations (NGOs) working with the 
urban poor at both the community and higher levels, 
and their formal incorporation within the mechanisms 
of  urban governance. Further, slum solutions should 
build on the experience of  all interested parties, that  
is informal sector landlords, land owners and the 
investing middle class. This should be done in ways 
that encourage investment in low income housing, 
maximize security of  tenure and minimize financial 
exploitation of  the urban poor.

Many poor slum dwellers work in the city, ensuring 
that the needs of  the rich and other higher income 
groups are met; the informal economic activities of  
slums are closely intertwined with the city’s formal 
economy; and informal services located in slums 
often extend to the whole city in terms of  clientele. 
Clearly, the task is how to ensure that slums become 

an integral, creative and productive part of  the city. 
The broader context, therefore, has to be good, inclu- 
sive and equitable urban governance. But inclusive 
and equitable urban governance requires greater, not 
less, involvement of  the state at both the national and 
local levels. Particularly needed in this respect are 
equitable policies for investment in urban infrastructure 
and services.

It is now recognized that security of  tenure is more 
important for many of  the urban poor than home 
ownership, as slum policies based on ownership and 
large-scale granting of  individual land titles have not 
always worked. A significant proportion of  the urban 
poor, may not be able to afford property ownership, or 
may have household priorities more pressing than 
home ownership, so that rental housing is the most 
logical solution for them – a fact not always recognized 
by public policy-makers. Slum policies have therefore 
started placing greater emphasis on security of  tenure 
(for both owner-occupied and rental accommodation) 
and on housing rights for the urban poor, especially 
their protection from unlawful eviction. There is also 
increasing focus on the housing and property rights of  
women. Improving security of  tenure and housing 
rights of  slum dwellers lie at the heart of  the norms of  
the Global Campaign for Secure Tenure (GCST), 
although several international organizations, espe- 
cially bilateral, still place emphasis on formal access 
to home ownership and titling. However, it is clear that 
future policies should incorporate security of  tenure 
and enhance housing rights of  the poor, with specific 
provisions for poor women. For the poorest and most 
vulnerable groups unable to afford market-based 
solutions, access to adequate shelter for all can only 
be realized through targeted subsidies.

To improve urban inclusiveness, urban policies 
should increasingly aim at creating safer cities. This 
could be achieved through better housing policies for 
the urban low-income population (including slum 
dwellers), effective urban employment generation 
policies, more effective formal policing and public 
justice institutions, as well as strong community-based 
mechanisms for dealing with urban crime. Evidence 
from some cities, especially in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, points to the need to confront the underly- 
ing causes of  urban crime and violence and making 
slums safer for habitation. During the 1960s and 1970s, 
the greatest fear among slum dwellers in some Latin 
American cities, especially those in squatter settle- 
ments or favelas, was of  eviction either by government 
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or private landowners. Today, this has been replaced 
by fear of  violence and crime, including shootings 
related to drug trafficking. While more globally 
representative empirical evidence on the linkages 
between crime and slums is needed, some recent 
analyses suggest that slum dwellers are not a threat to 
the larger city, but are themselves victims of  urban 
crime and related violence, often organized from 
outside slum areas. Slum dwellers are, in fact, more 
vulnerable to violence and crime by virtue of  the 
exclusion of  slums from preventive public programmes 
and processes, including policing.

To attain the goal of  cities without slums, develop-
ing country cities should vigorously implement urban 
planning and management policies designed to 
prevent the emergence of  slums, alongside slum 
upgrading and within the strategic context of  poverty 
reduction. The problem of  urban slums should be 
viewed within the broader context of  the general 
failure of  both welfare oriented and market-based 
low-income housing policies and strategies in many 
(though not all) countries. Slums develop because of  a 
combination of  rapid rural-to-urban migration, 
increasing urban poverty and inequality, marginaliza-
tion of  poor neighbourhoods, inability of  the urban 
poor to access affordable land for housing, insufficient 
investment in new low-income housing and poor 
maintenance of  the existing housing stock.

Upgrading of  existing slums should be combined 
with clear and consistent policies for urban planning 
and management, as well as for low-income housing 
development. The latter should include supply of  
sufficient and affordable serviced land for the gradual 
development of  economically appropriate low-income 
housing by the poor themselves, thus preventing the 
emergence of  more slums. At the broader national 
scale, decentralized urbanization strategies should be 
pursued, where possible, to ensure that rural-to-urban 
migration is spread more evenly, thus preventing the 
congestion in primate cities that accounts, in part, for 
the mushrooming of  slums. This is a more acceptable 
and effective way of  managing the problem of  rapid 
rural-to-urban migration than direct migration control 
measures. However, decentralized urbanization can 
only work if  pursued within the framework of  suitable 

national economic development policies, inclusive of  
poverty reduction.

Investment in city-wide infrastructure is a precon- 
dition for successful and affordable slum upgrading, as 
the lack of  it is one strong mechanism by which the 
urban poor are excluded, and also by which improved 
slum housing remains unaffordable for them. At the 
core of  efforts to improve the environmental habit- 
ability of  slums and to enhance economically produc- 
tive activities is the provision of  basic infrastructure, 
especially water and sanitation, but also including 
electricity, access roads, footpaths and waste mana- 
gement. Experience has shown the need for significant 
investment in city-wide trunk infrastructure by the 
public sector if  housing in upgraded slums is to be 
affordable to the urban poor and if  efforts to support 
the informal enterprises run by poor slum-dwellers are 
to be successful. Future low-income housing and slum 
upgrading policies therefore need to pay greater 
attention to the financing of  city-wide infrastructure 
development.

Experience accumulated over the last few decades 
suggests that in-situ slum upgrading is more effective 
than resettlement of  slum dwellers and should be the 
norm in most slum-upgrading projects and pro- 
grammes. Forced eviction and demolition of  slums, as 
well as resettlement of  slum dwellers create more 
problems than they solve. Eradication and relocation 
destroys, unnecessarily, a large stock of  housing 
affordable to the urban poor and the new housing 
provided has frequently turned out to be unaffordable, 
with the result that relocated households move back 
into slum accommodation. Resettlement also fre- 
quently destroys the proximity of  slum dwellers to 
their employment sources. Relocation or involuntary 
resettlement of  slum dwellers should, as far as pos- 
sible, be avoided, except in cases where slums are 
located on physically hazardous or polluted land, or 
where densities are so high that new infrastructure 
(especially water and sanitation) cannot be installed. 
In-situ slum upgrading should therefore be the norm, 
with justifiable involuntary or voluntary resettle- 
ment being the exception. Easy access to livelihood 
opportunities is one of  the main keys to the success of  
slum upgrading programmes.



“From Global Cities to  
Globalized Urbanization” 

Neil Brenner and Roger  Keil 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

As with the emergence of the modern industrial city and the twentieth-century metropolis, the rise of a new kind 
of urban reality in the age of globalism has spawned an enormous body of descriptive, analytical, and theoretical 
literature that has led – and continues to lead – to a fuller understanding of the still-emerging urban future. No 
scholars have studied that literature more carefully and persuasively than Neil Brenner and Roger Keil, the 
co-editors of The Global Cities Reader (2006) in the Routledge Urban Readers  Series. 

Neil Brenner is an expert on urban political economy, urban geography, and urban theory who studied at Yale 
and the University of California, Los Angeles, before receiving his PhD from the University of Chicago in 1999. 
He is professor of urban theory and director of the Urban Theory Lab at the Harvard University Graduate School 
of Design and serves on the editorial boards of European Urban and Regional Studies and Antipode: A Radical 
Journal of Geography. He is the author of the seminal article “Global cities, ‘Glocal’ States: Global City Formation 
and State Territorial Restructuring in Contemporary Europe” (Review of International Political Economy, 1998) 
and editor of Implosions/Explosions: Towards a Study of Planetary Urbanization (Berlin: Jovis Verlag, 2014).

Roger Keil received his doctorate from the University of Frankfurt and is the director of the City Institute at York 
University in Toronto, where he is also professor of environmental studies and director of the Canadian Centre 
for German and European Studies. Keil is the author of Los Angeles: Urbanization, Globalization and Social 
Struggles (Chichester: John Wiley, 1998); New State Spaces: Urban Governance and the Rescaling of 
Statehood (London and New York: Oxford University Press, 2004); the co-author with Gene Desfor of Nature 
and the City: Making Environmental Policy in Toronto and Los Angeles (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 
2004); the co-author with Julie-Anne Bourdreau and Douglas Young of Changing Toronto: Governing Urban 
Neoliberalism (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2009); and the editor of Suburban Constellations: Governance, 
Land and Infrastructure in the 21st Century (Berlin: Jovis Verlag, 2013). He is the co-editor of the International 
Journal of Urban and Regional Research (IJURR) and a co-founder of the International Network for Urban 
Research and Action (INURA). 

In “From Global Cities to Globalized Urbanization,” an article specially commissioned for a previous edition of 
The City Reader, Brenner and Keil begin by stating that currently “all major indicators suggest that urbanization 
rates across the world economy are now higher and more rapid than ever before in human history.” That 
revolutionary new reality, they argue, was prophesized by the French philosopher of urbanism Henri Lefebvre in 
his 1970 book The Urban Revolution where he “anticipated the ‘generalization’ of capitalist urbanization 
processes through the establishment of a planetary ‘fabric’ or ‘web’ of urbanized spaces.” Today, they note, 
Lefebvre’s “prediction is no longer futurist speculation” and that urbanization has now “come to condition all 
major aspects of planetary social existence and . . . the fate of human social life.” 

Very different from the realities analyzed by the Chicago School of urban researchers, and even from the 
visions of pioneers like Patrick Geddes who used the term “world cities” as early as 1924, Brenner and Keil argue 
that the contemporary urban world reveals “new forms of global connectivity – along with new patterns of 
disconnection, peripheralization, exclusion and vulnerability – among and within urbanizing regions across the 
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iNTROdUCTiON

Urbanization is rapidly accelerating, and extending 
ever more densely, if  unevenly, across the earth’s 
surface. The combined demographic, economic, 
socio-technological, material-metabolic and socio- 
cultural processes of  urbanization have resulted in  
the formation of  a globalized network of  spatially 

concentrated human settlements and infrastructural 
configurations in which major dimensions of  modern 
capitalism are at once concentrated, reproduced and 
contested. This pattern of  increasingly globalized 
urbanization contradicts earlier predictions, in the 
waning decades of  the twentieth century, that the era 
of  urbanization was nearing its end due to new infor-
mation technologies (such as the internet), declining 

globe.” Examining the new urbanization as an expression of global capitalism in the post-World War II and post-
Cold War contexts, they see new global cities that are increasingly detached from nation-states and subject to 
“supranational or global forces” that have been explored by neo-Marxists like Lefebvre, David Harvey (p. 270), 
and Manuel Castells (p. 229). In the eyes of these theorists, they observe, urbanization has now become “an 
active moment within the ongoing production and transformation of capitalist socio-spatial configurations.” 

Turning their attention to global interurban networks and the groundbreaking work of Saskia Sassen (p. 650), 
Doreen Massey, Ananya Roy, Jennifer Robinson, and especially Peter Taylor and the GaWC (Globalization and 
World Cities) group at the University of Loughborough in the UK (p. 92), Brenner and Keil argue that world cities 
are not just major corporate headquarters locations nor even global command and control centers. Rather, the 
new global cities raise questions about “restructuring urban governance and the new contexts for urban social 
struggles.” Increasingly, the process of studying these cities must engage “a broad range of globalized or 
globalizing vectors” that include not just “economic flows” but “the crystallization of new social, cultural, political, 
ecological, media and diasporic networks as well.” In the end, the authors issue an “invitation to research – and 
action” to a new generation of urban scholars who, they hope, are reading this book. Building on the work and 
example of John Friedmann and others, Brenner and Keil challenge us to think, and act, more clearly about the 
realities of globalization that they regard as “a fundamentally disjointed, yet profoundly authoritarian, new world 
order.” Whether this will lead to new “possibilities for radical or progressive social change,” they write, “is ultimately 
a political question that can only be decided through ongoing social mobilizations and struggles.” 

For further reading about global cities and global urban networks, the best introductions are Neil Brenner and 
Roger Keil (eds.), The Global Cities Reader (New York: Routledge, 2006) and the bibliographies attached to 
each selection in this section of The City Reader. Peter Taylor, World City Network: A Global Urban Analysis 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2004) is fundamental to the study of global urbanism. Also important are 
Saskia Sassen, The Global City: New York, London, Tokyo (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1991), 
Globalization and Its Discontents (New York: New Press, 1998), Global Networks/Linked Cities (London and 
New York: Routledge, 2002), and Cities in a World Economy, 3rd edn (Thousand Oaks, CA: Pine Forge Press, 
2006); and Manuel Castells, The Informational City: Information Technology, Economic Restructuring, and the 
Urban-Regional Process (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991) and the magisterial Information Age Trilogy, especially The 
Rise of the Network Society (Oxford: Blackwell, 1996). 

Other important sources include Henri Lefebvre, The Urban Revolution (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1970), Peter Marcuse and Ronald van Kempen (eds.), Globalizing Cities: A New Spatial Order? (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2000), Doreen Massey, World City (London: Polity, 2007), Janet Abu Lughod, New York, Chicago, 
Los Angeles: America’s Global Cities (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1999); and J. John Palen, 
The Urban World, 8th edn. (Boulder, CO: Paradigm Publishers, 2008). 

Of special importance to the study of cities in a globalizing society are the works of Mike Davis, especially City 
of Quartz (London: Verso, 1990) and Planet of Slums (London: Verso, 2006), and Doug Saunders, Arrival City: 
How the Largest Migration in History Is Reshaping our World (New York: Pantheon, 2010). Other useful 
overviews of the field include Globalization and the World of Large Cities, edited by Fu-Chen Lo and Yue-Man 
Yeung (Tokyo: United Nations University Press, 1998) and Mark Abrahamson, Global Cities (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
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transportation costs and new, increasingly dispersed 
patterns of  human settlement. Despite these trends, 
all major indicators suggest that urbanization rates 
across the world economy are now higher and more 
rapid than ever before in human history.

Four decades ago, in his pioneering book, The 
Urban Revolution [1970], the French philosopher Henri 
Lefebvre anticipated the “generalization” of  capitalist 
urbanization processes through the establishment of   
a planetary “fabric” or “web” of  urbanized spaces. 
Today, Lefebvre’s prediction is no longer a futuristic 
speculation, but instead provides a realistic starting 
point for inquiry into our global urban reality. This is 
not to suggest that the entire world has become a 
single, densely concentrated city; on the contrary, 
uneven spatial development, sociospatial polarization 
and territorial inequality remain pervasive, endemic 
features of  modern capitalism. Rather, Lefebvre’s 
prediction was that the process of  urbanization would 
increasingly come to condition all major aspects of  
planetary social existence and, in turn, that the fate of  
human social life – indeed, that of  the earth itself  – 
would subsequently hinge upon the discontinuous 
dynamics and uneven trajectories of  urbanization.

The urban revolution poses major challenges for 
the field of  urban studies. As other contributions to The 
City Reader demonstrate, the origins of  this research 
field lie in the concern to investigate relatively bounded 
urban settlements, understood as internally differen- 
tiated, self-contained “worlds,” in isolation from  
surrounding networks of  economic, political and envi-
ronmental relationships – as, for instance, in the con-
centric ring model developed in the work of  Chicago 
school of  urban sociology. Today, however, it is not the 
internal differentiation of  urban worlds within neatly 
contained ecologies of  settlement, or the extension of  
such urbanized settlements into rural hinterlands, that 
constitutes the central focal point for urban studies. 
Instead, in conjunction with the uneven yet worldwide 
generalization of  urbanization, we are confronted with 
new forms of  global connectivity – along with new pat-
terns of  disconnection, peripheralization, exclusion 
and vulnerability – among and within urbanizing 
regions across the globe. How to decipher these trans-
formations, their origins, and their consequences? 
What categories and models of  urbanization are most 
appropriate for understanding them, and for coming to 
terms with their wide-ranging implications?

Since the early 1980s, critical urban researchers 
have devoted intense energies to precisely these 

questions: on the one hand, by analyzing emergent 
forms of  globalized urbanization and their impacts 
upon social, political and economic dynamics within 
and beyond major cities; on the other hand, by 
introducing a host of  new methods and concep- 
tualizations intended to grasp the changing realities  
of  planetary urbanization under late-twentieth and 
early-twenty-first-century capitalism. The resultant 
literatures on “world”, “global” and “globalizing” cities 
contain fascinating, provocative and often controversial 
insights. Meanwhile, ongoing debates on the missing 
links and open questions within these literatures con- 
tinue to inspire new generations of  urban researchers 
as they work to decipher the urbanizing world in which 
we are living. In this brief  chapter, we cannot attempt 
to survey the intricacies of  these diverse research 
traditions (for a detailed introduction, overview and 
suggestions for further reading, see The Global Cities 
Reader, Routledge, 2006). Instead, we outline some of  
the methodological foundations and major lines of  
investigation within research on globalizing cities, 
while also alluding to several emergent debates and 
agendas that are currently animating this field, with 
specific reference to the conceptualization and inves- 
tigation of  global interurban networks. In so doing, we 
hope to stimulate readers of  this book, the next 
generation of  urban researchers, to contribute their 
own critical energies to the tasks of  understanding 
and shaping the future dynamics and trajectories of  
planetary urbanization.

URBaNiZaTiON aNd GLOBaL 
CaPiTaLiSM

Although the notion of  a world city has a longer his- 
torical legacy, it was consolidated as a core concept 
for urban studies during the 1980s, in the context  
of  interdisciplinary attempts to decipher the crisis-
induced restructuring of  global capitalism following 
the collapse of  the post-World War II political-eco- 
nomic and spatial order. Until this period, the dominant 
approaches to urban studies tended to presuppose 
that cities were neatly enclosed within national ter- 
ritories and nationalized central place hierarchies. 
Thus, for example, postwar regional development 
theorists viewed the nation-state as the basic contai- 
ner of  spatial polarization between core urban growth 
centers and internal peripheries. Similarly, post- 
war urban geographers generally assumed that the 
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national territory was the primary scale upon which 
rank-size urban hierarchies and city-systems were 
organized. Indeed, even early uses of  the term “world 
city” by famous twentieth-century urbanists such as 
Patrick Geddes and Peter Hall likewise expressed this 
set of  assumptions. In their work, the cosmopolitan 
character of  world cities was interpreted as an out- 
growth of  their host states’ geopolitical power. The 
possibility that urban development or the formation  
of  urban hierarchies might be conditioned by supra- 
national or global forces was not systematically 
explored.

This nationalized vision of  the urban process was 
challenged as of  the late 1960s and early 1970s, with 
the rise of  radical approaches to urban political 
economy. The seminal contributions of  Neo-Marxist 
urban theorists such as Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey 
and Manuel Castells generated a wealth of  new 
categories and methods through which to analyze the 
specifically capitalist character of  modern urbani- 
zation processes. From this perspective, contemporary 
cities were viewed as spatial materializations of  the 
core social processes associated with the capitalist 
mode of  production, including, in particular, capital 
accumulation and class struggle. While these new 
approaches did not, at that time, explicitly investigate 
the global parameters for contemporary urbanization, 
they did suggest that cities had to be understood 
within a macrogeographical context defined by the 
ongoing development and restless spatial expansion 
of  capitalism. In this manner, radical urbanists ela- 
borated an explicitly spatialized and reflexively 
multiscalar understanding of  capitalist urbanization. 
Within this new conceptual framework, the spatial and 
scalar parameters for urban development could no 
longer be taken for granted, as if  they were pre-given 
features of  the social world. Instead, urbanization  
was now increasingly viewed as an active moment 
within the ongoing production and transformation of  
capitalist sociospatial configurations.

Crucially, these new approaches to urban political 
economy were consolidated during a period in which, 
throughout the older industrialized world, cities, 
regions and national economies were undergoing any 
number of  disruptive sociospatial transformations 
associated with the crisis of  North Atlantic Fordism 
and the consolidation of  a new international division 
of  labor dominated by transnational corporations. 
Fordism was the accumulation regime that prevailed 
in much of  the Western industrialized world during 

the post-World War II period through the early 1970s. 
Productivity increases in the Fordist model were 
grounded upon mass production technologies and 
tied closely to a class compromise between capital 
and labour that contributed to relatively collaborative 
industrial relations and rising working class incomes; 
the latter were in turn reinforced through an expanding 
welfare state apparatus that stabilized domestic 
demand for consumer goods. Internationally, Fordism 
was regulated and reproduced through American 
cultural, financial and military hegemony and was 
rooted in the impressive dynamism of  large-scale 
industrial regions across the older industrialized world. 
This sociospatial formation was widely superseded, 
after the 1970s, due to the consolidation of  increasingly 
flexible, specialized models of  production, industrial 
organization and inter-firm relations, a tendential libe- 
ralization of  various inherited institutional restraints 
upon market competition, a creeping commodification 
of  social reproduction, generally weaker welfare 
states, and the emergence of  new patterns of  regional 
growth and decline across the world economy. In the 
global North, older industrial regions such as Detroit, 
Chicago, the English Midlands, the German Ruhr 
district and parts of  northern Italy underwent major 
economic crises characterized by plant closings, high 
unemployment rates and infrastructural decay. 
Meanwhile, new industrial districts generally located 
outside the traditional heartlands of  Fordism – for 
instance, in Silicon Valley, southern California, parts 
of  Southern Germany, Emilia-Romagna and parts of  
southern France – were experiencing unprecedented 
industrial dynamism and growth. Outside of  the global 
core zones of  capitalism, new forms of  industrialization 
were emerging in key manufacturing regions within 
late developing states, for instance in Mexico, Brazil, 
South Korea, Taiwan and India. These transformations 
were accompanied by an increasingly prominent role 
for transnational corporations in all zones of  the world 
economy.

Following the crisis of  Fordism, extensive research 
emerged among urban scholars on topics such as 
industrial decline, urban property markets, territorial 
polarization, regionalism, collective consumption, 
local state intervention, the politics of  place and urban 
social movements. Among many other, more specific 
insights, these research initiatives indicated that  
the sources of  contemporary urban transformations 
could not be understood in purely local, regional or 
national terms. Rather, the post-1970s restructuring of  
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cities and regions had to be understood as an ex- 
pression and outcome of  worldwide economic, poli- 
tical and sociospatial transformations. Thus, for 
instance, plant closings and workers’ struggles in older 
industrial cities such as Chicago, Detroit, Liverpool, 
Dortmund or Turin could not be explained simply in 
terms of  local, regional or even national developments, 
but had to be analyzed in relation to broader secular 
trends within the world economy that were funda- 
mentally reworking the conditions for profitable 
capital accumulation and reconstituting the global 
geographies of  industrial production. Analogous argu- 
ments regarding the significance of  global context 
were meanwhile articulated regarding other major 
aspects of  urban and regional restructuring, for 
instance, the crystallization of  new patterns of  intra-
national spatial inequality, the emergence of  new, 
place- and region-specific forms of  economic and 
social policy, and the activities of  new territorially 
based social and political movements.

In opening up their analyses to the global dimen- 
sions of  urban restructuring, critical urban political 
economists in the 1970s and early 1980s also began to 
draw upon several newly consolidated approaches to 
the political economy of  capitalism that likewise 
underscored its intrinsically globalizing dimensions. 
Foremost among these was the model of  world 
system analysis developed by Immanuel Wallerstein 
and others, which explored the worldwide polarization 
of  economic development and living conditions under 
capitalism among distinct core, semi-peripheral and 
peripheral zones. World system theorists insisted that 
capitalism could be understood adequately only on 
the largest possible spatial scale, that of  the world 
economy, and over a very long temporal period 
spanning many centuries. World system theorists thus 
sharply criticized the methodologically nationalist 
assumptions of  mainstream social science, arguing 
instead for an explicitly globalist, long-term under- 
standing of  modern capitalism. The rise of  world 
system theory during the 1970s resonated with a 
more general resurgence of  Neo-Marxian approaches 
to geopolitical economy during this period. In the 
context of  diverse studies of  transnational corpora- 
tions, underdevelopment, dependency, class forma- 
tion, crisis theory and the internationalization of  
capital, these new approaches to radical politi- 
cal economy likewise explored the global parameters 
of  capitalism both in historical and contemporary 
contexts.

It is against this background that the emergence of  
the research field that has today come to be known as 
global cities research must be contextualized. Like the 
other critical analyses of  urban restructuring that were 
being pioneered during the 1980s, global city theorists 
built extensively upon the analytical foundations that 
had been established by Neo-Marxist urban political 
economists, world system theorists and other radical 
analysts of  global capitalism during the preceding 
decade.

GLOBaL CiTieS aNd URBaN 
ReSTRUCTURiNG

According to Peter Taylor, “The world city literature as 
a cumulative and collective enterprise begins only 
when the economic restructuring of  the world-
economy makes the idea of  a mosaic of  separate 
urban systems appear anachronistic and frankly 
irrelevant.” During the course of  the 1980s and 1990s, 
the latter assumption was widely abandoned among 
critical urban researchers, leading to a creative out- 
pouring of  research on the interplay between urban 
restructuring and various worldwide economic – and, 
subsequently, political, cultural and environmental – 
transformations. Numerous scholars contributed key 
insights to this emergent research agenda, but the 
most influential, foundational statements were pre- 
sented by John Friedmann and Saskia Sassen. To date, 
the work of  these authors is associated most closely 
with the global city concept, and is routinely cited in 
studies of  the interplay between globalization and 
urban development.

During the course of  the late 1980s and into the 
1990s, global city theory was employed extensively in 
studies of  the role of  major cities as global financial 
centers, as headquarters locations for TNCs and as 
agglomerations for advanced producer and financial 
services industries. During this time, much research 
was conducted on several broad issues:

j The formation of  a global urban hierarchy. Global 
city theory postulates the formation of  a worldwide 
urban hierarchy in and through which transnational 
corporations coordinate their production and 
investment activities. The geography, composition 
and evolutionary tendencies of  this hierarchy have 
been a topic of  intensive research and debate since 
the 1980s. Following the initial interventions of  
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Sassen and Friedmann, subsequent scholarship 
has explored a variety of  methodological strategies 
and empirical data sources through which to map 
this hierarchy (see the work of  the GaWC research 
team at Loughborough University – www.lboro. 
ac.uk/gawc/, and the concept of  a “new meta- 
geography” developed by Beaverstock, Smith, and 
Taylor in this part of  The City Reader). However, 
whatever their differences of  interpretation, most 
studies of  the global urban system have con- 
ceptualized this grid of  cities simultaneously not 
only as a fundamental spatial infrastructure for the 
accelerated and intensified globalization of  capital, 
including finance capital, but also as a medium and 
expression of  the new patterns of  global polari- 
zation that have emerged during the post-1970s 
period.

j The contested restructuring of  urban space. The con-
solidation of  global cities is understood, in this lit-
erature, not only with reference to the global scale, 
on which new, worldwide linkages among cities are 
being established. Just as importantly, researchers 
in this field have suggested that the process of  
global city formation also entails significant social, 
technological and spatial transformations at the 
urban scale, within cities themselves, as well as 
within their surrounding metropolitan regions. 
According to global cities researchers, the globali-
zation of  urban development has generated pow-
erful expressions in the built and sociospatial 
environment. In Castells’ influential terminology, 
the construction of  a global “space of  flows” nec-
essarily entails major transformations in the “space 
of  places.” For example, the intensified clustering 
of  transnational corporate headquarters and 
advanced corporate services firms in the city core 
overburdens inherited land use infrastructures, 
leading to new, often speculative, real estate booms 
as new office towers and high-end residential, 
infrastructural, cultural and entertainment spaces 
are constructed both within and beyond estab-
lished downtown areas. Meanwhile, the need for 
new socio-technological infrastructures and the 
rising cost of  office space in the global city core 
may generate massive spillover effects on a 
regional scale, as small- and medium-sized 
agglomerations of  corporate services and back 
offices crystallize throughout the urban region. 
Finally, the consolidation of  such headquarters 
economies may also generate significant shifts 

within local housing markets as developers attempt 
to transform once-devalorized inner city proper-
ties into residential space for corporate elites and 
other members of  the putative “creative class.” 
Consequently, gentrification ensues in formerly 
working-class neighbourhoods and deindustrial-
ized spaces, and considerable residential and 
employment displacement may be caused in the 
wake of  rising rents and housing prices. Global 
cities researchers have tracked these and many 
other spatial transformations at some length: the 
urban built environment is viewed as an arena of  
contestation in which competing social forces and 
interests, from transnational firms, developers and 
corporate elites to workers, residents and social 
movements – struggle over issues of  urban design, 
land use and public space. Of  course, such issues 
are hotly contested in nearly all contemporary 
cities. Global cities researchers acknowledge this, 
but were particularly concerned in the 1980s and 
1990s to explore their distinctive forms and out-
comes in cities that had come to serve key 
command and control functions in the global capi-
talist system.

j The transformation of  the urban social fabric. One of  
the most provocative, if  also controversial, aspects 
of  global cities research during its initial phase 
involved claims regarding the effects of  global city 
formation upon the urban social fabric. Friedmann 
and Sassen, in particular, suggested that the 
emergence of  a global city hierarchy would 
generate a “dualized” urban labor market structure 
dominated, on the one hand, by a high-earning 
corporate elite and, on the other hand, by a large 
mass of  workers employed in menial, low-paying 
and/or informalized jobs. For many, at the time, the 
so-called Blade-Runner-scenario, named after the 
famous futuristic movie directed by Ridley Scott in 
1982, provided a fitting set of  images for these new 
patterns of  sociospatial polarization within 
globalizing cities. Based on an imaginary Los 
Angeles, the film expressed what many social 
scientists saw as a possible future in which most 
urban inhabitants would be migrants, many of  
them poor and often spatially sequestered in 
residential enclaves and ghettos. John Carpenter’s 
film Escape from New York (1981) developed a 
similarly grim prognosis for the future of  New York, 
representing all of  Manhattan as a high-security 
prison. For Sassen, this “new class alignment in 

http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/
http://www.lboro.ac.uk/gawc/
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global cities” emerged in direct conjunction with 
the downgrading of  traditional manufacturing 
industries and the emergence of  the advanced 
producer and financial services complex. Her work 
on London, New York and Tokyo suggested that 
broadly analogous, if  place-specific patterns of  
social polarization were emerging in these other- 
wise quite different cities, as a direct consequence 
of  their new roles as global command and control 
centers. This “polarization thesis” has attracted 
considerable discussion and debate. Whereas 
some scholars have attempted to apply their 
argument to a range of  globalizing cities, other 
analysts, for example Peter Marcuse and Ronald 
van Kempen, have questioned its logical and/or 
empirical validity.

In close conjunction with the consolidation of  global 
cities research around the above-mentioned themes, 
many critical urban scholars began to extend the 
empirical scope of  the theory beyond the major urban 
command and control centers of  the world economy 
– that is, cities such as New York, London, Tokyo; as 
well as various supraregional centers in East Asia 
(Singapore, Seoul, Hong Kong), North America (Los 
Angeles, Chicago, Miami, Toronto) and Western 
Europe (Paris, Frankfurt, Amsterdam, Zurich, Milan). 
In this important line of  research, the basic metho- 
dological impulses of  global city theory were applied 
to diverse types of  cities around the world, but 
particularly in the global North, that were undergoing 
processes of  economic and sociospatial restructuring 
that had been induced through geoeconomic 
transformations. Here, the central analytical agenda 
was to relate the dominant socioeconomic trends 
within particular cities – for instance, industrial 
restructuring, changing patterns of  capital investment, 
processes of  labor-market segmentation, sociospatial 
polarization and class and ethnic conflict – to the 
emergence of  a worldwide urban hierarchy and the 
global economic forces that underlie it. In this manner, 
analysts demonstrated the usefulness of  global city 
theory not simply for analyzing the transnational 
command and control centers that had been investi- 
gated in the first wave of  research in this field, but for 
exploring a broad range of  urban transformations – 
also now including questions about the restructuring 
urban governance and the new contexts for urban 
social struggles – that were unfolding in conjunc- 
tion with the post-1970s wave of  geoeconomic 

restructuring. They thus signaled a significant 
reorientation of  the literature away from “global cities” 
as such, to what Marcuse and van Kempen famously 
labeled “globalizing cities,” a term intended to 
underscore the diversity of  pathways and the place-
specific patterns in and through which processes of  
globalization and urban restructuring were being 
articulated.

GLOBaL iNTeRURBaN NeTwORKS –  
deBaTeS aNd hORiZONS

The debate on global city formation thus no longer 
focuses primarily on the headquarters locations for 
transnational capital, the associated agglomeration of  
specialized producer and financial services, and the 
resultant transformation of  urban and regional spaces. 
Increasingly, work on globalizing cities engages with a 
broad range of  globalized or globalizing vectors – 
including not only economic flows, but also the crys-
tallization of  new social, cultural, political, ecological, 
media and diasporic networks. In this context, schol-
ars have begun to reflect more systematically on the 
nature of  the very network connectivities that link 
cities together across the world system. Such explora-
tions have animated various strands of  empirical 
research on cities, as well as ongoing debates about 
the nature of  globalized urbanization itself. The con-
tours of  research on global cities are now increasingly 
differentiated as the field expands and advances, but 
certain shared concerns have nonetheless emerged. 
Accordingly, we summarize here four major dimen-
sions of  global interurban connectivity that have, in 
recent years, been inspiring both research and debate 
among contemporary urbanists.

j Types of  interurban networks. In the 1980s and 
1990s, scholars tended to assume that a single 
global urban hierarchy existed; debates focused on 
how to map it, and on what empirical indicators 
were most appropriate for doing so. However, the 
discussion has shifted considerably during the last 
decade [since 2000], as researchers now argue that 
the world system is composed of  multiple, inter- 
locking interurban networks. While the question of  
transnational corporate command and control 
remains central, there is now an equal interest  
in global cultural flows, political networks,  
media cities and other modalities of  interurban 
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connectivity, including those associated with large-
scale infrastructural configurations. For instance, 
the cases of  Washington DC, Geneva, Brussels, 
Nairobi and other bureaucratic headquarters of  
the global diplomatic and NGO communities point 
towards a network of  global political centers. 
Religious centers such as Mecca, Rome and 
Jerusalem, among many others, constitute yet 
another such network. Moreover, in some cases, 
places that ostensibly lack strategic economic 
assets nonetheless acquire global significance 
through their role in the worldwide networks of  
social movement activism. Porto Alegre, Brazil, 
where the World Social Forum has been based, and 
Davos, Switzerland, where the World Economic 
Forum takes place every January, are cases in 
point. This line of  investigation suggests that, 
interwoven around the structures of  capital that 
underpin the world urban system, there also exists 
a complex lattice-work of  interurban linkages  
that are constituted around a broad range of  
interconnectivities.

j The spatiality of  interurban networks. In contrast to 
the somewhat simplistic understanding of  global 
cities as neatly bounded, local places in which 
transnational capital could be anchored, several 
scholars have suggested alternative understand- 
ings of  the geographies produced through the 
processes of  globalized urbanization. Doreen 
Massey, for instance, argues against the notion that 
global cities contain distinct properties that make 
them inherently global. Instead, she suggests an 
understanding of  the global cities network as a set 
of  dialectical relationships that connect actors in 
cities, and cities as collective actors, through a 
variety of  simultaneously globalized and localized 
streams. Thus, the space of  global cities is 
“relational, not a mosaic of  simply juxtaposed 
differences” and the global city “has to be 
conceptualized, not as a simple diversity, but as a 
meeting place, of  jostling, potentially conflicting, 
trajectories.” Other scholars have explored the 
ways in which processes of  global city formation 
have been connected to rescaling processes that 
rework inherited configurations of  global, national, 
regional and local relations, often in unpredictable, 
unexpected ways. Newer research explores the 
methodological and empirical implications of  
these interventions with reference to diverse 
aspects of  globalized urbanization, from urban 

political ecologies and governance realignments to 
new social movement mobilizations. Each breaks 
in important ways with inherited, relatively place-
bound conceptualizations of  global cities, pointing 
instead towards new concepts of  relationality, 
topology and rescaling as bases for understanding 
the dynamics of  globalized urbanization.

j The scope of  interurban networks. Much global cities 
research in the 1980s and 1990s focused on major 
cities and city-regions in the global North. More 
recently, several scholars have questioned this 
focus, and explored some of  its problematic impli-
cations for the conceptualization of  global city for-
mation itself. For instance, in an influential inter-
vention, Jennifer Robinson criticized the project of  
classifying cities by their alleged importance in a 
single global hierarchy or network, arguing instead 
for a broader understanding of  the diverse, often 
rather “ordinary” ways in which the globality of  
cities might be constituted and reproduced. While 
directing attention back towards locally embedded 
and place-based social relations, Robinson’s work 
also advocates a reconceptualization of  transna-
tional flows and interconnectivities themselves, 
from points of  view that are not focused one-sid-
edly on the logics of  capital investment and 
finance. An analogous idea is taken up by Ananya 
Roy in her plea for a rethinking of  the theoretical 
geographies of  urban studies. She suggests

a rather paradoxical combination of  specificity 
and generalizability: that theories have to be 
produced in place (and it matters where they are 
produced), but that they can then be appropriated, 
borrowed, and remapped. In this sense, the sort of  
theory being urged is simultaneously located and 
dislocated.

 In practical terms, the dynamic relationships 
between specificity and generalizability, expounded 
forcefully by Robinson, Roy and others, refer back, 
to some degree, to the necessity for all cities under 
contemporary capitalism to manage two divergent 
dynamics: their internal contradictions and their 
external integration. More generally, though, this 
line of  research and theory suggests some highly 
productive ways in which cities throughout the 
world system – including those located outside  
of  the economic “heartlands” of  the global  
North – might also be investigated through the 
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tools of  a critical revised approach to globalized 
urbanization.

j The dangers of  interurban networks. Although critical 
of  them, most global city research in the 1980s and 
1990s emphasized the newly emergent strategic 
connectivities of  capital, labor and information 
across the world economy, which were widely 
viewed as the preconditions for local economic 
development. In that context, foreign direct 
investment and thick webs of  interfirm relationships 
were seen as the “stuff ” of  which global city rela- 
tionships were made. Of  course, as noted earlier, 
such “positive” connectivities were seen as being 
deeply contradictory insofar as they intensified 
polarization and sociospatial inequalities both 
within and among cities. Yet, aside from this 
emphasis on the problem of  polarization in situ, the 
downsides of  interurban connectivity itself  and 
failures in the network have only recently been 
recognized among critical urban researchers. 
There has always been a sharp divide between 
optimistic, normative versions of  global city 
parlance and the often dystopic, critical or 
analytical uses of  concepts such as global city or 
world city. Among the former, we can count the 
boosterist, hyperbolic attempts by city govern- 
ments to rank a particular place among the top tier 
global cities that everyone talks about and that 
apparently attract all attention and investment. In 
recent years, the attention on mega-infrastructures 
such as airports and convention centres has been 
supplemented by an obsession with “human 
capital” and creativity. Yet in both the boosterist 
and the critical literatures, little has been said 
specifically about the pitfalls and vulnerabilities 
that lie within the global interurban network itself. It 
is only recently that scholars have begun to track 
some of  the dangers that lie in being networked 
per se. However, as a new strand of  scholarship on 
networked vulnerabilities indicates, globalizing 
cities today find themselves increasingly con- 
fronted with challenges that lie beyond their 
control. First, in the wake of  the global economic 
crisis of  2008–2010, the limits and contradictions 
of  market-based, competition-oriented forms of  
urban governance are becoming more pervasive 
across the worldwide interurban network: crisis-
tendencies and socio-ecological disruptions are no 
longer contained within particular niches within 
the network, but spread increasingly rapidly across 

its various conduits. Second, the worldwide urban 
political ecology that emerges through such crisis- 
tendencies is characterized and structured by 
rising vulnerabilities within the network as a  
whole. Such vulnerabilities are articulated not only 
through the traditional network of  global economic 
centers, but also through international networks  
of  infectious disease transmission and attainment, 
as well as through metropolitan infrastructural 
networks.

aN iNViTaTiON TO ReSeaRCh –  
aNd aCTiON

What we know now about global cities in a world 
system has confirmed some and contradicted other 
predictions that were made in the 1980s. At the time, 
the world was still in the midst of  the Cold War, and 
the so-called “Third World” was little more than an 
after-thought in much social research and theorizing. 
We live in a different world now. Moscow is not behind 
an “iron curtain”, Berlin is unified, South Africa has 
overcome apartheid and hosted the 2010 World Cup, 
Brazilian cities are players in the global game, 
Shanghai, Dubai, Mumbai and Lagos have become 
household names not only in specialized urban lexica 
but also in popular discourse, film and musical 
imagination. Bollywood movie production has trans- 
gressed the boundaries of  the Indian subcontinent, 
hiphop music is the vernacular of  an urban and 
suburban youth around the globe, and the American 
coffee multinational Starbucks has captured the street 
corners of  cities around the world and has changed 
the way those who can afford it consume coffee, 
whether in Romania, China or Peru. If  anything, the 
post-Cold War world has become more tightly 
connected through a range of  overlapping global 
urban networks. Hong Kong, London and Vancouver 
exist on a tangible map in which plausible connectivities 
exist that are lived and sustained across three 
continents through complex and expanding family 
and business relationships. While geographical 
proximities among cities and their inhabitants have 
increased, social distancing inside cities and across 
networks has often increased dramatically. Although 
the much touted Blade Runner scenario has not 
materialized in most cities of  the West, internal 
sociospatial divisions have, and have led to new forms 
of  exclusivity, ghettoization, gated communities and 
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the like. On a global scale, the “planet of  slums” 
predicted by Mike Davis in the early 2000s has indeed 
emerged and stands in contrast to the shining citadels 
of  banking, culture and entertainment centres in 
Europe, Asia and North America. Across urban 
regions themselves, the tendency of  the 100-mile city 
has dramatically intensified, as rapid urbanization in 
most parts of  the world continues to push into the 
ever more distant hinterlands of  erstwhile “rural” 
zones. New forms of  politics have also emerged as 
globalized and diversified urban communities lay 
claim to the right to the city in new, potentially 
revolutionary ways. And as the consequences of  the 
global economic crisis of  2008–2010 continue to be 
felt around the globe, we can anticipate new align- 
ments and realignments of  political-economic power 
relations and socio-natural metabolisms. All of  this 
(and more) has necessarily challenged the assumptions 
and agendas associated with the first generation of  
global cities research. Yet, despite these transfor- 
mations, the classic texts of  global city theory remain 
a foundational reference point today due to their 
salient emphasis on the major role of  globally 
networked city-regions in the making (and unmaking) 
of  globalizing capitalism.

One of  the more persistent criticisms that has been 
leveled at global city researchers is that their work 
serves to glorify the status of  particular cities in world- 
wide interurban competition, and thus represents an 
uncritical affirmation of  global neoliberalism. Rela- 
tedly, it has also been insinuated, at times, that research 
on global cities tends to affirm the policies of  
municipal boosters concerned to acquire distinction 
for their cities on the world stage. In our view, the 
misunderstanding that underlies these criticisms is 
based on a mistaken identification of  the colloquial 
notion of  the global/world city with the scholarly 
concept developed in the literatures we have discussed 
above. While the former is a descriptive, affirmative 
notion often used by municipal power brokers to draw 
attention to specific places, the latter is a polysemic 
analytical term that has been employed by critical 
urbanists concerned to decipher the globalizing 
dimensions of  contemporary urbanization.

Still, some of  the confusion around the notion of  
the global city may also be attributed to the substantive 
content of  social science research on this topic. In 
some cases, such as Los Angeles, it would appear that 
the “hype” generated through studies of  the purported 
“globality” of  a particular place actually permits 

academic researchers to be enlisted, often unwitt- 
ingly, as “mercenaries” into the camp of  global city 
boosterism. In this context, it is crucial to recall that 
John Friedmann and Goetz Wolff ’s first foray into 
global cities research contained the programmatic 
subtitle, “an agenda for research and action” (our 
emphasis). For Friedmann and many of  his colleagues, 
the analysis and description of  the global city was 
meant to be a first step in actively effecting positive, 
progressive and even radical social change. Thus, data 
on the formation of  global urban hierarchies and on 
the intensification of  sociospatial polarization within 
global cities was clearly understood as a call to arms 
for progressive planners. Their role, in Friedmann’s 
view, was to mobilize new public policies designed to 
reduce the suffering of  the global city’s increasingly 
impoverished internationalized working classes and 
migrant populations and, more ambitiously still, to 
subject the apparently deterritorialized operations of  
transnational capital to localized, democratic political 
control. For others, of  course, this call to action was 
interpreted as an imperative to establish the positive 
business climate and general investment conditions 
that were deemed necessary for world city formation. 
However, in an incisive intervention into the public 
policy debate in East Asian city states craving world 
city status in the 1990s, Friedmann reminded his 
audience:

[U]rban outcomes are to a considerable extent the 
result of  public policies. They are, in part, what we 
choose them to be. The cities of  the next century will 
thus be a result of  planning in the broadest sense of  
that much abused term. This is not to fall into  
the naïve belief  that all we need to do is to draw a 
pretty picture of  the future, such as a master plan, or 
adopt wildly ambitious regulatory legislation as a 
template for future city growth. . . . Instead of  waxing 
enthusiastic about megaprojects – bridges, tunnels, 
airports, and the cold beauty of  glass-enclosed 
skyscrapers – which so delight the heart of  big-city 
mayors, I am talking about people, their habitat  
and quality of  life, the claims of  invisible migrant 
citizens and now, in yet another turn, the concept of  
civil society.

What, then, can research on world cities/global cities 
teach us about the situation and prospects of  
contemporary capitalism? Beyond its significance to 
urban specialists, does research on global cities make 
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a more general contribution to our understanding of  
contemporary social life, and to our ability to shape 
the latter in progressive, emancipatory ways? Global 
city research, in our view, offers us some bearings, 
some intellectual and political grounding, as we 
attempt to orient ourselves within a fundamentally 

disjointed, yet profoundly authoritarian, new world 
order. Whether or not this intellectual perspective can 
help open up possibilities for radical or progressive 
social change is ultimately a political question that can 
only be decided through ongoing social mobilizations 
and struggles.



“The Place where  
everything Changes” 
from Arrival City: How the Largest Migration  
in History is Reshaping Our World (2010) 

Doug  Saunders 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

The publication of the UN-HABITAT report on The Challenge of Slums in 2003 sparked a great deal of advocacy 
and activism on behalf of the world’s new urban poor, the more than a billion people who had crowded into the slums 
in, or on the outskirts of, prosperous global cities. Learning from the past, the UN report had warned against reflexive 
slum clearance programs – the kind of “bulldozer redevelopment” that had eradicated so many low-income 
communities in the post-World War II years with little positive results – but much of the literature about the global 
slums simply denounced global capitalism for the imposition of new forms of class oppression and compliant 
governments for inadequate policy responses. Books like Planet of Slums by Mike Davis (2006) and Shadow Cities 
by Robert Neuwirth (2005) adopted both the tone and analytical bent of Friedrich Engels in The Condition of the 
Working Class in 1844 (p. 53) or Upton Sinclair in The Jungle (1906). What was lost in much of this immediate 
response to the UN report was the deeper history of slum conditions and their role in the urbanization  process. 

With the publication of Arrival City: How the Largest Migration in History is Reshaping Our World in 2010, 
however, journalist Doug Saunders changed the debate about global slums by changing the fundamental 
narrative of their function in the age of globalization. He begins by recognizing the overwhelming impact of 
contemporary urbanization itself. “What will be remembered about the twenty-first century, except perhaps the 
effects of a changing climate,” he writes, “is the great, and final, shift of human populations out of rural, agricultural 
life and into cities.” This historic movement of people will be “the last human movement of this size and scope” 
– as if in fulfillment of the process that Kingsley Davis (p. 19) and other demographers had studied a half a 
century earlier. He also warns against the policies of the past and the way they led to “mismanaged urbanization,” 
particularly in the cities of the Industrial Revolution. “If we make a similar mistake today . . .,” he writes, “we are in 
danger of suffering far larger explosions and ruptures” than those experienced in the previous two  centuries. 

As an award-winning international reporter for the Toronto Globe and Mail, Saunders brought fresh eyes and 
new ways of thinking to the subject of global poverty. He visited and studied the peripheral slums of some twenty 
cities on five continents and developed his thinking about global slums by a process of direct observation 
combined with interviews with the newly arrived slum dwellers themselves. The selection from Arrival City 
reprinted here begins with a generalized overview of how the historic new surge in global urbanization leads 
always to “the place where everything changes” – that is, the chosen destination city of a specific immigrant and 
his family – and then proceeds to a consideration of several specific cases including Shenzhen, Los Angeles,  
and  Mumbai. 

In city after city, Saunders found an “ex-rural population . . . creating strikingly similar urban spaces.” These 
“special kind of urban place[s]” were – and continue to be – “the neighborhoods where the transition from 
poverty occurs, where the next middle class is forged.” But, he warns, these places he calls “arrival cities” can be 
successes or failures – “the places where the next great economic and cultural boom will be born or where the 
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What will be remembered about the twenty-first 
century, more than anything else except perhaps the 
effects of  a changing climate, is the great, and final, shift 
of  human populations out of  rural, agricultural life and 
into cities. We will end this century as a wholly urban 
species. This movement engages an unprecedented 
number of  people—two or three billion humans, 
perhaps a third of  the world’s population—and will 
affect almost everyone in tangible ways. It will be the 
last human movement of  this size and scope; in fact, the 
changes it makes to family life, from large agrarian fami-
lies to small urban ones, will put an end to the major 
theme of  human history, continuous population  growth. 

The last time humans made such a dramatic 
migration in Europe and the New World between the 

late eighteenth and the early twentieth centuries, the 
direct effect was a complete reinvention of  human 
thought, governance, technology, and welfare. Mass 
urbanization produced the French Revolution, the 
Industrial Revolution and, with them, the enormous 
social and political changes of  the previous two 
centuries. Yet this narrative of  human change was  
not to be found in the newspapers of  the 1840s or  
the parliamentary debates of  the early twentieth 
century; the city-bound migration and the rise of   
new, transitional urban enclaves was a story largely 
unknown to the people directly affected by it. And  
the catastrophes of  mismanaged urbanization—the 
human miseries and revolutionary uprisings and 
wars—were often a direct result of  this blindness: We 

next great explosion of violence will occur.” Shenzhen, for example, is a case of “arrested development,” a “city 
without arrival.” Although Shenzhen claims to be the first city in China to reform the rigid hukou system that 
restricts free education, subsidized housing, and other benefits to people with local residence status, only about 
15 percent of the population, mostly higher income workers, actually qualifies. As a result, the story of Shenzhen 
– told through the migrant experiences of Hua Chang Zhan and her husband Jiang Si Fei – is of a “failed arrival 
city” and “a place nobody can call home,” indeed a city that regularly loses population. Although Shenzhen, since 
the time that Saunders observed it, has made significant policy changes and economic advances, it, like many 
other Chinese cities, still struggles with the gradual pace of hukou reform. By contrast, Los Angeles and Mumbai 
are notable successes. In Los Angeles, Mario Martinez from the Salvadorean village of El Palon, becomes a part 
of what Albert M. Camarillo (p. 139) calls a “minority-majority community” and eventually becomes the owner of 
a small sign business, starting with savings of only $1,500. And in Mumbai, the Parab family from rural Maharashtra 
state, beginning with an even smaller amount of investment capital, find that they can turn part of their concrete-
block shanty with a corrugated-metal roof into rental income and eventually move into an actual apartment – only 
three rooms, to be sure, but with electricity, running water, and a private bathroom. Saunders comments that he 
“met the Parab family on the day they joined the middle class,” the day they moved into the new  apartment. 

Saunders takes note of the positive role that “arrival city” slums can play in the process of urban upward mobility 
that is central to the urbanization process and to individual family aspirations of rural in-migrants worldwide. Wise 
and nurturing policies are of course necessary – remember the cautionary story of Shenzhen, or that the Mumbai 
authorities had for a time attempted to actively discourage in-migration – but the stories Saunders tells bring to mind 
the observations of Edward Glaeser (p. 707) that cities “don’t make people poor, they attract poor people” and that 
“the flow of less advantaged people into cities . . . demonstrates urban strength, not weakness.” 

Much of the literature on global slums came in direct response to the 2003 United Nations Human Settlements 
Programme (UN-HABITAT) report on The Challenge of Slums and, not surprisingly, saw no positive aspects to 
the proliferation of barrios, townships, favelas, shantytowns, and “peri-slums” worldwide. Robert Neuwirth, 
Shadow Cities: A Billion Squatters, a New Urban World (London and New York: Routledge, 2005) is a strong 
defense of squatters’ rights, and Mike Davis, Planet of Slums (London and New York: Verso, 2006) is an 
impassioned denunciation of class oppression on a global scale. Also of interest are George Martine,  
Gordon McGranahan, Mark Montgomery, and Rogelio Fernandez-Castilla, The New Global Frontier:  
Urbanization, Poverty, and Environment in the 21st Century (London and New York: Routledge, 2008) and 
Marie Huchzermeyer, Cities with Slums: From Informal Settlement Eradication to a Right to the City in Africa 
(Claremont, South Africa: Juta Academic, 2011). Also of related interest is Doug Saunders’s second book, The 
Myth of the Muslim Tide (New York: Random House, 2012). 
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failed to account for this influx of  people, and in the 
process created urban communities of  recent arrivals 
who became trapped, excluded, resentful. Much of  
the history of  this age was the history of  deracinated 
people, deprived of  franchise, making urgent and 
sometimes violent attempts to gain a standing in the 
urban  order. 

If  we make a similar mistake today and dismiss the 
great migration as a negligible effect, as a background 
noise or a fate of  others that we can avoid in our  
own countries, we are in danger of  suffering far  
larger explosions and ruptures. Some aspects of  this 
great migration are already unfolding in front of  us: 
the tensions over immigration in the United States, 
Europe and Australia; the political explosions in Iran. 
Venezuela. Mumbai, Amsterdam, the outskirts of  
Paris. But many of  the changes and discontinuities are 
not being noticed at all. We do not understand this 
migration because we do not know how to look at it. 
We do not know where to look. We have no place, no 
name, for the locus of  our new  world. 

In my journalistic travels, I developed the habit of  
introducing myself  to new cities by riding subway and 
tram routes to the end of  the line, or into the hidden 
interstices and inaccessible corners of  the urban core, 
and examining the places that extended before me. 
These are always fascinating, bustling, unattractive, 
improvised, difficult places full of  new people and big 
plans. My trip to the edge was not always by choice:  
I have found myself  drawn by news events to the 
northern reaches of  Mumbai, the dusty edges of  
Tehran, the hillside folds of  São Paulo and Mexico 
City, the smoldering apartment-block fringes of  Paris 
and Amsterdam and Los Angeles. What I found in 
these places were people who had been born in 
villages, who had their minds and ambitions fixed on 
the symbolic center of  the city, and who were engaged 
in a struggle of  monumental scope to find a basic and 
lasting berth in the city for their  children. 

This ex-rural population, I found, was creating 
strikingly similar urban spaces all over the world: 
spaces whose physical appearance varied but whose 
basic set of  functions, whose network of  human 
relationships, was distinct and identifiable. And there 
was a contiguous, standardized pattern of  institutions, 
customs, conflicts and frustrations being built and felt 
in these places across the poor expanses of  the 
“developing” world and in the large, wealthy cities of  
the West. We need to devote far more attention to 
these places, for they are not just the sites of  potential 

conflict and violence but also the neighborhoods 
where the transition from poverty occurs, where the 
next middle class is forged, where the next generation’s 
dreams, movements, and governments are created. At 
a time when the effectiveness and basic purpose of  
foreign aid have become matters of  deep and well-
deserved skepticism, I believe that these transitional 
urban spaces offer a solution. It is here, rather than at 
the “macro” state or “micro” household level, that 
serious and sustained investments from governments 
and agencies are most likely to create lasting and 
incorruptible  benefit. 

In researching this book, I have visited about 20 
such places, in an effort to find key examples of  the 
changes that are transforming cities and villages in far 
more countries. This is not an atlas of  arrival or a 
universal guide to the great migration. Equally fas- 
cinating developments are occurring in Lima, Lagos, 
Cairo, Karachi, Calcutta, Jakarta, Beijing, Marrakesh, 
Manila. Nor is this book without precedent. Scholars 
in migration studies, urban studies, sociology, geo- 
graphy, anthropology, and economics have docu- 
mented the phenomena described here, and many of  
them have generously assisted me with my  work. 

But the larger message is lost to many citizens and 
leaders: the great migration of  humans is manifesting 
itself  in the creation of  a special kind of  urban place. 
These transitional spaces—arrival cities—are the 
places where the next great economic and cultural 
boom will be born or where the next great explosion 
of  violence will occur. The difference depends on our 
ability to notice and our willingness to  engage. 

* * * 

aRReSTed deVeLOPMeNT:  
a CiTy wiThOUT  aRRiVaL 

Shenzhen,  China 

At 16 years of  age, Jiang Si Fei travelled alone from 
her mountain village in Guangxi Province to the city 
of  Shenzhen, found a job in an electronics factory, and 
fell in love. He was a shy man, six years her senior, 
working on another assembly table on her shift. His 
name was Hua Chang Zhan, and he had come from 
even farther inland, in Hunan Province. In a city where 
everyone is from somewhere else, most people are 
young, and childless, and working lives are often lonely 
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and friendless, and the two became inseparable. Two 
years later, their factory went out of  business, and they 
found themselves trawling the labor halls and job 
centers of  Shenzhen together, searching for the perfect 
opportunity: a factory paying at least 1,800 yuan 
($263) a month that had two positions  open. 

Given this, you might think that Fei and Zhan would 
be looking for a place to live together. But, despite their 
dreams of  marrying and having a family someday, 
cohabitation is beyond even considering. “We are both 
looking for housing right now,” Fei told me as she 
pored over listings, “but we’d prefer to live in separate 
dorms, the smaller ones with four to six other workers 
in the room, because it’s so much cheaper and more 
convenient to do so. If  we tried to get an apartment, 
we would never save any money.” This is true: If  they 
were to live together and thus move out of  bunk-bed 
dorms, they would destroy any financial possibility of  
having a future in the city, or a home in some other city. 
Despite the length and commitment of  their relation- 
ship, they can both name the number of  times they 
have been alone in a room together. They both enjoy 
the lively bustle and high wages of  Shenzhen and 
would love to find a way to move here permanently, 
but they’ve realized it is almost impossible to put down 
roots in any lasting way. Aside from the impossible 
housing costs, the city’s regulations make it very 
difficult to raise a child here if  you’re from a village 
elsewhere, no matter how long you’ve worked here. 
Although the city was theoretically the first in China to 
abolish the rigid hukou requirements for citizenship, in 
practice, it grants this residence status only to skilled, 
educated, or wealthy workers. In a city of  14 million, 
only 2.1 million, or 15 percent, have a Shenzhen hukou, 
which entitles their children to education in the city. 
Fei and Zhao have no hope of  getting one. Their future, 
and their family, will have to take place somewhere 
else. Millions of  other workers have come to the same 
 conclusion. 

Shenzhen, on the southern mainland of  China 
across the Deep Bay from Hong Kong, is the world’s 
largest purpose-built arrival city. As recently as 1980, 
it was a fishing village of  25,000 people; then Chairman 
Deng Xiaoping declared it the first Special Economic 
Zone, exempt from restrictions on movements of  
workers and freely allowed to practice capitalism,  
and it quickly swelled into an industrial hub whose 
population, by the end of  the twentieth century, was 
officially almost nine million but more likely in excess 
of  14 million, owing to the masses of  semi-permanent 

village migrants from all over China who pack its 
workers’ dormitories. It spawned a thriving middle 
class, a leading high-tech sector, and one of  the best 
universities in China. It’s the place where iPods and 
Nikes are made, along with much of  the Western 
world’s clothing and  electronics. 

And yet, Shenzhen today is, by most measures, a 
failed arrival city. After its explosion of  success in the 
1990s, something went wrong. Despite its having the 
highest per capita income and urban living standard in 
China, workers have been flooding out of  the city for 
years, most often headed to inland cities closer to their 
home villages, where the wages are half  those in 
Shenzhen and it’s possible to live in “urban village” 
slums . . . After the 2008 New Year holiday, during 
which half  the workforce traditionally take a vacation 
in their home villages, Shenzhen officials were shocked 
to discover that two million workers had failed to 
return; 18 percent of  the city’s migrant workforce had 
decided to leave for good, despite large labor 
shortages: by the end of  2007, Shenzhen had 700,000 
unfilled jobs. City officials raised the minimum wage 
from 450 to 750 to 900 yuan ($132) per month, but it 
did little to attract workers back. In 2010, when 
hundreds of  thousands more failed to return, Shenzhen 
announced plans to raise it yet again, to 1,100 per 
month, after facing labor shortages of  more than 20 
percent. Again, the promise had little noticeable 
effect. Officials were left bewildered. Some speculated 
that China’s competitiveness in low-wage manufac- 
turing was doomed, but few had good  explanations. 

You don’t have to spend long among Shenzhen’s 
migrant workers to realize the problem. There are 
millions of  workers here who have bought apartments 
in dense tower blocks, moved their families in and 
settled down—but almost all of  them are skilled 
tradesmen, technicians, managers, or people with 
post-secondary education. For ordinary factory 
workers, this dream is unaffordable. Nor is it possible 
to open a rudimentary shop or start-up factory,  
as migrants do in arrival cities elsewhere. In other 
Chinese cities, including Beijing and Chongqing, 
former villagers congeal into self-built “villages” of  
thousands or tens of  thousands of  people mainly from 
the same region—like Liu Gong Li. There they can get 
a crude but livable first home and build a small shop, 
restaurant, or even a start-up factory in its ground 
floor, as arrival-city residents do around the  world. 

But these self-built neighborhoods no longer exist 
in Shenzhen. In 2008, I tried to visit one of  the last of  
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these “villages,” known as Min Le (“Happy People 
Village”), on the city’s northwest edge, only to find a 
narrow, bulldozed patch of  land with construction 
crews building more densely packed apartment 
towers. The spare, small apartments were affordable 
to workers earning 5,000 yuan ($732) a month or 
more, far beyond the reach of  a factory worker. The 
workers from this “village” had lost their shops and 
homes and moved back to their real villages. This 
pattern adds up to a serious crisis in Shenzhen, which 
is losing its workers by the millions to the slum-packed 
inland cities, causing it to raise its minimum wages 
and, in turn, lose its garment-manufacturing economy 
to lower-wage cities, like  Dhaka. 

After the crisis reached a peak with the mass 
departure of  workers in 2008, one of  China’s most 
esteemed historians and urban-affairs experts staged  
a provocative intervention that startled Shenzhen’s 
governing authorities. In a speech to an audience of  
Shenzhen officials, Qin Hui declared that the city could 
solve its problems only by encouraging the development 
of  shantytown slums. “It is no shame for big cities to 
have such areas. On the contrary, Shenzhen and other 
cities should take initiatives to [permit] cheap residential 
areas for low-income residents including migrant 
workers who want to stay in the cities where they 
work,” he told the audience of  dignitaries. “To protect 
the rights of  these people, we should respect their 
freedom to build houses in some designated areas, and 
improve their living conditions . . . By building those 
areas, big cities could show more consideration for low-
income residents, and provide them with more welfare.” 
He spoke of  the dangerous “sexual tension” caused by 
140 million migrant workers being separated all year 
from their 180 million family members and claimed 
that 50 percent of  male migrant workers were not the 
natural fathers of  their children. And he chided the 
officials for their hypocrisy: They “enjoy the services of  
migrant workers” yet “want all migrants to return to 
their villages after [the cities have] exploited their 
precious youth.” China, he said, should end a shameful 
era in which “rural migrants neither had the liberty to 
build houses nor could enjoy city welfare.” 

Around the world, scholars and officials are begin- 
ning to realize the rural-migrant neighborhoods are 
crucial to a city’s future, not a problem to be eliminated. 
The past decade has seen a dramatic change in official 
opinions. Still, the demolition of  arrival-city slums is 
all too common a practice in such cities as Mumbai 
and Manila, These bulldozings destroy the economic 

and social functioning of  the arrival city. Even in cases 
where evicted slum-dwellers are given rudimentary 
apartments in tower blocks—a common practice in 
Asia and South America—it is no longer possible for 
them to create shops, restaurants, and factories to suit 
the community’s needs or to form organic networks to 
link village to city. The people become dependent, 
and their communities get  stuck. 

As recently as 2005, Mumbai launched an aggres-
sive drive to demolish shantytowns, which occupy 14 
percent of  the city’s land area and house 60 percent 
of  its 12 million people. More than 67,000 homes 
were bulldozed, their families thrown into streets and 
fields. While some of  the slums have been built on 
dangerous land, on the verges of  railway tracks and 
airports or in national parks, this was explicitly a dem-
olition at the core purpose of  the arrival city. Mumbai 
official Vijay Kalam Pitel explained to reporters, “We 
want to put the fear of  the consequences of  unfet-
tered migration into these people. We have to restrain 
them from coming to Mumbai.” 

Of  course, it did not work. Within a year, almost all 
of  the slums had been rebuilt, The same thing hap-
pened when Beijing, as part of  its 1999 beautification 
campaign, demolished 2.6 million square meters of  
“urban village” housing, restaurants, markets, and 
stores built by migrants: they quickly returned. For the 
most part, governments have realized the folly of  such 
acts. Slum-demolition campaigns get a lot of  media 
attention—deservedly, given the misery they create—
but they are relatively rare today: A few hundred thou-
sand people are affected each year in Asia and Africa, 
out of  the billion who live in slums. While overbearing 
urban planners will always exist, the larger logic of  the 
city is inescapable: New people create new econo-
mies, and those economies develop best when those 
people, no matter how poor, are able to stage their 
arrival in an organic, self-generated, bottom-up 
fashion. The city wants to have migrants. It does not 
want to meet the fate of  Shenzhen, a wound that will 
not heal, a place nobody can call  home. 

* * * 

The GReaT aMeRiCaN aRRiVaL  CiTy 

Los angeles,  California 

The Salvadoran village of  El Palón is little more than a 
narrow strip or farm shacks scattered along a dirt 
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road, surrounded by small plots of  dry grazing land 
and patches of  forest. Much of  it still does not have 
electricity or running water; its few score residents live 
off  the vegetables and livestock they’re able to farm, 
plus a diet of  tortillas, rice, and beans. Children start 
working at age six, joining the family for long treks to 
take part in the seasonal coffee harvest, and life is a 
search for sparse sources of  non-farm income and a 
calculated avoidance of  the region’s periodic bursts  
of  violence. “We spent our time there in survival 
mode,” says Mario Martinez, who grew up there in the 
conflict-ridden  1980s. 

The area around the intersection of  South Redondo 
and West Adams boulevards in Los Angeles could not 
be mistaken for a village, although it is tightly and 
intricately linked to El Palón. It is a grid of  narrow 
bungalows with miniature front lawns, interrupted by 
blocks of  industrial and commercial buildings on the 
main boulevards, all in the shadow of  the elevated 
Santa Monica Freeway. Known to the city as West 
Adams and to many Angelenos as a northern corner 
of  South Central, it is a gray, baking-hot, car-packed 
neighborhood, unleavened by any sort of  park or 
green space, one of  the most densely populated dis- 
tricts in the city. It is also one of  the poorest. His- 
torically, it was an African-American ghetto that had a 
reputation as a crime-ridden no-go zone among white 
Angelenos. It had no economy, its boulevard’s only 
signs advertising heavily guarded liquor stores and 
check-cashing shops. In 1992, it exploded in violence, 
the Rodney King riots leading dozens of  its buildings 
to be set aflame and scores more to be looted. Men 
stood on its tiny front lawns and outside its barren 
shopfronts with shotguns, desperately defending their 
rented spaces and swearing to move away as soon as 
they  could. 

Yet this corner, almost two decades after the riots, 
has become something else altogether. Its tiny 
bungalows nowadays tend to be freshly painted and 
well maintained, with neat gardens and flowerbeds 
surrounded by new wrought-iron fences in the front 
and thriving vegetable patches in the back. Its 
boulevards are now more active and colorful, with 
many more shops, small industries, and lively markets 
and eateries, decorated with exuberant, colorful signs 
and displays. This will never be a beautiful neigh- 
borhood and is not a completely safe one, but it has 
become a much neater, happier, more optimistic  
one. It is now populated mainly with villagers: Six out 
of  10 people living here today were born in a Latin 

American village, often the same one as their 
neighbors. The monthly trips to Western Union made 
by the Salvadorans living here are almost certainly the 
largest source of  cash income in El Palón; these 
packages of  hundreds of  dollars have changed the 
appearance and quality of  the Salvadoran village’s 
housing and given it electricity and television. Mem- 
bers of  the Salvadoran enclave on West Adams have 
helped each other migrate here, find rental apartments, 
get jobs, save money, set up small businesses, hire 
additional employees, and buy houses. This village-
linked network and hundreds of  others just like it, 
which connect adjoining streets and blocks to remote 
peasant districts in Honduras, Guatemala, El Salvador, 
and Mexico, have turned southern and south-central 
Los Angeles into a quilt of  arrival cities. This rough-
and-tumble parcel of  city blocks not only turns Central 
American villages into better places, it also very effi- 
ciently turns their sons and daughters into functioning 
 Americans. 

It was in 1991, a few months before the riots turned 
this neighborhood into a storm of  smoke and gunfire, 
that Mario Martinez made the journey from El Palón 
to Los Angeles. His two aunts, Victoria and Marta, had 
come in the early 1980s to escape the violence in the 
village. Victoria had done well for herself  doing menial 
jobs and saved enough money to pay to have Mario 
brought into the country by an immigration agent. 
Mario, almost penniless, moved into her house in 
Inglewood (which also was hit hard in the rioting). In a 
troubled and depressed city, he joined a perpetual 
mass of  brown-skinned men who worked as casual 
day laborers, doing odd jobs in building, moving, 
whatever he could find. The more established among 
his fellow Salvadoran villagers soon found him jobs in 
their shops and factories and rented him apartments. 
He sent money to his parents and siblings back in El 
Palón and saved enough to bring his teenaged 
daughter . . . into the United  States. 

In the late 1990s, he found a job at a Korean-owned 
shop that made neon signs. He proved a natural at the 
crafts of  neon-bending, plastic-forming, and typo- 
graphy and was not bad at sales. The Koreans took 
well to him and tutored him in the business; he saved 
some money, fell in love with Bibi, a Guatemalan 
woman from the neighborhood, married, and settled 
into the backyard apartment of  a subdivided bungalow 
just north of  Adams Boulevard, owned by a successful 
Salvadoran friend. After a few years of  working at the 
shop, he strolled home one warm evening and was 
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struck by the realization that the streets around him 
were now lined with crude storefronts of  restaurants, 
small factories, import-goods shops, and upstart 
businesses, all owned by fellow Latin Americans. His 
fellow villagers, he discovered, were badly in need  
of   signs. 

So he scraped together $1,500 and, in 2000,  
rented the cheapest storefront he could find on a  
riot-damaged intersection a half-dozen blocks from  
his house and hung out a bright-colored banner 
announcing “JM Plastic & Sign Co.—Custom 
Design—Banners—Magnetics.” He had no bank loan 
or business plan, only credit extended to him by 
vendors and materials suppliers, most of  them Central 
American arrivals themselves. He was helped by a city 
post-riot reconstruction scheme, which eased zoning 
and business-incorporation rules, making it cheaper 
and easier to set up a small firm. He bought a second-
hand computer for $150 and started making the 
rounds of  Latin American  storefronts. 

They were innumerable. In the decade after Los 
Angeles burned, swaths of  the city’s core turned from 
poor neighborhoods, populated by black tenants who 
rented from absentee white landlords, into Latino 
arrival cities, whose residents struggled to buy their 
ghetto homes. Such notoriously dysfunctional neigh- 
borhoods as South Central, Crenshaw, Watts, and 
Compton turned into Spanish-speaking enclaves 
populated by new village arrivals who were even 
poorer than the previous black occupants. But there 
was a difference in perspective and strategy. While 
poor black Angelenos were struggling to escape their 
neighborhood as fast as they could and move into the 
suburbs, as the white working class had done a 
generation before, the Spanish-speaking arrivals were 
struggling to dig in, buy their homes, and set up  shop. 

This is partly a difference of  culture—whereas 
white and black Americans aspire to have a big front 
lawn outside the city, Latin Americans, when they get 
some money, prefer to set up stakes in the urban core. 
But it is also a function of  the arrival city. As villagers 
building networks of  personal and economic support 
to create pathways into the city’s central economy, 
Central Americans are not just getting by and search- 
ing for work but building full and coherent arrival 
cities. They did so in the 1990s to an extraordinary 
degree, turning most of  the inner core of  the city, plus 
all of  its east and most of  its southeast, into an arrival-
city expanse. Anyone who was in L.A. at the time of  
the riots would not recognize the city today. Florence 

and Normandie, the district in South Central L.A. that 
had been the flashpoint of  the 1992 riots, saw its 
Latino-born population rise from 25 percent in 1990 
to 45.4 percent in 2000 and even higher in the next 
decade, a home-buying influx that allowed its existing 
city-wary residents to move to the better-off  black 
suburbs, causing the black population of  Florence and 
Normandie to fall by a third, from 76 percent to 53 
percent. The colonization of  L.A.’s core by Central 
American arrivals added the demographic influence 
of  these neighborhoods to the established Latino 
barrios of  East L.A. and downtown and to Spanish-
tongued neighborhoods like Rampart and Silverlake, 
all of  which had been overtaken by ex-villagers in the 
1970s and 80s and had come to develop prosperous 
middle classes. There were, Mario Martinez 
discovered, a lot of  people looking for  signs. 

Today, Mario still runs his sign-making shop out of  
the tiny storefront at the corner of  Adams and Hauser 
boulevards. But this dusty and barren corridor has 
turned into a busy place, packed with small factories 
and shops. its sidewalks alive with constant activity,  
“I chose the location of  my business based on what  
I could afford, which was hardly anything,” he says, 
“but now I can’t even contemplate leaving this 
location—it’s in the middle of  everything.” His shop is 
surrounded by those of  other successful former 
villagers: a plumbing-supply shop, a tile-making shop 
and ceramics workshop, a computer technician’s 
office, a large artisanal bakery, a display-case manufac- 
turer who teams up with him. Mario has expanded in 
a quiet way. He spent $8,000 on a large-format printer, 
which creates full-color photographic signs that are 
popular with restaurants and markets here. He has 
two full-time assistants plus his wife, Bibi, who quit her 
job with The Salvation Army to work with him. Their 
village upstart shopfront business has gained pro- 
minence through networks of  Latinos who have led 
him to some impressive contracts: Mattel, the toy 
company, hired him to build a series of  illuminated 
display signs for collections, at $3,000 a case. The 
business boom came with an expanding family: Mario 
and Bibi now have a seven-year-old son, Jonathan, 
who is culturally more American than anyone in his 
parents’ generation around him. While he speaks 
Spanish at home, he has never been to El Salvador and 
knows little of  its  culture. 

What happened to Mario Martinez and his L.A. 
neighborhood is being echoed across the Western 
world, in the outskirts, the low-rent suburbs, the 
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housing-project districts, and the abandoned inner-
city enclaves of  North America’s and Europe’s cities. 
The final great wave of  rural-urban migration, as it 
moves the final half  of  humanity from village to city,  
is transforming the cities of  the wealthy West as  
much as it is changing the urban fabric of  Asia,  
South America, and Africa. Most Westerners do not 
understand that what is taking place in their cities is  
a process of  rural-to-urban migration. The incomes 
and absolute poverty levels are different, but the 
frustrations, opportunities, remedies, and dangers are 
exactly the  same. 

In the banlieue outskirts of  Paris or the apartment-
block immigrant quarters of  Amsterdam and Berlin, in 
the Bangladeshi East End of  London or in Pakistani 
Bradford, in the barrios of  Los Angeles and New York 
or the immigrant suburbs of  Washington and Atlanta 
and Sydney, the people renting the apartments and 
buying the houses and running the shops are mainly 
former villagers. The act of  sending regular payments 
back to the rural village is central to the economies of  
all these neighborhoods. And the Los Angeles arrival 
city does this at a scale unlike almost anywhere else in 
the Western world. At least half  a dozen L.A. banks 
specialize in providing mortgages, denominated in 
U.S. dollars in minuscule sums, so that Central 
American migrants can buy homes in their original 
villages. It is a booming transnational property trade, 
driven by a population who aspire to entrepreneurship, 
education, and home  ownership. 

Los Angeles stands out as the premier arrival-city 
cluster of  the United States, with almost half  its 
population born in other countries (and predominantly 
in rural areas), a position equaled in North America 
only by Toronto, which plays a similar role in Canada. 
Los Angeles is described by demographers as a 
“gateway city,” which is to say that it is a broadly 
successful arrival city: its poor neighborhoods send 
out successful middle-class and upper-working-class 
migrants to wealthier neighborhoods at rates similar 
to their intake of  poor villagers. People move through 
its neighborhoods: L.A. flushes out at least a third of  
its population each decade, becoming an entirely new 
city in each generation. A major study of  the city’s 
immigrants shows that they arrive very poor, with 
poverty rates approaching 25 percent, but that these 
rates fall sharply, especially during the first decade of  
residence, generally to less than 10 percent. Never- 
theless, the neighborhoods themselves often stay  
poor or even get poorer. Since about I990, poverty 

rates in immigrant-dominated neighborhoods have 
remained at about 20 percent, despite these gains in 
the migrant population’s  fortunes. 

This, as the Los Angeles sociologist Dowell Myers 
has explained, is actually a result of  the American 
arrival city’s success: Because it is constantly sending 
its educated second generation into more prosperous 
neighborhoods and taking in waves of  new villagers, 
in a constantly reiterated cycle of  “arrival, upward 
mobility, and exodus,” the neighborhood itself  appears 
poorer than it really is. “At a given point in time, 
measurement of  residents’ characteristics includes 
the most disadvantaged newcomers to a city but not 
the more advantaged ‘graduates’ from the place,” 
Myers says. “When the influx of  disadvantaged new- 
comers is growing or when the departure of  upwardly 
mobile residents is increasing, the city’s average 
economic status will decline over time. This leads to 
an odd paradox: The downward trend for the place is 
the opposite indicator of  the upward trend enjoyed by 
the residents themselves.” This paradox has created a 
sense among outsiders that the city’s immigrant 
districts are poorer or more desperate than they really 
are, which leads to a misunderstanding of  the forms 
of  government investment they really need—a serious 
policy problem in many migrant-based cities around 
the world. Rather than getting the tools of  ownership, 
education, security, business creation, and connec- 
tion to the wider economy, they are too often treated 
as destitute places that need non-solutions, such as 
social workers, public-housing blocks, and urban-
planned  redevelopments. 

Yet, it is clear to anyone who visits them that these 
neighborhoods are not on a downward spiral, but 
rather are becoming platforms for personal, family, 
and village transformation. The amount of  investment 
in these urban tracts is formidable. In the 1990s, home 
ownership levels among Latino immigrants in the city 
reached 45.3 percent, a particularly amazing figure 
given the comparatively high prices of  L.A. property 
and the very low neighborhood incomes. The univer- 
sity completion rate among the Latino-born of  L.A. 
almost doubled, from 9.5 percent in 1970 to 18.8 
percent in 2000. Mike Davis, the Los Angeles historian 
given to apocalyptic visions of  failed and oppressed 
slums of  Latin America, became ecstatic at the effect 
of  Latinization on the slums of  his own city: “Tired, 
sad little homes undergo miraculous revivifications: 
their peeling facades repainted, sagging roofs and 
porches rebuilt, and yellowing lawns replanted in cacti 
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and azaleas. Cumulatively the sweat equity of  75,000 
or so Mexican and Salvadoran homeowners has 
become an unexcelled constructive force (the opposite 
of  white flight) working to restore debilitated 
neighborhoods to trim respectability . . . they also have 
a genius for transforming dead urban spaces into 
convivial social spaces.” 

By the middle of  this century’s first decade, the 
rapid investment and mobility of  the Central American 
arrival city had become the dominant force in L.A.’s 
politics and economy. On one hand, the demand for 
inner-city home ownership by Central American 
villagers created a boom in home-sale revenues for 
older African-American families, whose homes had 
held little value in the three decades after the Watts 
riots of  1965 but who suddenly found a steady demand 
for their homes. This, in turn, caused the black outer 
suburbs to see a rise in demand, ownership, and 
investment and a new start for many black families 
who had been trapped in a cycle of  tenancy, under- 
employment, and dependency for  decades. 

At the same time, the new arrival cities developed 
their own very effective political structures, adding to 
the networks of  Latino organization in the more estab-
lished barrios, which had been slowly gaining influence 
for decades. This culminated in the election of  Mayor 
Antonio Villaraigosa, a product of  the East Los Angeles 
Latino immigrant power network and the first arrival-
city child to end up running one of  America’s major 
cities. His father had been a poor Mexican villager who 
had crossed the U.S. border in the 1950s in an early 
postwar wave of  rural-to-urban migration, settling in 
City Terrace, one of  the first fully functioning arrival 
cities of  East Los Angeles. Villaraigosa rose through the 
economic, educational, and political networks in the 
arrival city of  East L.A. to become a favored vehicle for 
the political aspirations of  the new inner-city arrivals, 
an emblem of  the new political dominance of  the vil-
lage-born. He joins such figures as Brazilian president 
Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva and Turkish prime minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, leaders of  arrival-city move-
ments who have risen to occupy the highest  offices. 

* * * 

a hOUSe FOR MR. aNd MRS.  PaRaB 

Mumbai 

I met the Parab family on the day they joined the 
middle class. They had awoken in the soupy lassitude 

of  a late-spring Mumbai morning, the four of  them 
curled together on the floor of  the dimly lit, one-room 
chawl that had been their home for the past six years. 
It was a concrete-block cube of  200 square feet with a 
corrugated metal roof, its neat main floor beneath  
an elevated cooking platform. They greeted their 
neighbors in the narrow passageway outside, packed 
their last possessions into a waiting minivan, and 
made the bumpy half-hour ride to an adjoining, heavily 
treed  neighborhood. 

As they approached Om Shanti Apartments, a gray 
and somewhat weather-beaten 22-year-old poured-
concrete tower, Subhashini Parab, 36, enthusiastically 
reassured her children about their new surroundings. 
“You are only a five-minute walk to the railway station 
in one direction, and there is a very good temple five 
minutes the other way,” she told 18-year-old Prateek 
and 11-year-old Rohan, though there was no need for 
such reassurances. She had spent the 18 years of  her 
marriage to Manohar, a quiet man 16 years her senior, 
pushing the family to make it out of  the slums and into 
the genuine middle class. This, long deferred, was 
their moment of  arrival. It had taken far longer than 
they had expected, and it succeeded only by dint of  
the booming slum property  market. 

Moments later, they discovered the silent isolation 
of  the middle class. There seemed to be endless 
expanses of  polished-marble floor space, the novel 
prospect of  separate rooms for different functions, of  
thick walls between families, of  having one’s own 
toilet. In the chawl, water was available for two hours 
in the morning, a short walk away; here it is available 
all the time, out of  the wall. This apartment is known 
in the arcane language of  Mumbai property listings  
as a “1bhk.” or one-bedroom-hall-kitchen, a basic 
450-square-foot space divided into three rooms, well 
lit by big windows. To the Parab family, the most 
astonishing thing about it, and the most deeply 
unnerving, is its silence. No longer would they hear 
every word and movement around them; no longer 
was the air constantly vibrating with the parry and 
banter of  their entire community. When they stopped 
talking, sound died away. Alarmed, Manohar switched 
the new 26-inch TV to a Bollywood musical, turned 
up the volume, and left it on while he  talked. 

They had bought the place a month before but had 
decided to stay in the slum an extra four weeks before 
moving in for a reason that would seem, to almost 
anyone in the world, characteristically middle class: 
Subhashini had cashed in her life’s accumulation of  
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gold jewelry a trove valued at $10,000 and traditionally 
saved for the marriage of  children, and spent it on 
renovations to the dingy old apartment. A wall  
was ripped out, new kitchen counters installed, floor 
tiles replaced with marble, impressive new ceiling 
mouldings and lights installed by her carpenter cousin. 
The couple talked about the comfort and self-respect 
these improvements would bring them—and domestic 
self-respect is nor a value to be neglected among 
slum-dwellers—but they also talked about the equity 
value. Their improvements would raise the resale 
price of  the apartment they had just bought for 
$42, 500. 

It is an elegant home. It is also barely theirs. Their 
family income had crossed the middle-class threshold 
three years earlier, when Manohar had landed a job 
driving executives’ cars for a company that makes 
electronic instruments. He had come to Mumbai from 
his village in central Maharashtra at age 14, making 
the transition from pavement to slum using his network 
of  fellow villagers. Subhashini was the child of  a 
veteran arrival-city family, a gregarious woman of  
singular self-confidence, and she made it a well-
organized project, from her marriage at 18, to get her 
family out of  the  slum. 

His annual salary of  $6,600 was not going to be 
enough to do it. The Parabs encountered two problems 
that are endemic across the world of  arrival cities: an 
illiberal property market rigidly reined in by zoning 
and rent-control regulations and ownership restric- 
tions, and an underdeveloped credit market that 
makes proper mortgage loans available only to the 
very highest-income groups. One set of  restrictions 
discouraged anyone from building or selling homes 
affordable to the lower middle class (or to almost 
anyone, as millions of  Mumbai home buyers have 
discovered); the other made it impossible for the 
Parabs to get a home loan of  any sort, even with a 
sizable down payment. Or as Dinanath Berde, the 
estate agent who sold them the house, told me: “There 
are a great many poor people in this city who want a 
three-room house, but all too often either they are not 
available because nobody is able to build them, or 
their household budget is not matching the supply, 
There just are not entry-level homes here.” 

So it would take the Parabs three more years to turn 
their savings and income into a home, during which 
Subhashini spent months visiting bankers and estate 
agents, researching government regulations, and 
finding work. In the end they did it by taking advantage 

of  another, very different side of  Mumbai’s property 
market. The Parabs, like many arrival-city residents 
around the world, had bought their slum shacks as they 
moved up from the lowest level of  housing. They had 
held on to both their previous properties and had used 
both their earliest 110-square-foor shack and their 
more recent 200-square-foot chawl as sources of  
annual income. They get $35 a month for the first 
home and $70 for the second; combined with 
Subhashini’s earnings working part-time at a costume-
jewelry workshop, this was enough to boost their 
income to just under $8,000 a year—the point at which 
a loan became feasible. They discovered, as people 
trying to enter the middle class all over the world are 
discovering today, that the line cannot be crossed on 
one income alone: it is necessary to become a two-
income, and sometimes a three-income, family. This 
given considerable economic and social power to 
women in many otherwise traditional communities; it 
has also, in turn, made childcare services a desperately 
important commodity in the arrival  city. 

Even with all those income sources, it was not a 
simple matter of  buying a house. The Parabs were not 
eligible for any kind of  actual mortgage. India’s banks 
are extremely conservative in their lending practices, 
a fact that saved the country’s economy from ruin in 
the credit-crunch crisis of  2008 but that also has 
frozen millions of  people out of  the housing market. 
Instead, as millions of  other families in the developing 
world do, they took out a consumer-purchase loan, 
ostensibly for buying appliances and at a far higher 
interest rate than most mortgages. Even that was not 
quite enough: As a customer in Mumbai, off  the books 
they had to pay several thousand dollars in “black 
money” cash payments directly to the sellers, above 
and beyond the official purchase  price. 

For his family to get a middle-class berth required a 
network of  property enterprises and a highly leveraged 
financing arrangement of  staggering complexity. It has 
left them with a home, but in a fragile way: Their 
monthly expenses, including $2000 for the loan, $15 
maintenance fees, $80 for Prateek’s college tuition, and 
$12 for Rohan’s secondary-school fees, are about the 
same as Manohar’s salary; they have absolutely no 
leeway for disasters or setbacks. “It’s difficult to get by. 
We have had to borrow so much, and our income 
barely meets our expenses,” says Manohar. “We are 
really counting on our sons for everything.” At this, 
Prateek, practicing his Java programming on the com-
puter in the corner of  the room, looks over  nervously. 



“Chinese Cities in a  
Global Society” 

Tingwei  Zhang 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON

Globalization has affected every country in the world, but perhaps the cities of no other country on the planet 
have been so dramatically transformed as those of China. Chinese-born scholar Tingwei Zhang notes that China 
is the largest country on earth in terms of population and that the sweeping market reforms carried out by the 
Communist Party leadership beginning in the 1970s and 1980s not only transformed China’s cities but also 
China’s economic relationship with the rest of the world. Today, China’s economy is the second largest in the 
world, and China’s burgeoning cities are deeply embedded in both the world-city network (p. 92) and the 
technological space of flows (p. 229). 

In “Chinese Cities in a Global Society,” written specially for a previous edition of The City Reader, Zhang notes 
that China’s rapid urbanization of the past three decades has resulted in a geographically “uneven distribution 
pattern,” with coastal cities favored over interior regions of the country. He also notes that most of the new 
urbanization has been driven by unprecedented rural-to-urban migration that presents extraordinary challenges 
to Chinese city planners and policy-makers. It has been difficult for the provision of housing and jobs to meet the 
demand of former villagers flowing into the cities, and the migration itself has seemed sometimes to go against 
the grain of traditional Chinese culture patterns rooted in village life. For all this, Zhang writes, the case of China’s 
response to urban globalism has “lessons that can be shared with other developing countries.” First, most of the 
population and economic growth of the foreseeable future will be urban. Second, urbanization has had many 
positive economic effects and does not necessarily result in “a burden to a nation’s economy or a negative 
impact on cities.” Third, “active public–private partnerships” are key to the success of economic and urban 
development. And fourth, important choices must be made in terms of the development policies that cities and 
central authorities embrace. Great progress can be achieved, but it will be necessary to take measures that avoid 
“increased social stratification and a widening gap between the urban poor and the new rich.” 

Tingwei Zhang received both his BA degree in architecture and his MA in urban planning from Tongji University 
in Shanghai. After being certificated as a United Nations Senior Planner at the University of Leuven in Belgium and 
further studies at both Tongji and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Zhang received his PhD in public 
policy analysis at the University of Illinois, Chicago, in 1992. He is currently Professor of Urban Planning and Policy 
and Director of the Asia and China Research Program in the Great Cities Institute in the College of Urban Planning 
and Public Affairs at the University of Illinois, Chicago. He is also Guest Professor of Urban Planning at Tongji 
University and was President of International Association of City Planners (2005–2007) and a member of the 
Global Planning Committee of the American Institute of City Planning (2001–2005). He is also a member of 
China’s National Planning Expert Committee and has served as a planning adviser to several Chinese cities 
including Wuhan, Shenzhen, and Shanghai. He also serves on the editorial boards of several academic journals 
including City Planning Review, Urban Planning Forum, Planners, Urban Planning International, and Time and 
Architecture. His research interests cover planning theory, China’s transition and urban policy, and urban 
development in American cities. He has published more than one hundred articles and book chapters in China, 
the US, UK, France, and authored and co-authored seven books published in China and  Switzerland. 
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Among Tingwei Zhang’s principal publications are Design and Development of Waterfront Areas, with Feng 
Hui and Peng Zhiquang (Shanghai: Tongji University Press, 2002), Citizen, Local Government and the 
Development of Chicago’s Near South Side, with David Ranney and Pat Wright (Geneva: United Nations 
Research Institute for Social Development, 1997), Principles of City Construction and City Planning, with Ran 
Yishan (Tianjin: Tianjin Sciences and Technology Press, 1993), and Urban Planning for Small Towns (Beijing: 
China Construction Industry Press, 1986). Zhang is one of the lead editors (along with Richard T. LeGates,  
Li Tian, and Frederic Stout) of The Chinese City Reader (Beijing: China Architecture and Building Press, 2013), 
a Chinese-language adaptation of The City Reader with additional material specific to Chinese planning issues. 
The Chinese City Reader includes translations of most of the pertinent articles in this English-language edition 
as well as a dozen articles by Chinese urban planning  professors. 

Books on Chinese urbanization and urban planning include Weiping Wu and Piper Gaubatz, The Chinese 
City (London and New York: Routledge, 2013), Xuefei Ren, Urban China (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013), Tom 
Miller, China’s Urban Billion: The Story Behind the Biggest Migration in Human History (London: Zed Books, 
2012), Thomas Campanella, The Concrete Dragon (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Architectural Press, 2011), You-
tien Hsing, The Great Urban Transformation: Politics of Land and Property in China (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2010), Fulong Wu, Globalisation and the Chinese City (London and New York: Routledge, 2006), John 
Friedman, China’s Urban Transition (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2005), Larry Ma and Fulong 
Wu, Restructuring the Chinese City: Changing Society, Economy, and Space (London and New York: Routledge, 
2005), John R. Logan (ed.), The New Chinese City: Globalization and Market Reform (Oxford: Blackwell, 2002), 
and Joseph Esherick (ed.), Remaking the Chinese City: Modernity and the National Identity, 1900–1950 
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 2002). Jieming Zhu, The Transition of China’s Urban Development: From 
Plan-Controlled to Market-Led (Westport: Praeger, 1999) describes the initial stages of China’s market reforms 
and opening to the global  economy. 

There are many interesting and useful studies of individual Chinese cities. For Shanghai, Stella Dong’s 
Shanghai: The Rise and Fall of a Decadent City, 1842–1949 (New York: Morrow, 2000) is fascinating. For 
Beijing, consult Jasper Becker, The City of Heavenly Tranquility: Beijing in the History of China (Oxford and New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2008) and Stephen Haw, Beijing: A Concise History (London and New York: 
Routledge, 2008). For Hong Kong, see Steve Tsang, A Modern History of Hong Kong (London: I.B. Tauris, 
2007) and John M. Carroll, A Concise History of Hong Kong (Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield, 2007). For 
Chengdu, see Yumin Ye and Richard LeGates, Coordinating Urban and Rural Development in China: Learning 
from Chengdu (Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Press, 2013). 

There are many books on the history of Chinese urbanization and urban culture. Among the best are Patricia 
Buckley Ebrey and Kwang-Ching Liu, The Cambridge Illustrated History of China (Cambridge and New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), John King Fairbank and Merle Goldman, China: A New History, 2nd edn 
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap/Harvard University Press, 2006), and J.A.G. Roberts, A Concise History of China 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999). 

It is well known that China is the largest country in the 
world in terms of  population. China’s total population 
of  1.31 billion in 2005 was 20.6 percent of  the world 
population. That means that one out of  every five 
human beings is Chinese. This huge population size 
suggests the importance and the complicated relation 
of  China to the rest of  the world. Because about one-
half  of  the Chinese now live in cities, this contribution 
focuses on China’s urbanization in the context of   
globalization since the early 1980s. It discusses  
the history and development trends of  Chinese cities, 

painting a holistic picture of  Chinese cities, and 
exploring internal driving forces to China’s urbaniza-
tion including the nation’s history, culture, and urban 
policy, as well as external forces such as global capital 
mobilization, in an approach that compares the 
Chinese case to urbanization in other countries.

The first section reviews China’s urbanization 
trajectory, highlighting the huge urban population size, 
the rapid urbanization speed, a fluctuating urbanization 
in trajectory, and an uneven distribution pattern of  
cities. In the second section, both internal and external 
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factors will be examined to explore influential driving 
forces to China’s rapid urbanization since the early 
1980s. A brief  conclusion on lessons learned from the 
China case will be provided in the third section.

ChiNa’S URBaNiZaTiON:  
SiZe, TRaJeCTORy aNd  
diSTRiBUTiON PaTTeRNS

China’s urbanization has four notable characteristics: 
huge size, a fluctuating trajectory, a rapid growth rate 
since the 1980s, and an uneven distribution pattern. 
These characteristics may be attributed largely to 
China’s history, culture and urban policy (Table 1).

According to UN-HABITAT, China’s urban popu- 
lation was 561.6 million in 2005, which is 74.5 percent 
of  all urban population in the developed world 
including North America, the EU, Japan and Australia. 
China’s urban population alone (831 million in 2008) is 
2.7 times the total population of  the United States 
(304 million in 2008). In 2007, China had two cities 
(Shanghai and Beijing) among the twenty largest cities 
in the world; the number will increase to four (the two 
already mentioned plus Guangzhou and Shenzhen) in 
2025, according to UN-HABITAT predictions.

In the history of  the world, China had the largest 
cities in the Tang Dynasty through the Qing Dynasty. 
Chang’An (Xi’An today), the capital of  the Tang 
Empire, had a population of  over 1 million in 500 bce; 
as the capital of  Qing Empire, Beijing had a population 
of  over 1 million in the 1700s to 1800s. The cultural 
tradition of  capital cities with the largest population as 
administration centers under government’s rigid 
control, rather than trading and commercial centers  
in hands of  merchandisers like European cities, has 
left a legacy to Chinese urban development and urban 
policy up to the 1950s (to a much less extent, even 
nowadays).

China’s urbanization has experienced a fluctuating 
trajectory. Despite the fact that China had the largest 
population in the world ever since the Zhou Dynasty 
(1066 bce), most Chinese people lived in the country- 
side for thousands of  years. Traditionally, Chinese 
culture is basically an agriculture culture respecting 
farm activity and despising commerce and trading. 
Early in the Spring and Autumn Era in 770 bce, the 
Confucians ranked all citizens as “official, farmer, 
handcraft producer, and merchandiser,” a categori- 
zation that lays the foundation of  the anti-urban tradi- 
tion. Throughout Chinese history, the urban population 
concentrates in several administrative cities with a low 
urbanization rate until the 1980s.

The urbanization process since the early 1950s has 
been especially fluid, although the main trend is a 
continuous urban population growth (Figure 1 and 
Table 2). From 1951 to 1965 under the Soviet-style 
planned economy, urban population increased con- 
sistently with industrialization, except in a short period 
from 1960 to 1962 when a recession caused a forced 
urban–rural relocation to reduce pressure on urban 
services. The resident registration policy that requires 
all urban residents to register at urban police stations 
was put in place in the 1950s aiming to control rural– 
urban migration, which reflects the limited urban 
resources to be shared with migrants at that time. In 
1965, the urbanization level reached 18 percent, a 
lower figure compared to now but the peak of  the pre-
reform era. The political movement of  the Cultural 
Revolution from 1966 to 1976 again forced city resi- 
dents to move to the countryside, making the urbani- 
zation level drop to 17.3 percent in 1975.

The steady increase of  urban population since the 
sweeping and historic reforms of  1978 under Deng 
Xiaoping that introduced the market mechanism  
into the formerly planned economy and supported a 
decentralization of  decision-making power from  
the central to the local level is a result of  combined 

Urban population Number of  cities

Urban residents Migrants Total population in Urban area

606 million (45.7% of  total population) 225 million 831 million 655* 

Table 1 Basic information about China’s urbanization (2008)

Source: China POPIN (China Population Information Network), 2009, National Bureau of  Statistic of  China, 2009

Note: * Four state-administrated cities (Beijing, Shanghai, Tianjin, Chongqing; a status similar to Washington, DC in the 
United States) plus 651 other cities
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internal and external forces. Urbanization rates in- 
creased rapidly especially since the 1990s when China 
was becoming the “world’s manufacturing plant,” a 
by-product of  the globalization process. Urban popu- 
lation increased by 18.2 million annually from 1995 to 
the 2000s, and the urbanization level reached 45.7 
percent in 2008, the highest in China’s history.

Due to both economic and social considerations, 
the resident registration system has been relaxed 
since the 2000s, and it will probably be abolished in 
the near future. The elimination of  the migrant 
registration system known as Hukou removes the 
critical obstacle to rural–urban migration so it could 
be expected that even more of  the rural population 
will move to cities. Moreover, urbanization has been 
officially employed as a means to promote economic 
growth. In a national debate in the 1990s about “the 
importance of  urbanization to China’s economy,” 
supporters argued that urbanization had fallen behind 
China’s industrialization and economic development 
so it should be encouraged. At that time, the central 
government adopted the policy of  “speeding up urba- 

nization to stimulate economy growth” by promoting 
urbanization at a rate of  1.5–2 percent annually. The 
average urban growth rate in all developing nations 
was 1.83 percent from 1990 to 2000, so China’s  
urban growth seems matching the world trend (UN- 
HABITAT, State of  the World’s Cities 2008). In practice, 
expanding existing cities by creating new urban dis- 
tricts to absorb new factories and employees (migrants 
as majority), and reducing the amount of  peasants by 
merging rural townships and villages (che xiang bing 
cun) were the main strategies. From 1995 to 2002, the 
average urbanization level increased by 1.44 percent 
annually. Some Chinese scholars warn that given 
China’s huge population baseline, the urbanization 
growth rate is too high to be sustainable. They suggest 
that an annual growth rate of  0.8 percent, or at most  
1 percent will be more appropriate and rational.

The post-reform urbanization has been facilitated 
not only by the government but also by the market- 
place. Foreign and domestic investment in real estate 
and manufacturing stimulated the demand of  urban 
land and urban labor. Most urban expansion or the 

Figure 1 Trajectory of  China’s urbanization

Source: based on National Statistics Bureau of  China, 2004 (urban population refers to “officially registered urban 
population” excluding migrants) 

Year 1951 1965 1975 1978 1995 2000 2002 2008

Urbanization 11.8 18.0 17.3 17.9 29.0 36.2 39.1 45.7

Table 2 China’s urbanization level (%, in selected years)

Source: www.stats.gov.ch (urban population refers to “officially registered urban population” excluding migrants)

http://www.stats.gov.ch


“ C H I N E S E  C I T I E S  I N  A  G LO B A L  S O C I E T Y ” 691

E
I
G
H
T

so-called “Chinese version of  sprawl” has been a 
result of  the establishment of  suburban Economic 
Development Zones (EDZs) where local government 
attracts Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) by providing 
low-priced land and free infrastructure. Researchers 
reported that 34–46 percent of  urban land expansion 
was caused by the government-led land acquisition in 
EDZ. The immature land and housing market often 
fueled irrational land acquisition via large-scale land 
use conversion from agriculture to urban uses.

In State of  the World’s Cities 2008, UN-HABITAT 
scholars discuss the uneven distribution of  the world’s 
cities. Most cities are located in coastal regions – 
either near seas or oceans, or by rivers or lakes. In 
2000, 65 percent of  the populations in the world’s 
waterfront areas were urban residents. The same 
pattern is found in China. With only 2 percent of  the 
land territory, China’s coast area contains 23 percent 
of  the urban population, or 14 percent of  China’s  
total population. Chinese cities concentrate in the rich 
area of  the east coast region. This region has three 

state-managed cities (Beijing, Shanghai, and Tianjin) 
and 146 cities, comprising 22.7 percent of  all Chinese 
cities (Figures 2 and 3). Shanghai, China’s economic 
hub with a population of  1,578.9 million, and Beijing, 
the political and culture center with a population of  
1,174.1 million in 2010, together with Hong Kong, an 
international trading and financing hub, play key roles 
in China’s political and economic life. The other 
regions, especially the west region, lag behind econo- 
mically and demographically, although their territo- 
ries are very large. Since 2003, the central government 
has announced a set of  policies to promote economic 
development of  the vast west and the middle China 
region, aiming to reach a “balanced development” 
across the nation. But the outcome has not been as 
much of  a success as expected, although statistics do 
show that the annual GDP growth rate in the west 
region has been faster than that in the east region in 
recent years. In part, the higher urban economic 
growth rate should be attributed to the lower base- 
line of  the west region, rather than to the policy of  

Figure 2 China’s urban development pattern: the four zones

Source: National Statistics Bureau of  China, 2005
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improving life quality in the west, which is evidenced 
by people still moving to the coast region from the 
west. It seems that this trend will continue, and more 
urban residents will be moving from west and central-
region cities to coast cities in addition to rural–urban 
migrants, a phenomenon UN-HABITAT scholars 
observed also in many Latin American countries.

China now has four metropolitan areas, or so- 
called “city-regions”: the Yangtze River Delta led by 
Shanghai; the Jing-Jin-Tang region centered at Beijing 
and Tianjin; the Pearl River Delta led by Hong Kong, 
Shenzhen, and Guangzhou; and the South Liaoning 
region centered in Shenyang and Dalian. With the 
exception of  the South Liaoning region which still 
remains as a domestic regional economic center, the 
city-regions are all recognized as main engines of  
China’s rapid economic growth serving to realize the 
nation’s ambitions as a global power.

Hong Kong, Shanghai, and Beijing are all striving 
to become international service centers in the next 
stage of  globalization. Hong Kong is already a mature 
international trading and financing hub and is listed 

together with several top developed nations as a 
“developed economy” with a per capita GDP of  
$34,552 in 2008. Its goal is to retain the status of  
international financing hub and Asia’s main container- 
shipping transfer center. Shanghai, with a per capita 
GDP of  $10,754 in 2008, is competing with Hong 
Kong, aiming to be a new global financing and logistics 
center from China’s most important manufacturing 
center. The central government announced full sup- 
port to Shanghai’s development goal at the national 
congress in the spring of  2009. Beijing’s per capita 
GDP also reached $9,269 in 2008, which exceeds the 
international standard for middle to high income 
nations according to a 2008 World Bank report. In 
addition to being China’s political and culture center, 
Beijing is actively seeking opportunities for high-tech 
and financing industry development and intends to 
become another of  China’s major economic centers.

There are a number of  second-tier cities, located 
basically in the middle-China region, such as Wuhan 
of  Hubei Province, Zhengzhou of  Henan Province, 
and Changsha of  Hunan Province. A few second-tier 

Figure 3 China’s population density

Source: www.travelchinaguide.com/images/map/

http://www.travelchinaguide.com/images/map/


“ C H I N E S E  C I T I E S  I N  A  G LO B A L  S O C I E T Y ” 693

E
I
G
H
T

cities are in the vast west region, including Chongqing, 
Xi’an of  Shaanxi Province, and Chengdu in Sichuan 
Province. These cities are regional economic, political 
and culture centers, and a few of  them – for example, 
Chongqing and Xi’an – have experienced significant 
urban growth. All of  the second tier cities are consi- 
dered “super-big” cities each with a population of  over 
1 million, especially Chongqing with a total metro- 
politan population of  28.4 million (6.9 million urban 
residents).

It is important to understand the Chinese urban 
classification system. There are four classes of  cities 
based on population size. A city with a population of  
less than 200,000 is considered a small town in China, 
although it could be a big city in other contexts. A 
population of  200,000 to 500,000 is a medium-size 
city in China, which differs significantly to the US city 
hierarchy system in which a city of  500,000 is 
recognized as a big city. From half  a million to 1 million 
population is a big city, and over 1 million population 
is a “super-big city” (teda cheng shi). The number of  big 
and super-big cities is increasing at a rate faster than 
that of  small towns, which echoes UN-HABITAT’s 
finding in Asian countries other than India. China’s big 
and super-big cities are increasing at a rate of  3.9 
percent annually from 1990 to 2000, which is two 
times faster than the world average rate for big cities 
(UN-HABITAT, State of  the World’s Cities 2008). It is 
foreseeable that more big and super-big cities will 
appear in China by 2050.

iNTeRNaL aNd exTeRNaL FORCeS ON 
URBaN GROwTh SiNCe The ReFORM

It is obvious that China’s urbanization level displays 
different increase rates throughout its history, espe- 
cially in the pre- and post-reform era. As an agriculture 
society for about 5,000 years, China had a low 
urbanization rate with most urban residents living in 
only a few big cities. Entering modern times, China 
suffered by civil wars and foreign invasions, so its 
urbanization level remained low. The urbanization 
trajectory since the early 1950s (see Figure 1) suggests 
that urbanization in the planned economy was largely 
under the control of  the central government and 
heavily influenced by central policies and various 
political movements. At that period, a very weak 
marketplace had almost no impact on population 
allocation and urban development. The urban resident 

registration policy which reflected the anti-urbanism 
ideological bias as a legacy of  China’s pro-agriculture 
culture (and numerous peasant-rebel political tradi- 
tions) a distorted economic strategy of  “recession 
recovery through reducing urban population and ser- 
vices,” a weak national economy all contributed to 
low urbanization level, and resulted in the “controlled 
urbanization” before the 1980s. Isolated from the west 
since the 1949 communist revolution, internal forces 
were the only factor influencing urbanization in the 
pre-reform era.

The 1978 reform brought China into a new age. 
The reform was a fundamental paradigm shift from an 
ideology-led to an economy-led society and govern- 
ment. In general, the reform consists of  two stages: 
reforming the agriculture sector in rural areas from 
1978 to early 1980s; followed by reforms in manu- 
facturing and trading sectors in cities in the 1980s to 
1990s. With the implementation of  the urban reform, 
three main policies were formulated: introducing a 
market mechanism to replace the planned system in 
all economic realms; decentralizing decision-making 
power on urban development issues from the central 
to the local government; and establishing the urban 
land and housing market to materialize the market 
value of  urban land. China’s constitution has been 
revised several times to reflect the new foundation  
of  the nation – a free market economically with an 
authoritarian government politically. For example, the 
1988 constitution separates urban land ownership 
(state-owned) from land-use right (a commodity) 
which lays the foundation for the property law by 
which a partial property right is created and protected.

By introducing market forces – foreign investments 
as well as western entrepreneur ideas – the reform 
created China’s economic miracle and urban boom 
since the 1980s. The 1978 “Open door to outside 
world” reform was implemented at an early stage of  the 
globalization era. It was historically perfect timing. As 
western investors and cross-national companies looked 
for growth opportunities globally, an open China pro-
vided the ideal place due to its vast market potential, 
cheap labor, inexpensive land and energy, fewer regula-
tions on environmental and labor protection, and, more 
importantly, a market-friendly government providing 
almost free infrastructure and favorable tax regulations. 
From then on, both the internal and external factors 
have contributed to the rapid urban growth.

As an external force, globalization impacts Chinese 
cities in various ways. To multinational companies 
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globalizing their supply chains, reducing production 
costs – the labor cost in particular is one of  the key 
motivations to invest in China. Research found that 68 
percent of  China’s manufacturing workers and 80 
percent of  construction workers are rural–urban 
migrants, and their average wage is only about $100 to 
$120 per month. Foreign direct investment (FDI) 
creates jobs that attract migrants to cities, which in 
turn stimulates booming urban economies since the 
1980s. International managers and visitors generate 
huge demands for high-end hotels, housing and 
commercial development; these projects compose 
the major part of  development activity in old down- 
towns and suburban new towns. Once China becomes 
a key hub in the global supply chain, urban growth  
led by output-oriented manufacturing developments 
takes place in cities and town all over China, the east 
coast region in particular.

Domestically, continuous economic growth pro- 
vides important legitimacy to the non-elected govern- 
ment, especially at the local level. In addition, GDP 
growth rate may decide a mayor’s fate under the 
Chinese promotion mechanism which gives great 
weight to a city’s economic performance in making 
promotion decisions. Therefore, to ensure a city’s 
attractiveness to FDI becomes a common practice in 
cities of  all sizes. Declining profits from agricultural 
activity and a shrinking job pool in village- and 
township-owned enterprises in rural areas also push 
farmers to leave the countryside and seek their 
fortunes in cities. The outcome of  the combination of  
the pulling and pushing forces is more migrants 
heading to the cities.

With the decentralization policy transferring 
decision power on urban development to local 
governments, two key elements for development 
projects – development funds and land – are now in 
the hands of  mayors. The Chinese constitution divides 
land into two classes: all urban land is owned by the 
state, and rural land is owned collectively by farmers. 
Selling urban land (more accurately, leasing the land-
use right) becomes the main source of  local revenue. 
Researchers found that about 40 percent of  local 
budgets are generated from land leasing; and most 
land-generated income goes to infrastructure and 
various public projects such as new sport and culture 
facilities. A new type of  development company has 
thus emerged: the City Investment Corporation (CIC). 
CICs are owned, funded and supervised by the local 
municipality, but they operate as for-profit private 

companies. This is true not only at the municipal level, 
but also at urban district – even street office – level 
(the lowest level of  administrative agency in Chinese 
cities to take care of  routine maintenance and mana- 
gement business in a community). The neo-liberalist 
idea of  “selling the place” has been employed fully in 
Chinese cities. City Beautiful-style projects targeting 
the international market can be easily seen in all cities.

Transferring rural land to urban uses is another key 
element to urban development. Chinese law allows 
rural land to be converted to urban uses only by 
municipal governments. Land acquisition as a public 
action applies to all kinds of  projects, from manu- 
facturing to housing. This power was held by the 
central government before the reform, and the new 
policy of  diverting land-use decisions to localities 
implies considerable benefits to cities and stimulates 
rapid urban growth, even urban sprawl. Acquiring 
rural land at a lower price and leasing it for urban uses 
at a higher price helps cities to accumulate funds for 
development projects, at a cost of  causing potential 
unrest among rural farmers.

Scholars have pointed out that removing the 
obstacles on rural–urban migrants imposed via the 
registration system (Hukou) has released the huge 
pressure on labor markets in the coast region where 
FDI-invested factories demand more workers, 
especially the low skilled and low paid. Therefore, 
globalization in the form of  FDI has created a local–
global interaction: Chinese cities offering cheap labor 
and land to meet the needs of  global capital; multi- 
national companies bringing capital and technology 
to Chinese cities to take the advantage of  low pro- 
duction costs and taxes. As the vehicles of  profit 
generation and transfer, Chinese cities are booming.

A typical case is the growth of  Shenzhen, a super-
big city in southern China situated immediately north 
of  Hong Kong. Shenzhen had over 12 million urban 
residents in 2007, although the official statistics list the 
population as being 8.6 million, which excludes as 
many as 4 million temporary residents. The super-big 
city was developed from a small town of  less than 
20,000 in 1980 when it was officially announced as 
China’s first Special Economic Zone (SEZ) where 
national taxation and trading regulations were reduced 
to a very low level. Between 1980 and 2010, its 
population increased by 600 times. The economic 
success has stimulated both the city’s prosperity and 
growth problems as well. According to the latest 
survey in 2008, Shenzhen’s population density tops 
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large and medium cities in the Chinese mainland at 
3,597 people per square kilometer. That density is 
growing 15.32 percent per year. In comparison, the 
population density in Beijing is 881 people per square 
kilometer, 2,902 in Shanghai, and 975 in Guangzhou. It 
is estimated that by 2025, the city will run out of  land 
while education and hospital sectors have been 
overloaded for years.

Unlike other cities, where population growth is  
a result of  natural birth of  permanent residents, 
Shenzhen’s population growth has been driven by an 
inflow of  floating residents. According to the 2000–
2001 Census by the Shenzhen Population and Family 
Planning Bureau, Shenzhen’s temporary population 
grew 22.11 percent to 6.77 million. Another concern 
is that 53.05 percent of  the floating population are 
female and most are of  child-bearing age, which has 
made it more difficult for the local government to 
control and improve the population. A most recent 
solution is to expand the city’s jurisdictional territory 
to five times what it is today. The Hong Kong autho- 
rity would be happy to see the expansion, because 
Shenzhen is viewed as the “business backyard” to 
Hong Kong. It is very possible that a megacity will 
appear at the boundary of  the mainland and Hong 
Kong in the near future.

To summarize, China has experienced significant 
urban growth since the 1978 reforms, although its 
urban civilization has existed for over 5,000 years. 
Both internal and external forces contributed to the 
rapid urbanization between 1980 and 2010. While 
globalization provides China a unique opportunity to 
connect to the outside world and join the global 
economy, the reform policy makes Chinese cities 
ready to catch global capital and advanced technology 
which will eventually extend the range of  China’s 
economic miracle as well as its urban development.

CONCLUSiON: LeSSONS aNd 
OBSeRVaTiONS

Reviewing China’s urbanization since the early 1950s, 
we may draw some lessons that can be shared with 
other developing countries.

First, China’s rapid urban growth since the early 
1980s, measured both by the increasing number of  
urban population and cities and by the rate of  urba- 
nization, displays an impressive record. The case of  
China’s urbanization supports UN-HABITAT’s finding 

that the urban population increase in developing 
countries is experiencing its fastest growth period – 
one that differs significantly from the slower urban 
population growth in developed nations – and that the 
trend will continue. In fact, the increase of  urban 
population in developing nations contributes 95 
percent of  urban population growth in the world, and 
China plays a critical role in that growth.

Second, while many developing countries, Latin 
American and African countries in particular, face 
severe challenges in urbanization due to poorer 
economic performance and lack of  urban resources 
for migrants, the case of  China may provide lessons to 
these developing nations. China’s rapid urbanization 
has had a positive relationship with its unprecedented 
economic growth. Economic development in China is 
the driving force as well as the product of  its rapid 
urbanization since the economic and political reforms 
of  the 1980s. Urban population increase, therefore, 
does not necessary mean a burden to a nation’s 
economy or a negative impact on cities.

Third, an active public–private partnership has 
been a key factor to China’s success, and the building 
of  such a partnership could help other developing 
nations to rise out of  urban poverty. China had an 
authoritarian regime from 1949 to 1976, and the 
heavy-handed government failed in economic devel-
opment and urbanization largely because of  its anti-
market ideology and anti-urban policy. With globaliza-
tion came the opportunity for reform and real progress 
for China in the 1980s, and those reforms allowed 
cities to use international capital resources and exploit 
opportunities for global manufacturing relocation. 
Public investment in infrastructure and communica-
tion projects also has important impacts on localities’ 
output-oriented strategy. UN scholars found that 40 
percent of  world cities benefit from transportation 
improvement projects funded by central governments. 
The economic success of  cities in China’s east coast 
region, where highways, airports and harbors are well 
developed, can be positive role-models for cities 
throughout the developing world.

Fourth and finally, globalization can have positive 
and/or negative impacts on cities, largely depend- 
ing on the development policies the cities embrace. 
The China case reveals many complicated lessons – 
particularly on the way economic success and  
urban growth can be achieved, but often at a cost of  
increased social stratification and a widening gap 
between the urban poor and the new rich.



“The automobile, the City,  
and the New Urban Mobilities” 

Frederic  Stout 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Cities in the age of globalism are experiencing unprecedented change in technologies, in social and economic 
structures, and in spatial arrangements – indeed, in the very nature of what it means to be urban. In “The 
Automobile, the City, and the New Urban Mobilities,” Frederic Stout tracks some of those changes in the contexts 
of history, social development, and culture, all focusing on the emerging concept of “urban mobility.” 

Mobility, of course, has long been an urban value and studied in terms of urban transportation systems – the 
waterways of the ancient cities of the Near East, the Roman roads, the locomotive rail lines of the Industrial 
Revolution, and the neatly arranged gridiron pattern of city streets that is common today. With the emergence of 
new urban forms in the age of globalism, however, mobility has taken on new meaning – not just moving in and 
out or around the physical space of cities, but exploring and utilizing “the space of flows” described by Manuel 
Castells (p. 229) and the new “meta-geography” of the “world-city network” described by Peter J. Taylor (p. 92) 
as  well. 

Stout begins his analysis with an overview of the history of the automobile’s impact on urban form and culture, 
acknowledging the many problems caused by the automobile (the “auto dystopia”), but also recognizing the 
many positive contributions of automobile use (the “auto utopia”), including its elimination of the isolation of rural 
life, its liberating effects on youth and women, and its contribution to the creation of a new kind of modern 
metropolis consisting of both dense, vibrant urban downtowns and comfortable, leafy suburbs for millions of 
middle-class commuters. The desire for something like suburban life, according to Stout, actually predates the 
automobile, noting that both Thomas Jefferson and Ralph Waldo Emerson, and even Marx and Engels, expressed 
hopes for a physical human environment that would combine the best values and urban and rural ways of life long 
before Ebenezer Howard conceived of the “city-country magnet” (p. 371) or Le Corbusier proposed “towers in 
the park” (p. 379). 

Today, in the age of globalization, Stout argues, the “new mobilities” – including transit-oriented developments, 
walkable and bicycle-friendly cities, self-driving “autonomous” cars, new forms of car-sharing, and the use of 
cellphones and the internet to carry out many of the basic functions of urban social and economic life – have 
become an important focus of the newly emergent urban paradigm. This focus is especially important to the 
Millennial Generation – young people born in the 1980s and 1990s and now coming of age in a transformed 
urban world, both in the developed industrial societies of the West and in the burgeoning new cities of Asia, 
Africa, and Latin America. He concludes that just as the automobile helped to transform urban life in the twentieth 
century, so the combination of communications technologies, sustainability imperatives, and the challenges of 
globalism will result in “a re-assessment of urban mobility [that] may lead to a re-imagining of the very nature of 
community.” 

Frederic Stout – co-editor of The City Reader – is a lecturer in the Program on Urban Studies at Stanford 
University. He specializes in the social and cultural history of cities, urban education, urban narratives in literature 
and art, and the history of urban planning theory. A longer version of this essay will appear in Therese F. Tierney, 
ed., New Urban Mobilities as Intelligent Infrastructure (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, forthcoming 
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2015). As a still emerging field, urban mobility (as distinct from urban transportation planning) raises many 
questions that continue to be open to analysis and debate. “Planning and Design for Sustainable Urban Mobility,” 
the UN-HABITAT Global Report on Human Settlements 2013 (London and New York: Routledge, 2014), is an 
essential document, and Nicholas Low (ed.), The Ethics, Politics, and Practices of Sustainable Mobility (London 
and New York: Routledge, 2014) contains important essays on aspects of the subject from a range of disciplinary 
 perspectives. 

The best sources on the impact of the automobile on urban life are John B. Rae, The Road and the Car in 
American Life (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971) and Clay McShane, Down the Asphalt Path: The Automobile 
and the American City (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994). For a variety of views on the history and 
nature of suburbia, consult Sam Bass Warner, Streetcar Suburbs: The Process of Growth in Boston, 1870–
1900 (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1962), Kenneth T. Jackson, Crabgrass Frontier: The 
Suburbanization of the United States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), Robert Fishman, Bourgeois 
Utopias: The Rise and Fall of Suburbia (New York: Basic Books, 1987), and Robert Bruegmann, Sprawl: A 
Compact History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 
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iNTROdUCTiON 

Thinking about the “new urban mobilities,”— 
especially the interplay between the emerging tech-
nologies of  transportation and communication  
within the larger contexts of  globalism, environmental 
sustainability, and socio-economic dislocations—
demands a new level of  understanding, both practical 
and theoretical, of  how urban communities change 
over time and how those changes in turn contribute to 
on-going personal, political, and cultural transforma-
tions. Keeping those simple human concerns primary 
in discussions of  mobility infrastructure and policy is 
what Lewis Mumford meant when he insisted to an 
audience of  urban planners in 1937 that the principal 
responsibility of  their profession must always be to 
nurture, not frustrate, what he called the “urban 
drama”—the day-to-day life of  individuals, families, 

and communities as they go about the diurnal tasks of  
living, working, raising families, and governing them-
selves in  cities. 

From the earliest times and increasingly, mobi- 
lity has been an important urban value, no more so 
than in the 20th century when the affordable per- 
sonal automobile became common. With astonishing 
rapidity, the automobile replaced horses with horseless 
carriages, competed with trolleys and horse-drawn 
omnibuses for the provision of  mass transportation, 
and made residential suburbs so accessible to urban 
centers that a fundamentally new kind of  city—the 
inter-connected metropolitan region—came into 
existence as the dominant paradigm of  modern 
human settlement. It seems fitting, therefore, that  
an examination of  the history of  the automobile’s 
impact on cities in the 20th century would be a 
convenient entryway into an understanding of  the 

http://www.pewresearch.org/millennials
http://www.pewresearch.org/millennials
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new forms of  urban mobility that will characterize  
the  21st. 

Today, most urban planners favor walking, cycl- 
ing, and an intensified commitment to mass transit 
solutions to the problems of  urban mobility. This 
movement is not sui generis but imbedded within a 
changing historical and developmental context that 
provides both the motivation and the direction of  an 
emerging new paradigm of  human social existence. A 
new global economy and a global urban network are 
taking over from earlier urban-rural and nation-state 
models of  hegemony. Digital communications and 
“information-age” values have come to dominate 
global flows of  money, people, and ideas. Millions of  
rural migrants are flowing into the burgeoning mega-
cities of  Asia and Latin America, and a new generation 
of  educated middle-class young people stands ready 
to inherit a new urban planet with all its problems and 
all its promises. Who will not agree that we are at an 
important transition point leading to a new urban 
 paradigm? 

The conversation about emergent urban mobili- 
ties will inevitably be dominated by specialists in 
transportation technology, by urban transportation 
planners, and by public policy experts. What an urban 
studies generalist can contribute is an inter-disciplinary 
perspective on the larger contexts that surround and 
encompass the machines, the plans, and the policies. 
And if  looking at the past impact of  the private 
automobile on cities of  the 20th century is a useful way 
of  approaching the issue of  what the future impacts of  
new forms of  urban mobility might be, we will need to 
conduct our inquiry along three dimensions of   analysis: 

j first, the effects of  mobility technologies on the 
essential functions of  urban life itself—the citadel 
functions of  law and governance, the market 
functions of  economic production and commerce, 
and the community functions of  individuals, 
families, neighborhoods, and local  cultures; 

j	 second, the influence of  urban globalization on the 
mobility aspirations of  two key constituencies who 
will be the consumers of  the policies and 
technologies of  the future—the emerging urban 
middle class in the formerly under-developed 
regions of  the world and the new “Millennial 
Generation”—those born in the 1980s and 90s—in 
the developed  world; 

j	 and third, the ways in which both the new digital 
communications technologies and the urbanization 

process itself  can—and likely will, over time—
respond to many of  the challenges of  sustainability, 
population growth, and social equity posed by the 
current shift to a new urban-historical  paradigm. 

This last point is especially important because the 
distinction between transportation and communi- 
cation may be in the process of  disappearing. In  
The City in History (1961), Mumford identified “the 
dialogue” as “one of  the ultimate expressions” of  the 
urban drama—“the delicate flower of  its long 
vegetative growth.” But for dialogue of  any kind to 
take place, participants in the social drama of  the city 
need to move into or about shared urban space. In the 
Athens of  Plato and Aristotle, that meant ascending 
the Acropolis for public rituals, gathering at Pnyx for 
the frequent assemblies, walking in small groups along  
the city walls, or merely loitering about the Agora. 
Mobility and communication were intimately 
connected, and the density of  walkable urban space 
was the enabler of  both. Kurt W. Marek—famous for 
his popular histories of  archaeology under the 
pseudonym C. W. Ceram—once observed that it was 
not until the Industrial Revolution of  the 19th century 
that communication and transportation were “for the 
first time . . . understood to be two different things.” 
Today, however, we need to question that insight and 
think about the changing meaning of  the ultimate 
mobility word, the verb “to go.” We still want to go to 
the party, and we probably need to go to the gym, but 
we no longer need to go to the store or go to the library. 
Much to the dismay of  brick-and-mortar retailers and 
librarians everywhere, we now have the new mobility 
option of  shopping for products and accessing infor- 
mation online through our computers and cellphones. 
These developments tend toward re-integrating the 
disconnect between communication and transpor- 
tation that Marek identified as a conceptual pheno- 
menon of  the 19th century. Perhaps even the way 
young people use the phrase “I go” when they mean “I 
say” is a sign of  the times! 

The deeper conversation about urban mobilities 
today, however, is driven not just by exciting new 
developments in technologies, nor even by cultural 
changes in the way we think about urban space, but by 
the astonishing rapidity with which the demographics 
of  global urbanization have transformed, and continue 
to transform, human history. For the past 200 years, 
the percentage of  the human population categorized 
as urban has skyrocketed: the United Kingdom 
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reached the milestone of  50 percent urbaniza- 
tion sometime in the mid-19th century, the United 
States reached that point by 1920, and according  
to the United Nations the planet as a whole became 
majority-urban sometime in 2009–10. And in anti- 
cipation of  what some have called humankind’s “next 
great migration,” current projections suggest that the 
world may become 70 percent or even 80 percent 
urban by the end of  the present century. Absent these 
facts, speculations about new urban mobilities would 
be of  limited interest or relevance. And surprisingly, 
there is some reason to believe that the current 
urbanization trends themselves—the collective arc of  
humanity’s long urban narrative—will help to solve 
many of  our current economic, social, and environ- 
mental challenges. It is in this larger context that 
reassessing the historical relationship between the 
automobile and the city in the 20th century will 
hopefully enlarge our understanding of  the importance 
of  all forms of  urban mobility today and help us 
formulate the necessary policies and designs that the 
urban future  demands. 

Re-ThiNKiNG The COMMON wiSdOM 
aBOUT The aUTOMOBiLe aNd The  CiTy 

In recent years the relationship between the auto- 
mobile and the city has become highly problematical. 
The common wisdom seems to be that automobiles 
were one of  those technological mistakes of  moder- 
nism that have had an overwhelmingly negative effect 
on the course of  human development. According to 
this view, cars have been responsible for untold deaths 
from accidents and chronic diseases caused or exacer- 
bated by tailpipe exhaust. Worse, the widespread 
adoption of  the private automobile is said to have 
destroyed sensible, efficient transit systems and 
created an auto-centric civilization characterized by 
unbearable congestion in the central cities and life-
wasting social anomie in the sprawling suburbs. And 
within academia and the larger world of  intellectual 
discourse, arguments like these are regularly advanced 
that automobiles, buses, and the corporations that 
make them have destroyed the very fabric of  our urban 
civilization—single-handedly creating poverty, social 
class divisions, racism, ill health, premature death, and 
almost certain ecological collapse in the near  future. 

Of  course, it is undoubtedly true that automobile 
accidents do account for some 40–50,000 deaths 

yearly in the United States alone. Gridlock caused by 
automobile commuting and traffic congestion have 
indeed become significant time-wasters and sources 
of  pollution. And, increasingly, cars are indeed a major 
element of  the carbon-based economy that contri- 
butes to climate change and that promoters of  
sustainable urban development hope to replace with 
alternative sources of  energy and new approaches to 
planning that valorize urban densities, mass-transit, 
and walking-city values over suburban sprawl and 
automobile dependency. This is why more and more 
cities and regional planning agencies have been 
adopting transit-first and bicycle-friendly policies. But 
the implementation of  these policies has unfortu- 
nately sometimes led to situations where many drivers 
feel that they have become victims of  a virtual “war 
against the automobile.” With popular anger running 
high among the motoring citizenry, perhaps it may 
well be time to call a truce in this “war” and attempt to 
achieve a more balanced understanding of  the present 
and future role of  cars, trucks, and buses in the urban 
environment  worldwide. 

Urban mobility by way of  private automobiles—
once cars stopped being extravagant toys of  the 
super-rich and became essential tools for all but the 
very poor—accounted for an extraordinary advance 
in the ability of  city-dwellers of  the modern industrial 
nations to navigate their own immediate neighbor- 
hoods, access all corners of  their metropolitan 
regions, and engage in complex economic activities 
leading to unprecedented and widespread prosperity. 
But although automobiles did indeed eliminate some 
of  the social and recreational aspects of  city streets, 
that in turn encouraged the construction of  urban 
parks and playgrounds. The interstate highway system 
in the United States—inspired by the autostrade and 
autobahnen of  Europe—may have cost billions of  
dollars in public outlays, but it led to a new stage of  
economic integration and opened up the entire North 
American continent to the national distribution of  
commodities and manufactured goods by trucks as 
well as middle-class family vacations in station wagons 
and SUVs. The personal mobility provided by auto- 
mobiles played an important and liberating role for 
women and youth as both the “flappers” of  the 1920s 
and the young Baby Boomers of  the 1950s used cars 
to escape the confines of  patriarchal domesticity. 
Trucks, tractors, and automobiles transformed agri- 
culture and eliminated much of  the isolation of  rural 
life. And in the urban centers themselves, city taxicabs 
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became an accessible form of  spontaneous, un- 
scheduled transportation for millions and provided an 
entry-level occupation for thousands of  immigrants 
and otherwise unemployed  workers. 

Today, a combination of  social and technological 
advances are making cars safer, cleaner, more energy-
efficient, and more accessible than ever before. And at 
the same time an emerging global economy is 
spreading middle-class aspirations, and the promise 
of  middle-class comforts, to tens of  millions of  new 
urbanites in the burgeoning mega-cities and urban 
regions of  Asia and Latin America. All reliable pro- 
jections indicate that globally the foreseeable future 
will require more cars—along with more walking, 
biking, and mass transit options—not  fewer. 

In the end, an intelligent re-assessment of  the 
relationship between the automobile and the city  
must be based on two fundamental propositions: first, 
that many of  the perceived short-comings of  the 
automobile as a form of  urban transportation—
however exaggerated and ideologically agendized the 
critique—are fundamentally accurate and need to be 
seriously addressed; but second, that the automobile 
confers many social and economic benefits and is 
likely to be around for some time—not any longer as 
the single dominant element of  a mobility monoculture 
but certainly as one useful part of  the multi-modal 
transportation mix of  the urban  future. 

FROM aUTO-UTOPia TO aUTO- dySTOPia 

Historically, the automobile was one of  a handful of  
technical inventions that together had a transforma- 
tional effect on the modern industrial city. Electric 
lighting, the telephone, and the elevator—all increased 
humankind’s reach and abolished old spatial and 
temporal tyrannies. In particular, the automobile 
helped to bring unprecedented mobility, prosperity, 
and suburban comfort to millions. It opened entire 
metropolitan regions—not just those areas served by 
mass transit lines—to commercial and residen- 
tial development by the middle class and pro- 
foundly influenced the popular culture as a symbol of  
freedom and personal identity. With the introduc- 
tion of  Henry Ford’s “Universal Car”—the Model- 
T—manufacturing, maintaining, and fueling cars  
and trucks became the driving forces behind an 
enormously successful consumer-based industrial 
economy. Indeed, “Fordism”—the practice of  

mass-producing inexpensive, well-built products while 
paying the workers living-wage salaries that permitted 
them to aspire to middle-class status—became a 
norm in modern industrial practice worldwide and 
was even admired by Lenin’s economic planners in 
the Soviet Union and Hitler’s Volkswagen project in 
Germany. 

Almost from the first, however, the relationship 
between the automobile and the modern city has been 
at the very least uncomfortable and sometimes even 
openly hostile. It may well be said that automobility 
helped to create what many regarded as a utopia of  
prosperity, independence, and spatial freedom in the 
first half  of  the 20th century . . . and then descended 
into auto-dystopia during the second  half. 

Ebenezer Howard’s Garden Cities of  1898 and 
Arturo Soria y Mata’s Ciudad Lineal of  ca.1892 were, 
of  course, proposed before the widespread popularity 
of  the automobile. Nevertheless, both of  those late 
19th-century urban visions emphasized technologies 
of  mobility as integral features of  their respective 
plans: railways and canals in Howard’s case, a 
potentially endless trolley line in Soria’s. Later, the two 
most influential urban utopias of  the 20th century—
Le Corbusier’s techno-elite skyscraper cities of  the 
1920s and 30s and Frank Lloyd Wright’s radically 
decentralized Broadacre City proposal of  1935—
relied heavily on privately owned automobiles as the 
basic form of  transportation. The influence of  the two 
starkly contrasting visions—Corbusier’s glorifying the 
central city, Wright’s emphasizing rural values—were 
intended to lead to very different results. But as history 
actually unfolded, cities in Europe and America 
adopted both mass transit solutions (buses, subways, 
and trolleys) and automobiles (private cars and taxis) 
to satisfy their complex urban transportation needs in 
both high-rise urban centers and outlying suburban 
communities. In Europe, mass transit systems like the 
London Underground or the Paris Metro, led the way. 
In the United States, automobiles predominated even 
in dense cities like New York and Chicago. Indeed, if  
“mass transit” means moving masses of  people, then 
in America the automobile became the most popular 
and most successful form of  mass transportation. To 
this day, all forms of  scheduled, fixed-route mass 
transit account for less than 8 percent of  American 
vehicle miles  travelled. 

Simply put, the automobile revolutionized America 
and the world. In center cities, the high-rise apartment, 
the taxi, and the subway or bus line became almost 
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essential elements of  urban life. In suburbia, the 
detached home and the private car became a social 
norm deeply imbedded in the larger culture. The spirit 
of  the historical moment was perhaps best captured 
in the carefully considered assessment offered by 
John B. Rae in his 1971 study, The Road and the Car in 
American Life. The automobile, Rae wrote, was “an 
instrument of  social revolution” that “can and does 
provide mass transportation for people and bulk 
transportation for goods; if  these were its sole 
functions, it would be an invaluable supplement to 
other forms of  transportation. But these are the lesser 
part of  what the motor vehicle has to contribute. The 
major part is that it offers individual, personal, flexible 
mobility as nothing before it has ever done and as 
nothing else now available now can do.” 

The iNTeLLeCTUaLS VeRSUS  
The  SUBURBS 

The auto-utopia visions of  the early 20th century may 
have been glowing, but soon there developed a very 
contrary vision: the auto-centric city as a social and 
environmental catastrophe. Questions of  safety and 
tailpipe exhaust pollution played a part in the 
perceptual change, but only a part, since seat belts 
and airbags actually solved many of  the safety 
problems associated with automobiles in relatively 
short order. Similarly, cleaner fuel formulations and 
catalytic converters addressed pollution problems 
with great success beginning in the  1970s. 

The larger, deeper cause of  the changed perception 
of  the automobile involved the conceptual history of  
suburbia and the suburban way of  life—what Robert 
Fishman called the “Bourgeois Utopia.” In the auto-
utopia phase of  the relationship between the auto- 
mobile and the city, visions of  a new, cleaner, more 
commodious metropolitan region comprised of  
gleaming, high-rise downtowns and comfortable, leafy 
suburbs promised the elimination of  slums and a 
better life for all. In the auto-dystopia phase, however, 
suburbia, for the intellectuals at least, became a kind 
of  social prison based on inequality and fear of  the 
lower classes, mired in wasteful, unsustainable extra- 
vagance on the one hand and social irresponsibility on 
the  other. 

The intellectuals’ distaste for the automobile was 
closely tied to the private car’s role in fostering the 
development of  suburbs at the expense of  the inner 

city. Many popular books and respected academic 
studies have blamed automobiles for formless urban 
sprawl, social anomie, and the decline of  community 
and civic engagement. And as urban globalization in 
the form of  the rapid emergence of  new mega-cities 
in formerly underdeveloped regions of  the world 
became the new focus of  urban thinking, many 
environmental critics of  the automobile-suburbia 
nexus raised public alarms about the prospect of  a 
growing demand for cars and suburban housing by 
millions of  new consumers in  Asia. 

In the final chapters of  The City in History, Mumford 
decried places like Los Angeles as “obsolete anti-
cities” built solely “for the convenience of  the private 
motor car,” and other critics, especially environ- 
mentalists, turned up the rhetorical heat. In the 1993, 
radical social critic James Howard Kunstler published 
The Geography of  Nowhere, a stinging critique of  
modern suburbia, and titled his chapter on the 
automobile “The Evil Empire.” Jane Holtz Kay sub- 
titled her popular Asphalt Nation “How the Automobile 
Took Over America and How We Can Take It Back.” 
And The Automobile and the Environment, a book for 
school children, assured its young readers that 
“making and using cars may be one of  humankind’s 
most polluting activities.” Thus, a widespread anti-
automobile consensus was constructed in the public 
mind and laid the groundwork for urban transportation 
planners to escalate initially benign “transit first” 
policies into a kind of  planners’ crusade to eliminate, 
as rapidly as possible, automobile dominance of  the 
urban mobility  network. 

Now, however, as new mobility technologies and a 
new kind of  urban world emerge, some may wonder if  
the planners’ crusade is, if  not misguided, at least 
short-sighted. As one historian observed, the auto- 
mobile was originally a “historically specific form of  
transportation, one appropriate to a particular stage in 
capitalist development.” If  so, auto-suburbia may also 
have been a historically specific form in the develop- 
ment of  urban settlement patterns, one just as ap- 
propriate to the historical moment and one that 
provided important benefits to humanity at a time 
when city-versus-country perceptions were rapidly 
giving way to more spatially integrated, rural-urban 
middle-landscape ways of   life. 

Perhaps the attraction of  the suburban model lies 
in a profound longing for the integration of  urban and 
rural values in the intellectual life of  the 19th century, 
when rapid urbanization was beginning to transform 
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the world. Howard, of  course, based his Garden City 
vision on the idea of  three “magnets”—the country 
magnet, the city magnet, and a city-country magnet 
that would combine the best features of  both—but the 
idea had been percolating even earlier. In 1893, a 
radical populist from Kansas published a visionary 
tract entitled A City-less and Country-less World. A year 
later, in William Dean Howells’s A Traveler from Altruria 
by, the wise Altrurian explains, “we have neither city 
nor country in your sense, and so we are neither so 
isolated nor so crowded together.” Both writers, of  
course, may have been responding to the famous 
formulations of  Marx and Engels in The Communist 
Manifesto of  1848—that the bourgeoisie had “created 
enormous cities” and that the proletariat, in their turn, 
would carry out a “gradual abolition of  the distinction 
between town and country, by a more equable 
distribution of  the population.” But even earlier than 
that, in 1844, the deep intellectual desire for what 
would eventually manifest itself  as suburbia was 
expressed by Ralph Waldo Emerson who confided to 
his journal an observation that still resonates with 
many today: “I wish to have rural strength and religion 
for my children, and I wish city facility and polish. I 
find with chagrin that I cannot have both.” 

Thus, if  the desire for suburbia—even sprawling 
auto-suburbia—can be understood not as a tragic 
mistake but merely as an artifact of  a particular 
moment in the urban history of  the 20th century and 
the fulfillment of  a deeply held desire of  a society 
transitioning from rural to urban, then the conceptual 
groundwork is laid for understanding the new social 
and spatial accommodations that are likely to be 
developed as new urban patterns, with new kinds of  
mobility options, emerge in an age experiencing  
its own transitional moment—the movement from 
cities imbedded within a framework of  industrial-era 
nationalism to the new “meta-geography” of  urban 
 globalization. 

MOBiLiTy TeChNOLOGieS aNd  
URBaN  GLOBaLiZaTiON 

Despite the widespread popularity of  automobile- 
as-dystopia thinking today, automobiles are still the 
major form of  personal transportation, suburbs con- 
tinue to attract many young families, Car Talk remains 
the most popular show on National Public Radio, and 
automobile manufacture and maintenance remain 

mainstays of  our national/international economy. 
Indeed, although the rising global demand for cars 
remains a cause for real environmental concern, that 
demand is increasingly seen as a legitimate, indeed 
irresistible, aspiration of  the newly emerging global 
middle class. In India and China, this means a rapid 
expansion of  automobile sales as economies once 
mired in poverty become at least marginally middle-
class, sometimes even  affluent. 

In her pioneering work on global cities, Saskia 
Sassen noted that urban globalization has created 
enormous wealth but that the wealth is very unevenly 
distributed with huge gaps between the super-rich and 
the super-poor. But the rich and powerful firms that 
have established operations in the global cities need 
service workers of  all kinds, and a low-level service 
job, however ill-paid, may often be the first step toward 
middle-class status for millions of  urban in-migrants 
worldwide. For such new city residents, mobility is  
an immediate necessity upon arrival and one that 
continues as incomes slowly increase and as small-
scale businesses grow. For many, this translates, at 
some point, into the desire to own an automobile or 
small  truck. 

Consider the production figures. In 2010, there 
were an estimated 40 million passenger vehicles in use 
in India, and the local automotive industry was 
producing some 3.7 million units per year. In China, 
now the world’s largest producer of  automobiles, 
more than 18 million cars, buses, vans, and trucks 
were produced in 2010, and there are currently more 
than 62 million vehicles already on the road in China, 
a number that is expected to increase tenfold by 2030. 
These are explosive levels of  growth, and the statistics 
speak to both the success of  the economic reforms of  
the 1980s and 90s and to the mobility aspirations of  
millions of  Chinese, many of  whom have experienced 
unprecedented economic success over a relatively 
short period of  time despite strong traditional and 
policy impediments to upward  mobility. 

In the already advanced economies of  Europe and 
North America, on the other hand, young members of  
the Millennial Generation seem to be taking a very 
different path. As one Stanford student recently put it, 
“We will be the first generation in automotive history 
to drive less than our parents. Our issues with cars and 
with urban mobility in general will be different from 
the past.” And as another commented, “At the end  
of  the 20th century, sprawling suburban environ- 
ments only accessible by automobiles dominated the 
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metropolitan region. This is the environment inherited 
by the Millennial Generation; this is the environment 
Millennials do not want.” 

The literature on the Millennial Generation is still 
developing. Much of  what exists is popular, anecdotal, 
and surprisingly political, with both free-market 
libertarians and Obama-era social liberals claiming 
the Millennials as their own. To date, much of  the best 
information comes from the Pew Research Center and 
its series of  reports exploring the new generation’s 
behaviors, values, and opinions. On the one hand, the 
Millennials are called “confident, self-expressive, 
liberal, upbeat and open to change”—the very picture 
of  what Richard Florida calls “the Creative Class.” But 
the whole picture is not so rosy. Good full-time jobs 
are scarce in the wake of  the 2008 economic collapse, 
under-employment is rampant, and more than a third 
of  the entire generation still lives with their parents. 
Many recent graduates are burdened with heavy 
college debt, in some cases as much as $40–50,000, 
and the tendency to share crowded apartments—and 
to spend more of  their income on cellphone service 
than on private cars—seems to be driven as much by 
hard economic necessity as by the desire to live 
frugally and sustainably. Increasingly, the hope is not 
to own a car but merely to have access to one, when 
necessary, through some form of  car sharing or short-
term rental. And it often seems that the Millennial 
vision of  the good life is not to settle into a comfortable 
middle-class suburb but rather to move to a bustling 
city where rents may be high and streets congested, 
but neighborhoods are vibrant, free Wi-Fi is available 
in the nearest coffee shop, and prospects of  a better 
future are at least possible, even in a down  economy. 

The values and aspirations of  these two emerging 
mobility constituencies—the new urban middle class 
in the developing world and the creative-class 
Millennials in the West—follow very different paths 
indeed. In many respects, the arcs of  their generational 
urban narratives could not be more different. And yet 
in both the advanced and the emerging economies, 
the social and cultural effects of  multi-modal urban 
mobility seem to have increased apace with the new 
technologies of  communication and online social 
interaction, developing the possibility of  new kinds of  
“communities of  mobility” to replace the locationally 
centered cultures of  the past. Interestingly, major 
social and technological developments are just 
emerging, or already in place, that will almost certainly 
affect urban automobile use worldwide. Small cars, 

electric cars, hybrids, and cars powered by natural gas 
or hydrogen fuel cells; self-driving “autonomous cars” 
that can be summoned by cellphone and that com- 
municate with each another; both commercial  
and informal car-sharing services that disjoin the 
convenience of  car-use from the burden of  car-
ownership—all these innovations are rapidly emerging 
as auto-mobility options at precisely the same time 
that digital telecommunications are revolutionizing 
the way urban dwellers interact, recreate, and conduct 
 business. 

As cellphones and tablets reduce the need for the 
personalized physical mobility provided in the past by 
automobiles and transit in order to engage in some 
common social and economic activities, new forms of  
“virtual community” not tied to geography in the 
traditional sense have emerged to take their place. 
Manuel Castells has famously called this the distinction 
between the electronic “space of  flows” and the 
physical “space of  places,” and this new dual urban 
geography is nothing less than a revolutionary 
development in the history of  humanity, one that 
members of  the new Millennial Generation, having 
grown up with computers, take for granted. They 
navigate the digital flows and the physical places—
and code-switch between the two—with ease. Indeed, 
the need for the “personal and flexible” type of  
mobility that Rae identified as the automobile’s great 
gift to urban civilization in the 20th century may be 
greater than ever before, but now that need for mobility 
may be satisfied by technologies other than auto- 
motive. The networked cities of  the future that are 
emerging within the contexts of  globalism will require 
a totally new range of  mobility options. Cyber-cities 
may never completely replace traditional physical 
urban space, but many citadel functions, market 
functions, even community functions are already 
being performed through informational websites, 
internet shopping, and social media. Cars, taxis, transit 
systems, walking, cycling—and hand-held mobile 
devices as well—will all be among the mobility options 
of  the future and will very likely interact in ways yet to 
be  imagined. 

The FUTURe OF The New  
URBaN  MOBiLiTieS 

In this new historical moment, urban planning theory 
and practice needs to adapt to the changing conditions 
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of  urban life. In a world where the far-flung ring of  
what were once bedroom suburbs have been trans- 
formed into what Joel Garreau calls “Edge City,” the 
daily commute has been radically reorganized, and 
the urban-suburban dichotomy has been replaced by 
a more seamless spatial pattern of  metropolitan inter-
connections. Now more than ever, new conceptual 
tools need to be developed to re-imagine not only the 
modalities of  transportation but, indeed, the very 
purpose of  urban mobility  itself. 

Faced with these new realities, new planning 
traditions rooted in environmentalism make reducing 
our reliance on the private automobile one of  their 
central goals. What the Smart Growth movement and 
the New Urbanism propose is that future urban 
development, especially in the suburbs, be in the  
form of  denser, multi-story, pedestrian-friendly com- 
munities built around transit (usually light-rail) hubs—
achieving a combination of  private comforts and 
social amenities that recall the small towns and 
“classic suburbs” of  the railroad and streetcar era 
before the dominance of  the automobile that most of  
the major historians of  American suburbia identify as 
the high-water mark of  suburban living. Many 
transportation needs will be met by walking, cycling, 
and efficient mass transit. And automobiles will 
remain, but used only for the kinds of  trips for which 
walking, cycling, or fixed-rail-fixed-schedule transit is 
inappropriate: multi-stop errands, vacation trips, and 
the many other types of  travel that together constitute 
inhabiting the whole metropolitan  region. 

Ironically, many early adherents of  the environ- 
mental and sustainable planning movements were 
strongly influenced by intellectual traditions of  bio-
regionalism, administrative decentralization, small-is-
beautiful economics, and even back-to-the-land, 
off-the-grid rejections of  city life. Recently, however, 
there is a growing sense that urban life is in fact the 
greenest mode of  human existence and that popu- 
lation density, not mass exodus from the polluting city, 
provides the smallest carbon footprint when compared 
to suburban, rural, or even wilderness-commune 
settlements. In Green Metropolis (2009), for example, 
journalist David Owen argues that dense urban 
economies of  scale make city life greener, on a per 
capita basis, than any other option and serve to fulfill 
the promise of  his subtitle: “Why Living Smaller, Living 
Closer, and Driving Less Are the Keys to Sustainability.” 

The perception that dense urban life may actually 
be greener than other human settlement options is not 

entirely new. As long ago as 1985, architect Peter 
Calthorpe, one of  the founders of  the New Urbanism 
and a pioneer of  the transit-oriented development 
(TOD) concept, wrote a short article for The Whole 
Earth Review entitled “Redefining Cities,” in which he 
argued that our “image of  the city as a cancerous 
lesion oozing with pollution and destroying the 
environment as its relentless growth paves the Earth is 
born of  nineteenth-century industry” and that today, 
in reality, “the city is the most environmentally benign 
form of  human settlement.” More recently, in Urbanism 
in the Age of  Climate Change (2011), Calthorpe argues 
that “compact and walkable development . . . can have 
a major impact in reducing carbon emissions and 
energy demand” and that “urbanism is the most cost-
effective solution to climate change, more so than 
most renewable technologies.” 

Perhaps not surprisingly, the idea that the cities of  
the future will indeed be bigger, denser, greener, and 
more sustainable—“more like Manhattan,” as Owen 
puts it—and that automobiles will soon share local 
streets with pedestrians, cyclists, and all manner of  
public transit is an idea that has captured the imagina-
tions of  many in the Millennial Generation as well of  
many practicing planners in Europe, the Americas, and 
Asia. If  the logic of  the “urbanization solution” takes 
hold as global urbanization rates swell toward 70–80 
percent, humanity’s collective carbon footprint may 
well grow smaller, and the world will grow greener. And 
that is not all. People who live in cities have fewer chil-
dren than rural people, so the pressures of  a rapidly 
expanding global population will gradually ease. And if  
past history is any guide, levels of  education, safety, and 
economic prosperity are also likely to  increase. 

This kind of  urban triumphalism is pleasing to the 
egos of  urbanists, of  course, but a word of  caution may 
well be in order. Like anything else, taking advantage of  
the clear tendencies of  global urbanization—and the 
vast elaboration of  mobilities thereby implied—can be 
done well or poorly. Advocates of  urbanism cannot fall 
prey to complacency and self-satisfaction. The urbani- 
zation process all by itself  will not cause everything to 
come out well in the end. Ever and always, we have 
work to do, and we must be  diligent. 

aN aGeNda FOR STUdy aNd  aCTiON 

If  the increasing demands for urban mobilities are 
likely to continue as essential elements of  urban life, 
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then a number of  issues will need to be addressed. 
Many of  these are technical questions that automotive 
engineers and transportation planners are already 
working on, for  example: 

j	 How can we make cars less polluting and less 
dangerous while making transportation of  all kinds 
cleaner, faster, and more accessible for new 
generations of  urban mobility  consumers? 

j	 What kinds of  new vehicles, engines, and clean 
fuels will we need? And how will a new re-fueling 
infrastructure be put in  place? 

j	 How can we go about re-inventing the city taxi, 
both as a technology and a social institution? What 
other approaches to “personalized mass transit” 
are viable? How can we apply computerized 
scheduling technologies—and perhaps the creative 
merging of  private taxi companies with public 
transit services—to avoid rush-hour shortages and 
make the delivery of  mobility services more 
efficient and equitable across geographic and 
socio-economic  divides?

j	 More generally, how can policy-makers re-imagine 
the automobile as a form of  mass transit when 
both entrenched interest groups and established 
planning practice rigidly separates private cars 
from public buses and trains? How can we prevent 
implementation issues from frustrating the 
achievement of  real policy  reform? 

j	 How can we plan both our center-city and suburban 
communities to be more livable, more sustainable, 
and more open to cycling and walking? How can we 
design better streets and sidewalks to manage the 
many inevitable and potentially dangerous traffic 
interfaces between automobiles and pedestrians, 
automobiles and cyclists, and cyclists and  pedestrians? 

Other questions required a broader, more nuanced 
 analysis: 

j	 How will new multi-modal approaches to urban 
mobilities affect housing, work, social interactions, 
and the economic and governance functions of  
urban  communities? 

j	 How will space-of-flows mobilities interact with 
space-of-place mobilities when communication 
and transportation are re-integrated and no longer 
regarded as “different things”? 

j	 And how can we re-think the way we plan our 
urban spaces to accommodate the full range of  

essential urban functions in an age when our cities 
are becoming seamless metropolitan regions . . . 
and our metropolitan regions are becoming inter-
connected nodes of  an intensely networked but 
globally dispersed urban  world? 

Questions like these demand that we re-consider what 
exactly a city is . . . and what purpose urban mobility 
 serves. 

In response to the overwhelming bigness of  our big 
cities, and to the global reach of  our urban networks, 
many people already identify with their small 
neighborhood units instead of  the larger municipality, 
leading perhaps to a simultaneous decrease and 
intensification of  dialogue and civic engagement. If  
the cities of  the world continue to grow and become 
globally inter-connected—and if  real social networks 
increasingly span continents instead of  just city 
blocks—there is a clear possibility that online mobility 
can just as easily lead to alienation and isolation, 
resulting in new personal vulnerabilities and social 
disconnects, as to that increased inclusiveness that 
global urbanism potentially offers. The cultural tension 
between connectedness and disconnectedness, both 
on the personal and social level, will be an on-going 
struggle for both the Millennial Generation and the 
rising urban middle classes of  Asia, Africa, and Latin 
 America. 

If  the citadel, market, and community functions of  
cities are increasingly performed online—often 
spontaneously and on a 24-hour basis—there may be 
significant gains in terms of  efficiency but also losses 
in terms of  the daily social interactions. This is 
troubling, and more than ever we now need wise, 
nurturing plans and policies that keep human values 
primary. As more and more living functions become 
social and take place in shared public space, the 
resultant loss of  privacy may lead to push-back  
and the search for new ways to experience solitude. 
The danger will be a kind of  systematic withdrawal 
from the physical and social space of  the city, a 
process that may have already begun as evidenced by 
the way people talking on cellphones or listening  
to iPods walk the streets as if  unaware of  others 
around  them. 

In the end, the relationship between the city and 
the mobility technologies of  the future will depend on 
how we respond to our understanding of  our urban 
mobility history. Considering how the automobile in 
the 20th century responded to its historical moment 
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as the modern city moved from a city-and-hinterland 
model to a system of  spatially integrated metropolitan 
regions, we can better understand how automobility 
was an innovative technological response to deeply 
felt human needs not just about the practicalities of  
navigating the complex new cities but about appre- 
hending the relationship between nature and civili- 
zation, between the individual and society. But now a 
very different historical moment is clearly emerging 
with its own challenges, hopes, and aspirations. Our 
task is to make sure that the full range of  transportation 
options, connected by and to the other mobility 
technologies of  digital communication, will be seen 
the way Marshall McLuhan in the 1960s saw the 

technologies of  media—that is, as vital, evolutionary 
extensions of  humanity  itself. 

To achieve that positive result, what we must do 
now is examine the history, policy issues, and possible 
impacts of  all forms of  urban mobility on both current 
and emerging cities of  the world to develop new ways 
of  thinking about urban mobility in an era of  global 
transformation. To fully understand the historical and 
cultural imperatives of  the new urban mobilities, it will 
be necessary to engage in the widest possible range of  
inter-disciplinary thinking and multi-disciplinary 
research. In the end, a re-assessment of  urban mobility 
may lead to a re-imagining of  the very nature of  the 
human  community. 



“Our Urban Species” 
from Triumph of the City: How Our Greatest  
Invention Makes Us Richer, Smarter,  
Healthier, and Happier (2011) 

Edward  Glaeser 

ediTORS’  iNTROdUCTiON 

Economist Edward Glaeser begins Triumph of the City: How Our Greatest Invention Makes Us Richer, Smarter, 
Healthier, and Happier, his popular assessment of the role of cities in the history of human achievement and 
innovation, with a counter-intuitive observation that recalls the premise of much of Saskia Sassen’s work on 
global cities (p. 650). “Two hundred forty-three million Americans,” he writes, “crowd together in the 3 percent of 
the country that is urban. . . . On a planet with vast amounts of space (all of humanity could fit in Texas – each of 
us with a personal townhouse), we choose cities.” 

According to Glaeser, humanity has, over the course of its history, chosen cities – and the city “has triumphed” 
– because we are fundamentally an “urban species.” In order to get to that realization, he first engages in a kind 
of analysis by synthesis – compiling many of the arguments from other sources, but always adding a twist, 
another turn of the screw that adds a kind of multiplier effect to his thesis. For example, Glaeser compounds his 
agreement with Sassen on the continuing importance of cities in the global age by supporting David Owen  
(p. 414) in his insistence on the importance of density, but not just for the purposes of environmental sustainability. 
Instead – or in addition – Glaeser argues that cities are the “dense agglomerations” that have always been the 
“engines of innovation” and that the economic prosperity of successful cities has always come “from their ability 
to produce new thinking.” Further, he asserts, cities are density. “Cities,” he writes, are the absence of physical 
space between people and companies. They are proximity, density, closeness.” Similarly, Glaeser echoes the 
findings of journalist Doug Saunders (p. 677) in his analysis of urban slums as locations of opportunity. He  
writes that “not all urban poverty is bad,” indeed that “there’s a lot to like about urban poverty.” Why? Not just 
because of the possibility of upward socio-economic mobility for a few individuals and families, as Saunders 
would have it, but because of the positive effects poverty and urban slums have on the city as a whole. “Cities 
don’t make people poor,” he argues, “they attract poor people.” And therefore, the “flow of less advantaged 
people into cities from Rio to Rotterdam demonstrates urban strength, not weakness.” 

Glaeser has sometimes been criticized as a conservative who delights in overturning the applecart of whole 
generations of liberal social and economic urban policy, as a reflexive contrarian, and as a sunny optimist in the 
face of an unfolding global tragedy resulting from the exploitation of the poor by the super-rich. But it is difficult 
to argue that Glaeser is a Pollyanna, blissfully unaware of the degrading effects of grinding poverty on one billion 
of the world’s population that now lives on less than two dollars a day. He acknowledges early on in “Our Urban 
Species” that “sometimes city roads are paved to hell” and that the “city may win, but too often its citizens seem 
to lose.” Wise policies, not foolish ones, will always be needed to encourage and uplift the poor instead of further 
frustrating their efforts toward economic betterment. But urban poverty, Glaeser argues, “should be judged not 
relative to urban wealth but relative to rural poverty.” And in the end, “urban density provides the clearest path 
from poverty to prosperity” – an argument as true today, he seems to suggest, as it was when Friedrich Engels 
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surveyed the slums of Manchester (p. 53) and teeming crowds of immigrants filled the streets and tenements  
of New York’s Lower East  Side. 

Edward Glaeser is a professor of economics at Harvard University and the director of two important academic 
projects at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government – the Taubman Center for State and Local Government 
and the Rappaport Institute for Greater Boston. He is also a senior fellow at the Manhattan Institute and has 
served as the editor of both the Quarterly Journal of Economics and City Journal. Glaeser’s social philosophy of 
cities and the promise of urban life is rooted in the evidence and methodologies of economics. The son of an 
architect, Glaeser learned to love city life and its opportunities for excitement and opportunity at an early  age. 

Both because of his fluid, epigrammatic writing style and his willingness to question much of the common 
wisdom about cities, Glaeser became widely influential as an author and co-author of seminal books and papers 
that addressed issues of urban sustainability, the relationship between restrictive planning codes on housing 
affordability, and the positive aspects of slums. Among his important theoretical contributions to the field are 
Cities, Agglomeration, and Spatial Equilibrium (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008) and Exploring General 
Equilibrium (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2010). Books addressing specific economic policy issues include 
Corruption and Reform: Lessons from America’s Economic History, with Claudia Goldin (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2008), Fighting Poverty in the US and Europe: A World of Difference, with Alberto Alesina (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2008), Housing Markets and the Economy: Risk, Regulation, and Policy, with 
John Quigley (Cambridge: Lincoln Institute of Land Policy, 2009), and House of Cards: Reforming America’s 
Housing Finance System, with Stya Thallam, Dwight Jaffee, and Peter J. Wallison (Washington, DC: Mercatus 
Center, George Mason University, 2013). As Gary Becker, the 1992 Nobel laureate in economics, once 
commented, “urban economics was dried up” and no one “had come up with new ways to look at cities” before 
Glaeser came along with fresh eyes and fresh insights into the way cities actually  worked. 

Given the centrality of markets to the history of cities, the broader literature of urban economics is worth very 
much studying. A good place to start is Arthur O’Sullivan, Urban Economics, 8th edn (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
2011) and Phillip McCann, Modern Urban and Regional Economics (New York: Oxford, 2013), both standard 
texts. For the economics of sustainability, see Joan Fitzgerald, Urban Sustainability and Economic Development 
(New York: Oxford, 2010), and for the connections between economics and policy, see Paul Cheshire, Max 
Nathan, and Henry Oberman, Urban Economics and Public Policy: Challenging Conventional Policy Wisdom 
(Cheltenham: Edward Elgar, 2014). For a stimulating and provocative analysis of the influence of urban economies 
on cultural development, see Tyler Cowen, In Praise of Commercial Culture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1998). Also of continuing interest are Manuel Castells, The Informational City: Economic Restructuring 
and Urban Development (Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 1992) and two important books by Jane Jacobs, The 
Economy of Cities (New York: Random House, 1970) and Cities and the Wealth of Nations: Principles of 
Economic Life (New York: Random House, 1984). 

Two hundred forty-three million Americans crowd 
together in the 3 percent of  the country that is urban. 
Thirty-six million people live in and around Tokyo, the 
most productive metropolitan area in the world. 
Twelve million people reside in central Mumbai, and 
Shanghai is almost as large. On a planet with vast 
amounts of  space (all of  humanity could fit in Texas—
each of  us with a personal townhouse), we choose 
cities. Although it has become cheaper to travel long 
distances, or to telecommute from the Ozarks to 
Azerbaijan, more and more people are clustering 
closer and closer together in large metropolitan areas. 
Five million more people every month live in the cities 

of  the developing world, and in 2011, more than half  
the world’s population is  urban. 

Cities, the dense agglomerations that dot the globe, 
have been engines of  innovation since Plato and 
Socrates bickered in an Athenian marketplace. The 
streets of  Florence gave us the Renaissance, and the 
streets of  Birmingham gave us the Industrial Revo- 
lution. The great prosperity of  contemporary London 
and Bangalore and Tokyo comes from their ability to 
produce new thinking. Wandering these cities—
whether down cobblestone sidewalks or grid-cutting 
cross streets, around roundabouts or under freeways—
is to study nothing less than human  progress. 
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In the richer countries of  the West, cities have 
survived the tumultuous end of  the industrial age and 
are now wealthier, healthier, and more auguring than 
ever. In the world’s poorer places, cities are expanding 
enormously because urban density provides the 
clearest path from poverty to prosperity. Despite  
the technological breakthroughs that have caused  
the death of  distance, it turns out that the world isn’t 
flat; it’s  paved. 

The city has triumphed. But as many of  us know 
from personal experience, sometimes city roads are 
paved to hell. The city may win, but too often  
its citizens seem to lose. Every urban childhood is 
shaped by an onrush of  extraordinary people and 
experiences—some delicious, like the sense of  power 
that comes from a preteen’s first subway trip alone; 
some less so, like a first exposure to urban gunfire (an 
unforgettable part of  my childhood education in New 
York City thirty-five years ago). For every Fifth Avenue, 
there’s a Mumbai slum; for every Sorbonne, there’s a 
D.C. high school guarded by metal  detectors. 

Indeed, for many Americans, the latter half  of  the 
twentieth century—the end of  the industrial age—
was an education not in urban splendor but in urban 
squalor. How well we learn from the lessons our cities 
teach us will determine whether our urban species will 
flourish in what can be a new golden age of  the  city. 

My passion for the urban world began with  
the New York of  Ed Koch, Thurman Munson, and 
Leonard Bernstein. Inspired by my metropolitan 
childhood, I’ve spent my life trying to understand 
cities. That quest has been rooted in economic theory 
and data, but it has also meandered through the streets 
of  Moscow and São Paulo and Mumbai, through the 
histories of  bustling metropolises and the everyday 
stories of  those who live and work in  them. 

I find studying cities so engrossing because they 
pose fascinating, important, and often troubling 
questions. Why do the richest and poorest people in 
the world so often live cheek by jowl? How do once-
mighty cities full into disrepair? Why do some stage 
dramatic comebacks? Why do so many artistic 
movements arise so quickly in particular cities at 
particular moments? Why do so many smart people 
enact so many foolish urban  policies? 

There’s no better place to ponder these questions 
than what many consider to be the archetypal city—
New York. Native New Yorkers, like myself, may 
occasionally have a slightly exaggerated view of  their 
city’s importance, but New York is still a paradigm of  

urbanity and therefore an appropriate place to start our 
journey to cities across the world. Its story encapsulates 
the past, present, and future of  our urban centers and 
provides a springboard for many of  the themes that will 
emerge from the pages and places  ahead. 

If  you stand on Forty-seventh Street and Fifth 
Avenue this Wednesday afternoon, you’ll be sur- 
rounded by a torrent of  people. Some are rushing 
uptown for a meeting or downtown to grab a drink. 
Others are walking east to enter the great subterranean 
caverns of  Grand Central Terminal, which has more 
platforms than any other train station in the world. 
Some people may be trying to buy an engagement 
ring—after all, Forty-seventh Street is the nation’s 
premier market for gems. There will be visitors gazing 
upward—something New Yorkers never do—on their 
way from one landmark to another. If  you imitate a 
tourist and look up, you’ll see two great ridges of  
skyscrapers framing the shimmering valley that is 
Fifth  Avenue. 

Thirty years ago, New York City’s future looked far 
less bright. Like almost every colder, older city, 
Gotham seemed to be a dinosaur. The city’s subway 
and buses felt archaic in a world being rebuilt around 
the car. The city’s port, once the glory of  the Eastern 
seaboard, had sunk into irrelevance. Under the 
leadership of  John Lindsay and Abe Beame, the city’s 
government had come near default despite having 
some of  the highest taxes in the nation. Not just Jerry 
Ford, but history itself  seemed to be telling New York 
City to drop  dead. 

New York, or more properly New Amsterdam, was 
founded during an earlier era of  globalization as a 
distant outpost of  the Dutch West India Company. It 
was a trading village where a hodgepodge of  
adventurers came to make fortunes swapping beads 
for furs. Those mercantile Dutch settlers clustered 
together because proximity made it easier to exchange 
goods and ideas and because there was safety behind 
the town’s protective wall (now Wall Street). 

In the eighteenth century, New York passed Boston 
to become the English colonies’ most important  
port; it specialized in shipping wheat and flour south  
to feed the sugar and tobacco colonies. During the 
first half  of  the nineteenth century, with business 
booming. New York’s population grew from sixty 
thousand to eight hundred thousand, and the city 
became America’s  colossus. 

The population explosion was partly due to 
changes in transportation technology. At the start of  



E DWA R D   G L A E S E R 710

the nineteenth century, ships were generally small—
three hundred tons was normal size—and, like smaller 
airplanes today, ideal for point-to-point trips, like 
Liverpool to Charlestown or Boston to Glasgow. 
Between 1800 and 1850, improvements in technology 
and finance brought forth larger ships that could carry 
bigger loads at faster speeds and lower  cost. 

There was no percentage in having these jumbo 
clipper ships traveling to every point along the 
American coast. Just like today’s Boeing 747s, which 
land at major hubs and transfer their passengers onto 
smaller planes that take them to their final destinations, 
the big clipper ships came to one central harbor and 
then transferred their goods to smaller vessels for 
delivery up and down the Eastern seaboard. New York 
was America’s superport, with its central location, 
deep, protected harbor, and river access far into the 
hinterland. When America moved to a hub-and-spoke 
shipping system, New York became the natural hub. 
The city’s position was only strengthened when canals 
made Manhattan the eastern end of  a great watery 
arc that cut through the Midwest all the way to New 
 Orleans. 

Shipping was the city’s economic anchor, but New 
Yorkers were more likely to work in the manufacturing 
industries—sugar refining, garment production, and 
publishing—that grew up around the harbor. Sugar 
producers, like the Roosevelt family, operated in a big 
port city, because urban scale enabled them to cover 
the fixed costs of  big, expensive refineries and to be 
close enough to consumers so that refined sugar 
crystals wouldn’t coalesce during a long, hot water 
voyage. The garment industry similarly owed its 
concentration in New York to the vast cargoes of  
cotton and textiles that came through the city and 
sailors’ need for ready-made clothes. Even New York’s 
publishing preeminence ultimately reflected the city’s 
central place on transatlantic trade routes, as the big 
money in nineteenth-century books came from being 
the first printer out with pirated copies of  English 
novels. The Harper brothers really arrived as publishers 
when they beat their Philadelphia competitors by 
printing the third volume of  Walter Scott’s Peveril of  
the Peak twenty-one hours after it arrived in New York 
by packet  ship. 

In the twentieth century, however, the death of  
distance destroyed the transport-cost advantages  
that had made New York a manufacturing mammoth. 
Why sew skirts on Hester Street when labor is so 
much cheaper in China? Globalization brought fierce 

competition to the companies and cities that made 
anything that could be easily shipped across the 
Pacific. New York’s economic decline in the mid-
twentieth century reflected the increasing irrelevance 
of  its nineteenth-century  advantages. 

But of  course, as anyone standing on Fifth Avenue 
today must notice, the story didn’t end there. New York 
didn’t die. Today, the five zip codes that occupy the 
mile of  Manhattan between Forty-first and Fifty-ninth 
streets employ six hundred thousand workers (more 
than New Hampshire or Maine), who earn on average 
more than $l00,000 each, giving that tiny piece of  real 
estate a larger annual payroll than Oregon or  Nevada. 

Just as globalization killed off  New York’s 
advantages as a manufacturing hub, it increased the 
city’s edge in producing ideas. While there isn’t much 
sewing left in New York, there are still plenty of  Calvin 
Kleins and Donna Karans, producing designs that will 
often be made on the other side of  the planet. Honda 
may have brought heartache to Detroit’s Big Three, 
but managing the international flow of  finance has 
earned vast sums for New York’s bankers. A more 
connected world has brought huge returns to the idea-
producing entrepreneurs who can now scour the earth 
in search of   profits. 

New York reinvented itself  during the bleak years 
of  the 1970s when a cluster of  financial innovators 
learned from each other and produced a chain of  
interconnected ideas. Academic knowledge about 
trading off  risk and return made it easier to evaluate 
and sell riskier assets, like Michael Milken’s high yield 
(junk) bonds, which made it possible for Henry Kravis 
to use those bonds to get value out of  underperforming 
companies through leveraged buy-outs. Many of  the 
biggest innovators acquired their knowledge not 
through formal training but by being close to the 
action . . . Today, 40 percent of  Manhattan’s payroll is 
in the financial services industry, the bulwark of  a 
dense and still-thriving city. And even though some of  
these financial wizards helped give us the Great 
Recession, the city that housed them has weathered 
that storm, too. Between 2009 and 20l0, as the 
American economy largely stagnated, wages in 
Manhattan increased by 11.9 percent, more than any 
other large county. In 2010, the average weekly wage 
in Manhattan was $2,404, which is 170 percent more 
than the U.S. average, and 45 percent more than Santa 
Clara County [California], home of  Silicon Valley, 
which pays the highest wages outside of  Greater  
New  York. 
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The rise and fall and rise of  New York introduces 
us to the central paradox of  the modern metropolis—
proximity bas become ever more valuable as the cost 
of  connecting across long distances has fallen. New 
York’s story is unique in its operatic grandeur, but the 
key elements that drove the city’s spectacular rise, sad 
decline, and remarkable rebirth can be found in cities 
like Chicago and London and Milan, as  well. 

* * *

Cities are the absence of  physical space between 
people and companies. They are proximity, density, 
closeness. They enable us to work and play together, 
and their success depends on the demand for physical 
connection. During the middle years of  the twentieth 
century, many cities, like New York, declined as impro- 
vements in transportation reduced the advantages of  
locating factories in dense urban areas. And during the 
last thirty years, some of  these cities have come back, 
while other, newer cities have grown because 
technological change has increased the returns to the 
knowledge that is best produced by people in close 
proximity to other  people. 

Within the United States, workers in metropolitan 
areas with big cities earn 30 percent more than 
workers who aren’t in metropolitan areas. These high 
wages are offset by higher costs of  living, but that 
doesn’t change the fact that high wages reflect high 
productivity. The only reason why companies put up 
with the high labor and land costs of  being in a city is 
that the city creates productivity advantages that 
offset those costs. Americans who live in metropolitan 
areas with more than a million residents are, on 
average, more than 50 percent more productive than 
Americans who live in smaller metropolitan areas. 
These relationships are the same even when we take 
into account the education, experience, and industry 
of  workers. They’re even the same if  we take individual 
workers’ IQs into account. The income gap between 
urban and rural areas is just as large in other rich 
countries, and even stronger in poorer  nations. 

In America and Europe, cities speed innovation by 
connecting their smart inhabitants to each other, but 
cities play an even more critical role in the developing 
world: They are gateways between markets and 
cultures. In the nineteenth century, Mumbai (then 
called Bombay) was a gateway for cotton. In the 
twenty-first century, Bangalore is a gateway for  ideas. 

If  you mentioned India to a typical American or 
European in 1990, chances are that person would 

mutter uncomfortably about the tragedy of  Third 
World poverty. Today, that person is more likely to 
mutter uncomfortably about the possibility that his job 
might be outsourced to Bangalore. India is still poor, 
but it’s growing at a feverish pace, and Bangalore, 
India’s fifth-largest city, is among the subcontinent’s 
greatest success stories. Bangalore’s wealth comes 
not from industrial might (although it still makes plenty 
of  textiles) but from its strength as a city of  ideas. By 
concentrating so much talent in one place, Bangalore 
makes it easier for that talent to teach itself  and for 
outsiders, whether from Singapore or Silicon Valley, to 
connect easily with Indian human  capital. 

Echoing antiurbanites throughout the ages, 
Mahatma Gandhi said that “the true India is to be 
found not in its few cities, but in its 700,000 villages” 
and “the growth of  the nation depends not on cities, 
but [on] its villages.” The great man was wrong. India’s 
growth depends almost entirely on its cities. There is a 
near-perfect correlation between urbanization and 
prosperity across nations. On average, as the share of  
a country’s population that is urban rise by 10 percent, 
the country’s per capita output increases by 30 
percent. Per capita incomes are almost four times 
higher in those countries where a majority of  people 
live in cities than in those countries where a majority 
of  people live in rural  areas. 

There is a myth that even if  cities enhance prosperity, 
they still make people miserable. But people report 
being happier in those countries that are more urban. In 
those countries where more than half  of  the population 
is urban, 30 percent of  people say that they are very 
happy, and 17 percent say that they are not very or not 
at all happy. In nations where more than half  of  the 
population is rural, 25 percent of  people report being 
very happy, and 22 percent report unhappiness. Across 
countries, reported life satisfaction rises with the share 
of  the population that lives in cities, even when con- 
trolling for the countries’ income and  education. 

So cities like Mumbai and Kolkata and Bangalore 
boost not only India’s economy, but its mood. And 
certainly they are not un-Indian, any more than New 
York is un-American. These cities are, in so many 
ways, the places where their nation’s genius is most 
fully  expressed. 

The urban ability to create collaborative brilliance 
isn’t new. For centuries, innovations have spread from 
person to person across crowded city streets. An 
explosion of  artistic genius during the Florentine 
Renaissance began when Brunelleschi figured out the 
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geometry of  linear perspective. He passed his 
knowledge to his friend Donatello, who imported 
linear perspective in low relief  sculpture. Their friend 
Masaccio then brought the innovation into painting. 
The artistic innovations of  Florence were glorious 
side effects of  urban concentration; that city’s wealth 
came from more prosaic pursuits: banking and cloth 
making. Today, however, Bangalore and New York and 
London all depend on their ability to innovate. The 
spread of  knowledge from engineer to engineer, from 
designer to designer, from trader to trader is the same 
as the flight of  ideas from painter to painter, and urban 
density has long been at the heart of  that  process. 

The vitality of  New York and Bangalore doesn’t 
mean that all cities will succeed. In 1950, Detroit was 
America’s fifth-largest city and had 1.85 million 
people. In 2008, it had 777 thousand people, less than 
half  its former size, and was continuing to lose 
population steadily. Eight of  the ten largest American 
cities in 1950 have lost at least a fifth of  their population 
since then. The failure of  Detroit and so many other 
industrial towns doesn’t reflect any weakness of  cities 
as a whole, but rather the sterility of  those cities that 
lost touch with the essential ingredients of  urban 
 reinvention. 

Cities thrive when they have many small firms and 
skilled citizens. Detroit was once a buzzing beehive of  
small-scale interconnected inventors—Henry Ford 
was just one among many gifted entrepreneurs. But 
the extravagant success of  Ford’s big idea destroyed 
that older, more innovative city. Detroit’s twentieth-
century growth brought hundreds of  thousands of  
less-well-educated workers to vast factories, which 
became fortresses apart from the city and the world. 
While industrial diversity, entrepreneurship, and 
education lead to innovation, the Detroit model led to 
urban decline. The age of  the industrial city is over, at 
least in the  West. 

Too many officials in troubled cities wrongly 
imagine that they can lead their city back to its former 
glories with some massive construction project, a new 
stadium or light rail system, a convention center, or a 
housing project. With very few exceptions, no public 
policy can stem the tidal forces of  urban change. We 
mustn’t ignore the needs of  the poor people who live 
in the Rust Belt, but public policy should help poor 
people, not poor  places. 

Shiny new real estate may dress up a declining city, 
but it doesn’t solve its underlying problems. The 
hallmark of  declining cities is that they have too much 

housing and infrastructure relative to the strength of  
their economies. With all that supply of  structure and 
so little demand, it makes no sense to use public 
money to build more supply. The folly of  building-
centric urban renewal reminds us that cities aren’t 
structures; cities are  people. 

After Hurricane Katrina, the building boosters 
wanted to spend hundreds of  billions rebuilding New 
Orleans, but if  $200 billion had been given to the 
people who lived there, each of  them would have 
gotten $400,000 to pay for moving or education or 
better housing somewhere else. Even before the flood, 
New Orleans had done a mediocre job caring for its 
poor. Did it really make sense to spend billions on the 
city’s infrastructure, when money was so badly needed 
to help educate the children of  New Orleans? New 
Orleans’ greatness always came from its people, not 
from its buildings. Wouldn’t it have made more sense 
to ask how federal spending could have done the most 
for the lives of  Katrina’s victims, even if  they moved 
somewhere  else? 

Ultimately, the job of  urban government isn’t to 
fund buildings or rail lines that can’t possibly cover 
their costs, but to care for the city’s citizens. A mayor 
who can better educate a city’s children so that they 
can find opportunity on the other side of  the globe is 
succeeding, even if  his city is getting  smaller. 

While the unremitting poverty of  Detroit and cities 
like it clearly reflect urban distress, not all urban 
poverty is bad. It’s easy to understand why a visitor to 
a Kolkata slum might join Gandhi in wondering about 
the wisdom of  massive urbanization, but there’s a lot 
to like about urban poverty. Cities don’t make people 
poor; they attract poor people. The flow of  less 
advantaged people into cities from Rio to Rotterdam 
demonstrates urban strength, not  weakness. 

Urban structures may stand for centuries, but 
urban populations are fluid. More than a quarter of  
Manhattan’s residents didn’t live there five years ago. 
Poor people constantly come to New York and São 
Paulo and Mumbai in search of  something better, a 
fact of  urban life that should be  celebrated. 

Urban poverty should be judged not relative to 
urban wealth but relative to rural poverty. The 
shantytowns of  Rio de Janeiro may look terrible when 
compared to a prosperous Chicago suburb, but 
poverty rates in Rio are far lower than in Brazil’s rural 
northeast. The poor have no way to get rich quick, but 
they can choose between cities and the countryside, 
and many of  them sensibly choose  cities. 
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The flow of  rich and poor into cities makes urban 
areas dynamic, but it’s hard to miss the costs of  
concentrated poverty. Proximity makes it easier to 
exchange ideas or goods but also easier to exchange 
bacteria or purloin a purse. All of  the world’s older 
cities have suffered the great scourges of  urban life: 
disease, crime, congestion, And the fight against these 
ills has never been won by passively accepting the way 
things are or by mindlessly relying on the free market. 
American cities became much healthier in the early 
twentieth century because they were spending as 
much on water as the federal government spent on 
everything except the military and the postal service. 
The leaps made by European and American cities will 
likely be repeated in the developing cities of  the 
twenty-first century, and that will only make the world 
more urban. New York City, where boys born in 1901 
were expected to live seven years fewer than their 
American male counterparts, is now considerably 
healthier than America as a  whole. 

The urban victories over crime and disease made it 
possible for cities to thrive as places of  pleasure as 
well as productivity. Urban scale makes it possible to 
support the fixed costs of  theaters, museums, and 
restaurants, Museums need large expensive exhibits 
and attractive, often expensive structures; theaters 
need stages, lighting, sound equipment, and plenty of  
practice. In cities, these fixed costs become affordable 
because they’re shared among thousands of  museum 
visitors and  theatergoers. 

Historically, most people were far too poor to let 
their tastes in entertainment guide where they chose 
to live, and cities were hardly pleasure zones. Yet as 
people have become richer, they have increasingly 
chosen cities based on lifestyle—and the consumer 
city was  born. 

During much of  the twentieth century, the rise of  
consumer cities like Los Angeles seemed to be yet 
another force battering the Londons and New Yorks 
of  the world. Yet as older cities have become safer and 
healthier, they too became reinvigorated as places of  
consumption, through restaurants, theaters, comedy 
clubs, bars, and the pleasures of  proximity. Over the 
past thirty years, London and San Francisco and Paris 
have all boomed, in part because people have 
increasingly found them fun places to live. These 
metropolises have their pricey treats, like Michelin 
Guide three-star meals, but they also have their more 
affordable enjoyments, like sipping a coffee while 
admiring the Colden Gate Bridge or the Arc de 

Triomphe, or downing a real ale in a wood-paneled 
pub. Cities enable us to find friends with common 
interests, and the disproportionately single populations 
in dense cities are marriage markets that make it 
easier to find a mate. Today successful cities, old or 
young, attract smart entrepreneurial people, in part, 
by being urban theme  parks. 

The rise of  reverse commuting may be the most 
striking consequence of  successful consumer cities. 
In the dark days of  the 1970s, few were willing to live 
in Manhattan if  they didn’t work there. Today, 
thousands of  people choose to live in the city and 
travel to jobs outside it. Middle Eastern millionaires 
aren’t the only people buying pieds-à-terre in London 
and New York, and Miami has done well by selling 
second homes to the rich of  Latin  America. 

Robust demand, created by economic vitality and 
urban pleasures, helps explain why prices in attractive 
cities have risen so steadily, but the supply of  space 
also matters. New York, London, and Paris have 
increasingly restricted new building activity, which has 
made those cities harder to  afford. 

Many of  the ideas in this book draw on the wisdom 
of  the great urbanist Jane Jacobs, who knew that you 
need to walk a city’s streets to see its soul. She 
understood that the people who make a city creative 
need affordable real estate. But she also made 
mistakes that came from relying too much on her 
ground-level view and not using conceptual tools that 
help one think through an entire  system. 

Because she saw that older, shorter buildings were 
cheaper, she incorrectly believed that restricting 
heights and preserving old neighborhoods would 
ensure affordability. That’s not how supply and 
demand work. When the demand for a city rises, 
prices will rise unless more homes are built. When 
cities restrict new construction, they become more 
 expensive. 

Preservation isn’t always wrong—there is much 
worth keeping in our cities—but it always comes at a 
cost. Think of  the ordered beauty of  Paris. Its tidy, 
charming boulevards are straight and wide, lined with 
elegant nineteenth-century buildings. We can relish 
the great monuments of  Paris because they’re not 
hidden by nearby buildings. A big reason for those 
sight lines is that any attempt to build in Paris must go 
through a byzantine process that puts preservation 
first. Restrictions on new construction have ensured 
that Paris—once famously hospitable to starving 
artists—is now affordable only to the  wealthy. 
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Like Paris, London has a strong attachment to its 
nineteenth-century edifices. The Prince of  Wales 
himself  took a strong stand against tall, modernist 
buildings that might compromise a single sight line  
of  St. Paul’s Cathedral. And the British seem to  
have exported their antipathy to height to India,  
where limits on construction are less justified and 
more  harmful. 

Mumbai has had some of  the most extreme land-
use restrictions in the developing world; for much of  
Mumbai’s recent history, new buildings in the central 
city had to average less than one-and-a-third stories. 
What insanity! This bustling hub of  India enforces 
suburban density levels in its urban core. This self-
destructive behavior practically ensures prices that 
are too high, apartments that are too small, and 
congestion, sprawl, slums, and corruption. Despite an 
economy that is even hotter than Mumbai’s, Shanghai 
remains far more affordable because supply has kept 
pace with demand. Like other pro-growth autocrats, 
from Nebuchadnezzar to Napoléon III, China’s leaders 
like  building. 

At the start of  the twentieth century, visionaries 
like Fritz Lang imagined a world of  increasingly 
vertical cities with streets darkened by the shadows of  
immense towers. Brilliant architects, like William Van 
Alen, designed great skyscrapers like the Chrysler 
Building, and others, like Le Corbusier, planned a 
world built at staggering heights. But twentieth-
century urban America didn’t belong to the skyscraper; 
it belonged the  car. 

Transportation technologies have always deter- 
mined urban form. In walking cities, like central 
Florence or Jerusalem’s old city, the streets are narrow, 
winding, and crammed with shops. When people had 
to use their legs to get around, they tried to get as 
close as possible to each other and to the waterways 
that provided the fastest way into or out of  the city. 
Areas built around trains and elevators, like midtown 
Manhattan und the Chicago Loop, have wide streets 
often organized in a grid. There are still shops on the 
streets, but must of  the office space is much further 
from the ground. Cities built around the car, like much 
of  Los Angeles and Phoenix and Houston, have 
enormous gently curving roads and often lack side- 
walks. In those places, shops and pedestrians retreat 
from the streets into malls. While older cities usually 
have an obvious center, dictated by an erstwhile port 
or a rail station, car cities do not. They just stretch 
toward the horizon in undifferentiated urban  sprawl. 

Places like Atlanta and Houston remind us that 
there are places that lie between hyperdense Hong 
Kong and rural Saskatchewan. Living and working in 
car-oriented Silicon Valley offers plenty of  proximity, 
at least to people in the computer industry. The threat 
that these places pose to traditional cities reflects the 
fact that they offer some of  the old advantages of  
urban access along with plenty of  land and the ability 
to drive  everywhere. 

While the rise of  car-based living was bad for many 
older cities, it wasn’t bad for everyone. Excoriating the 
exurbs is a popular intellectual pastime, but the people 
who moved to the suburbs weren’t fools. The friends 
of  cities would be wiser to learn from Sunbelt sprawl 
than to mindlessly denigrate its  inhabitants. 

Speed and space are the two big advantages of  
car-based living. The average commute by public 
transportation in the United States is forty-eight 
minutes; the average commute by car is twenty-four 
minutes. Cars enable mass-produced housing at mod-
erate densities that give ordinary Americans a lifestyle 
that is extraordinarily opulent by world  standards. 

But acknowledging the upside of  sprawl doesn’t 
mean that sprawl is good or that American policies that 
encourage sprawl are wise. The environmental costs of  
sprawl should move government to put the brakes on 
car-based living, but American policies push people to 
the urban fringe. The spirit of  Thomas Jefferson, who 
liked cities no more than Gandhi did, lives on in policies 
that subsidize home ownership and highways, implicitly 
encouraging Americans to abandon  cities. 

One problem with policies that subsidize sprawl is 
that car-based living imposes environmental costs on 
the entire planet. The patron saint of  American envi-
ronmentalism, Henry David Thoreau, another antiur-
banite. At Walden Pond, he became so “suddenly 
sensible of  such sweet beneficent society in Nature” 
that “the fancied advantages of  human neighborhood” 
became “insignificant.” Lewis Mumford, the distin-
guished architectural critic and urban historian, 
praised the “parklike setting” of  suburbs and deni-
grated the urban “deterioration of  the environment.” 

Now we know that the suburban environmentalists 
had it backward. Manhattan and downtown London 
and Shanghai, not suburbia, are the real friends of  the 
environment. Nature lovers who live surrounded by 
trees and grass consume much more energy than their 
urban counterparts, as I painfully discovered when, 
after thirty-seven years of  almost entirely urban living, 
I recklessly experimented with suburban  life. 
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If  the environmental footprint of  the average 
suburban home is a size 15 hiking boot, the environ- 
mental footprint of  a New York apartment is a stiletto-
heel size 6 Jimmy Choo. Traditional cities have fewer 
carbon emissions because they don’t require vast 
amounts of  driving. Fewer than a third of  New Yorkers 
drive to work, while 86 percent of  American com- 
muters drive. Twenty-nine percent of  all the public-
transportation commuters in America live in New 
York’s five boroughs. Gotham has, by a wide margin, 
the least gas usage per capita of  all American metro- 
politan areas. Department of  Energy data confirms 
that New York State’s per capita energy consumption 
is next to last in the country, which largely reflects 
public transit use in New York  City. 

Few slogans are as silly as the environmental 
mantra “Think globally, act locally!” Good environ- 
mentalism requires a worldwide perspective and 
global action, not the narrow outlook of  a single 
neighborhood trying to keep out builders. We must 
recognize that if  we try to make one neighborhood 
greener by stopping new building, we can easily make 
the world browner, by pushing new development  
to someplace far less environmentally friendly. The 
environmentalists of  coastal California may have 
made their own region more pleasant, but they are 
harming the environment by pushing new building 
away from Berkeley suburbs, which have a temperate 
climate and ready access to public transportation, to 
suburban Las Vegas, which is all about cars and air 
conditioning. The stakes are particularly high in the 
developing world, where urban patterns are far less  
set and where the number of  people involved is  
much larger. Today, most Indians and Chinese are  
still too poor to live a car-oriented lifestyle. Carbon 
emissions from driving and home energy use in 
America’s greenest metropolitan areas are still more 
than ten times the emissions in the average Chinese 
metropolitan  area. 

But as India and China get richer, their people will 
face a choice that could dramatically affect all our 

lives. Will they follow America and move toward car-
based exurbs or stick with denser urban settings that 
are far more environmentally friendly? If  per capita 
carbon emissions in both China and India rise to U.S. 
per capita levels, then global carbon emissions will 
increase by 135 percent. If  their emissions stop at 
French levels, global emissions will rise by only 30 
percent. Driving and urbanization patterns in these 
countries may well be the most important environ- 
mental issues of  the twenty-first  century. 

Indeed, the most important reason for Europe and 
the United States to get their own “green” houses in 
order is that, without reform, it will be awfully hard to 
convince India and China to use less carbon. Good 
environmentalism means putting buildings in places 
where they will do the least ecological harm. This 
means that we must be more tolerant of  tearing down 
the short buildings in cities in order to build tall ones, 
and more intolerant of  the activists who oppose 
emissions-reducing urban growth. Governments 
should encourage people to live in modestly sized 
urban aeries instead of  bribing home buyers into big 
suburban McMansions. If  ideas are the currency of  
our age, then building the right homes for those ideas 
will determine our collective  fate. 

The strength that comes from human collaboration 
is the central truth behind civilization’s success and 
the primary reason why cities exist. To understand our 
cities and what to do about them, we must hold on to 
those truths and dispatch harmful myths. We must 
discard the view that environmentalism means living 
around trees and that urbanites should always fight 
preserve a city’s physical past. We must stop idolizing 
home ownership which favors suburban tract homes 
over high-rise apartments, and stop romanticizing 
rural villages. We should eschew the simplistic view 
that better long-distance communication will reduce 
our desire and need to be near one another. Above all, 
we must free ourselves from our tendency to see cities 
as their buildings, and remember that the real city is 
made of  flesh, not  concrete. 
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Plate 33 Megacity: Shanghai, China. As the world’s population increases and higher percentages of  the population 
live in cities there are increasing numbers of  megacities of  ten million residents and more. Photograph by Peter 
Bialobrzeski from his book Neon Tigers (2004).



Plate 34 Work in a Chinese factory. New, efficient, and highly regimented workplaces characterize the new industrial 
leadership of  contemporary China. Factories like this one account for China’s extraordinary economic growth after the 
freeing of  market forces brought on by the market reforms of  the 1970s and 80s. This image is by Edward Burtnysky from 
his film Manufactured Landscapes (2006).



Plate 35 Work at Google’s Googleplex, Mountain View, California. Young, diverse, and relaxed, the highly 
educated (and highly paid) workers at telecommunications and computer industries like Google enjoy remarkable freedom 
as they pioneer new ways to exploit the potential of  digital technologies. Photograph courtesy of  Google.com.



Plate 36 Visualizing the digital interconnections of  the global cities network. Some realities are best 
explained visually. One can intellectually grasp the way telecommunications technologies connect global urban centers, 
but this “visualization” by Stephen Eick of  VisiTrack, LLP, is breathtakingly iconic in the way that it illustrates the new global 
networks.



Plate 37 Model-T Ford meets Smartcar. Henry Ford revolutionized the automobile industry by introducing the 
Model-T, an inexpensive motorcar for the masses that abolished rural isolation and opened up the suburbs to the millions 
but also brought pollution and congestion to the central cities. Today, small cars like the Smartcar – along with electric cars, 
hybrid cars, and even self-driving cars – are revolutionizing the automobile industry again and bringing new meaning to the 
concept of  urban mobility. Photo montage by Mook Ryan.



Plate 38 Camels in front of  the Musheireb project, Doha, Qatar. Cities in wealthy countries in the Arabian Gulf  
are being transformed from impoverished traditional communities to modern transit hubs and centers of  finance, culture, 
and research and development. 



Plate 39 Cairo’s minarets overlook the city’s sprawling slums. The historic city of  
Cairo, Egypt now has a population of  more than sixteen million people. Much of  the city 
consists of  informal developments. Luxurious gated communities for the rich are often 
adjacent to slums for the poor.



Plate 40 Market street, Mumbai, India. Scenes like this increasingly define the lives of  the poor in the burgeoning 
cities of  Asia, Africa, and the Americas. To some, they visualize deplorable slum conditions that must be eradicated—and 
even prevented—by responsible governments. To others—including many of  the new rural-to-urban migrants 
themselves—these “arrival cities” represent daily challenges in the struggle for survival but also long-term possibilities for a 
better life.
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