


The urban world is an exciting terrain for investigating the central institutions, structures, and problems
of the social world and how they have transformed through the last two hundred years. This reader
comprises sections on urban social theory, racial and social difference in the city, culture in everyday
life, culture and the urban economy, globalization and transnational social relations, and the regulation
of urban space.

Drawing together seminal selections covering the nineteenth to the twenty-first centuries, this reader
includes forty-three significant writings from eminent names such as Simmel, Wirth, Park, Burgess, Du Bois,
Zukin, Sassen, and Harvey. The second edition illuminates more recent urban issues, such as sprawl,
sustainability, immigration, and urban protest. Selections are predominantly sociological, but some read-
ings cross disciplinary boundaries.

Providing an essential resource for students of urban studies, this book brings together important but,
until now, widely dispersed writings. Editorial commentaries precede each entry, introducing the text,
demonstrating its significance, and outlining the issues surrounding its topic, whilst the associated biblio-
graphy enables deeper investigations.
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Cities are focal arenas for the contemplation of the human condition and man’s struggle for self-expression.
Cities are landscapes of cultural diversity and subcultural differentiation, what Robert Park called a “mosaic
of social worlds.” The bohemias, bright light districts, and red light districts of the city are crucibles for
the exploration of artistic, cultural, and sexual expression. The city contains our workplaces, our residences,
and our commercial marketplaces. The metropolis is a terrain of social inequality, from the decline and
deterioration of marginal places like the Southside of Chicago and New York's Bowery to the affluence
of prime spaces like Midtown Manhattan and Rodeo Drive in Los Angeles. Cities are landscapes of gen-
der inequality and social differences in sexuality. Cities are key sites in the transformation of the global
economy. There is a new cultural economy of cities that gives us an analytic window on the character
of our postindustrial society. Rising inequality has led to a climate of fear in cities, which have become
high-security fortresses. Urban social movements have arisen to articulate the demands of the socially
and economically disenfranchised in our cities. Urban protests erupted in 2011 with renewed fervor in
the Arab Spring and the Occupy Wall Street movement.

In this second edition of The Urban Sociology Reader, we have retooled our array of selections that
span the nineteenth to the twenty-first century. We dropped some outmoded early twentieth-century
readings and added more contemporary selections that reflect the economic, political, and cultural changes
affecting cities in the new millennium. We offer readings to spark humanistic discourse in the classic
liberal arts tradition as well as addressing advanced theoretical debates in urban sociology. The Urban
Sociology Reader is aimed at graduate urban sociologists as well as undergraduate students. We tar-
get readers drawn to urban sociology while contemplating or involved in careers such as education,
urban policy and planning, public administration and government, community organizing, arts, and the
cultural economy. We promote the exploration of urban sociological practice as well as theory.

The urban world is a provocative terrain to contemplate central experiences, structures, and prob-
lems of the social world, and how they have transformed over the last two hundred years. Our reader
traverses that terrain through central themes of urban social theory (classic and contemporary), inequal-
ity and social difference (by class, race/ethnicity, gender, and sexuality), globalization and the world-
system, culture and the urban economy, and urban social movements. Our selections are predominantly
sociological, but some readings cut across disciplinary boundaries, reflecting underlying movements in
the social sciences and social changes in the real world since the 1960s. These movements include
those under the broad rubrics of “multiculturalism,” “globalization,” “postmodernism,” and “neoliberal-
ism.” Our selections are primarily American, but we have enhanced our attention to European writing
and cities in the developing world. We have attempted to offer a balanced mix of political-economic as
well as cultural perspectives.

Ethnographic studies represent a strong tradition in urban sociology, beginning with the many com-
munity studies published in the early years of the Chicago School. Undergraduates find ethnographies
enjoyable to read; they are drawn to their clear, jargon-free presentation and story-telling plotlines. The
readings we have chosen represent the tradition of “thick description,” and are written in a lively style.

nou



GENERAL INTRODUCTION

These include readings by James Duncan, Donald Donham, Sirpa Tani, Paul Stoller and Jasmin
McConatha, Peggy Levitt, Karin Aguilar-San Juan, Teresa Caldeira, Christopher Mele, and Setha Low.

URBANIZATION AND COMMUNITY

Our anthology begins with Part Ond, Urbanization and Community, drawing from classic European as
well as American texts in urban sociology spanning the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The selec-
tions by Ferdinand Ténnies and Georg Simmel consider the major social and psychological changes
that accompanied urbanization and the development of capitalism in Europe. T6nnies was comparable
to Emile Durkheim in linking the decline of primary ties and community life with increasing specialization
in the division of labor and social life. Simmel saw the capitalist city as a sensorium that assaulted the
urbanite with a cacophony of sights and sounds, including advertising, commodities, pedestrians, and
vehicular traffic. The decline of traditional mores and small-town prejudices had fostered greater free-
dom and cosmopolitanism for the individual. Simmel believed the experience of modernity was some-
what paradoxical; the urban commercial sensorium fed the self while starving the spirit. The liberated
individual was also a restless one. There was a rootlessness that came with participation in urban soci-
ety and the modern marketplace.

Louis Wirth carried the perspectives of the nineteenth-century European theorists into the American
city of the early twentieth century. He drew greater attention than Simmel to the negative consequences
of modernity, especially the status of Durkheimian anomie and the onset of urban social problems and
personality disorders such as crime, delinquency, and mental illness. He felt that differentiation and the
“mosaic of social worlds” fostered social pathology and social distance between people. Claude Fischer
accepted the concept of general urban effects, but interpreted the “mosaic of social worlds” as a more
positive phenomenon of subcultural differentiation. Fischer saw social differentiation as a creative pro-
cess rather than a symptom of moral drift or social decline. Traditional communities gave way to sub-
cultural communities with the growth of the metropolis. The growth of subcultural communities
counterbalanced the general decline of community with the ongoing course of urbanization.

Other writers, like Jane Jacobs, Barry Wellman, and Barry Leighton, articulated similar views recog-
nizing the renaissance and transformation of community. Jane Jacobs decried the destruction of com-
munity by misguided urban renewal policies promoted by the bureaucratic-rational state in the period
after World War Il. These authors gave intellectual voice to the growing neighborhood preservation and
community action movements of the 1960s and 1970s, with the architectural critic and neighborhood
mobilization leader Jacobs gaining recognition as a public spokesperson for their views. Wellman and
Leighton pushed us to move beyond the idea of place-based community being saved or resurrected to
the notion of community being “liberated” from spatial attachments through new innovations in com-
munication and transportation technology. They bring attention to the rise of communities without propin-
quity through the Internet and bring attention to how these ramified and branching social networks give
participants access to greater outside resources.

Robert Putnam is more skeptical about the ability of ramified social networks to create new forms of
community. He recognizes that non-profit organizations representing interests such as the environment,
women, or retired people, create a sense of dues-paying membership and interest-group politics. But
he contends that they don't generate the same kind of civic engagement as traditional organizations
like the Boy Scouts, Parent—Teacher Associations, and the Red Cross. He perceives there has been a
long-term decline in trust, reciprocity, and social capital in America. The loss of civic engagement and
social capital in America has drawn increasing interest as variables contributing to urban economic and
social decline. There is growing attention to ramified social networks on the Internet and their ability to
foster sociability, community, and civic engagement. The role of Internet social networking in fostering
political engagement has become increasingly prominent in the new millennium, as evident in urban-
based protests such as the Arab Spring and Occupy Wall Street movement in 2011.
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UNDERSTANDING URBAN GROWTH IN THE CAPITALIST CITY

The essays if Part Twd help address the dynamics of growth in the capitalist city, with attention to the
transition from the human ecology theory to Marxist and political/economy approaches. The founder of
the Chicago School, Robert Park, applied the ideas of Charles Darwin to justify the presence of urban
social inequality, though he ultimately diverged from social Darwinists like Herbert Spencer, who were
advocates of imperialism and racial eugenics. Ernest Burgess promulgated the Chicago School's
famous concentric zone theory of urban development, which was based on the city of Chicago during
the railroad phase of its development. Burgess believed that increasingly geographic and social mobil-
ity led to urban social disorganization. Human ecology held a negative view of the consequences of
human mobility and cultural change.

The human ecologists increasingly gave way to Marxist and urban political economy perspective that
emerged in the 1960s against the backdrop of urban social movements. The British geographer David
Harvey offers a path-breaking Marxist account of urban economic development that recognizes features
of contradiction, overaccumulation, and mobility of different circuits of capital in production, finance, and
the built environment. His essay has growing significance in the new millennium against the backdrop
of economic recession and crisis in the financial and housing sectors.

John Logan and Harvey Molotch represent an American perspective on urban political economy
that is highly critical of social inequality and urban elites. They promote a political economy of place
that repudiates the human ecology perspective. Their concept of the urban power elite as a “growth
machine” has influenced a new generation of urban scholars. Gregory Squires gives a different view on
the urban growth machine by addressing the growth of urban policies of “public/private partnership,”
which he recognizes as a trope masking an underlying ideology of privatism. He questions whether the
U.S. government really acted in the public interest when providing subsidies to private capital through
successive historical episodes of canal and railway building, freeway construction and urban renewal,
and downtown redevelopment. Michael Dear extends the critique of human ecology with his discussion
of the L.A. School of urban studies. Dear suggests that the modernist hegemony of urban elites has
given way to a polycentric, polyglot, and polycultural pastiche of urban development. Dear suggests
that Los Angeles has superseded Chicago as the paradigm of urban growth in the twenty-first
century.

Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore address urban political and economic transitions in global context
through their analysis of neoliberal doctrines in urban planning and politics. They describe how inter-
national banking organizations have pushed for open and deregulated markets and implemented struc-
tural adjustment policies that lead to the scaling back of Fordist-Keynesian social programs in national
and urban context. They describe neoliberalism as a volatile and contested transition. They draw spe-
cial attention to cities as political flashpoints where neoconservative political and social movements that
vilify the poor as threats to public order and morality have been met with social movements of the dis-
enfranchised and powerless. They give a good political and economic framework to comprehend and
debate the growth of recent political and urban social movements such as the Tea Party and Occupy
Wall Street movements.

Peter Dreier and his co-authors turn to problem of urban sprawl, which they blame for hurting the
inner city, aggravating city—suburb divides, and degrading the environment. They see the promise for
cities to be “engines of prosperity,” and argue for “smart growth” initiatives and regional planning poli-
cies to bridge the growing economic and political gaps between inner cities and suburbs. They give
concrete suggestions for building effective political coalitions to achieve a “metropolitics” to implement
more regional planning policies that foster more livable and social equitable environments while pro-
moting economic growth.

The problems of urban sprawl and unsustainable economic development are put in more global con-
text by William Rees and Mathis Wackernagel. They are pioneers in developing estimation models for
“ecological footprint” analysis that measure the human load on the urban and regional environment. They
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argue that cities are entropic and dissipative structures, “black holes” of goods and energy consump-
tion and waste generation. They give policy proposals for making cities more sustainable.

RACIAL AND SOCIAL INEQUALITY

turns to matters of racial and social inequality, with attention first to the problems of segre-
gation that have confronted the inner city poor and the African American population and persisted in
changing forms over the last one hundred years. We turn to examine the more positive impacts of seg-
regation in immigrant enclaves that generate jobs, revenues, and chances for social mobility for ethnic
participants. We close with selections on the social experiences of homeless populations and questions
of race and class effects on the experiences of people displaced by Hurricane Katrina.

W. E. B. Du Bois starts with a selection that examines the housing problems confronting blacks who
were segregated in the Seventh Ward of Philadelphia at the turn of the twentieth century. He draws
attention to severe overcrowding, lack of fresh water and adequate sanitation, and building of residen-
tial tenements in rear lots. Black residents tolerated relatively high rents near the central city to be near
jobs in the white community. Sub-letting and predatory rents were commonly found. He identified a four-
tiered social stratification center in the African American community. His study mixes the intentions of
social science with social reformism.

Loic Wacquant and William Wilson begin with a chapter that considers the “hyperghettoization”
of the ghetto underclass in the US despite the passage of civil rights legislation in the 1960s.
Suburbanization and economic change has left the underclass socially isolated in the inner city, bereft
of access to good jobs, schools, and housing. Douglas Massey and Nancy Denton place greater empha-
sis on racial issues with their outrage at the “hypersegregation” that continues to plague the black ghetto
with the failure of civil rights legislation in America. They decry the condition of “American Apartheid”
that is the result of discriminatory lending, racial steering by realtors, and redlining practices by banks
and mortgage companies. White flight leads to the disenfranchisement of the white suburbs from the
needs and concerns of the black inner cities. The spatial isolation of the underclass intensifies the
presence of an “oppositional culture” in the ghetto that further marginalizes the residents from main-
stream society. Massey and Denton point to a very clear dialectic between spatial segregation and social
exclusion.

Alejandro Portes and Robert Manning examine the phenomenon of immigrant enclaves, which are
alternative sub-economies separate from the US primary sector economy and the low-wage secondary
sector where poor minorities proliferate. Immigrant enclaves comprise a protected sector offering job
opportunities in often exploitative working conditions. While some immigrant enterprises primarily serve
co-ethnic clientele, other immigrant businesses serve as “middlemen” between white elites and poor
minorities. These middleman minorities act as a social buffer between the rich and the poor and may
sometimes bear the brunt of underclass anger against the broader system that marginalizes them.

The Chinese enclave, or “ethnoburb,” of the suburban San Gabriel Valley cities of Los Angeles are
addressed by Jan Lin and Paul Robinson. They observe that ethnoburbs challenge traditional assump-
tions of human ecology that immigrant colonies would wither with the spatial and social mobility of immi-
grants into American society. They found evidence in the ethnoburb of a lower-class core and two
middle-class fringe districts, with some evidence of cultural assimilation, but broader trends of persist-
ing Chinese language use. Limited English-speaking ability, they found, was not a barrier to socioeco-
nomic mobility. White flight and racial/ethnic succession to an immigrant Chinese population in some
San Gabriel Valley cities was accompanied by nativist politics and opposition to the rapid economic
growth, traffic congestion, and Chinese signage that was brought by immigrant capital.

James Duncan discusses the spatial and social exclusion of the homeless population of cities, who
are seen as a threat to social and moral order. He describes how they are segregated into marginal
spaces and jurisdictional voids of the city. They manage to occupy some prime public spaces while
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observing certain behavioral etiquettes that satisfy the law enforcement and public gaze. The people
displaced by Hurricane Katrina are the subject of the selection by James Elliot and Jeremy Pais, who
consider how race and class variables affected the ability of the population to evacuate in advance of
and after the storm hit. They found that white residents were more likely to leave before the storm hit
than black residents.

GENDER AND SEXUALITY

The selections in[Part_Four] consider the social positions of women and sexual minorities in the city.
Markusen considers the idea that women are “segregated” in the suburbs. The spatial entrapment of
women in suburban housing is culturally reinforced, and this segregation impedes their job opportuni-
ties and social mobility as long as employment is based in the central city. Ann Markusen asserts that
the suburbs were a creation of patriarchy, rather than traditional explanations that the suburbs were the
benign outcome of consumer choice, highway lobbyists, suburban developers, or the postwar Federal
Housing Administration. She believes that the widespread separation of residential suburbs from cen-
tral city workplaces leads to gross inefficiencies due to commuting times and energy consumption,
as well as the alienation of many individuals and families. The privatizing of family life in the suburbs
fosters the decline of extended family networks and community social capital. Markusen calls for urban
social policies that re-collectivize child-care facilities, housing, job opportunities, and recreational
activities for families in America. We invite speculation on the impact of the Internet on the economic
and cultural life of women in the suburbs.

Melissa Gilbert considers a different kind of spatial entrapment, that of poor women of color in the
inner city. She finds that poor women can adapt to this spatial segregation, effectively generating oppor-
tunity out of constraint, by exploiting the social capital inherent in dense networks of kin and friends to
procure child-care assistance, housing, education, and other resources. Sy Adler and Johanna Brenner
similarly explore the interpersonal social capital networks that operate among lesbian women in the city.
Lesbian colonies and social networks are relatively invisible compared to the high visibility of gay men
in the city. Donald Donham explores the new visibility and more public sexual culture available to gay
men in South Africa in the post-apartheid period.

Sirpa Tani turns to an examination of the informal sex economy in Helsinki, Finland. Tani describes
how spaces of prostitution are socially constructed as well as contested. She recounts how public officials
and the media represented women as either non-sexual victims of prostitution or as prostitutes. In response
to this stigmatization, women residents fought the stigmatization of their neighborhood and gender
identity by waging campaigns against prostitution.

GLOBALIZATION AND TRANSNATIONALISM

moves to the macro-level to explore the phenomenon of globalization and transnational
identity. John Friedman is the seminal writer on this subject, and his chapter considers the rise since
the 1960s of world cities as command centers in the new international division of labor. Saskia Sassen
considers the strategic advantages of global city positioning in advancing the interests of political and
economic elites. At the same time, global cities require a low-wage labor force to satisfy key operations.
New forms of politics are arising in global cities, where the disadvantaged labor force composed
primarily of immigrants and people of color has found the social space to make new claims. Brenda
Yeoh and T. C. Chang examine how state managers in Singapore have balanced policies attractive to
maintaining the presence of transnational elites while being sensitive to the presence of local heritage
and communities. They address four categories of transnational population in Singapore, including
business elites, the “third world” population, expressive specialists, and tourists.
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Paul Stoller and Jasmin Tahmaseb McConatha take a closer look at processes of globalization from
the ground up through their study of West African street vendors in New York City as a transnational
community network. Their experience of transnational community is enhanced through the intermedia-
tion of Muslim fellowship, informal and formal mutual aid associations for West African immigrants in
New York. Peggy Levitt turns to the presence of transnational community among Dominican immigrants
to Boston. She draws attention to the importance of social remittances (of ideas, behaviors, and social
capital) in maintaining immigrant ties to their home communities. She addresses the transfer of innova-
tive practices in education, business, and health care between sending and receiving societies. The expe-
rience of transnational villagers, she notes, transforms earlier assumptions on the nature of immigrant
assimilation to U.S. society.

CULTURE AND THE CITY

examines the growth of the cultural economy, a phenomenon that has counterbalanced some
of the decline in manufacturing employment in many cities. The cultural economy is partly related to the
sectors known as the “information economy” or “high technology” but includes a wider array of activi-
ties related to the consumption of culture and cultural products. Sharon Zukin uses the term “symbolic
economy” to describe the ensemble of activities that includes the arts, entertainment, sports, fashion,
restaurants, and tourism. Public officials and other growth machine interests have begun to perceive the
advantages of linking these kinds of activities to the redevelopment and gentrification process in cen-
tral cities, provoking the displacement of marginal players such as the homeless, the poor, and mom-
and-pop businesses. As the inner city is restructured and “revitalized,” the “other” is simultaneously evicted
in a physical sense, and appropriated in a symbolic sense for middle-class consumers. A series of conflicts
and controversies are provoked over the ownership and control of culture, in its aesthetic, historical,
and ethnic dimensions. Richard Florida offers a more boosterish perspective on the cultural economy
of cities with his concept of “creative capital,” which is a variant of the “social capital” concept of Robert
Putnam and others. He has provoked great interest from scholars, planners, and public officials through
his attention to creative capital as a strategy for promoting local economic innovation and regional growth.

Edward LiPuma and Thomas Koelble examine how culture has been used to frame place identity
through the construction of an “urban imaginary.” As a quintessential site of racial and ethnic diversity,
Miami reveals some expected interethnic tensions but also many surprising opportunities for intergroup
connections and hybridized identities. Despite its complex and conflicted cultural composition, Miami
manages to sustain a stable place-identity for the global marketplace that idealizes many aspects of its
cultural diversity while downplaying others. Karin Aguilar San-Juan examines the use of culture in the
framing of place identity in the Vietnamese enclaves of Little Saigon in Southern California’s Orange
County and Fields Corner in Boston. She finds differences in the role of ethnic entrepreneurs and the
extent of collaboration with other ethnic communities across the two districts.

REGULATION AND RIGHTS IN URBAN SPACE

examines the growing use of legal controls and zoning regulations by state managers, busi-
ness and social elites, and planners to exclude socially undesirable populations from urban spaces
and limit their full participation in society. Sally Engle Merry describes the rise of tactics of spatial
governmentality that include use of “zero tolerance” policies to regulate certain prime urban spaces as
“off limits” to unwanted social groups. These mechanisms of crime control foster social exclusion and
protect investments in the upscale redevelopment of city centers. Setha Low addresses the growth of
social regulation as evident in the long-run decline in urban public spaces, including streets, sidewalks,
parks, plazas, and open areas for public use. She addresses the growing redefinition of urban public
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space to serve the interests of risk-averse homeowners, elites, business, governments, and planners.
She examines in particular the growing privatization of ownership and management of public spaces in
Lower Manhattan, and the growing exclusion of youth subcultures, the poor, and other undesirable groups.
Her essay takes on sharper relevance with the emergence of the Occupy Wall Street movement at Zuccotti
Park in 2011 and its subsequent repression by the City of New York.

Teresa Caldeira paints a portrait of social inequality and spatial segregation in Sdo Paolo, where
middle- and upper-class residents barricade themselves in gated communities for fear of the dangerous
“other” beyond high-security gates. She finds comparable trends occurring in Los Angeles, where gated
communities promote security consciousness along with status enhancement. Christopher Mele finds
social regulation and exclusion at work in Chester, Pennsylvania, where neoliberal reinvestment strategies
have been at work to attract investment capital in an eclectic mix of power and waste management indus-
tries as well as sports and entertainment complexes. As municipal power has been ceded to private
interests, black residents and other disenfranchised groups have lost control over decisions that shape
their city.

The last two readings elicit the spirit of the great French critical urban theorist Henri Lefebvre, who
was inspired by the social protests of the 1960s to advocate for a form of urban politics that promoted
the inherent rights of the inhabitants. James Holston applies this perspective to cities in the developing
world, such as Brasilia, where modernist planning failed to produce enlightened public spaces and engaged
civic life. He reveals the possibilities for more democratic and engaged public life in a diverse assort-
ment of spaces of insurgent citizenship, including squatter settlements and spatial occupations by dis-
possessed, disentitled, and stateless population groups. David Harvey contends that our contemporary
concept of rights has been normalized to concerns for private property and profit making. He contends
that we have to revise our comprehension of natural rights for any kind of emancipatory urban politics
to take hold. Harvey believes we cannot separate ourselves from the kind of society we want to (re)invent.
It is a fundamental human right to re-imagine and re-make the city, as the city delivers us the opportu-
nity to change ourselves.
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A central intellectual question since the original days of urban sociology is: “What are the effects of
urbanization on community?” The European founders of the field of sociology such as Emile Durkheim
and Ferdinand T6nnies were witness to rapid urbanization coupled with the locomotive onrush of indus-
trialization in the capitalist societies of the late nineteenth century. The decline of primary, sentimental
relationships and small group solidarities with the absorption of the rural into the urban world seemed
quite inevitable at the time. Sociology originated as a positivistic science that compared the progress
from rural societies to urban societies, to the biological maturation of natural organisms from infancy to
maturity. The belief in the Enlightenment and the idea of progress underlay the theory of evolution and species
development from simple to complex organisms. Classic urban sociology linked the phenomenon of spe-
cialization in the division of labor to the phenomenon of social differentiation in urban society.

Understanding the character of urbanism as a way of life is another seminal subject of urban sociology.
Ferdinand Ténnies described the rural-urban shift through the conceptual categories of Gemeinschaft
(community) and Gesellschaft (urban society). These concepts are good illustrations of ideal types in
sociological analysis. The ideal type functions as an analytical paradigm or model that can be analyzed
and tested for its validity through comparison. Ténnies did not consider these societal types as mutu-
ally exclusive polar opposites, but as two categories in a continuum of societies undergoing social change.
The shift from Gemeinschaft to Gesellschaft may be compared with Emile Durkheim's conception of
society undergoing a transition from mechanical to organic solidarity. What Ténnies described as kurville,
or collective will, is similar to what Durkheim described as collective consciousness, a collective soul or
conscience that guides group behavior. The state was seen to act fairly and judiciously as the will of
the people.

Both Ténnies and Durkheim recognized the fading of primary bonds of kinship, sentiment, and com-
munity life, with the ascendance of secondary bonds of occupational, legal, and political association.
Tonnies somewhat romanticized the loss of Gemeinschaft but in fact he saw Gesellschaft as a rational
and necessary vehicle for guiding a more specialized and diverse society. The governmental state guar-
anteed that urbanism as way of life would guarantee rights, civility, and security to urban residents. Ténnies'’
outlook on a rational and specialized urban society led by a legitimate state is a contrast from the Marxian
view on class struggle and inequality in the division of labor. Ténnies was concerned that Gesellschaft
be kept honest and not be sabotaged by corruption or kidnapped by totalitarian political interests. Durkheim,
in contrast, was more concerned with the moral consequences of the rise of anomie caused by Gesellschaft
society.

Georg Simmel had a less sentimental view of the decline of Gemeinschaft. He recognized factors
of intensification that assaulted the psychological life of urbanites, fostering anonymity and impersonal-
ity in urban life. The importance of money in a capitalist society, he furthermore believed, contributed to
a calculating and discriminating nature to the urban personality. Simmel viewed metropolitan man as
blasé, jaded, and materialistic. Yet urbanism also promoted cosmopolitanism, which fostered greater
social tolerance for unconventional behaviors and freedom from provinciality and prejudice. The over-
saturation of our social life with materialism, superficiality, and objective values, however, has suppressed
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our subjectivity, spirituality, and social life. The urban personality is both bombarded and liberated by
the sensory commercial marketplaces of modern capitalism. For Simmel, the experience of modern urban
life is suffused with the experience of a money economy where quality has been reduced to quantity
and consumers are materially rewarded but spiritually deprived. There is a loneliness that is brought
about by an affluent society that has freed people to explore their individualism but left their souls in a
state of restlessness and flux.

Louis Wirth updated the Durkheimian view on the decline of group solidarity to analysis of the
modern American city. Wirth perceived that factors of size, density, and heterogeneity fostered role
segmentation through the emancipation of the individual from traditional rules and mores. He clearly
articulated the resulting normlessness, or anomie, the social void, which contributed to a spectrum of
urban social problems, such as crime, delinquency, mental breakdown, and other forms of psycholog-
ical and social disorganization. He updated Robert Park’s famous quote regarding the city (see “The
City: Suggestions for the Investigation of Human Behavior in the City Environment,” American Journal
of Sociology 20, 5 [March 1915]: 577-612) as “a mosaic of social worlds which touch but do not
interpenetrate” to the concept of the city as a “mosaic of social worlds in which the transition from one
to the other is abrupt.” Geographic mobility, the growing decline of traditional norms and mores, and
social heterogeneity were breeding social and personality disorders in the city. Wirth felt that sociolo-
gists had a mission to analyze and ameliorate urban social problems.

Claude Fischer reformulated Wirthian urbanism, applying the urban factors of size, density, and het-
erogeneity to the idea of creating rather than destroying communities. He argued that size and density
of population in cities created “critical mass” sufficient to formulate new subcultural communities. The
increasingly heterogeneous “mosaic of social worlds” further intensified subcultures through his con-
cept that they touch, but then “recoil, with sparks flying.” His concept of subculture includes an eclec-
tic assortment of special hobbyists, interest groups, artists, innovative thinkers, ethnic groups, religious
subcultures, homosexuals, and others commonly classified as “deviant.” That they congregate socially
and spatially as communities reverses the traditional thinking that urbanism leads to the decline of com-
munity and the growth of social disorganization. Fischer sees cities as diverse mosaics of heteroge-
neous neighborhoods that are crucibles for the exploration of subcultural diversity and social difference.

Fischer contributes to a growing view voiced by other writers such as Jacobs, and Wellman and
Leighton, that there has been a popular renaissance and transformation of what we understand as “com-
munity” in the contemporary city. There is a kaleidoscopic array of new community forms in the city of
the new millennium. Some revive the traditional enclaves of the old Gemeinschaft, like the “urban vil-
lages” that are nodes for the incorporation of international immigrants to the global city. Subcultural com-
munities are more emergent phenomena that are formed out of new social networks of friendship and
association, sometimes with an outsider status against the cultural mainstream. New technology, includ-
ing the Internet, further widens the opportunities for social networking. The growth of new communities
is also strongly connected with the rise of neighborhood-based mobilizations and other “urban social
movements” that since the 1960s have risen to contest urban power brokers and the political estab-
lishment. The community resurgence has achieved growing public support, and promoted neighborhood
planning as an antidote to the callousness of large, centralized planning bureaucracies.

The spirit of popular insurgency was codified through the writing and activism of Jane Jacobs, a fierce
architectural critic of modernist planning that also stood up to New York power broker Robert Moses
and helped organize a neighborhood movement and save Greenwich Village against the plan for an
intercity freeway through Lower Manhattan. Jacobs gave voice to a scathing critique of the rational-
bureaucratic state that promoted misguided urban renewal policies and destroyed vibrant neighborhoods
throughout the nation for freeway building or new construction of architecturally dull housing towers
surrounded by indefensible spaces. In her selection she expands on the importance of neighborhoods
as “organs of self-government” that possess a natural ability to guide the quality of urban life, but have
been marginalized and disempowered by powerful and insensitive centralized institutions. She asserts
the most successful neighborhood-based political districts possess dense, territorially bounded social



INTRODUCTION TO PART ONE

leadership networks with powers of communicative and political mobilization. The most powerful and
stable neighborhood districts, she asserts, are socioeconomically and culturally diverse.

Wellman and Leighton similarly note the rise of “saved” and “liberated” communities that have chal-
lenged the older determinism of “community lost,” but contest the importance of neighborhoods in the
ongoing mobilization and experience of community in our society. They draw attention to the growth of
new kinds of communities liberated from the attachment to space that are constructed through more
sparsely knit and loosely bounded social networks than traditional place-based communities. Innovations
in communications and transport technology have enabled the rise of more “communities without propin-
quity” and the growth of the Internet has enabled new forms of social networking in the public sphere
of the media. Though loose networks are more weakly sentimental or intimate, they contend that “liber-
ated communities” are constructed of ramified, branching networks giving access to greater outside
resources.

Robert Putnam, by contrast, downplays the sociological force of some of the new voluntary and mem-
bership organizations in our society based on ramified networks, such as the Sierra Club, the National
Organization for Women, and the American Association of Retired Persons. Though these non-profit,
“third sector” organizations might have significant political clout, he contrasts the growth of dues-
paying interest group politics from the kinds of civic engagement that was mobilized by traditional
organizations like Parent—Teacher Associations, the Boy Scouts, and the Red Cross. The decline of
these traditional organizations has also meant the loss of generalized trust, reciprocity, and social
capital in our society, he asserts, hobbling civic engagement and fostering greater individualism and
political apathy in America. The decline of recreational bowling leagues in a nation now intent on “bowl-
ing alone” is his metaphor for the loss of intimate dense networks of sociability and civic engagement.

While some of Putnam's assertions may be debated, there is growing interest in the relevance of the
social capital concept as a way of understanding how economic decline and the out-movement of people
from the inner city may be correlated to the loss of vital social networks and civic institutions. We may
ponder to what degree ramified social networks and liberated communities are more concentrated in
the affluent classes, which possess greater access to new technologies, resources, and other economic
and political interests. While white middle-class communities may have been some of the pioneering
participants in urban social movements and ramified social networking, racial/ethnic minorities and other
subcultural communities have growing clout in neighborhood empowerment movements and participa-
tion in Internet social networking. The resurgence of revolutionary political activity in the Arab world in the
spring of 2011 has certainly increased public and intellectual interest in the power of social networking
as a tool for promoting protest politics among oppressed minorities. To what degree social networking
can sustain a secure civic life, durable political institutions, and judicious democracies is a question for
our continuing consideration.



Ferdinand Tonnies

Editors’ Introduction

Ferdinand Ténnies (1855—-1936) was born into a wealthy farming family in Schleswig-Holstein, Germany, in
an era in which the peasant culture of the rural province was being transformed by mechanization and the
money economy. His oldest brother was engaged in a thriving trade with English merchants, exposing Ténnies
first-hand to the world of English capitalism. In 1881 he became a lecturer at the University of Kiel, where he
remained until ousted by the Nazis in 1933 because of his social democratic political associations. Though
less influential than his contemporaries Max Weber and Emile Durkheim, Ténnies may be recognized as a
founding father of sociology.

His enduring contribution to urban sociology is the distinction between two basic types of social forma-
tions, Gemeinschaft (community) and Gesellschaft (society), with a general historical trend from the former to
the latter. Societies of the earlier form are organized around family, village, and town, with a mainly agricultural
economy and local political culture. The latter form of society, by contrast, is exemplified by larger-level social
units of metropolis and nation-state, and based on complex trade and industry. Primary sentimental relation-
ships predominate in Gemeinschaft, while secondary associational relationships proliferate in Gesellschaft.
While some of his interpreters proliferated the impression that Ténnies sentimentalized Gemeinschaft while
criticizing Gesellschaft, he disclaimed such intention. For him, the shift was a normal developmental process
of the body social, comparable to the transition from youth to adulthood.

Tonnies was strongly influenced by English thinkers, including the political philosopher Thomas Hobbes,
Sir Henry Maine, and the Social Darwinist Herbert Spencer. The concept of will was central to his theory.
Tonnies argued that there are two basic forms of human volition, or will. Gemeinschaft is formed around
Wesenwille, or essential will, which is the underlying, organic, self-fulfilling or instinctive driving force, while
Gesellschaft is characterized by Kurwille, or arbitrary will, which is deliberative, purposive, instrumental, and
future (goal) oriented. Wesenwille is that which springs intrinsically from a person’s temper and character.
Kurwille is the capacity to distinguish means from ends and to act practically out of rational self-interest.

Ténnies decried totalitarianism (including the Nazism that emerged in Germany), but he was intrigued by
the force of “public opinion” that enforces the communal will of society and may involve the use of sanctions
against dissidents. He dealt with these ideas in other publications, including Die Sitte (1909) and Critique of
Public Opinion (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2002, edited and translated by Hanno Hardt and Slavko Splichal
from Kritik der Offentlichen Meinung, 1922). His concept of Kurwille can thus be related to the Hobbesian
social contract, whereby citizens control the state through deliberation and reasoned discussion to counter
tyrannical authority and avaricious despotism.

Tonnies developed his concepts Gemeinschaft/Gesellschaft as “ideal types,” which are paradigms or
models that may not fully conform to social reality, but are useful for purposes of analytical comparison. Rather
than being polar extremes, the two ideal types can be seen as being on opposite ends of a continuum. Ténnies
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conceived of any society as always to some degree possessing characteristics of both ideal types. The original
concept of ideal types may be credited to the German sociologist Max Weber. Gemeinschaft may be compared
with the traditional society conceived by the French sociologist Emile Durkheim (The Division of Labor in Society
[1893], translated by George Simpson. New York: Free Press, 1933) through his notion of mechanical solidar-
ity, characterized by a simple division of labor and a morally homogeneous population bound by similar values
and beliefs. Gesellschaft corresponds with Durkheim’s notion of organic solidarity, found in the modern society
that has a complex division of labor and a heterogeneous population held together by interdependency, laws, and
contracts. The American sociologist Robert Redfield, on the basis of fieldwork in rural Mexico, later characterized
the traditional society as the “folk society” (“The Folk Society,” American Journal of Sociology 52 [1947], 293-308).

Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft is also available in an earlier edition, which also contained some of Ténnies’
later essays, as Fundamental Concepts of Sociology (Oxford: American Book Co., 1940). Ténnies’ ten other
books, of which the major work dealing with sociology is his 1931 Einfiihrung in die Soziologie (An
Introduction to Sociology; Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke), plus most of his essays, still await English translations.
A full bibliography of Ténnies' work can be found in American Journal of Sociology, 42 (1937), 100-101.
A brief critique of Ténnies' works can be found in Louis Wirth, “The Sociology of Ferdinand T6nnies,” American

Journal of Sociology, 32 (1927), 412-422.

ORDER - LAW - MORES

There is a contrast between a social order which —
being based upon consensus of wills — rests on har-
mony and is developed and ennobled by folkways,
mores, and religion, and an order which — being
based upon a union of rational wills — rests on con-
vention and agreement, is safeguarded by political
legislation, and finds its ideological justification in
public opinion.

There is, further, in the first instance a common
and binding system of positive law, of enforcible
norms regulating the interrelation of wills. It has its
roots in family life and is based on land ownership.
Its forms are in the main determined by the code
of the folkways and mores. Religion consecrates
and glorifies these forms of the divine will, i.e., as
interpreted by the will of wise and ruling men. This
system of norms is in direct contrast to a similar
positive law which upholds the separate identity of
the individual rational wills in all their interrelations
and entanglements. The latter derives from the
conventional order of trade and similar relations
but attains validity and binding force only through
the sovereign will and power of the state. Thus, it
becomes one of the most important instruments
of policy; it sustains, impedes, or furthers social
trends; it is defended or contested publicly by
doctrines and opinions and thus is changed,
becoming more strict or more lenient.

There is, further, the dual concept of moral-
ity as a purely ideal or mental system of norms
for community life. In the first case, it is mainly
an expression and organ of religious beliefs and
forces, by necessity intertwined with the con-
ditions and realities of family spirit and the
folkways and mores. In the second case, it is
entirely a product and instrument of public opin-
ion, which encompasses all relations arising out
of contractual sociableness, contacts, and political
intentions.

Order is natural law, law as such = positive law,
mores = ideal law. Law as the meaning of what may
or ought to be, of what is ordained or permitted,
constitutes an object of social will. Even the
natural law, in order to attain validity and reality,
has to be recognized as positive and binding. But
it is positive in a more general or less definite
way. It is general in comparison with special
laws. It is simple compared to complex and
developed law.

DISSOLUTION

The substance of the body social and the social will
consists of concord, folkways, mores, and religion,
the manifold forms of which develop under
favorable conditions during its lifetime. Thus, each
individual receives his share from this common
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center, which is manifest in his own sphere, i.e.,
in his sentiment, in his mind and heart, and in his
conscience as well as in his environment, his
possessions, and his activities. This is also true of
each group. It is in this center that the individual’s
strength is rooted, and his rights derive, in the last
instance, from the one original law which, in its
divine and natural character, encompasses and
sustains him, just as it made him and will carry him
away. But under certain conditions and in some rela-
tionships, man appears as a free agent (person) in
his self-determined activities and has to be conceived
of as an independent person. The substance of the
common spirit has become so weak or the link
connecting him with the others worn so thin that
it has to be excluded from consideration. In con-
trast to the family and co-operative relationship, this
is true of all relations among separate individuals
where there is no common understanding, and no
time-honored custom or belief creates a common
bond. This means war and the unrestricted freedom
of all to destroy and subjugate one another, or, being
aware of possible greater advantage, to conclude
agreements and foster new ties. To the extent that
such a relationship exists between closed groups
or communities or between their individuals or
between members and non members of a com-
munity, it does not come within the scope of this
study. In this connection we see a community
organization and social conditions in which the
individuals remain in isolation and veiled hostility
toward each other so that only fear of clever retali-
ation restrains them from attacking one another,
and, therefore, even peaceful and neighborly rela-
tions are in reality based upon a warlike situation.
This is, according to our concepts, the condition
of Gesellschaft-like civilization, in which peace
and commerce are maintained through conventions
and the underlying mutual fear. The state protects
this civilization through legislation and politics.
To a certain extent science and public opinion,
attempting to conceive it as necessary and eternal,
glorify it as progress toward perfection.

But it is in the organization and order of
the Gemeinschaft that folk life and folk culture
persist. The state, which represents and embodies
Gesellschaft, is opposed to these in veiled hatred
and contempt, the more so the further the state has
moved away from and become estranged from
these forms of community life. Thus, also in the

social and historical life of mankind there is partly
close interrelation, partly juxtaposition and opposi-
tion of natural and rational will.

THE PEOPLE (VOLKSTUM) AND
THE STATE (STAATSTUM)

In the same way as the individual natural will
evolves into pure thinking and rational will, which
tends to dissolve and subjugate its predecessors,
the original collective forms of Gemeinschaft have
developed into Gesellschaft and the rational will
of the Gesellschaft. In the course of history, folk
culture has given rise to the civilization of the state.

The main features of this process can be
described in the following way. The anonymous
mass of the people is the original and dominating
power which creates the houses, the villages, and
the towns of the country. From it, too, spring the
powerful and self-determined individuals of many
different kinds: princes, feudal lords, knights, as well
as priests, artists, scholars. As long as their economic
condition is determined by the people as a whole,
all their social control is conditioned by the will and
power of the people. Their union on a national
scale, which alone could make them dominant as
a group, is dependent on economic conditions. And
their real and essential control is economic control,
which before them and with them and partly against
them the merchants attain by harnessing the labor
force of the nation. Such economic control is
achieved in many forms, the highest of which is
planned capitalist production or large-scale indus-
try. It is through the merchants that the technical
conditions for the national union of independent
individuals and for capitalistic production are cre-
ated. This merchant class is by nature, and mostly
also by origin, international as well as national
and urban, i.e., it belongs to Gesellschaft, not
Gemeinschaft. Later all social groups and dignitaries
and, at least in tendency, the whole people acquire
the characteristics of the Gesellschaft.

Men change their temperaments with the place
and conditions of their daily life, which becomes
hasty and changeable through restless striving.
Simultaneously, along with this revolution in the
social order, there takes place a gradual change
of the law, in meaning as well as in form. The
contract as such becomes the basis of the entire



system, and rational will of Gesellschaft, formed by
its interests, combines with authoritative will of
the state to create, maintain and change the legal
system. According to this conception, the law can
and may completely change the Gesellschaft in line
with its own discrimination and purpose; changes
which, however, will be in the interest of the
Gesellschaft, making for usefulness and efficiency.
The state frees itself more and more from the
traditions and customs of the past and the belief
in their importance. Thus, the forms of law change
from a product of the folkways and mores and
the law of custom into a purely legalistic law, a
product of policy. The state and its departments
and the individuals are the only remaining agents,
instead of numerous and manifold fellowships,
communities, and commonwealths which have
grown up organically. The characters of the
people, which were influenced and determined by
these previously existing institutions, undergo new
changes in adaptation to new and arbitrary legal
constructions. These earlier institutions lose the firm
hold which folkways, mores, and the conviction of
their infallibility gave to them.

Finally, as a consequence of these changes and
in turn reacting upon them, a complete reversal
of intellectual life takes place. While originally
rooted entirely in the imagination, it now becomes
dependent upon thinking. Previously, all was cen-
tered around the belief in invisible beings, spirits
and gods; now it is focalized on the insight into vis-
ible nature. Religion, which is rooted in folklife or
at least closely related to it, must cede supremacy
to science, which derives from and corresponds to
consciousness. Such consciousness is a product of
learning and culture and, therefore, remote from the
people. Religion has an immediate contact and is
moral in its nature because it is most deeply
related to the physical-spiritual link which con-
nects the generations of men. Science receives its
moral meaning only from an observation of the laws
of social life, which leads it to derive rules for an
arbitrary and reasonable order of social organiza-
tion. The intellectual attitude of the individual
becomes gradually less and less influenced by
religion and more and more influenced by science.
Utilizing the research findings accumulated by the
preceding industrious generation, we shall investig-
ate the tremendous contrasts which the opposite
poles of this dichotomy and these fluctuations
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entail. For this presentation, however, the following
few remarks may suffice to outline the underlying
principles.

TYPES OF REAL COMMUNITY LIFE

The exterior forms of community life as repres-
ented by natural will and Gemeinschaft were
distinguished as house, village, and town. These
are the lasting types of real and historical life. In
a developed Gesellschaft, as in the earlier and
middle stages, people live together in these differ-
ent ways. The town is the highest, viz., the most
complex, form of social life. Its local character, in
common with that of the village, contrasts with the
family character of the house. Both village and
town retain many characteristics of the family; the
village retains more, the town less. Only when the
town develops into the city are these character-
istics almost entirely lost. Individuals or families
are separate identities, and their common locale is
only an accidental or deliberately chosen place in
which to live. But as the town lives on within the
city, elements of life in the Gemeinschaft, as the only
real form of life, persist within the Gesellschaft,
although lingering and decaying. On the other
hand, the more general the condition of
Gesellschaft becomes in the nation or a group of
nations, the more this entire “country” or the
entire “world” begins to resemble one large city.
However, in the city and therefore where general
conditions characteristic of the Gesellschaft prevail,
only the upper strata, the rich and the cultured, are
really active and alive. They set up the standards
to which the lower strata have to conform. These
lower classes conform partly to supersede the
others, partly in imitation of them in order to
attain for themselves social power and independ-
ence. The city consists, for both groups (just as
in the case of the “nation” and the “world”), of
free persons who stand in contact with each other,
exchange with each other and cooperate without
any Gemeinschaft or will thereto developing among
them except as such might develop sporadically
or as a leftover from former conditions. On the con-
trary, these numerous external contacts, contracts,
and contractual relations only cover up as many
inner hostilities and antagonistic interests. This is
especially true of the antagonism between the rich
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or the so-called cultured class and the poor or the
servant class, which try to obstruct and destroy
each other. It is this contrast which, according
to Plato, gives the “city” its dual character and
makes it divide in itself. This itself, according to
our concept, constitutes the city, but the same con-
trast is also manifest in every large-scale relation-
ship between capital and labor. The common town
life remains within the Gemeinschaft of family
and rural life; it is devoted to some agricultural
pursuits but concerns itself especially with art
and handicraft which evolve from these natural
needs and habits. City life, however, is sharply
distinguished from that; these basic activities
are used only as means and tools for the special
purposes of the city.

The city is typical of Gesellschaft in general.
It is essentially a commercial town and, in so far
as commerce dominates its productive labor, a
factory town. Its wealth is capital wealth which,
in the form of trade, usury, or industrial capital, is
used and multiplies. Capital is the means for
the appropriation of products of labor or for the
exploitation of workers. The city is also the center
of science and culture, which always go hand
in hand with commerce and industry. Here the
arts must make a living; they are exploited in a
capitalistic way. Thoughts spread and change with
astonishing rapidity. Speeches and books through
mass distribution become stimuli of far-reaching
importance.

The city is to be distinguished from the
national capital, which, as residence of the court
or center of government, manifests the features
of the city in many respects although its popula-
tion and other conditions have not yet reached
that level. In the synthesis of city and capital, the
highest form of this kind is achieved: the metro-
polis. It is the essence not only of a national
Gesellschaft, but contains representatives from
a whole group of nations, i.e., of the world. In the
metropolis, money and capital are unlimited and
almighty. It is able to produce and supply goods
and science for the entire earth as well as laws
and public opinion for all nations. It represents
the world market and world traffic; in it world
industries are concentrated. Its newspapers are
world papers, its people come from all corners of
the earth, being curious and hungry for money
and pleasure.

COUNTERPART OF GEMEINSCHAFT

Family life is the general basis of life in the
Gemeinschaft. It subsists in village and town life.
The village community and the town themselves
can be considered as large families, the various clans
and houses representing the elementary organ-
isms of its body; guilds, corporations, and offices,
the tissues and organs of the town. Here original
kinship and inherited status remain an essential, or
at least the most important, condition of participat-
ing fully in common property and other rights.
Strangers may be accepted and protected as
serving-members or guests either temporarily or
permanently. Thus, they can belong to the
Gemeinschaft as objects, but not easily as agents
and representatives of the Gemeinschaft. Children
are, during minority, dependent members of the
family, but according to Roman custom they are
called free because it is anticipated that under
possible and normal conditions they will certainly
be masters, their own heirs. This is true neither of
guests nor of servants, either in the house or in the
community. But honored guests can approach the
position of children. If they are adopted or civic
rights are granted to them, they fully acquire this
position with the right to inherit. Servants can be
esteemed or treated as guests or even, because of
the value of their functions, take part as members
in the activities of the group. It also happens
sometimes that they become natural or appointed
heirs. In reality there are many gradations, lower
or higher, which are not exactly met by legal
formulas. All these relationships can, under special
circumstances, be transformed into merely interested
and dissolvable interchange between independent
contracting parties. In the city such change, at
least with regard to all relations of servitude, is only
natural and becomes more and more widespread
with its development. The difference between
natives and strangers becomes irrelevant. Every-
one is what he is, through his personal freedom,
through his wealth and his contracts. He is a
servant only in so far as he has granted certain
services to someone else, master in so far as he
receives such services. Wealth is, indeed, the only
effective and original differentiating characteristic;
whereas in Gemeinschaften property it is con-
sidered as participation in the common owner-
ship and as a specific legal concept is entirely the



consequence and result of freedom or ingenuity,
either original or acquired. Therefore, wealth, to the
extent that this is possible, corresponds to the
degree of freedom possessed.

In the city as well as in the capital, and espe-
cially in the metropolis, family life is decaying. The
more and the longer their influence prevails the
more the residuals of family life acquire a purely
accidental character. For there are only few who
will confine their energies within such a narrow
circle; all are attracted outside by business, inter-
ests, and pleasures, and thus separated from
one another. The great and mighty, feeling free and
independent, have always felt a strong inclination
to break through the barriers of the folkways and
mores. They know that they can do as they please.
They have the power to bring about changes in their
favor, and this is positive proof of individual
arbitrary power. The mechanism of money, under
usual conditions and if working under high
pressure, is means to overcome all resistance, to
obtain everything wanted and desired, to eliminate
all dangers and to cure all evil. This does not hold
always. Even if all controls of the Gemeinschaft are
eliminated, there are nevertheless controls in the
Gesellschaft to which the free and independent
individuals are subject. For Gesellschaft (in the
narrower sense), convention takes to a large degree
the place of the folkways, mores, and religion. It
forbids much as detrimental to the common
interest which the folkways, mores, and religion had
condemned as evil in and of itself.

The will of the state plays the same role
through law courts and police, although within
narrower limits. The laws of the state apply equally
to everyone; only children and lunatics are not held
responsible to them. Convention maintains at least
the appearance of morality; it is still related to the
folkways, mores, and religious and aesthetic feel-
ing, although this feeling tends to become arbitrary
and formal. The state is hardly directly concerned
with morality. It has only to suppress and punish
hostile actions which are detrimental to the
common weal or seemingly dangerous for itself
and society. For as the state has to administer the
common weal, it must be able to define this as it
pleases. In the end it will probably realize that no
increase in knowledge and culture alone will make
people kinder, less egotistic, and more content
and that dead folkways, mores, and religions
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cannot be revived by coercion and teaching. The
state will then arrive at the conclusion that in
order to create moral forces and moral beings it
must prepare the ground and fulfill the necessary
conditions, or at least it must eliminate counteracting
forces. The state, as the reason of Gesellschaft,
should decide to destroy Gesellschaft or at least to
reform or renew it. The success of such attempts
is highly improbable.

THE REAL STATE

Public opinion, which brings the morality of
Gesellschaft into rules and formulas and can rise
above the state, has nevertheless decided tenden-
cies to urge the state to use its irresistible power
to force everyone to do what is useful and to leave
undone what is damaging. Extension of the penal
code and the police power seems the right means
to curb the evil impulses of the masses. Public
opinion passes easily from the demand for freedom
(for the upper classes) to that of despotism
(against the lower classes). The makeshift conven-
tion has but little influence over the masses. In their
striving for pleasure and entertainment they are
limited only by the scarcity of the means which the
capitalists furnish them as price for their labor,
which condition is as general as it is natural in a
world where the interests of the capitalists and
merchants anticipated all possible needs and in
mutual competition incite to the most varied
expenditures of money. Only through fear of dis-
covery and punishments, that is, through fear of
the state, is a special and large group, which en-
compasses far more people than the professional
criminals, restrained in its desire to obtain the
key to all necessary and unnecessary pleasures.
The state is their enemy. The state, to them, is an
alien and unfriendly power; although seemingly
authorized by them and embodying their own will,
it is nevertheless opposed to all their needs and
desires, protecting property which they do not
possess, forcing them into military service for a
country which offers them hearth and altar only in
the form of a heated room on the upper floor or
gives them, for native soil, city streets where
they may stare at the glitter and luxury in lighted
windows forever beyond their reach! Their own life
is nothing but a constant alternative between work



FERDINAND TONNIES

and leisure, which are both distorted into factory
routine and the low pleasure of the saloons.
City life and Gesellschaft down the common
people to decay and death; in vain they struggle
to attain power through their own multitude,
and it seems to them that they can use their
power only for a revolution if they want to free
themselves from their fate. The masses become
conscious of this social position through the
education in schools and through newspapers.

They proceed from class consciousness to
class struggle. This class struggle may destroy
society and the state which it is its purpose to
reform. The entire culture has been transformed
into a civilization of state and Gesellschaft, and
this transformation means the doom of culture
itself if none of its scattered seeds remain alive
and again bring forth the essence and idea of
Gemeinschaft, thus secretly fostering a new culture
amidst the decaying one.



Georg Simmel

Editors’ Introduction

Georg Simmel (1858-1918) was born to a prosperous Jewish family, at the intersection of Friedrichstrasse
and Leipzigerstrasse, the very heart of Berlin's commercial and theatrical bright light district, the equivalent
of New York's Times Square or London’s Piccadilly Circus. Simmel obtained his doctorate in philosophy in
1881 at the University of Berlin. Marginalized by the German academic system because of Jewish ancestry
and intellectual radicalism, Simmel did not obtain a regular academic appointment until the last four years of
his life. For most of his career, he maintained a recurring lecturing position at the University of Berlin, where
his lectures influenced an extraordinary legacy of students, including Georg Lukacs, Ernst Bloch, Karl
Mannheim, and Robert Park. Despite being somewhat an academic outsider, he was nevertheless an engaged
public intellectual who frequented fashionable salons and enjoyed the friendship of eminent sociologists like
Max Weber and the German poet Rainer Maria Rilke. As a nonobservant Jew in Weimar Berlin, he was a
rootless cosmopolitan while being a public figure.

Simmel’'s seminal essay (“Die Grossstitde und das Geistesleben”) was originally delivered as a lecture
within a series during the winter of 1902-03 connected to an exhibition held in Dresden by the Gehe Foundation
on the emergence of the modern metropolis. This First German City Exhibit (Erste Deutsche Stidte-
Ausstellung) was following upon the 1896 Berlin Trade Exhibition, part of a historical vogue in world city
expositions, such as those held in Paris in 1886 and Chicago in 1893. The lectures and exhibits examined
the intellectual, economic, and political dimensions of German urbanism, and addressed planning problems and
social issues related to public transportation, housing, employment, health, welfare, and cultural institutions.
Simmel's essay focused more upon the philosophical and psychological implications of these transitions.
Simmel was interested in the social construction of the modern urban self.

The commercial emporium of the world city expositions framed Simmel's view of the metropolis as the
nexus point for the circulation of capital, commodities, and people. That commerce was central to the great
transformations of modernity was not lost upon Marx in his writings on the political economy of capital, but
what Simmel explored in this essay as well as his magnum opus, The Philosophy of Money (1909), were the
philosophical and psychological dimensions of money in modern culture. Simmel discussed the triumph of the
money economy over traditional society, the rise of objectification and quantification. He saw the capitalist
city as a sensorium of psychic overstimulations and commodity temptations. The decline of fixed, ancient, and
venerable traditions with the rise of flux, transitoriness, and arbitrary value is what Marx described with his
famed adage: “all that is solid melts into air" (see The Communist Manifesto).

Simmel's detached and capricious urban cosmopolitan is much similar to the “flaneur” of philosopher Walter
Benjamin (Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century) and poet Charles Baudelaire, the Parisian pedestrian
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who sumptuously wandered the shopping arcades and boulevards, intoxicated by the spectacle of commerce
and the anonymity of the urban crowd. The notion of the loneliness of life in the crowd reflects the particular
reserve and impersonality that is displayed by the pedestrian dandy, the bourgeois shopper, or the urban com-
muter. The barrage of lures, stimulations, and choices in the modern city of commerce has induced a kind of
monkish self-reflection that can be seen as transcendence as much as retreat. Freed from the prejudices and
obligations of family and community, the bourgeois urbanist experiences the restlessness of liberation, a new
condition of self-consciousness and inner emotional development. For all his liberation from the communal
society, the urban modernist is now embedded in the iron cage of a world of work and bureaucracy, and the
consumer’s dilemma of a search for identity in a soulless mass society.

Simmel's seminal essay on “The Stranger” further elucidates his interpretation of the soul of the metro-
politan man who is more marginal to the axes of power. The short but powerful essay expresses some of
the outsider status Simmel experienced in the academy, while communicating some general properties of
Simmel's thought regarding the dialectic between the individual and the society. Simmel's wandering Jewish
trader bears the stigmata of the quintessential outsider who is not regarded as an individual, but as a social
type or category. This status may be extended to other social types such as the black underclass, immigrant
foreigner, the social or sexual deviant as Simmel suggests: “the stranger, like the poor and like sundry ‘inner
enemies,’ is an element of the group itself.” The presence of the stranger establishes spatial rules and social
etiquettes of social distance. Differentiation of the “other” as well as the “deviant” establishes rules of con-
duct in a secular society, sustaining the solidarity of the in-group.

Simmel's interest in micro-sociological realms, the minutiae of everyday life, has attracted sociologists asso-
ciated with the “cultural turn” in sociology since the 1960s. The British sociologist David Frisby has recently
done much in the translating and popularizing of Simmel in this way. His writings include Georg Simmel (London
and Chichester: Tavistock/Ellis Horwood, 1984), Simmel and Since: Essays on Georg Simmel's Social Theory
(London: Routledge, 1992), Sociological Impressionism: A Reassessment of Georg Simmel’s Social Theory
(London: Routledge, 1992), and a reader of original translated writings titted Simmel on Culture: Selected
Writings, edited by David Frisby and Mike Featherstone (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 1997). An
excellent biography of Simmel can be found in Lewis A. Coser, Masters of Sociological Thought: Ideas in
Historical and Social Context, Second Edition (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1977).

The deepest problems of modern life derive from
the claim of the individual to preserve the auto-
nomy and individuality of his existence in the face
of overwhelming social forces, of historical heritage,
of external culture, and of the technique of life. The
fight with nature which primitive man has to wage
for his bodily existence attains in this modern
form its latest transformation. The eighteenth cen-
tury called upon man to free him of all the histor-
ical bonds in the state and in religion, in morals and
in economics. Man’s nature, originally good and
common to all, should develop unhampered. In
addition to more liberty, the nineteenth century
demanded the functional specialization of man
and his work; this specialization makes one
individual incomparable to another, and each of
them indispensable to the highest possible extent.
However, this specialization makes each man the

more directly dependent upon the supplementary
activities of all others. Nietzsche sees the full
development of the individual conditioned by the
most ruthless struggle of individuals; socialism
believes in the suppression of all competition for
the same reason. Be that as it may, in all these posi-
tions the same basic motive is at work: the person
resists to being leveled down and worn out by
a social-technological mechanism. An inquiry into
the inner meaning of specifically modern life and
its products, into the soul of the cultural body, so
to speak, must seek to solve the equation that
structures like the metropolis set up between
the individual and the super-individual contents of
life. Such an inquiry must answer the question
of how the personality accommodates itself in the
adjustments to external forces. This will be my task
today.



The psychological basis of the metropolitan
type of individuality consists in the intensification of
nervous stimulation that results from the swift and
uninterrupted change of outer and inner stimuli. Man
is a differentiating creature. His mind is stimulated
by the difference between a momentary impression
and the one that preceded it. Lasting impressions,
impressions which differ only slightly from one
another, impressions which take a regular and
habitual course and show regular and habitual
contrasts — all these use up, so to speak, less
consciousness than does the rapid crowding of
changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the grasp
of a single glance, and the unexpectedness of
onrushing impressions. These are the psycholo-
gical conditions that the metropolis creates. With
each crossing of the street, with the tempo and
multiplicity of economic, occupational and social
life, the city sets up a deep contrast with small
town and rural life with reference to the sensory
foundations of psychic life. The metropolis exacts
from man as a discriminating creature a different
amount of consciousness than does rural life. Here
the rhythm of life and sensory mental imagery
flows more slowly, more habitually, and more
evenly. Precisely in this connection the sophisticated
character of metropolitan psychic life becomes
understandable — as over against small town life,
which rests more upon deeply felt and emotional
relationships. These latter are rooted in the more
unconscious layers of the psyche and grow most
readily in the steady rhythm of uninterrupted
habituations. The intellect, however, has its locus
in the transparent, conscious, higher layers of the
psyche; it is the most adaptable of our inner
forces. In order to accommodate to change and to
the contrast of phenomena, the intellect does not
require any shocks and inner upheavals; it is only
through such upheavals that the more conservative
mind could accommodate to the metropolitan
rhythm of events. Thus the metropolitan type of
man — which, of course, exists in a thousand indi-
vidual variants — develops an organ protecting him
against the threatening currents and discrepancies
of his external environment which would uproot him.
He reacts with his head instead of his heart. In
this an increased awareness assumes the psychic
prerogative. Metropolitan life, thus, underlies a
heightened awareness and a predominance of
intelligence in metropolitan man. The reaction to
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metropolitan phenomena is shifted to that organ
which is least sensitive and quite remote from
the depth of the personality. Intellectuality is thus
seen to preserve subjective life against the over-
whelming power of metropolitan life, and intel-
lectuality branches out in many directions and
is integrated with numerous discrete phenomena.

The metropolis has always been the seat of
the money economy. Here the multiplicity and
concentration of economic exchange gives an
importance to the means of exchange that the
scantiness of rural commerce would not have
allowed. Money economy and the dominance of
the intellect are intrinsically connected. They share
a matter-of-fact attitude in dealing with men and
with things; and, in this attitude, a formal justice is
often coupled with an inconsiderate hardness. The
intellectually sophisticated person is indifferent to
all genuine individuality, because relationships and
reactions result from it that cannot be exhausted
with logical operations. In the same manner, the
individuality of phenomena is not commensurate
with the pecuniary principle. Money is concerned
only with what is common to all: it asks for the
exchange value, it reduces all quality and individ-
uality to the question: How much? All intimate
emotional relations between persons are founded
in their individuality, whereas in rational relations
man is reckoned with like a number, like an el-
ement that is in itself indifferent. Only the objective
measurable achievement is of interest. Thus
metropolitan man reckons with his merchants and
customers, his domestic servants and often even
with persons with whom he is obliged to have
social intercourse. These features of intellectuality
contrast with the nature of the small circle in
which the inevitable knowledge of individuality as
inevitably produces a warmer tone of behavior, a
behavior which is beyond a mere objective balancing
of service and return. In the sphere of the economic
psychology of the small group it is of importance
that under primitive conditions production serves
the customer who orders the good, so that the
producer and the consumer are acquainted. The
modern metropolis, however, is supplied almost
entirely by production for the market, that is, for
entirely unknown purchasers who never person-
ally enter the producer’s actual field of vision.
Through this anonymity the interests of each party
acquire an unmerciful matter-of-factness; and the
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intellectually calculating economic egoisms of both
parties need not fear any deflection because
of the imponderables of personal relationships.
The money economy dominates the metropolis; it
has displaced the last survivals of domestic pro-
duction and the direct barter of goods; it minimizes,
from day to day, the amount of work ordered by
customers. The matter-of-fact attitude is obviously
so intimately interrelated with the money economy,
which is dominant in the metropolis, that nobody
can say whether the intellectualistic mentality first
promoted the money economy or whether the
latter determined the former. The metropolitan
way of life is certainly the most fertile soil for this
reciprocity, a point which I shall document merely
by citing the dictum of the most eminent English
constitutional historian: throughout the whole
course of English history, London has never acted
as England’s heart but often as England’s intellect
and always as her moneybag!

In certain seemingly insignificant traits, which lie
upon the surface of life, the same psychic currents
characteristically unite. Modern mind has become
more and more calculating. The calculative exact-
ness of practical life that the money economy has
brought about corresponds to the ideal of natural
science: to transform the world into an arithmetic
problem, to fix every part of the world by math-
ematical formulas. Only money economy has
filled the days of so many people with weighing,
calculating, with numerical determinations, with a
reduction of qualitative values to quantitative ones.
Through the calculative nature of money a new
precision, a certainty in the definition of identities
and differences, unambiguousness in agreements
and arrangements has been brought about in
the relations of life-elements — just as externally
this precision has been affected by the universal dif-
fusion of pocket watches. However, the conditions
of metropolitan life are at once cause and effect of
this trait. The relationships and affairs of the typical
metropolitan usually are so varied and complex that
without the strictest punctuality in promises and
services the whole structure would break down into
an inextricable chaos. Above all, this necessity is
brought about by the aggregation of so many people
with such differentiated interests, who must
integrate their relations and activities into a highly
complex organism. If all clocks and watches in
Berlin would suddenly go wrong in different ways,

even if only by one hour, all economic life and
communication of the city would be disrupted for
a long time. In addition an apparently mere external
factor, long distances, would make all waiting
and broken appointments result in an ill-afforded
waste of time. Thus, the technique of metropolitan
life is unimaginable without the most punctual
integration of all activities and mutual relations
into a stable and impersonal time schedule. Here
again the general conclusions of this entire task
of reflection become obvious, namely, that from
each point on the surface of existence — however
closely attached to the surface alone — one may drop
a sounding into the depth of the psyche so that all
the most banal externalities of life finally are con-
nected with the ultimate decisions concerning the
meaning and style of life. Punctuality, calculability,
exactness are forced upon life by the complexity
and extension of metropolitan existence and are not
only most intimately connected with its money
economy and intellectualist character. These traits
must also color the contents of life and favor the
exclusion of those irrational, instinctive, sovereign
traits and impulses which aim at determining the
mode of life from within, instead of receiving the
general and precisely schematized form of life
from without. Even though sovereign types of
personality, characterized by irrational impulses,
are by no means impossible in the city, they are
nevertheless opposed to typical city life. The pas-
sionate hatred of men like Ruskin and Nietzsche for
the metropolis is understandable in these terms.
Their natures discovered the value of life alone
in the unschematized existence that cannot be
defined with precision for all alike. From the same
source of this hatred of the metropolis surged their
hatred of money economy and of the intellectual-
ism of modern existence.

The same factors that have thus coalesced into
the exactness and minute precision of the form of
life have coalesced into a structure of the highest
impersonality; on the other hand, they have
promoted a highly personal subjectivity. There is
perhaps no psychic phenomenon that has been so
unconditionally reserved to the metropolis as has
the blasé attitude. The blasé attitude results first from
the rapidly changing and closely compressed con-
trasting stimulations of the nerves. From this, the
enhancement of metropolitan intellectuality, also,
seems originally to stem. Therefore, stupid people



who are not intellectually alive in the first place
usually are not exactly blasé. A life in boundless
pursuit of pleasure makes one blasé because it
agitates the nerves to their strongest reactivity for
such a long time that they finally cease to react
at all. In the same way, through the rapidity and
contradictoriness of their changes, more harmless
impressions force such violent responses, tearing
the nerves so brutally hither and thither that their
last reserves of strength are spent; and if one
remains in the same milieu they have no time to
gather new strength. Incapacity thus emerges to
react to new sensations with the appropriate
energy. This constitutes that blasé attitude which,
in fact, every metropolitan child shows when com-
pared with children of quieter and less changeable
milieus.

This physiological source of the metropolitan
blasé attitude is joined by another source that
flows from the money economy. The essence of the
blasé attitude consists in the blunting of discrim-
ination. This does not mean that the objects are
not perceived, as is the case with the half-wit,
but rather that the meaning and differing values of
things, and thereby the things themselves, are
experienced as insubstantial. They appear to the
blasé person in an evenly flat and gray tone; no
one object deserves preference over any other.
This mood is the faithful subjective reflection of
the completely internalized money economy. By
being the equivalent to all the manifold things in
one and the same way, money becomes the most
frightful leveler. For money expresses all qualitat-
ive differences of things in terms of “how much?”
Money, with all its colorlessness and indifference,
becomes the common denominator of all values;
irreparably it hollows out the core of things, their
individuality, their specific value, and their incom-
parability. All things float with equal specific
gravity in the constantly moving stream of money.
All things lie on the same level and differ from
one another only in the size of the area that
they cover. In the individual case this coloration,
or rather discoloration, of things through their
money equivalence may be unnoticeably minute.
However, through the relations of the rich to the
objects to be had for money, perhaps even
through the total character that the mentality of the
contemporary public everywhere imparts to these
objects, the exclusively pecuniary evaluation of
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objects has become quite considerable. The large
cities, the main seats of the money exchange,
bring the purchasability of things to the fore much
more impressively than do smaller localities. That
is why cities are also the genuine locale of the blasé
attitude. In the blasé attitude the concentration of
men and things stimulates the nervous system of
the individual to its highest achievement so that
it attains its peak. Through the mere quantitative
intensification of the same conditioning factors
this achievement is transformed into its opposite
and appears in the peculiar adjustment of the
blasé attitude. In this phenomenon the nerves find
in the refusal to react to their stimulation the last
possibility of accommodating to the contents and
forms of metropolitan life. The self-preservation of
certain personalities is bought at the price of
devaluing the whole objective world, a devaluation
that in the end unavoidably drags one’s own
personality down into a feeling of the same
worthlessness.

Whereas the subject of this form of existence has
to come to terms with it entirely for himself, his self-
preservation in the face of the large city demands
from him a no less negative behavior of a social
nature. This mental attitude of metropolitans to-
ward one another we may designate, from a formal
point of view, as reserve. If so many inner reac-
tions were responses to the continuous external
contacts with innumerable people as are those in
the small town, where one knows almost everybody
one meets and where one has a positive relation
to almost everyone, one would be completely
atomized internally and come to an unimaginable
psychic state. Partly this psychological fact, partly
the right to distrust that men have in the face of
the touch-and-go elements of metropolitan life,
necessitates our reserve. As a result of this reserve
we frequently do not even know by sight those who
have been our neighbors for years. And it is this
reserve that in the eyes of the small-town people
makes us appear to be cold and heartless. Indeed,
if I do not deceive myself, the inner aspect of this
outer reserve is not only indifference but, more often
than we are aware, it is a slight aversion, a mutual
strangeness and repulsion, which will break into
hatred and fight at the moment of a closer contact,
however caused. The whole inner organization of
such an extensive communicative life rests upon
an extremely varied hierarchy of sympathies,
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indifferences, and aversions of the briefest as well
as of the most permanent nature. The sphere of
indifference in this hierarchy is not as large as
might appear on the surface. Our psychic activity
still responds to almost every impression of some-
body else with a somewhat distinct feeling. The
unconscious, fluid and changing character of this
impression seems to result in a state of indiffer-
ence. Actually this indifference would be just as
unnatural as the diffusion of indiscriminate mutual
suggestion would be unbearable. From both these
typical dangers of the metropolis, indifference and
indiscriminate suggestibility, antipathy protects us.
A latent antipathy and the preparatory stage of prac-
tical antagonism affect the distances and aversions
without which this mode of life could not at all be
led. The extent and the mixture of this style of life,
the rhythm of its emergence and disappearance, the
forms in which it is satisfied — all these, with the
unifying motives in the narrower sense — form
the inseparable whole of the metropolitan style of
life. What appears in the metropolitan style of life
directly as dissociation is in reality only one of its
elemental forms of socialization.

This reserve with its overtone of hidden aver-
sion appears in turn as the form or the cloak of
a more general mental phenomenon of the
metropolis: it grants to the individual a kind and
an amount of personal freedom which has no
analogy whatsoever under other conditions. The
metropolis goes back to one of the large develop-
mental tendencies of social life as such, to one of
the few tendencies for which an approximately
universal formula can be discovered. The earliest
phase of social formations found in historical as well
as in contemporary social structures is this: a rel-
atively small circle firmly closed against neighbor-
ing, strange, or in some way antagonistic circles.
However, this circle is closely coherent and allows
its individual members only a narrow field for the
development of unique qualities and free, self-
responsible movements. Political and kinship
groups, parties and religious associations begin in
this way. The self-preservation of very young
associations requires the establishment of strict
boundaries and a centripetal unity. Therefore they
cannot allow the individual freedom and unique
inner and outer development. From this stage
social development proceeds at once in two
different, yet corresponding, directions. To the

extent to which the group grows — numerically,
spatially, in significance and in content of life — to
the same degree the group’s direct, inner unity
loosens, and the rigidity of the original demarca-
tion against others is softened through mutual
relations and connections. At the same time, the
individual gains freedom of movement, far beyond
the first jealous delimitation. The individual also
gains a specific individuality to which the division
of labor in the enlarged group gives both occasion
and necessity. The state and Christianity, guilds and
political parties, and innumerable other groups
have developed according to this formula, however
much, of course, the special conditions and forces
of the respective groups have modified the general
scheme. This scheme seems to me distinctly re-
cognizable also in the evolution of individuality
within urban life. The small-town life in Antiquity
and in the Middle Ages set barriers against move-
ment and relations of the individual toward the
outside, and it set up barriers against individual inde-
pendence and differentiation within the individual
self. These barriers were such that under them
modern man could not have breathed. Even today
a metropolitan man who is placed in a small
town feels a restriction similar, at least, in kind.
The smaller the circle which forms our milieu is,
and the more restricted those relations to others
are which dissolve the boundaries of the indi-
vidual, the more anxiously the circle guards the
achievements, the conduct of life, and the outlook
of the individual, and the more readily a quantitat-
ive and qualitative specialization would break up
the framework of the whole little circle.

The ancient polis in this respect seems to have
had the very character of a small town. The con-
stant threat to its existence at the hands of enemies
from near and afar effected strict coherence in
political and military respects, a supervision of the
citizen by the citizen, a jealousy of the whole
against the individual whose particular life was
suppressed to such a degree that he could com-
pensate only by acting as a despot in his own house-
hold. The tremendous agitation and excitement, the
unique colorfulness of Athenian life, can perhaps
be understood in terms of the fact that a people
of incomparably individualized personalities strug-
gled against the constant inner and outer pressure
of a deindividualizing small town. This produced a
tense atmosphere in which the weaker individuals



were suppressed and those of stronger natures
were incited to prove themselves in the most
passionate manner. This is precisely why it was that
there blossomed in Athens what must be called,
without defining it exactly, “the general human
character” in the intellectual development of our
species. For we maintain factual as well as histor-
ical validity for the following connection: the most
extensive and the most general contents and
forms of life are most intimately connected with the
most individual ones. They have a preparatory
stage in common, that is, they find their enemy in
narrow formations and groupings the maintenance
of which places both of them into a state of
defense against expanse and generality lying with-
out and the freely moving individuality within.
Just as in the feudal age, the “free” man was the
one who stood under the law of the land, that is,
under the law of the largest social orbit, and the
unfree man was the one who derived his right
merely from the narrow circle of a feudal associa-
tion and was excluded from the larger social
orbit — so today metropolitan man is “free” in a
spiritualized and refined sense, in contrast to the
pettiness and prejudices which hem in the small-
town man. For the reciprocal reserve and indiffer-
ence and the intellectual life conditions of large
circles are never felt more strongly by the individ-
ual in their impact upon his independence than in
the thickest crowd of the big city. This is because
the bodily proximity and narrowness of space
makes the mental distance only the more visible.
It is obviously only the obverse of this freedom if,
under certain circumstances, one nowhere feels as
lonely and lost as in the metropolitan crowd. For
here as elsewhere it is by no means necessary that
the freedom of man be reflected in his emotional
life as comfort.

It is not only the immediate size of the area and
the number of persons that, because of the universal
historical correlation between the enlargement of
the circle and the personal inner and outer freedom,
has made the metropolis the locale of freedom.
It is rather in transcending this visible expanse
that any given city becomes the seat of cosmo-
politanism. The horizon of the city expands in
a manner comparable to the way in which wealth
develops; a certain amount of property increases
in a quasi-automatical way in ever more rapid
progression. As soon as a certain limit has been
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passed, the economic, personal, and intellectual
relations of the citizenry, the sphere of intellectual
predominance of the city over its hinterland,
grow as in geometrical progression. Every gain in
dynamic extension becomes a step, not for an
equal, but for a new and larger extension. From
every thread spinning out of the city, ever-new
threads grow as if by themselves, just as within
the city the unearned increment of ground rent,
through the mere increase in communication,
brings the owner automatically increasing profits.
At this point, the quantitative aspect of life is
transformed directly into qualitative traits of
character. The sphere of life of the small town is,
in the main, self-contained and autarchic. For it is
the decisive nature of the metropolis that its inner
life overflows by waves into a far-flung national or
international area. Weimar is not an example to the
contrary, since its significance was hinged upon indi-
vidual personalities and died with them; whereas
the metropolis is indeed characterized by its
essential independence even from the most eminent
individual personalities. This is the counterpart to
the independence, and it is the price the individ-
ual pays for the independence, which he enjoys in
the metropolis. The most significant characteristic
of the metropolis is this functional extension
beyond its physical boundaries. And this efficacy
reacts in turn and gives weight, importance, and
responsibility to metropolitan life. Man does not end
with the limits of his body or the area comprising
his immediate activity. Rather is the range of the
person constituted by the sum of effects emanat-
ing from him temporally and spatially. In the same
way, a city consists of its total effects that extend
beyond its immediate confines. Only this range is
the city’s actual extent in which its existence is
expressed. This fact makes it obvious that individ-
ual freedom, the logical and historical complement
of such extension, is not to be understood only in
the negative sense of mere freedom of mobility and
elimination of prejudices and petty philistinism.
The essential point is that the particularity and
incomparability, which ultimately every human
being possesses, be somehow expressed in the
working-out of a way of life. That we follow the laws
of our own nature — and this after all is freedom —
becomes obvious and convincing to ourselves
and to others only if the expressions of this nature
differ from the expressions of others. Only our
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unmistakability proves that our way of life has not
been superimposed by others.

Cities are, first of all, seats of the highest
economic division of labor. They produce thereby
such extreme phenomena as in Paris the re-
munerative occupation of the quatorziéme. They
are persons who identify themselves by signs on
their residences and who are ready at the dinner
hour in correct attire, so that they can be quickly
called upon if a dinner party should consist of
thirteen persons. In the measure of its expansion,
the city offers more and more the decisive con-
ditions of the division of labor. It offers a circle
that through its size can absorb a highly diverse
variety of services. At the same time, the concen-
tration of individuals and their struggle for customers
compel the individual to specialize in a function from
which he cannot be readily displaced by another.
It is decisive that city life has transformed the
struggle with nature for livelihood into an inter-
human struggle for gain, which here is not granted
by nature but by other men. For specialization
does not flow only from the competition for gain
but also from the underlying fact that the seller must
always seek to call forth new and differentiated
needs of the lured customer. In order to find a
source of income that is not yet exhausted, and to
find a function that cannot readily be displaced,
it is necessary to specialize in one’s services.
This process promotes differentiation, refinement,
and the enrichment of the public’s needs, which
obviously must lead to growing personal differences
within this public.

All this forms the transition to the individual-
ization of mental and psychic traits that the city
occasions in proportion to its size. There is a
whole series of obvious causes underlying this
process. First, one must meet the difficulty of
asserting his own personality within the dimen-
sions of metropolitan life. Where the quantitative
increase in importance and the expense of energy
reach their limits, one seizes upon qualitative
differentiation in order somehow to attract the
attention of the social circle by playing upon its
sensitivity for differences. Finally, man is tempted
to adopt the most tendentious peculiarities, that
is, the specifically metropolitan extravagances of
mannerism, caprice, and preciousness. Now, the
meaning of these extravagances does not at all lie
in the contents of such behavior, but rather in its

form of “being different,” of standing out in a strik-
ing manner and thereby attracting attention. For
many character types, ultimately the only means
of saving for themselves some modicum of
self-esteem and the sense of filling a position is
indirect, through the awareness of others. In the
same sense a seemingly insignificant factor is
operating, the cumulative effects of which are,
however, still noticeable. I refer to the brevity and
scarcity of the inter-human contacts granted to
the metropolitan man, as compared with social
intercourse in the small town. The temptation to
appear “to the point,” to appear concentrated and
strikingly characteristic, lies much closer to the
individual in brief metropolitan contacts than in
an atmosphere in which frequent and prolonged
association assures the personality of an unam-
biguous image of himself in the eyes of the other.

The most profound reason, however, why the
metropolis conduces to the urge for the most
individual personal existence — no matter whether
justified and successful — appears to me to be the
following: the development of modern culture is
characterized by the preponderance of what one
may call the “objective spirit” over the “subjective
spirit.” This is to say, in language as well as in law,
in the technique of production as well as in art, in
science as well as in the objects of the domestic
environment, there is embodied a sum of spirit. The
individual in his intellectual development follows
the growth of this spirit very imperfectly and at an
ever-increasing distance. If, for instance, we view
the immense culture that for the last hundred
years has been embodied in things and in know-
ledge, in institutions and in comforts, and if we
compare all this with the cultural progress of the
individual during the same period — at least in high
status groups — a frightful disproportion in growth
between the two becomes evident. Indeed, at
some points we notice retrogression in the culture
of the individual with reference to spirituality,
delicacy, and idealism. This discrepancy results
essentially from the growing division of labor. For
the division of labor demands from the individual
an ever more one-sided accomplishment, and the
greatest advance in a one-sided pursuit only too
frequently means death to the personality of the indi-
vidual. In any case, he can cope less and less with
the overgrowth of objective culture. The individual
is reduced to a negligible quantity, perhaps less in



his consciousness than in his practice and in the
totality of his obscure emotional states that are
derived from this practice. The individual has
become a mere cog in an enormous organization
of things and powers which tear from his hands all
progress, spirituality, and value in order to trans-
form them from their subjective form into the form
of a purely objective life. It needs merely to be
pointed out that the metropolis is the genuine
arena of this culture that outgrows all personal life.
Here in buildings and educational institutions,
in the wonders and comforts of space-conquering
technology, in the formations of community life, and
in the visible institutions of the state, is offered
such an overwhelming fullness of crystallized and
impersonalized spirit that the personality, so to
speak, cannot maintain itself under its impact.
On the one hand, life is made infinitely easy for the
personality in that stimulations, interests, uses of
time and consciousness are offered to it from all
sides. They carry the person as if in a stream, and
one needs hardly to swim for oneself. On the other
hand, however, life is composed more and more
of these impersonal contents and offerings that
tend to displace the genuine personal colorations
and incomparabilities. This results in the indi-
vidual’s summoning the utmost in uniqueness and
particularization, in order to preserve his most
personal core. He has to exaggerate this personal
element in order to remain audible even to
himself. The atrophy of individual culture through
the hypertrophy of objective culture is one reason
for the bitter hatred that the preachers of the most
extreme individualism, above all Nietzsche, harbor
against the metropolis. But it is, indeed, also a
reason why these preachers are so passionately
loved in the metropolis and why they appear to the
metropolitan man as the prophets and saviors of
his most unsatisfied yearnings.

If one asks for the historical position of the two
forms of individualism that are nourished by the
quantitative relation of the metropolis, namely,
individual independence and the elaboration of
individuality itself, then the metropolis assumes an
entirely new rank order in the world history of the
spirit. The eighteenth century found the individual
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in oppressive bonds that had become meaningless —
bonds of a political, agrarian, guild, and religious
character. They were restraints that, so to speak,
forced upon man an unnatural form and out-
moded, unjust inequalities. In this situation the
cry for liberty and equality arose, the belief in the
individual’s full freedom of movement in all social
and intellectual relationships. Freedom would at
once permit the noble substance common to all
to come to the fore, a substance which nature
had deposited in every man and which society
and history had only deformed. Besides this
eighteenth-century ideal of liberalism, in the nine-
teenth century, through Goethe and Romanticism,
on the one hand, and through the economic
division of labor, on the other hand, another ideal
arose: individuals liberated from historical bonds
now wished to distinguish themselves from one
another. The carrier of man’s values is no longer
the “general human being” in every individual, but
rather man’s qualitative uniqueness and irreplace-
ability. The external and internal history of our time
takes its course within the struggle and in the
changing entanglements of these two ways of
defining the individual’s role in the whole of soci-
ety. It is the function of the metropolis to provide
the arena for this struggle and its reconciliation. For
the metropolis presents the peculiar conditions
which are revealed to us as the opportunities and
the stimuli for the development of both these
ways of allocating roles to men. Therewith these
conditions gain a unique place, pregnant with
inestimable meanings for the development of
psychic existence. The metropolis reveals itself as
one of those great historical formations in which
opposing streams that enclose life unfold, as well
as join one another with equal right. However, in
this process the currents of life, whether their
individual phenomena touch us sympathetically or
antipathetically, entirely transcend the sphere for
which the judge’s attitude is appropriate. Since
such forces of life have grown into the roots and
into the crown of the whole of the historical life
in which we, in our fleeting existence, as a cell,
belong only as a part, it is not our task either to
accuse or to pardon, but only to understand.



Louis Wirth

Editors’ Introduction

Published in 1938, Wirth's essay on urbanism, and the factors of size, density, and heterogeneity, is one of
the foundational statements of the Chicago School of urban sociology. It is clearly influenced by Ferdinand
Tonnies, Georg Simmel, and Robert E. Park. Like Ténnies, he views the theory of urbanism as an ideal type.
Wirth's concept of the “schizoid” urban personality, beset by “segmental roles,” is akin to Simmel’s blas¢ and
reserved metropolitan man. Simmel felt, however, that the cosmopolitanism of city life liberated urbanites from
the prejudices and provincialities of rural life. Wirth was less impressed by the positive benefits of this
emancipation from primary group controls. He drew our attention to the growth of Durkheimian anomie, which
consequently engendered a host of modern social problems, including crime, deviance, and various kinds of
mental illness that were seen to proliferate in the city. Wirth also informed our understanding of Robert
Park’s concept of the city as a “mosaic of social worlds” that increases social distance between people.
He viewed this as an outcome of urban density and specialization. He was more sensitive to the practical
implications of a theory of urbanism than Ténnies or Simmel, as he suggested that knowledge of the causes
of urban social problems were important to apply to a range of social policy and urban planning practices.

Louis Wirth was born August 28, 1897, in Gemiinden, a small village in the Rhineland district of Germany
to a Jewish rural cattle farming family. He followed his maternal uncle to Omaha, Nebraska, in the United
States, to take advantage of educational opportunities. He was a successful high school debater and even-
tually won a scholarship to the University of Chicago. He flirted for a while with leftist anti-war causes during
World War |, and then worked with delinquent boys with the Jewish Charities of Chicago after college. He
obtained a Ph.D. in Sociology at the University of Chicago in 1925. His doctoral thesis on the Jewish quarter
of Chicago was published as The Ghetto (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1928). After various teach-
ing posts and fellowships, he joined the Chicago faculty under the chairmanship of Robert E. Park in 1931.
In The Ghetto, Wirth examined the consequences of centuries of discrimination on Jewish community life,
ranging from Renaissance ltaly to Chicago’s Maxwell Street. The book served as a model for the university's
researchers in ethnicity, many of whom later studied under Wirth when he joined the university’s faculty.

As a professor at the University of Chicago, Wirth blended empirical research and theory in his work and
contributed to the emergence of sociology as a profession. The advent of the Roosevelt administration gave
many opportunities for sociologists to work with government in congressional testimony, consulting, and funded
research. Wirth also played a significant role in organizing an introductory course in the social sciences and
was popularly known as a persuasive lecturer. During the late 1930s he grew involved in community affairs
in Chicago and was often invited to make public addresses on urban planning and race relations. He became
a well-known radio speaker, acting as a moderator and discussant on a series of 62 University of Chicago
“round tables” broadcast between 1937 and 1952.

As an academic committed to social action, Louis Wirth became involved in numerous groups, commit-
tees, and associations concerned with the effects of racial prejudice on community life. He was a founder
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and president of the Chicago-based American Council on Race Relations, which sponsored research into
problems of fair employment, education, housing, and integration. In 1947, with funds from the Carnegie and
Rockefeller Foundations, Wirth also established the Committee on Education, Training, and Research in Race
Relations at the University of Chicago. Led by Wirth, demographer Philip Hauser, and anthropologist Sol Tax,
the committee played a key role in addressing the social and political factors underlying racial discrimination
in the city of Chicago.

Wirth was President of the American Sociological Society and his Presidential Address, “Consensus and
Mass Communication,” was delivered at the organization's annual meeting in New York City in December
1947. He was also the first President (1949-52) of the International Sociological Association. Wirth died
suddenly and unexpectedly one spring day in 1952 in Buffalo, New York at the young age of 55. He had
been in Buffalo to speak at a conference on community relations; he collapsed and died following his
presentation.

Wirth also published a book on the selected writings of Karl Mannheim, entitled /deology and Utopia, which
he co-edited with Edward Shils. A useful book on Louis Wirth's legacy is by Albert J. Reiss, Jr., Louis Wirth:
On Cities and Social Life (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1964). This book includes an excellent
biographical memorandum by Elizabeth Wirth Marvick.

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 these cities.
The contemporary world no longer presents
a picture of small isolated groups of human
beings scattered over a vast territory as Sumner
described primitive society. The distinctive feature
of man’s mode of living in the modern age is his
concentration into gigantic aggregations around
which cluster lesser centers and from which
radiate the ideas and practices that we call
civilization.
[...]

Since the city is the product of growth rather
than of instantaneous creation, it is to be expected
that the influences which it exerts upon the modes
of life should not be able to wipe out completely
the previously dominant modes of human asso-
ciation. To a greater or lesser degree, therefore,
our social life bears the imprint of an earlier folk
society, the characteristic modes of settlement of

which were the farm, the manor, and the village.
This historic influence is reinforced by the cir-
cumstances that the population of the city itself is
in large measure recruited from the countryside,
where a mode of life reminiscent of this earlier
form of existence persists. Hence we should not
expect to find abrupt and discontinuous variation
between urban and rural types of personality.
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.

SOCIOLOGICAL DEFINITION OF
THE CITY

Despite the preponderant significance of the city
in our civilization, our knowledge of the nature
of urbanism and the process of urbanization
is meager, notwithstanding many attempts to
isolate the distinguishing characteristics of urban life.
Geographers, historians, economists, and political
scientists have incorporated the points of view of
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their respective disciplines into diverse definitions
of the city. While in no sense intended to super-
sede these, the formulation 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 exclus-
ively found in settlements which are cities in the
physical and demographic sense, they do, never-
theless, find their most pronounced expression in
such areas, especially in metropolitan cities. In
formulating a definition 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, though they may significantly affect the
specific character of the community, are not the
essential determinants of its character as a city.

[...]

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 systematizing 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 pre-
senting insights of social relevance and empirical
studies offering detailed information on a variety
of particular aspects of urban life. But despite the
multiplication of research and textbooks on the city,
we do not as yet have a comprehensive body of

compendent hypotheses which may be derived
from a set of postulates implicitly contained in
a sociological definition of the city. Neither have
we abstracted such hypotheses from our general
sociological knowledge which may be substantiated
through empirical research. The closest approx-
imations to a systematic theory of urbanism are to
be found in a penetrating essay, “Die Stadt,” by Max
Weber and in a memorable paper by Robert E. Park
on “The City: Suggestions for the Investigation of
Human Behavior in the Urban Environment.” But
even these excellent contributions are far from
constituting an ordered and coherent framework
of theory upon which research might profitably
proceed.
[...]

To say that large numbers are necessary to
constitute a city means, of course, large numbers
in relation to a restricted area or high density
of settlement. There are, nevertheless, good
reasons for treating large numbers and density as
separate factors, because each may be connected
with significantly different social consequences.
Similarly the need for adding heterogeneity to
numbers of population as a necessary and distinct
criterion of urbanism might be questioned, since we
should expect the range of differences to increase
with numbers. In defense, it may be said that the
city shows a kind and degree of heterogeneity of
population which cannot be wholly accounted
for by the law of large numbers or adequately
represented by means of a normal distribution
curve. Because the population of the city does not
reproduce itself, it must recruit its migrants from
other cities, the countryside, and — in the United
States until recently — from other countries. The
city has thus historically been the melting-pot of
races, peoples, and cultures, and a most favorable
breeding-ground of new biological and cultural
hybrids. It has not only tolerated but rewarded
individual differences. It has brought together
people from the ends of the earth because they are
different and thus useful to one another, rather than
because they are homogeneous and like-minded.

There are a number of sociological proposi-
tions concerning the relationship between (a)
numbers of population, (b) density of settlement,
(c) heterogeneity of inhabitants and group life
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
settlement 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 varia-
tion. Furthermore, the greater the number of indi-
viduals 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 preferences, may readily be inferred.
The bonds of kinship, of neighborliness, and the
sentiments arising out of living together for genera-
tions 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 circumstances com-
petition 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 inter-
action under conditions which make their contact
as full personalities impossible produces that
segmentalization 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 great number of organ-
ized groups, but they are less dependent upon
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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 character-
ized by secondary rather than primary contacts.
The contacts of the city may indeed be face to face,
but they are nevertheless impersonal, superficial,
transitory, and segmental. The reserve, the in-
difference, 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
transitory character of urban social relations make
intelligible, also, the sophistication and the rationality
generally ascribed to city-dwellers. Our acquaint-
ances 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 achievement of our own ends. Whereas the
individual gains, on the one hand, a certain degree
of emancipation or freedom from the personal and
emotional 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 technological 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 devel-
oped 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 adaptabil-
ity 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 centralizing 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.
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The specialization of individuals, particularly
in their occupations, can proceed only, as Adam
Smith pointed out, upon the basis of an enlarged
market, which in turn accentuates the division of
labor. This enlarged market is only in part supplied
by the city’s hinterland; in large measure it is
found among the larger numbers that the city itself
contains. The dominance of the city over the sur-
rounding hinterland becomes explicable in terms of
the division of labor which urban life occasions and
promotes. The extreme degree of interdepend-
ence and the unstable equilibrium of urban life are
closely associated with the division of labor and the
specialization of occupations. This interdependence
and this instability are increased by the tendency
of each city to specialize in those functions in which
it has the greatest advantage.

[...]

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 dif-
ferentiation and specialization, since only in this way
can the area support increased numbers. Density
thus reinforces the effect of numbers in diversify-
ing 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 media through
which we orient ourselves to the urban milieu,
especially to our fellowmen. Typically, our phys-
ical contacts 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 functionaries, and are oblivious to the
personal eccentricities hidden behind the uniform.
We tend to acquire and develop a sensitivity to a
world of artifacts, 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
competition 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 dissociated 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,
healthfulness, prestige, aesthetic consideration,
absence of nuisances 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. Place and nature of work,
income, racial and ethnic characteristics, social
status, custom, habit, taste, preference, and preju-
dice are among the significant factors in accordance
with which the urban population is selected and
distributed into more or less distinct settlements.
Diverse population elements inhabiting a compact
settlement thus become segregated from one
another in the degree in which their requirements
and modes of life are incompatible and in the
measure in which they are antagonistic. Similarly,
persons of homogeneous status and needs unwit-
tingly drift into, consciously select, or are forced by
circumstances into the same area. 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 divergent
personalities and modes of life tends to produce a
relativistic perspective and a sense of toleration of
differences which may be regarded as prerequisites
for rationality and which lead toward the secular-
ization 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. Formal
controls are instituted to counteract irresponsibil-
ity and potential disorder. 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 by other opportunities for response,



gives rise to loneliness. The necessary frequent
movement of great numbers of individuals in a
congested habitat causes friction and irritation.
Nervous tensions which derive from such personal
frustrations are increased 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, brings him toward
the acceptance of instability and insecurity in the
world at large as a norm. This fact helps to
account too for the sophistication and cosmopol-
itanism 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 hierarchical arrangement. By
virtue of his different interests arising out of differ-
ent aspects of social life, the individual acquires
membership in widely divergent groups, each
of which functions only with reference to a certain
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 task of holding organizations
together and maintaining and promoting intimate
and lasting acquaintanceship between the members
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is difficult. This applies strikingly to the local areas
within the city into which persons become segreg-
ated more by virtue of differences in race, language,
income, and social status than through choice or
positive attraction to people like themselves. Over-
whelmingly the city-dweller is not a home-owner,
and since a transitory habitat does not generate
binding traditions and sentiments, only rarely is
he a true 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 detached 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 com-
petition 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. This leveling tendency inheres in part in the
economic basis of the city. The development of large
cities, at least in the modern age, was largely
dependent upon the concentrative force of steam.
The rise of the factory made possible mass
production for an impersonal market. The fullest
exploitation of the possibilities of the division of
labor and mass production, however, is possible only
with standardization of processes and products.
A money economy goes hand in hand with such a
system of production. Progressively as cities have
developed upon a background of this system of pro-
duction, the pecuniary nexus which implies the
purchasability of services and things has displaced
personal relations as the basis of association.
Individuality under these circumstances must be
replaced by categories. When large numbers have
to make common use of facilities and institutions,
those facilities and institutions must serve the
needs of the average person rather than those of
particular individuals. The services of the public util-
ities, of the recreational, educational, and cultural
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institutions, must be adjusted to mass require-
ments. 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 unless one examined 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 spe-
cial reference to the United States, may be indicated
to substantiate the theoretical propositions set
forth in the preceding pages, and some of the cru-
cial problems for further study may be outlined.

On the basis of the three variables, number,
density 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
perspectives: (1) as a physical structure compris-
ing a population base, a technology, and an
ecological order; (2) as a system of social organ-
ization involving a characteristic social structure, a
series of social institutions, 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 ecolo-
gical process 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 charac-
teristics of the city which derive in large measure
from the effect of numbers and density. Many of
the technical facilities and the skills and organiza-
tions to which urban life gives rise can grow and
prosper only in cities where the demand is suf-
ficiently 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 enhance the
dominance of the city, making ever wider regions
dependent upon the central metropolis.

The composition of an urban population 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 characteristic 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 hetero-
geneity 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 population. 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, one sees
that a major characteristic of the urban-dweller is
his dissimilarity 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 physical contact as in the great cities
of America. Cities generally, and American cities
in particular, comprise a motley of peoples and
cultures of highly differentiated modes of life
between which there often is only the faintest
communication, the greatest indifference, 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 pro-
portion of deaths in cities is slightly greater than
in the country, the outstanding difference between
the failure of present-day cities to maintain their
population 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 charac-
teristics 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 producers
of men, the value of human life and the social esti-
mation 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
facilities, 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 con-
sisting 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
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undermining of the traditional basis of social
solidarity. All these phenomena can be substanti-
ally 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 outside 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 diverging interests in
their vocational, educational, religious, recreational,
and political life.

Such functions as the maintenance of health, the
methods of alleviating the hardships associated
with personal and social insecurity, the provisions
for education, recreation, and cultural advance-
ment have given rise to highly specialized institu-
tions on a community-wide, statewide, or even
national basis. The same factors which have
brought about greater personal insecurity also
underlie the wider contrasts between individuals
to be found in the urban world. While the city has
broken down the rigid caste lines of preindustrial
society, it has sharpened and differentiated in-
come and status groups. Generally, a larger pro-
portion of the adult urban population is gainfully
employed than is the case with the adult-rural
population. The white-collar class, comprising
those employed in trade, in clerical, and in pro-
fessional work, are proportionately more numerous
in large cities and in metropolitan centers and in
smaller towns than in the country.

On the whole, the city discourages an eco-
nomic 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
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involves greater burdens and is rarer. Rents
are higher and absorb a larger proportion of
the income. Although the urban-dweller has the
benefit of many communal services, he spends a
large proportion 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 pas-
sive spectatorism, on the one hand, or sensational
record-smashing feats, on the other.

Reduced to a state of virtual impotence as an
individual, the urbanite is bound to exert himself
by joining with others of similar interest into
groups organized 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 interdepend-
ence between man and man and a more
complicated, fragile, and volatile form of mutual
interrelations over many phases of which the
individual as such can exert scarcely any control.
Frequently there is only the most tenuous
relationship between the economic position or
other basic factors that determine the individual’s
existence in the urban world and the voluntary
groups with which he is affiliated. 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, but 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 personal-
ity, acquires status, and is able to carry on the round
of activities that constitutes his life. 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 disorganiza-
tion, 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 in so far as comparable indexes 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 citizens, 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 communication. Self-government either in the
economic, or 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 dis-
appearance 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 superimposed
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
another, the lower is the level of communication
and the greater 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 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.

It is only in so far as the sociologist, with a work-
able theory of urbanism, has a clear conception of
the city as a social entity that he can hope to
develop a unified body of reliable knowledge — which
what 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, a theory to be elab-
orated, tested, and revised, in the light of further
analysis and empirical research, the sociologist
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can hope to determine the criteria of relevance
and validity of factual data. 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 knowledge. Incidentally, only
by means of some such theory will the sociologist
escape the futile practice of voicing in the name of
sociological science a variety of often unsupport-
able judgments about poverty, housing, city-
planning, sanitation, municipal administration,
policing, marketing, transportation, and other
technical issues. Though 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 comprehension and solution. The prospects
for doing this are brightest through a general, the-
oretical, rather than through an ad hoc approach.



Claude S. Fischer

Editors’ Introduction

Claude Fischer offers a seminal codification of academic thought on the theory of urbanism, and in the
process makes a valuable reformulation of the theory through his attention to the emergence of subcultures.
Fischer accepts some of the precepts of the prevailing determinism in urban sociology that acknowledges
the primary and independent impact of urban effects, which Louis Wirth had identified as size, density, and
heterogeneity. He differs from the compositional approach of Oscar Lewis and Herbert Gans, who rebuke
urban effects and look to the cultural, demographic, and class characteristics of urbanites. Fischer believes
that size and density of the population, or what he calls critical mass in cities, have independent effects in
fostering subcultures. The emergence of subcultures fosters the further creation of more subcultures through
the touch and recoil of more intensive interactions between more diverse populations and heterogeneous com-
munities. That is to say that increasing size and density fosters greater heterogeneity. This recalls Robert Park’s
concept that the modern city becomes a mosaic of social worlds. The larger the city, the greater there is the
potential to produce subcultural communities.

Fischer reconstructs the theory of urbanism by downplaying the negative effects of Durkheimian anomie
with reference to the crime, mental health, and social problems that are found in the metropolis. He gives
another perspective on differentiation as a cultural process linked with specialization in the division of labor.
Fischer sees the city and its subcultures as a vital force for the amplifying of cultural experience and human
creativity. Subcultures mark the emancipation of the individual from traditional controls and conventions, while
providing a new set of subgroup identities and communities. In this way, they counterbalance some of the
alienation and normlessness, the spiritual anxieties and social disorders found in our cities and marketplaces,
which result from the breakdown of traditional customs and primary relationships.

Fischer makes an intriguing contribution to subcultural theory, which has also been explored from the
standpoint of media and cultural studies, including Dick Hebdige (Subculture: The Meaning of Style. London:
Methuen, 1979) and an edited reader by Ken Gelder and Sarah Thornton (The Subcultures Reader. London:
Routledge, 1997). Subcultures, in these cultural studies, are seen as a creative force of communication or
bricolage, which provide youth, sexual and racial/ethnic minorities with a means of defying and criticizing the
established cultural hegemony. Fischer's understanding of subculture is less associated with identity politics
and more eclectic and wide-ranging in its definition, comprising groups as diverse as delinquents, criminals,
artists, bohemians, new religious sects, hobbyists, dance aficionados, hippies, and construction workers.

Understanding the subcultural life of the city helps understand the impact of the social movements of the
1960s and 1970s, which mobilized youthful, racial/ethnic, and gender/sexual minorities in movements of political
resistance and empowerment. Fischer enlightens our understanding of the emergence of artistic, bohemian,
and gay/lesbian neighborhoods in American cities, such as New York's Greenwich Village and East Village,
the Castro district of San Francisco, and the Hollywood and West Hollywood districts of Los Angeles. These
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subcultural neighborhoods are often a lure for the children of suburbia who are drawn to the central city in
search of the authenticity, excitement of what is unfamiliar. This is a distinct contrast from the earlier generation
of the postwar period, which escaped the city in search of privacy and open space. Understanding urban
subcultures also connects with the growing interest in the creative and cultural life of cities (see[Part Si} of
this volume) with the onset of widespread gentrification and the emergence of an urban cultural economy.

This selection is extracted from Claude Fischer's book, The Urban Experience (1984) [1976]. The subcultural
theory of urbanism is further articulated in the articles “Toward a Subcultural Theory of Urbanism,” American
Journal of Sociology 80, 6 (1975): 1319-1341 and “The Subcultural Theory of Urbanism: A Twentieth-Year
Assessment,” American Journal of Sociology 101, 3 (November 1995): 5643-577.

Claude Fischer teaches in the Sociology Department at the University of California, Berkeley. He is
currently the Executive Editor of Contexts, an official publication of the American Sociological Association.
Fischer served as Chair of the Community and Urban Sociology Section in 1991-92. In 1996, he won the
Robert and Helen Lynd Award for lifetime contribution to community and urban sociology from the American
Sociological Association. Along with Michael Hout, Claude Fischer directs a project funded by the Russell
Sage Foundation at the University of California, Berkeley, called “USA: A Century of Difference.” Drawing
upon a century of data up to the 2000 Census, this project will report on how Americans live, work,
consume, and pray at the beginning of the twenty-first century. Among his books are To Dwell Among Friends:
Personal Networks in Town and City (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1982) and America Calling:
A Social History of the Telephone to 1940 (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1992).

In To Dwell Among Friends, Fischer considers the thesis of declining community by comparing the
differences in peoples’ personal relations in urban versus non-urban areas. He takes the view that people
exercise considerable individual agency in building their personal ties and networks. Initial relations are given
to us, such as parents and other kin, but as we grow into adults, we select which ties are maintained and
which are dropped. He concludes that people living in large cities versus small towns have roughly the same
number of social ties; neither group is any more likely to be isolated. Small-town residents tend to be more
involved with kin, city respondents with non-kin. Urbanites also tend to have less dense networks, but more
intense interpersonal relations that involve multiple exchanges with given individuals. Urban dwellers tend
to display tendencies similar to those of the young and the educated. Cities also tend to contain younger,
more educated, and more diverse populations than small towns.

We begin our inquiry into the nature of the urban
experience by considering the theorizing of social
scientists about the consequences of urbanism.
The purpose of developing such theories before
looking at the “real world” is to provide the invest-
igator with a set of concepts needed to organize
his or her perceptions of what would otherwise
be a bewildering complexity. Properly developed,
these concepts focus attention on the most critical
features of the “real world.” To begin a major
study without a good theory or theories is like being
dropped into a dark jungle with neither map nor
compass.

But before reviewing those theories, we must
consider, once again and more exactly, the
problem of defining “urban.” For it turns out that
some of the disagreement and confusion about

the nature of the urban experience stems from
differences in interpretation of the terms “urban”
and “city.” Surely, little progress can be made in
understanding city life if we do not understand
what the word “city” means. The four broad
types of definitions are: demographic, institutional,
cultural, and behavioral.

Demographic definitions involve essentially the
size and density of population. In the present
book, a community is more or less “urban”
depending on the size of its population; a “city,”
therefore, is a place with a relatively large popula-
tion. Institutional definitions reserve the term “city”
for communities with certain specific institutions.
For example, to be a city, a community must have
its own autonomous political elite; or, it must
have specific economic institutions, such as a
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commercial market. Cultural definitions require
that a community possess particular cultural
features, such as a group of literate people. And
behavioral definitions require certain distinctive
and typical behavioral styles among the people
of a community — for example, an impersonal
style of social interaction — before the community
is labeled a “city.”

The demographic definition has at least three
advantages: One, the numerical criterion is com-
mon to virtually all definitions of “urban” or “city”;
even those focusing on other variables employ
size. Two, the purely demographic definition
does not beg the question as to whether any
other factor is necessarily associated with size;
that remains an open issue. And three, the
demographic definition implies that “urban” and
“city” refer to matters of degree; they are not
all-or-nothing variables.

What theories are there about the social-
psychological consequences of urbanism in the
sense of the demographic definition—population
concentration? Here and throughout the rest of
the book, we shall center on three major theories
of urbanism, two of which confront each other
directly, and a third which attempts their synthesis:

1 Determinist theory (also called Wirthian theory or
the theory of urban anomie) argues that urbanism
increases social and personality disorders over
those found in rural places.

2 Compositional (or nonecological) theory denies
such effects of urbanism; it attributes differences
between urban and rural behavior to the com-
position of the different populations.

3 Subcultural theory adopts the basic orientation of
the compositional school but holds that urban-
ism does have certain effects on the people
of the city, with consequences much like the
ones determinists see as evidence of social
disorganisation.

Before discussing each theory in detail, we should
consider the history of social thought from which
they all emerged.

The most influential and historically significant
theory of urbanism received its fullest exposition
in a 1938 paper by Louis Wirth (thus the term,
“Wirthian”) entitled “Urbanism as a Way of Life.”
This essay, one of the most often quoted,

reprinted, and cited in the whole sociological liter-
ature, needs to be examined carefully. It is heir to
a long tradition of sociological theory.

The events that formed the focal concern of
social philosophers during the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries have been termed the “Great
Transformation” (Karl Polanyi (1944) The Great
Transformation. New York: Farrar and Rinehart).
Western society was undergoing vast and dramatic
changes as a result of the Industrial Revolution
and its accompanying processes of urbanization,
nationalization, and bureaucratization. These
early social scientists (Marx, Durkheim, Weber,
Simmel, Toénnies, and others) sought to understand
the forms of social life and the psychological
character of the emerging civilization — our
civilization.

The analysis they developed greatly emphasized
the matter of scale. Innovations in transportation
and communication, together with rapid increases
in population, meant that many more individuals
than ever before were able to interact and trade with
each other. Instead of a person’s daily life being
touched at most by only the few hundred people
of one village, in modern society an individual is
in virtually direct contact with thousands, and in
indirect contact with millions.

This “dynamic density,” to use Durkheim’s
term, in turn produces social differentiation, or
diversification, the most significant aspect of
which is an increased division of labor. In the
preindustrial society, most workers engaged in
similar activities; in modern society, they have
very different and specialized occupations. In a
small, undifferentiated population, where people
know each other, perform the same sort of work,
and have the same interests — where they look, act,
and think alike — it is relatively easy to maintain
a consensus on proper values and appropriate
behavior. But in a large, differentiated society,
where people differ in their work and do not
know each other personally, they have divergent
interests, views, and styles. A pipefitter and a
ballet dancer have little in common. And so, there
can be little consensus or cohesion in such a
society, and the social order is precarious. Further
ramifications of social differentiation, it was
thought, included the development of formal in-
stitutions, such as contracts and bureaucracy; the
rise of rational, scientific modes of understanding



the world; an increase in individual freedom, at the
cost of interpersonal estrangement; and a rise in the
rate of deviant behavior and social disorganization.

The essence of this classic sociological analysis
is the connection of the structural characteristics
of a society, particularly its scale, to the quality of
its “moral order.” That turns out, not coincidentally,
to parallel the focal interest of urban sociology: the
interest between structural features of communities
— particularly scale — and their moral orders. In fact,
the city has long played a significant role in
classic sociological theories. It was seen as
modern society in microcosm, so that the ways of
life in urban places were viewed as harbingers of
life in the emerging civilization. At the same time,
the classic theories have had a significant role in
influencing the study of cities, having been borrowed
from liberally in the formation of the determinist
approach.

The development of urban theory moved from
Europe to the University of Chicago during the first
third of this century. There, the Department of
Sociology, under the leadership of Robert Ezra
Park, a former journalist and student of the class-
ical German sociologist Georg Simmel, produced
a vast and seminal array of theoretical and em-
pirical studies of urban life, based on research
conducted chiefly in the city of Chicago. In an
influential essay (Robert Park (1915) “The City:
Suggestions for the Investigation of Human
Behavior in the City,” American Journal of
Sociology 20, 5: 577-612), Park followed the lead
of the classic theorists by arguing that urbanism pro-
duced new ways of life and new types of people,
and that sociologists should venture out to explore
these new forms in their own cities, much in the
style of anthropologists studying primitive tribes.
Another strong motivation for such research was
the social turmoil then accompanying the rapid
growth and industrialization of Western cities, a
realm of civic activity in which Chicago about
1910 was no doubt a leader. The serious social
problems accompanying these developments
demanded study and explanation.

The varied studies of Chicago resulted in a
remarkable series of descriptions of urban ways
of life. The “natural histories” depicted many dif-
ferent groups and areas: taxi-hall dancers, hobos,
Polish-Americans, juvenile gangs, the Jewish
ghetto, pickpockets, police, and so on. A theme

“THEORIES OF URBANISM"

running through the findings of these various
studies was that the groups, whether “normal” or
“deviant,” formed their own “social worlds.” That
is, they tended to be specialized social units in which
the members associated mainly with each other,
held their own rather distinctive set of beliefs and
values, spoke in a distinctive argot, and displayed
characteristic styles of behavior. Together these
studies described a city that was, to quote Park’s
famous phrase, “a mosaic of social worlds which
touch but do not interpenetrate.” As we shall
see, the explanation for the urban phenomena
observed by Chicago’s sociologists was drawn
largely from the classic theories of the Great
Transformation.

DETERMINIST THEORY

Some leads to a determinist theory of urbanism can
be found in Park’s 1915 paper, but the full exposi-
tion of this theory was achieved in Wirth’s essay
23 years later. Wirth begins with a definition of the
city as “a relatively large, dense, and permanent
settlement of socially heterogeneous individuals” —
an essentially demographic definition. He then
seeks to demonstrate how these inherent, essential
features of urbanism produce social disorganization
and personality disorders — the dramatic aspects of
the city scene that had captured the attention
of the Chicago School. Wirth’s analysis operates on
essentially two levels, one a psychological argument,
the other an argument of social structure.

The psychological analysis draws heavily upon
a 1905 paper by Georg Simmel, a teacher of both
Park and Wirth. In his essay “The Metropolis and
Mental Life” Simmel centered on the ways that
living in the city altered individuals’ minds and
personalities. The key, he thought, lay in the
sensations which life in the city produces: “The
psychological basis of the metropolitan type of
individuality consists in the intensification of nervous
stimulation which results from the swift and
uninterrupted change of inner and outer stimuli.”
The city’s most profound effects, Simmel maintained,
are its profusion of sensory stimuli — sights,
sounds, smells, actions of others, their demands and
interferences. The onslaught is stressful; indivi-
duals must protect themselves, they must adapt.
Their basic mode of adaptation is to react with their
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heads instead of their hearts. This means that
urban dwellers tend to become intellectual, ratio-
nally calculating, and emotionally distant from one
another. At the same time, these changes promote
freedom for self-development and creativity. . . .

Wirth’s treatment of this process follows
Simmel’s and begins with the assumption that the
large, dense, and heterogeneous environment of
the city assaults the hapless city dweller with pro-
fuse and varied stimuli. Horns blare, signs flash,
solicitors tug at coattails, poll-takers telephone,
newspaper headlines try to catch the eye, strange-
looking and strange-behaving persons distract
attention — all these features of the urban milieu
claim a different response from the individual.
Adaptations to maintain mental equilibrium are
necessary and they appear. These adaptations
liberate urbanites from the claims being pressed
upon them. They also insulate them from the
other people. City dwellers become aloof,
brusque, impersonal in their dealings with others,
emotionally buffered in their human relationships.
Even these protective devices are not enough, so
that “psychic overload” exacts at least a partial toll
in irritation, anxiety, and nervous strain.

The interpersonal estrangement that follows
from urbanites’ adaptations produces further con-
sequences. The bonds that connect people to one
another are loosened — even sundered — and with-
out them people are left both unsupported and un-
restrained. At the worst, they must suffer through
material and emotional crises without assistance,
must deal with them alone; being alone, they are
more likely to fail, to suffer physical deterioration
or mental illness, or both. The typical picture is one
of an elderly pensioner living in a seedy hotel
without friends or kin, suffering loneliness, illness,
and pain. But this same estrangement permits
people in the city to spin the wildest fantasies — and
to act upon those fantasies, whether they result in
feats of genius or deeds of crime and depravity. The
typical picture here is one of a small-town boy
suddenly unshackled by conventional constraints,
and possessing unlimited options including a life
of creative art or a life of crime. Ultimately,
interpersonal estrangement produces a decline of
community cohesion and a corresponding loss of
“sense of community.” These are the psycholo-
gical changes and further consequences, Wirth
argued, that follow from increases in urbanism.

In his analysis of social structure, Wirth reaches
essentially the same conclusion as he does in his
psychological analysis, but he posits different pro-
cesses. Through economic processes of competi-
tion, comparative advantage, and specialization,
the size, density, and heterogeneity of a population
produce the multi-faceted community differentia-
tion mentioned earlier. This is manifested most
significantly in the division of labor, but it exists in
other forms as well: in the diversity of locales — busi-
ness districts, residential neighborhoods, “bright-
lights” areas, and so on; in people’s places of
activity, with work conducted in one place, family
life in another, recreation in yet a third; in people’s
social circles, with one set of persons co-workers,
another set neighbors, another friends, and still
another kin; in institutions, with the alphabetized
diversity of government agencies, specialized
school systems, and media catering to every taste.
An important aspect of this community different-
iation is that it is reflected in people’s activities. Their
time and attention come to be divided among
different and disconnected places, and people. For
example, a business executive might move from
breakfast with her family, to discussions with
office co-workers, to lunch with business contacts,
to a conference with clients, to golf with friends from
the club, and finally to dinner with neighbors.

The differentiation of the social structure and of
the lives of individuals living within that structure
weakens social bonds in two ways. At the com-
munity level, people differ so much from each
other in such things as their jobs, their neighbor-
hoods, and their life-styles that moral consensus
becomes difficult. With divergent interests, styles,
and views of life, groups in the city cannot agree
on values or beliefs, on ends or on means. As
community-wide cohesion is weakened, so is the
cohesion of the small, intimate, “primary” groups
of society, such as family, friends, and neighbors —
the ones on which social order and individual
balance depend. These groups are weakened
because, as a result of the differentiation of urban
life, each encompasses less of an individual’s time
or needs. For instance, people work outside the
family and increasingly play outside the family, so
that the family becomes less significant in their lives.
Similarly, they can leave the neighborhood for
shopping or recreation, so that the neighbors
become less important. Claiming less of people’s



attention, controlling less of their lives, the primary
groups become debilitated. Thus, by dividing the
community and by weakening its primary groups,
differentiation produces a general loosening of
social ties.

This situation in turn results in anomie, a social
condition in which the norms — the rules and
conventions of proper and permissible behavior —
are feeble. People do not agree about the norms,
do not endorse them, and tend to challenge or
ignore them. Yet some degree of social order must
be, indeed is, maintained even in the largest cities.
Since personal means of providing order have
been weakened, other means must be used. These
other means — rational and impersonal procedures
that arise to prevent or to moderate anomie — are
called formal integration. For example, instead of con-
trolling the behavior of unruly teenagers by talking
to them or their parents personally, neighbors call
in the police. Instead of settling a community
problem through friendly and informal discussions,
people organize lobbying groups and campaign in
formal elections.

This sort of formal integration avoids chaos
and can even maintain a well-functioning social
order. However, according to the classic theories
that Wirth applied in his analysis of cities, such an
order can never fully replace a communal order
based on consensus and the moral strength of
small, primary groups. Consequently, more anomie
must develop in urban than in nonurban places.

The behavioral consequences of anomie and of
the shedding of social ties are similar to those
eventually resulting from overstimulation. People
are left unsupported to suffer their difficulties
alone; and they are unrestrained by social bonds
or rules from committing all sorts of acts, from the
simply “odd” to the dangerously criminal.

These, then, are the arguments with which
Wirth explained what seemed to the Chicago
School to be peculiarly urban phenomena — stress,
estrangement, individualism, and especially social
disorganization. On the psychological level, urban-
ism produces threats to the nervous system that then
lead people to separate themselves from each
other. On the level of social structure, urbanism
induces differentiation, which also has the conse-
quences of isolating people. A society in which social
relationships are weak provides freedom for indi-
viduals, but it also suffers from a debilitated moral
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order, a weakness that permits social disruption and
promotes personality disorders.

COMPOSITIONAL THEORY

The determinist approach has been challenged on
a number of fronts. The most significant challenge
has been posed by compositional theory, perhaps
best represented by the work of Herbert Gans and
Oscar Lewis. . . . Compositionalists emerged from the
same Chicago School tradition as the determinists,
but they derived their inspiration largely from that
part of the Chicago orientation that describes the
city as a “mosaic of social worlds.” These “worlds”
are intimate social circles based on kinship,
ethnicity, neighborhood, occupation, life-style, or
similar personal attributes. They are exemplified by
enclaves such as immigrant neighborhoods (“Little
Italy”) and upper-class colonies (“Nob Hill”). ... The
crux of the compositional argument is that these
private milieus endure even in the most urban of
environments.

In contrast to determinists, social scientists
such as Gans and Lewis do not believe that urban-
ism weakens small, primary groups. They maintain
that these groups persist undiminished in the city.
Not that people are torn apart because they must
live simultaneously in different social worlds, but
instead that people are enveloped and protected by
their social worlds. This point of view denies that
ecological factors — particularly the size, density, and
heterogeneity of the wider community — have any
serious, direct consequences for personal social
worlds. In this view, it matters little to the average
kith-and-kin group whether there are 100 people in
the town or 100,000; in either case the basic
dynamics of that group’s social relationships and
its members’ personalities are unaffected.

In compositionalist terms, the dynamics of
social life depend largely on the nonecological
factors of social class, ethnicity, and stage in the
life-cycle. Individuals’ behavior is determined by
their economic position, cultural characteristics,
and by their marital and family status. The same
attributes also determine who their associates are
and what social worlds they live in. It is these
attributes — not the size of the community or its
density — that shape social and psychological
experience.
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Compositionalists do not suggest that urbanism
has no social-psychological consequences, but
they do argue that both the direct psychological
effects on the individual and the direct anomic
effects on social worlds are insignificant. If
community size does have any consequences,
these theorists stipulate, they result from ways
in which size affects positions of individuals in the
economic structure, the ethnic mosaic, and the
life-cycle. For example, large communities may
provide better-paying jobs, and the people who
obtain those jobs will be deeply affected. But they
will be affected by their new economic circum-
stances, not directly by the urban experience
itself. Or, a city may attract a disproportionate
number of males, so that many of them cannot find
wives. This will certainly affect their behavior, but
not because the city has sundered their social ties.
Thus, the compositional approach can acknowledge
urban-rural social-psychological differences, and can
account for them insofar as these differences
reflect variations in class, ethnicity, or life-cycle.
But the compositional approach does not expect
such differences to result from the psychological
experience of city life or from an alteration in the
cohesion of social groups.

The contrast between the determinist and
compositional approaches can be expressed this
way: Both emphasize the importance of social
worlds in forming the experiences and behaviors
of individuals, but they disagree sharply on the
relationship of urbanism to the viability of those
personal milieus. Determinist theory maintains
that urbanism has a direct impact on the coherence
of such groups, with serious consequences for
individuals. Compositional theory maintains that
these social worlds are largely impervious to
ecological factors, and that urbanism thus has no
serious, direct effects on groups or individuals.

SUBCULTURAL THEORY

The third approach, subcultural theory (Claude
Fischer (1975) “Toward a Subcultural Theory of
Urbanism,” American Journal of Sociology 80, 6:
1319-1341), contends that urbanism independently
affects social life — not, however, by destroying social
groups as determinism suggests, but instead by
helping to create and strengthen them. The most

significant social consequence of community size
is the promotion of diverse subcultures (culturally
distinctive groups, such as college students or
Chinese-Americans). Like compositional theory,
subcultural theory maintains that intimate social
circles persist in the urban environment. But, like
determinism, it maintains that ecological factors do
produce significant effects in the social orders of
communities, precisely by supporting the emergence
and vitality of distinctive subcultures.

Like the Chicago School in certain of its works
and like compositionalists, the subcultural position
holds that people in cities live in meaningful social
worlds. These worlds are inhabited by persons
who share relatively distinctive traits (like ethni-
city or occupation), and who tend to interact
especially with one another, and who manifest a
relatively distinct set of beliefs and behaviors.
Social worlds and subcultures are roughly synony-
mous. Obvious examples of subcultures include ones
like those described by the Chicago School: the
country club set in Grosse Pointe, Michigan; the
Chicano community in East Los Angeles; and hip-
pies in urban communes. There are more complex
subcultures as well. For example, on the south
side of Chicago is an area heavily populated by
workers in the nearby steel mills. These workers
together form a community and occupational
subculture, with particular habits, interests, and
attitudes. But they are further divided into even more
specific subcultures by ethnicity and neighbor-
hood; thus there are, for example, the recently
immigrated Serbo-Croatian steelworkers in one
area and the earlier-generation ones elsewhere,
each group somewhat different from the other.
In both subcultural and compositional theory,
these subcultures persist as meaningful environments
for urban residents.

However, in contrast to the compositional
analysis, which discounts any effects of urbanism,
subcultural theory argues that these groups are
affected directly by urbanism, particularly by the
effects of “critical mass.” Increasing scale on the
rural-to-urban continuum creates new subcultures,
modifies existing ones, and brings them into
contact with each other. Thus urbanism has
unique consequences, including the production of
“deviance,” but not because it destroys social
worlds — as determinism argues — but more often
because it creates them.



The subcultural theory holds, first, that there are
two ways in which urbanism produces Park’s
“mosaic of little worlds which touch but do not inter-
penetrate”: 1) Large communities attract migrants
from wider areas than do small towns, migrants who
bring with them a great variety of cultural back-
grounds, and thus contribute to the formation of a
diverse set of social worlds. And 2), large size pro-
duces the structural differentiation stressed by the
determinists — occupational specialization, the rise
of specialized institutions, and of special interest
groups. To each of these structural units are
usually attached subcultures. For example, police,
doctors, and longshoremen tend to form their own
milieus — as do students, or people with political
interests or hobbies in common. In these ways,
urbanism generates a variety of social worlds.

But urbanism does more: It intensifies subcultures.
Again, there are two processes. One is based on
critical mass, a population size large enough to per-
mit what would otherwise be only a small group
of individuals to become a vital, active subculture.
Sufficient numbers allow them to support institu-
tions — clubs, newspapers, and specialized stores,
for example — that serve the group; allow them
to have a visible and affirmed identity, to act
together on their own behalf, and to interact extens-
ively with each other. For example, let us suppose
that one in every thousand persons is intensely inter-
ested in modern dance. In a small town of 5,000
that means there would be, on the average, five such
persons, enough to do little else than engage in con-
versation about dance. But in a city of one million,
there would be a thousand — enough to support
studios, occasional ballet performances, local
meeting places, and a special social milieu. Their
activity would probably draw other people beyond
the original thousand into the subculture (those
quintets of dance-lovers migrating from the small
towns). The same general process of critical mass
operates for artists, academics, bohemians, corpor-
ate executives, criminals, computer programmers
— as well as for ethnic and racial minorities.

The other process of intensification results
from contacts between these subcultures. People
in different social worlds often do “touch,” in
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Park’s language. But in doing so, they sometimes
rub against one another only to recoil, with sparks
flying upward. Whether the encounter is between
blacks and Irish, hard-hats and hippies, or town and
gown, people from one subculture often find peo-
ple in another subculture threatening, offensive, or
both. A common reaction is to embrace one’s own
social world all the more firmly, thus contributing
to its further intensification. This is not to deny that
there are often positive contacts between groups.
There are; and there is a good deal of mutual
influence — for example, the symbolism of young
construction workers growing beards, or middle-
class white students using black ghetto slang. It is,
however, the contrast and recoil that intensify and
help to define urban subcultures.

Among the subcultures spawned or intensified
by urbanism are those which are considered to be
either downright deviant by the larger society — such
as delinquents, professional criminals, and homo-
sexuals; or to be at least “odd” — such as artists,
missionaries of new religious sects, and intel-
lectuals; or to be breakers of tradition — such as life-
style experimenters, radicals, and scientists. These
flourishing subcultures, together with the conflict
that arises among them and with mainstream
subcultures, are both effects of urbanism, and they
both produce what the Chicago School thought of
as social “disorganization.” According to subcultural
theory, these phenomena occur not because social
worlds break down, and people break down with
them, but quite the reverse — because social
worlds are formed and nurtured.

Subcultural theory is thus a synthesis of the
determinist and compositional theories: like the
compositional approach, it argues that urbanism
does not produce mental collapse, anomie, or
interpersonal estrangement; that urbanites at least
as much as ruralites are integrated into viable
social worlds. However, like the determinist
approach, it also argues that cities do have effects
on social groups and individuals — that the differ-
ences between rural and urban persons have other
causes than the economic, ethnic, or life-style
circumstances of those persons. Urbanism does
have direct consequences.



Jane Jacobs

Editors’ Introduction

Contemporary urban sociology owes much to the legacy of Jane Jacobs, a staff writer at Architectural Forum
and a community activist who helped change our views about architectural modernism and urban renewal
policy in postwar America. She assaulted the misguided policies of slum clearance bureaucrats who devas-
tated vital urban neighborhoods in favor of expressways and oppressively dull housing blocks surrounded by
seas of indefensible open spaces. Dense networks of lively streets and sociologically diverse neighborhoods
are important touchstones to urban quality of life for Jacobs. She championed the cause of neighborhood
preservation and helped save Greenwich Village from the bulldozers of New York power broker Robert Moses
and his plan for an urban expressway through Lower Manhattan.

This chapter is excerpted from her 1961 book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities. In this book
she also describes the lively daily ballet of life on Hudson Street where she lived, the significance of public
characters, and the informal surveillance networks of “eyes on the street” that helped regulate public secu-
rity for residents living among urban strangers. She celebrated the messiness and spontaneity of urban street
life that was so full of serendipitous encounters. She sought to shift urban planners away from slum clear-
ance toward a more enlightened policy that promoted rather than destroyed neighborhoods.

In this selection she urges us to understand and better mobilize the powers of neighborhoods as
mundane “organs of self-government” that comprise the larger city. She warns us from sentimentalizing
neighborhood preservation into nostalgic evocations of town life. Neighborhoods are not introverted or
self-contained simulations of the rural village life, but better understood as naturally extroverted constituent
units of urbanity. City planners cannot revive neighborhoods simply through location of streets, parks, and
housing. Jacobs says city planners also need to create a social life and local identity through additional use
of public buildings and landmarks. Community assets and social fabric were destroyed in many urban neigh-
borhoods by urban renewal.

But Jacobs says we must also learn the secrets of self-governing neighborhoods that are able to mobilize
assets and resources for their constituent residents. Effective urban planning and governance structures for
the good and just city can be built out of mobilizing communities of interest into effective political districts.
She warns against island-like fiefdoms that cater to insular interests in favor of joint committees and organ-
izational coalitions of leaders from inside and outside the district. She identifies a range of civic, neighbor-
hood improvement, and protest organizations from which the leadership of neighborhood districts may be drawn.
A network of leaders with “hop-and-skip” links to a variety of organizations forms the core of effective neigh-
borhood districts, including key cross-link communicators that are efficient mobilizers of trust and reciprocity.
These are the kinds of social networks and social capital that were lost in many inner city communities
devastated by slum clearance, depopulation, and disinvestment.
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She also speculates on the proper size of neighborhood districts, and finds that smaller districts like the
North End are common in smaller cities like Boston, while larger districts prevail in larger cities like Back of
the Yards in Chicago and the Lower East Side in New York. She also cites the common incidence of socially
cohesive ethnic neighborhoods, although she thinks they are more powerful if made more sociologically diverse
by newcomers and networks of cross-link leaders. She believes that sameness can handicap residents from
access to more opportunities.

Jane Jacobs moved from New York City to Toronto, Canada in 1968, where she was just as influential in the
cancelling of the Spadina Expressway. She published several more important books in urban studies, including
The Economy of Cities (New York: Vintage, 1969) and Cities and the Wealth of Nations (New York: Vintage,
1984). She died in 20086. In addition to leaving an intellectual legacy, her city planning ideas had a significant
impact on the architecture and urban planning movement known as the New Urbanism. This movement
promotes many city planning principles that Jacobs celebrated, such as pedestrian walkability, neotraditional

architecture, mixed-uses, civic identity, local heritage, and “smart growth” versus urban sprawl.

Neighborhood is a word that has come to sound
like a Valentine. As a sentimental concept, “neigh-
borhood” is harmful to city planning. It leads to
attempts at warping city life into imitations of
town or suburban life. Sentimentality plays with
sweet intentions in place of good sense.

A successful city neighborhood is a place that
keeps sufficiently abreast of its problems so it is not
destroyed by them. An unsuccessful neighborhood
is a place that is overwhelmed by its defects and
problems and progressively more helpless before
them. Our cities contain all degrees of success and
failure. But on the whole we Americans are poor
at handling city neighborhoods, as can be seen
by the long accumulations of failures in our great
gray belts on the one hand, and by the Turfs of
rebuilt city on the other hand.

It is fashionable to suppose that certain
touchstones of the good life will create good
neighborhoods — schools, parks, clean housing
and the like. How easy life would be if this were
so! How charming to control a complicated and
ornery society by bestowing upon it rather simple
physical goodies. In real life, cause and effect are
not so simple.

[...]

To hunt for city neighborhood touchstones of
success in high standards of physical facilities,
or in supposedly competent and nonproblem
populations, or in nostalgic memories of town life,
is a waste of time. It evades the meat of the ques-
tion, which is the problem of what city neighbor-
hoods do, if anything, that may be socially and

economically useful in cities themselves, and how
they do it.

We shall have something solid to chew on if we
think of city neighborhoods as mundane organs
of self-government. Our failures with city neigh-
borhoods are, ultimately, failures in localized self-
government. And our successes are successes at
localized self-government. I am using self-government
in its broadest sense, meaning both the informal and
formal self-management of society.

Both the demands on self-government and
the techniques for it differ in big cities from the
demands and techniques in smaller places. For
instance, there is the problem of all those strangers.
To think of city neighborhoods as organs of city
self-government or self-management, we must
first jettison some orthodox but irrelevant notions
about neighborhoods which may apply to com-
munities in smaller settlements but not in cities. We
must first of all drop any ideal of neighborhoods
as self-contained or introverted units.

[...]

Whatever city neighborhoods may be, or may
not be, and whatever usefulness they may have,
or may be coaxed into having, their qualities can-
not work at cross-purposes to thoroughgoing city
mobility and fluidity of use, without economically
weakening the city of which they are a part. The
lack of either economic or social self-containment
is natural and necessary to city neighborhoods —
simply because they are part of cities . . .

But for all the more innate extroversion of city
neighborhoods, it fails to follow that city people can
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therefore get along magically without neighbor-
hoods. Even the most urbane citizen does care about
the atmosphere of the street and district where he
lives, no matter how much choice he has of pur-
suits outside it; and the common run of city
people do depend greatly on their neighborhoods
for the kind of everyday lives they lead.

Let us assume (as is often the case) that city
neighbors have nothing more fundamental in
common with each other than that they share a frag-
ment of geography. Even so, if they fail at manag-
ing the fragment decently, the fragment will fail.
There exists no inconceivably energetic and all-wise
“They” to take over and substitute for localized self-
management. Neighborhoods in cities need not
supply for their people an artificial town or village
life, and to aim at this is both silly and destructive.
But neighborhoods in cities do need to supply
some means for civilized self-government. This is
the problem.

Looking at city neighborhoods as organs of
self-government, I can see evidence that only three
kinds of neighborhoods are useful: a) the city as a
whole, b) street neighborhoods, c) districts of large,
subcity size, composed of 100,000 people or more
in the case of the largest cities.

Each of these kinds of neighborhoods has dif-
ferent functions, but the three supplement each other
in complex fashion. It is impossible to say that one
is more important than the others. For success with
staying power at any spot, all three are necessary.
But I think that other neighborhoods than these three
kinds just get in the way, and make successful self-
government difficult or impossible.

The most obvious of the three, although it is sel-
dom called a neighborhood, is the city as a whole.
We must never forget or minimize this parent
community while thinking of a city’s smaller parts.
This is the source from which most public money
flows, even when it comes ultimately from the fed-
eral or state coffers. This is where most adminis-
trative and policy decisions are made, for good or
ill. This is where general welfare often comes into
direst conflict, open or hidden, with illegal or other
destructive interests.

Moreover, up on this plane we find vital special-
interest communities and pressure groups. The
neighborhood of the entire city is where people
especially interested in the theater or in music or
in other arts find one another and get together, no

matter where they may live. This is where people
immersed in specific professions or businesses
or concerned about particular problems exchange
ideas and sometimes start action.

[...]

A city’s very wholeness in bringing together
people with communities of interest is one of its
greatest assets, possibly the greatest. And, in turn,
one of the assets a city district needs is people with
access to the political, the administrative, and the
special-interest communities of the city as a whole.

[...]

When Greenwich Village fought to prevent its
park, Washington Square, from being bisected by
a highway, for example, majority opinion was
overwhelmingly against the highway. But not
unanimous opinion; among those for the highway
were numerous people of prominence, with lead-
ership positions in smaller sections of the district.
Naturally they tried to keep the battle on a level of
sectional organization, and so did the city govern-
ment. Majority opinion would have frittered itself
away in these tactics, instead of winning. Indeed,
it was frittering itself away in these tactics, instead
of winning. Indeed, it was frittering itself away
until this truth was pointed out by Raymond
Rubinow, a man who happened to work in the dis-
trict, but did not live there. Since Rubinow helped
form a Joint Emergency Committee, a true district
organization cutting through other organizational
lines. Effective districts operate as Things in their
own right, and most particularly must their citizens
who are in agreement with each other on contro-
versial questions act together at district scale, or
they get nowhere. Districts are not groups of petty
principalities, working in federation. If they work,
they work as integral units of power and opinion,
large enough to count.

Our cities possess many islandlike neighbor-
hoods too small to work as districts, and these
include not only the neighborhoods inflicted by plan-
ning, but also many unplanned neighborhoods.
These unplanned, too small units have grown up
historically, and often are enclaves of distinctive
ethnic groups. They frequently perform well and
strongly the neighborhood functions of streets and
thus keep marvelously in hand the kinds of neigh-
borhood social problems and rot that develop
from without. They are shortchanged on public
improvements and services because they lack



power to get them. They are helpless to reverse
the slow-death warrants of area credit-blacklisting
by mortgage lenders, a problem terribly difficult to
fight even with impressive district power. If they
develop conflicts with people in adjoining neigh-
borhoods, both they and the adjoining people are
apt to be helpless at improving relationships.
Indeed, insularity makes these relationships dete-
riorate further.
[...]

If the only kinds of city neighborhoods that
demonstrate useful functions in real-life self-
government are the city as a whole, streets, and dis-
tricts, then effective neighborhood physical planning
for cities should aim at these purposes:

First, to foster lively and interesting streets.

Second, to make the fabric of these streets as
continuously a network as possible throughout a dis-
trict of potential subcity size and power.

Third, to use parks and squares and public
buildings as part of this street fabric; use them to
intensify and knit together the fabric’s complexity
and multiple use. They should not be used to
island off different uses from each other, or to
island off subdistrict neighborhoods.

Fourth, to emphasize the functional identity of
areas large enough to work as districts.

If the first three aims are well pursued, the
fourth will follow. Here is why: Few people, unless
they live in a world of paper maps, can identify with
an abstraction called a district, or care much about
it. Most of us identify with a place in the city
because we use it, and get to know it reasonably
intimately. We take our two feet and move around
in it and come to count on it. The only reason any-
one does this much is that useful and interesting
or convenient differences fairly nearby exert an
attraction.

[...]

Differences, not duplications, make for cross-use
and hence for a person’s identification with an
area greater than his immediate street network. As
for Turf, planned or unplanned, nobody outside the
Turf can possibly feel a natural identity of interest
with it or with what it contains.

Centers of use grow up in lively, diverse districts,
just as centers of use occur on a smaller scale in
parks, and such centers count especially in district
identification if they contain also a landmark that
comes to stand for the place symbolically and, in
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a way, for the district. But centers cannot carry the
load of district identification by themselves; differ-
ing commercial and cultural facilities, and different-
looking scenes, must crop up all through. Within
this fabric, physical barriers, such as huge traffic
arteries, too large parks, big institutional groupings,
are functionally destructive because they block
Cross-use.

How big, in absolute terms, must an effective dis-
trict be? I have given a functional definition of size:
big enough to fight city hall, but not so big that street
neighborhoods are unable to draw district attention
and to count.

In absolute terms, this means different sizes in
different cities, depending partly on the size of
the city as a whole. In Boston, when the North End
had a population upward of 30,000 people, it was
strong in district power. Now its population is
about half that, partly from the salutary process
of uncrowding its dwellings as its people have
unslummed, and partly from the unsalutary process
of being ruthlessly amputated by a new highway.
Cohesive though the North End is, it has lost an
important sum of district power. In a city like
Boston, Pittsburgh or possibly even Philadelphia,
as few as 30,000 people may be sufficient to form
a district. In New York or Chicago, however, a dis-
trict as small as 30,000 amounts to nothing.
Chicago’s most effective district, the Back-of-the-
Yards, embraces about 100,000 people, according
to the director of the district Council, and is
building up its population further. In New York,
Greenwich Village is on the small side for an
effective district, but is viable because it manages
to make up for this with other advantages. It con-
tains approximately 80,000 residents, along with
a working population (perhaps a sixth of them
the same people) of approximately 125,000. East
Harlem and the Lower East Side of New York, both
struggling to create effective districts, each contain
about 200,000 residents, and need them.

Of course other qualities than sheer population
size count in effectiveness — especially good com-
munication and good morale. But population size
is vital because it represents, if most of the time
only by implication, votes. There are only two
ultimate public powers shaping and running
American cities: votes and control of the money.
To sound nicer, we may call these “public opinion”
and “disbursement of funds,” but they are still
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votes and money. An effective district — and
through its mediation, the street neighborhoods —
possesses one of these powers: the power of
votes. Through this, and this alone, can it effectively
influence the power brought to bear on it, for good
or for ill, by public money.

Robert Moses, whose genius at getting things
done largely consists in understanding this, has made
an art of using control of public money to get his
way with those whom the voters elect and depend
on to represent their frequently opposing interests.
This is, of course, in other guises, an old, sad story
of democratic government. The art of negating
the power of votes with the power of money can
be practiced just as effectively by honest public
administrators as by dishonest representatives of
purely private interests. Either way, seduction or sub-
version of the elected is easiest when the electorate
is fragmented into ineffective units of power.

On the maximum side, I know of no district
larger than 200,000 which operates like a district.
Geographical size imposes empirical population
limits in any case. In real life, the maximum size
of naturally evolved, effective districts seems to be
roughly about a mile and a half square. Probably
this is because anything larger gets too inconvenient
for sufficient local cross-use and for the functional
identity that underlies district political identity. In
a very big city, populations must therefore be
dense to achieve successful districts; otherwise,
sufficient political power is never reconciled with
viable geographic identity.

This point on geographic size does not mean
a city can be mapped out in segments of about a
square mile, the segments defined with bound-
aries, and districts thereby brought to life. It is not
boundaries that make a district, but the cross-use
and life. The point in considering the physical size
and limits of a district is this: the kinds of objects,
natural or man-made, that form physical barriers
to easy cross-use must be somewhere. It is better
that they be at the edges of areas large enough to
work as districts than that they cut into the conti-
nuity of otherwise feasible districts. The fact of a
district lies in what it is internally, and in the inter-
nal continuity and overlapping with which it is
used, not in the way it ends or in how it looks in
an air view. Indeed, in many cases very popular city
districts spontaneously extend their edges, unless
prevented from doing so by physical barriers.

A district too thoroughly buffered off also runs the
danger of losing economically stimulating visitors
from other parts of the city.

Neighborhood planning units that are signi-
ficantly defined only by their fabric and the life and
intricate cross-use they generate, rather than by
formalistic boundaries, are of course at odds with
orthodox planning conceptions. The difference is
the difference between dealing with living, complex
organisms, capable of shaping their own destinies,
and dealing with fixed and inert settlements, cap-
able merely of custodial care (if that) of what has
been bestowed upon them.

In dwelling on the necessity for districts, I do
not want to give the impression that an effective
city district is self-contained either economically,
politically or socially. Of course it is not and
cannot be, any more than a street can be. Nor can
districts be duplicates of one another; they differ
immensely, and should. A city is not a collection
of repetitious towns. An interesting district has a
character of its own and specialties of its own. It
draws users from outside (it has little truly economic
variety unless it does), and its own people go
forth.

Nor is there necessity for district self-containment.
In Chicago’s Back-of-the-Yards, most of the bread-
winners used to work, until the 1940s, at the
slaughterhouses within the district. This did have
a bearing on district formation in this case,
because district organization here was a sequel to
labor union organization. But as these residents and
their children have graduated from the slaughter-
house jobs, they have moved, into the working life
and public of the greater city. Most, other than
teenagers with after-school jobs, now work outside
the district. This movement has not weakened the
district; coincident with it, the district has grown
stronger.

The constructive factor that has been operating
here meanwhile is time. Time, in cities, is the
substitute for self-containment. Time, in cities, is
indispensable.

The cross-links that enable a district to function
as a Thing are neither vague nor mysterious. They
consist of working relationships among specific
people, many of them without much else in com-
mon than that they share a fragment of geography.

The first relations to form in city areas, given
any neighborhood stability, are those in street



neighborhoods and those among people who do
have something else in common and belong to
organizations with one another — churches, PTAs,
businessmen’s associations, political clubs, local
civic leagues, fundraising committees for health
campaigns or other public causes, sons of such-
and-such a village (common clubs among Puerto
Ricans today, as they have been with Italians),
property owners’ associations, block improvement
associations, protestors against injustices, and so
on, ad infinitum.

To look into almost any relatively established
area of a big city turns up so many organizations,
mostly little, as to make one’s head swim . . . Small
organizations and special-interest organizations
grow in our cities like leaves on the trees, and in
their own way are just as awesome a manifesta-
tion of the persistence and doggedness of life.

The crucial stage in the formation of an effec-
tive district goes much beyond this, however. An
interweaving, but different, set of relationships
must grow up; these are working relationships
among people, usually leaders, who enlarge their
local public life beyond the neighborhoods of
streets and specific organizations or institutions
and form relationships with people whose roots and
backgrounds are in entirely different constituencies,
so to speak. These hop-and-skip relationships are
more fortuitous in cities than are the analogous,
almost enforced, hop-and-skip links among people
from different small groupings within self-contained
settlements. Perhaps because we are typically
more advanced at forming whole-city neighborhoods
of interest than at forming districts, hop—skip dis-
trict relationships sometimes originate fortuitously
among people from a district who meet in a
special-interest neighborhood of the whole city,
and then carry over this relationship into their
district. Many district networks in New York, for
instance, start in this fashion.

It takes surprisingly few hop—skip people, rela-
tive to a whole population, to weld a district into
a real Thing. A hundred or so people do it in a
population a thousand times their size. But these
people must have time to find each other, time to
try expedient cooperation — as well as time to
have rooted themselves, too, in various smaller
neighborhoods of place or special interest.

When my sister and I first came to New York
from a small city, we used to amuse ourselves with
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a game we called Messages. I suppose we were try-
ing, in a dim way, to get a grip on the great, bewil-
dering world into which we had come from our
cocoon. The idea was to pick two wildly dissimi-
lar individuals — say a headhunter in the Solomon
Islands and a cobbler in Rock Island, Illinois — and
assume that one had to get a message to the other
by word of mouth; then we would each silently
figure out a plausible, or at least possible, chain
of persons to whom the message could go. The
one who could make the shortest plausible chain
of messages won. The headhunter would speak to
the headman of his village, who would speak to the
trader who came to buy copra, who would speak
to the Australian patrol officer when he came
through, who would tell the man who was next
slated to go to Melbourne on leave, etc. Down at
the other end, the cobbler would hear from his priest,
who got it from the mayor, who got it from a state
senator, who got it from the governor, etc. We soon
had these close-to-home messages down to a rou-
tine for almost everybody we could conjure up, but
we would get tangled in long chains at the middle
until we began employing Mrs. Roosevelt. Mrs.
Roosevelt made it suddenly possible to skip whole
chains of intermediate connections. She knew the
most unlikely people. The world shrank remarkably.
It shrank us right out of our game, which became
too cut and dried.

A district requires a small quota of its own Mrs.
Roosevelts — people who know unlikely people, and
therefore eliminate the necessity for long chains of
communication (which in real life would not occur
at all).

Settlement-house directors are often the ones
who begin such systems of district hop—skip links,
but they can only begin them and work at oppor-
tune ways to extend them; they cannot carry the
load. These links require the growth of trust, the
growth of cooperation that is, at least at first, apt
to be happenstance and tentative; and they require
people who have considerable self-confidence, or
sufficient concern about local public problems to
stand them in the stead of self-confidence.

[...]

Once a good strong network of these hop—skip
links does get going in a city district, the net
can enlarge relatively swiftly and weave all kinds
of resilient new patterns. One sign that it is doing
so, sometimes, is the growth of a new kind of
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organization, more or less district-wide, but imper-
manent, formed specifically for ad hoc purposes. But
to get going, a district needs these three requisites:
a start of some kind; a physical area with which
sufficient people can identify as users; and Time.

The people who form hop-skip links, like the
people who form the smaller links in streets and
special-interest organizations, are not at all the
statistics that are presumed to represent people in
planning and housing schemes. Statistical people
are a fiction for many reasons, one of which is
that they are treated as infinitely interchangeable.
Real people are unique, they invest years of their
lives in significant relationships with other unique
people, and are not interchangeable in the least.
Severed from their relationships, they are destroyed
as effective social beings — sometimes for a little
while, sometimes forever.

In city neighborhoods, whether streets or districts,
if too many slowly grown public relationships are
disrupted at once, all kinds of havoc can occur —
so much havoc, instability and helplessness that it
sometimes seems time will never again get in its
licks.

Harrison Salisbury, in a series of New York
Times articles, “The Shook-Up Generation,” put
well this vital point about city relationships and their
disruption: “Even a ghetto [he quoted a pastor as
saying], after it has remained a ghetto for a period
of time builds up its social structure and this
makes for more stability, more leadership, more
agencies for helping the solution of public problems.”

But when slum clearance enters an area
[Salisbury went on], it does not merely rip out slat-
ternly houses. It uproots the people. It tears out the
churches. It destroys the local business man. It sends
the neighborhood lawyer to new offices down-
town and it mangles the tight skein of community
friendships and group relationships beyond repair.

It drives the old-timers from their broken-down
flats or modest homes and forces them to find new
and alien quarters. And it pours into a neighbor-
hood hundreds and thousands of new faces.

[...]

Renewal planning, which is largely aimed at
saving buildings, and incidentally some of the
population, but at strewing the rest of a locality’s
population, has much the same result. So does too
heavily concentrated private building, capitalizing
in a rush on the high values created by a stable city

neighborhood. From Yorkville, in New York, an
estimated 15,000 families have been driven out
between 1951 and 1960 by this means; virtually all
of them left unwillingly. In Greenwich Village, the
same thing is happening. Indeed, it is a miracle that
our cities have any functioning districts, not that
they have so few. In the first place, there is rela-
tively little city territory at present which is, by luck,
well suited physically to forming districts with
good cross-use and identity. And within this,
incipient or slightly too weak districts are forever
being amputated, bisected and generally shaken up
by misguided planning policies. The districts that
are effective enough to defend themselves from
planned disruption are eventually trampled in an
unplanned gold rush by those who aim to get a cut
of these rare social treasures.

To be sure, a good city neighborhood can
absorb newcomers into itself, both newcomers
by choice and immigrants settling by expediency,
and it can protect a reasonable amount of transient
population too. But these increments or displace-
ments have to be gradual. If self-government in the
place is to work, underlying any float of population
must be a continuity of people who have forged
neighborhood networks. These networks are a city’s
irreplaceable social capital. Whenever the capital
is lost, from whatever cause, the income from it
disappears, never to return until and unless new
capital is slowly and chancily accumulated.

Some observers of city life, noting that strong
city neighborhoods are so frequently ethnic
communities — especially communities of Italians,
Poles, Jews or Irish — have speculated that a cohe-
sive ethnic base is required for a city neighborhood
that works as a social unit...these ethnically
cohesive communities are not always as naturally
cohesive as they may look to outsiders . .. Ethnic
cohesiveness may have played a part in the for-
mation of these sections, but it has been no help
in welding district cross-links...Today many
streets in these old ethnic communities have
assimilated into their neighborhoods a fantastic
ethnic variety from almost the whole world. They
have also assimilated a great sprinkling of middle-
class professionals and their families, who prove to
do very well at city street and district life, in spite
of the planning myth that such people need pro-
tective islands of pseudosuburban “togetherness.”
Some of the streets that function best in the Lower



East Side (before they were wiped out) were loosely
called “Jewish,” but contained, as people actually
involved in the street neighborhoods, individuals of
more than forty differing ethnic origins.

[...]

Here is a seeming paradox: To maintain in a
neighborhood sufficient people who stay put, a
city must have . .. fluidity and mobility of use. ..
Over intervals of time, many people change
their jobs and the locations of their jobs, shift or
enlarge their outside friendships and interests,
change their family sizes, change their incomes up
or down, even change many of their tastes. In
short they live, rather than just exist. If they live in
diversified, rather monotonous, districts — in districts,
particularly, where many details of physical changes
can constantly be accommodated — and if they like
the place, they can stay put despite changes in the
locales or natures of their other pursuits or inter-
ests. Unlike the people who must move from a
lower-middle to a middle-middle to an upper-
middle suburb as their incomes and leisure activities
change (or be very outré indeed), or the people of
a little town who must move to another town or
to a city to find different opportunities, city people
need not pull up stakes for such reasons.

A city’s collection of opportunities of all kinds,
and the fluidity with which these opportunities and
choices can be used, is an asset — not a detriment —
for encouraging city—neighborhood stability.

However, this asset has to be capitalized upon.
It is thrown away where districts are handicapped
by sameness and are suitable, therefore, to only a
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narrow range of incomes, tastes and family cir-
cumstances. Neighborhood accommodations for
fixed, bodiless, statistical people are accommoda-
tions for instability. The people in them, as statis-
tics, may stay the same. But the people in them,
as people, do not. Such places are forever way
stations.

[ have been emphasizing assets and strengths
peculiar to big cities, and weaknesses peculiar to
them also. Cities, like anything else, succeed only
by making the most of their assets. I have tried to
point out the kinds of places in cities that do this,
and the way they work. My idea, however, is not
that we should therefore try to reproduce, routinely
and in a surface way, the streets and districts that
do display strength and success as fragments of
city life. This would be impossible, and sometimes
would be an exercise in architectural antiquarian-
ism. Moreover, even the best streets and districts
can stand improvement, especially amenity.

But if we understand the principles behind the
behavior of cities, we can build on potential assets
and strengths, instead of acting at cross-purposes
to them. First we have to know the general results
we want — and know because of knowing how life
in cities works. We have to know, for instance, that
we want lively, well-used streets and other public
spaces, and why we want them. But knowing
what to want, although it is a first step, is far from
enough. The next step is to examine some of the
workings of cities at another level; the economic
workings that produce those lively streets and dis-
tricts for city users.
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Editors’ Introduction

Barry Wellman and Barry Leighton were collaborators at the University of Toronto Center for Urban and Community
Research doing field interview research in 1978 on community, interpersonal, and social network ties of
residents of East York, a Toronto borough. It was a follow-up to research Barry Wellman had initiated on
the “community question” in 1968 at the same site. In this selection, Wellman and Leighton present their
research on social networks and their relation to traditional research on communities in urban sociology.
These social networks are analogous to the cross-links and “hop-and-skip” activist links that Jane Jacobs
describes in her strong neighborhood political districts. But Wellman and Leighton comprehend social
networks in the wider context of secondary relationships that include friendship, interpersonal, and other ties
of interest.

The authors begin with a discussion of the central place of the neighborhood in community and urban
sociology. They move on to a discussion of the “community question” and identify the traditional prevalence
of the story of “community lost.” They conclude that, though there is revived interest in the status of
neighborhood-based communities (community saved), it is more interesting to consider the ways that com-
munity is being fostered (community liberated) without the attachment to neighborhood. While neighborhood
has traditionally been a “crucial nexus” for normative integration of the individual with the larger social sys-
tem, they argue for freedom from place attachment to comprehend the growth of more sparsely knit social
networks that offer the rewards of community without propinquity.

Wellman and Leighton explain the revival of community and the “community saved” perspective as
responses and alternatives to the depersonalizing effects of large rational-bureaucratic institutions in our soci-
ety. They note the usefulness of the community saved argument in neighborhood-based government anti-poverty
programs that engendered maximum feasible participation of marginalized residents. But rather than retreat-
ing into the havens and safe spaces of traditional neighborhood communities, they favor growth in liberated
communities that are enabled by new transport and communications technologies, ongoing separation of work-
place and home, and increasing geographic mobility in America.

While saved communities offer dense closely knit networks that are strong in sentiment, intimacy, or group
solidarity, liberated communities are constructed of looser, sparsely knit, branching, and ramifying networks
that bring access to greater external resources. They contend there are policy implications for liberated social
networks in a variety of areas, including: a) therapeutic healing networks in physical and mental health,
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b) political coalition-building among marginalized communities, and c) integration of Internet social network-
ing technology into residential communities in urban planning.

Barry Wellman began increasing studies of the Internet in the 1990s, and collaborated with Keith Hampton
in field research in a digitally wired suburb in Toronto they called “Netville.” Their research has continuing
relevance with the explosion in Internet social networking in many economic, cultural, and political arenas of
life in the new millennium. He also explored social research in the international context in the edited volume
Networks in the Global Village (Boulder, CO: Westview 1999). Also he published The Internet in Everyday
Life (with Caroline Haythornthwaite; Oxford: Blackwell 2002).

NEIGHBORHOOD OR COMMUNITY?

Urban sociology has tended to be neighborhood
sociology. This has meant that analyses of large-scale
urban phenomena (such as the fiscal crisis of the
state) have been neglected in favor of small-scale
studies of communities. It has also meant that the
study of such communities has been firmly rooted
in the study of neighborhoods, be they the “sym-
biotic” communities of Park (1936) or the “street
corners” of Liebow (1967). It is to the sorting out
of this second tendency, the merger of “neighbor-
hood” and “community” that we address this paper.

There are a number of reasons why the concept
of “neighborhood” has come to be substituted for
that of “community.”

First, urban researchers have to start some-
where. The neighborhood is an easily identifiable
research site, while the street corner is an obvious
and visible place for mapping small-scale interaction.

Second, many scholars have interpreted the
neighborhood as the microcosm of the city and the
city as an aggregate of neighborhoods. They have
emphasized the local rather than the cosmopolitan
in a building block approach to analysis which has
given scant attention to large-scale urban structure.

Third, administrative officials have imposed
their own definitions of neighborhood boundaries
upon urban maps in attempts to create bureaucratic
units. Spatial areas, labeled and treated as coher-
ent neighborhoods, have come to be regarded as
natural phenomena.

Fourth, urban sociology’s particular concern
with spatial distributions has tended to be translated
into local area concerns. Territory has come to be
seen as the inherently most important organizing
factor in urban social relations rather than just one
potentially important factor.

Fifth, and the most importantly, many analysts
have been preoccupied with the conditions under
which solidary sentiments can be maintained.
Their preoccupation reflects a persistent overarching
sociological concern with normative integration
and consensus. The neighborhood has been
studied as an apparently obvious container of
normative solidarity.

For these reasons at least, the concentration
on the neighborhood has had a strong impact on
definitions of, research on, and theorizing about
community. Neighborhood studies have produced
hundreds of finely wrought depictions of urban
life, and they have given us powerful ideas about
how small-scale social systems operate in a vari-
ety of social contexts. But does the concept of
“neighborhood” equal the concept of “commu-
nity”? Are the two really one and the same?

Definitions of community tend to include three
ingredients: networks of interpersonal ties (outside of
the household) which provide sociability and support
to members, residence in a common locality, and
solidarity sentiments and activities. It is principally
the emphasis on common locality, and to a lesser
extent the emphasis on solidarity, which has
encouraged the identification of “community” with
“neighborhood.”

Yet the paramount concern of sociologists is
social structure, and concerns about the spatial
location of social structures and their normative inte-
gration must necessarily occupy secondary positions.
To sociologists, unlike geographers, spatial distri-
butions are not inherently important variables, but
assume importance only as they affect such social
structural questions as the formation of interpersonal
networks and the flow of resources through such
networks.
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The community question

With its manifest concerns for the activities of
populations in territories, urban sociology has often
seemed to stand apart from broader theoretical
concerns. Yet its concentration on the study of the
neighborhood-as-community is very much a part of
a fundamental sociological issue. This fundamen-
tal issue, which has occupied much sociological
thinking, is the community question: the study of how
large-scale divisions of labor in social systems
affect the organization and content of interper-
sonal ties.

Sociologists have been particularly concerned
with that form of the community question which
investigates the impact of the massive industrial
bureaucratic transformations of North America
and Europe during the past two hundred years have
had on a variety of primary ties: in the home, the
neighborhood, the workplace, with kin and friends,
and among interest groups. Have such ties atten-
uated or flourished in contemporary societies?
In what sort of networks are they organized?
Have the contents of such ties remained as
holistic as alleged to be in preindustrial societies
or have they become narrowly specialized and
instrumental?

The community question thus forms a crucial
nexus between macroscopic and microscopic
analysis. It directly addresses the structural inte-
gration of a social system and the interpersonal
means by which its members can gain access
to scarce resources. We urge, therefore, that the
study of the community question be freed from its
identification with the study of neighborhoods.

THE NETWORK PERSPECTIVE

We suggest that the network analysis perspective is
a more appropriate response to the community
question in urban studies than the traditional focus
on the neighborhood. A network analysis of com-
munity takes as its starting point the search for social
linkages and flows of resources. Only then does
it enquire into the spatial distribution and solidary
sentiments associated with the observed linkages.
Such an approach largely frees the study of com-
munity from spatial and normative bases. It makes
possible the discovery of network-based communities

which are neither linked to a particular neighbor-
hood nor to a set of solidary sentiments.

However, the network perspective is not inher-
ently anti-neighborhood. By leaving the matter of
spatial distributions initially open, this perspective
makes it equally possible to discover an “urban
village” (Gans 1962) as it is to discover a “com-
munity without propinquity” (Webber 1963). A
network analysis might also tell us that strong ties
remain abundant and important, but that they
rarely are located in the neighborhood. With this
approach we are then better able to assess the posi-
tion of neighborhood ties within the context of
overall structures of social relationships.

The community question has been extensively
debated by urban scholars. In this paper, we evalu-
ate three competing scholarly arguments about the
community question from a network perspective.
The first two arguments to be discussed both focus
on the neighborhood: the community lost, asserting
the absence of local solidarities, and the community
saved argument, asserting their persistence. The com-
munity liberated argument, in contrast, denies any
neighborhood basis to community.

COMMUNITY LOST

The community lost argument contends that the
transformation of Western societies to centralized,
industrial bureaucratic structures has gravely
weakened primary ties and communities, making
the individual more dependent on formal organiza-
tional resources for sustenance. The first attempts
to deal with the community question were, at the
turn of the [twentieth] century, closely associated
with broader sociological concerns about the
impact of the Industrial Revolution on communal
ties and normative integration.

[...]

Lost networks

The community lost argument makes a number of
specific assertions about the kinds of primary ties,
social networks, and community structures that
will tend to be present under its assumptions. By
casting the lost argument in network analytic terms,
we shall be better able to evaluate it in comparison
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with the community saved and community liber-
ated arguments.

a) Rather than being a full member of a solidary
community, urbanites are now limited members
(in terms of amount, intensity, and commit-
ment of interaction) of several social networks.

b) Primary ties are narrowly defined: there are
fewer strands in the relationship.

¢) The narrowly defined ties tend to be weak in
intensity.

d) Ties tend to be fragmented into isolated two-
person relationships rather than being parts of
extensive networks.

e) Those networks that do exist tend to be
sparsely knit (a low proportion of all potential links
between members actually exists) rather than
being densely knit (a high proportion of poten-
tial links exist).

f) The networks are loosely bounded, there are few
discrete clusters or primary groups.

g) Sparse density, loose boundaries and narrowly
defined ties provide little structural basis for
solidary activities or sentiments.

h) The narrowly defined ties dispersed among a
number of networks create difficulties in mobiliz-
ing assistance from network members.

Policy implications

The community lost argument has significantly
affected urban policy in North America and Western
Europe. There have been extensive “community
development” programs designed to end alienation
and to grow urban roots, such as the putative War
on Poverty. The desired community ideal in such
programs has been the regeneration of the densely
knit, tightly bounded, solidary neighborhood com-
munity. When, despite the programs, a return to
the pastoral ideal has not seemed achievable,
then despair about social disorganization has led
to elaborate social control policies, designed to
keep in check the supposedly alienated, irrational,
violence-prone masses. When even the achievement
of social control has not seemed feasible, policies
of neglect — benign or otherwise — have been devel-
oped. Administrators have removed services from

inner-city neighborhoods, asserting their inability to
cope with socially disorganized behavior and leav-
ing the remaining inhabitants to fend for themselves.
The residents of such inner-city American areas as
Pruitt-Igoe and the South Bronx have become to be
regarded as unredeemably “sinful” as they suffer the
supposed war of all against all.

[...]

COMMUNITY SAVED

The community saved argument maintains that
neighborhood communities have persisted in
industrial bureaucratic social systems as important
sources of support and sociability. It argues that
the very formal, centralizing tendencies of bureau-
cratic institutions have paradoxically encouraged
the maintenance of primary ties as more flexible
sources of sociability and support. The saved
argument contends that urbanites continue to
organize safe communal havens, with neighborhood,
kinship and work solidarities mediating and coping
with bureaucratic institutions.

The saved argument shares with the lost argument
the identification of “community” with “neighbor-
hood.” However, saved scholars have reacted
against the tendency of some lost scholars to write
secondary analyses about the neighborhood com-
munity rather than primary analyses of neighbor-
hood communities.

Saved networks

The saved argument, cast into network analytic
terms, is quite different from the lost argument:

a) Urbanites tend to be heavily involved members of
a single neighborhood community, although they
may combine this with membership in other
social networks.

b) There are multiple strands of relationships between
the members of these neighborhood communities.

¢) While network ties vary in intensity, many of
them are strong.

d) Neighborhood ties tend to be organized into
extensive networks.

e) Networks tend to be densely knit.
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f) Neighborhood networks are tightly bounded,
with few external linkages. Ties tend to loop back
into the same cluster of network members.

g) High density, tight boundaries, and multi-
stranded ties provide a structural basis for a good
deal of solidary activities and sentiments. The
multistranded strong ties clustered in densely knit
networks facilitate the mobilization of assistance
for dealing with routine and emergency matters.

Saved scholars have tended to regard human
beings as fundamentally good and inherently gre-
garious. They are viewed as apt to organize self-
regulating communities under all circumstances,
even extreme conditions of poverty, oppression, or
catastrophe.

Hence the saved argument has shared the
neighborhood community ideal with the lost argu-
ment, but it has seen this ideal as attainable and
often already existing. Neighborhood communities
are valued precisely because they can provide
small-scale loci of interaction and can effectively
mediate urbanites’ dealings with large-scale insti-
tutions. Densely knit, tightly bounded communities
are valued as structures particularly suited to the
tenacious conservation of its internal resources,
the maintenance of local autonomy, and the social
control of members (and intruders) in the face of
powerful impinging external forces.

Policy implications

Public acceptance of the saved argument has
greatly increased during the past two decades.
Active neighborhood communities are now valued
as antidotes to industrial bureaucratic societies’
alleged impersonality, specialized relationships,
and loss of comprehensible scale.

[...]

The neighborhood unit has been the twentieth-
century planning ideal for new housing. Saved
ideologies have also argued the necessity for pre-
serving existing neighborhoods against the preda-
tions of ignorant and rapacious institutions. The
saved argument has been the ideological foundation
of the neighborhood movement, which seeks to stop
expressways, demolish developers, and renovate old
areas. Some neighborhoods have been success-
fully rescued from “urban renewal.”

In political analyses, rioters, far from being
socially disorganized, are now seen to be rooted,
well-connected community members. Their motiv-
ations tend to be in defense of existing communal
interests or claims to new ones, rather than the
irrational, individualistic, psychologistic responses
claimed by the lost argument. Indeed, the means
by which urbanites get involved in a riot are very
much associated with the competitions, coalitions,
and solidary ties of their social networks.

Many saved social pathologists have encouraged
the nurturance of densely knit, bounded com-
munities as a structural salve for the stresses of
poverty, ethnic segregation, and physical and
mental diseases. Getting help informally through
neighborhood communities is alleged to be more
sensitive to peculiar local needs and protective
of the individual against bureaucratic claims.
Furthermore, such programs have been welcomed
by administrators as more cost-effective (or, as
some critics allege, merely cheaper to operate)
than the formal institutional intervention implied by
the lost argument.

In the early 1960s the saved argument became
the new orthodoxy in communities studies with
the publication of such works as Gans’ The Urban
Villagers (1962), Greer’s (1962) synthesis of postwar
survey research, and Jacob’s (1961) assertion of the
vitality of dense, diverse central cities. Such case
studies as Young and Willmott’s (1957) study of a
working-class London neighborhood, Gans’ (1967)
account of middle-class, new suburban networks,
and Liebow’s (1967) portrayal of inner-city blacks’
heavy reliance on network ties helped clinch the
case.

The rebuttal of the lost argument’s assertion of
urban social disorganization has therefore been
accomplished, theoretically and empirically, by
studies emphasizing the persistence of neighbor-
hood communities. In the process, though, the lost
argument’s useful starting point may have come
to be neglected: that the industrial bureaucratic
division of labor has strongly affected the structure
of primary ties. Saved scholars have tended to
look on for — and at — the persistence of function-
ing neighborhood communities. Consequently we
now know that neighborhood communities persist
and often flourish, but we do not know the posi-
tion of neighborhood-based ties within overall
social networks.
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Many recent saved analyses have recognized this
difficulty by introducing the “community limited
liability” concept, which treats the neighborhood as
just one of a series of communities among which
urbanites divide their membership (see Janowitz
1952, Greer 1962, Suttles 1972, et al.). Hunter and
Suttles (1972: 61), for example, portray such com-
munities as a set of concentric zones radiating
out from the block to “entire sectors of the city.”
However, while such analyses recognize the pos-
sibilities for urbanites to be members of diverse
networks with limited involvement in each network,
the “limited liability community” formulation is still
predicated on the neighborhood concept, seeing
urban ties as radiating out from a local, spatially
defined base.

COMMUNITY LIBERATED

The third response to the community question,
the liberated argument, agrees with the lost argu-
ment’s contention that the industrial bureaucratic
nature of social systems has caused the weaken-
ing of neighborhood communities. But the liberated
argument also agrees with the saved argument’s
contention that primary ties have remained viable,
useful, and important. It shares the saved argument’s
contention that communities still flourish in the city,
but it maintains that such communities are rarely
organized within neighborhoods.

The liberated argument contends that a variety
of structural and technological developments have
liberated communities from the confines of neighbor-
hoods and dispersed network ties from all-embracing
solidary communities to more narrowly based ones:
a) cheap, effective transportation and communica-
tion facilities; b) the separation of workplace and
kinship ties into nonlocal, nonsolidary networks; c)
high rates of social and residential mobility.

The liberated argument, like the other two
arguments, begins with the concept of space. Yet
where the other arguments see communities as
resident in neighborhoods, the liberated argument
confronts spatial restrictions only in order to tran-
scend them. Although harkening back to some of
the more optimistic writings of Simmel about the
liberating effects of urban life . . . the argument has
become prominent only in the past two decades
following the proliferation of personal automotive

and airplane travel and telecommunications in the
Western world. It contends that there is now the
possibility of “community without propinquity”
(Webber 1964) in which distance and travel time
are minimal constraints.

Liberated networks

With its emphasis on aspatial communities, the liber-
ated argument has been methodologically associ-
ated with network analytic techniques. However,
it must be emphasized that network analysis does
not necessarily share the liberated argument’s
ideological bias and can be used to evaluate the
existence of all three community patterns: lost,
saved, and liberated.

In network terms, the liberated argument con-
tends that:

a) Urbanites now tend to be /limited members of
several social networks, possibly including one
located in their neighborhood.

b) There is variation in the breadth of the strands
of relationships between network members;
there are multistranded ties with some, single-
stranded ties with many others, and relationships
of intermediate breadth with the rest.

c) The ties range in intensity; some of them are strong,
while others are weak but nonetheless useful.

d) An individual’s ties tend to be organized into a
series of networks with few connections between
them.

e) Networks tends to be sparsely knit although
certain portions of the networks, such as those
based on kinship, may be more densely knit.

f) The networks are loosely bounded, ramifying
structures, branching out extensively to form link-
ages to additional people and resources.

g) Sparse density, loose boundaries, and narrowly
defined ties provide Ilittle structural basis for
solidary activities and sentiments in the overall
networks of urbanites, although some solidary
clusters of ties are often present.

h) Some network ties can be mobilized for the gen-
eral purpose of specific assistance in dealing with
routine or emergency matters. The likelihood of
mobilization depends more on the quality of the
two-person ties than on the nature of the larger
network structure.
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The liberated argument is fundamentally opti-
mistic about urban life. It is appreciative of urban
diversity; imputations of social disorganization
and pathology find little place within it. The argu-
ment’s view of human behavior emphasizes its
entrepreneurial and manipulative aspects. People
are seen as having a propensity to form primary
ties, not out of inherent good or evil, but in order
to accomplish specific, utilitarian ends.

The liberated argument, as does the lost argu-
ment, minimizes the importance of neighborhood
communities. But where the lost argument sees
this as throwing the urbanite upon the resources
of formal organizations, the liberated argument
contends that sufficient ties are available in non-
neighborhood networks to provide critical social
support and sociability. Furthermore, it argues
that the diverse links between these networks
organize the city as a “network of networks”
(Craven and Wellman 1973) to provide a flexible
coordinating structure not possible through a lost
formal bureaucratic hierarchy or a saved agglom-
eration of neighborhoods.

The liberated argument recoils from the lost
and saved arguments’ village-like community norm.
The argument celebrates the structural autonomy
of being able to move among various social net-
works. It perceives solidary communities as fostering
stifling social control and of causing isolation from
outside contact and resources. Multiple social net-
works are valued because the cross-cutting com-
mitments and alternative escape routes limit the
claims that any one community can make upon its
members.

Policy implications

Liberated analysts have called for the reinforcement
of other social networks in addition to the traditional
ones of the neighborhood and the family. Whereas
industrial power considerations have worked against
the development of solidary networks in the work-
place, much attention has been paid recently to
fostering “helping networks” that would prevent or
heal the stress of physical and mental diseases. No
longer is the neighborhood community seen as the
safe, supportive haven; no longer are formal insti-
tutions to be relied on for all healing attempts.

Instead, networks are to be mobilized, and where
they do not exist they can be constructed so that
urbanites may find supportive places. However, the
efficacy of such deliberately constructed “natural
support systems” has not yet been adequately
demonstrated.

The liberated argument has had an important
impact on thinking about political phenomena,
especially that related to collective disorders.
Research by Charles Tilly (e.g. 1975, 1978) and asso-
ciates, in particular, has shown such collective dis-
orders to be integral parts of broader contentions
for power by competing interest groups. In addi-
tion to the internal solidarity emphasized by the
saved argument, a contending group’s chances for
success have been shown to be strongly associated
with the capacity for making linkages to external
coalitions that cross-cutting ties between networks
can provide (e.g. Gans 1974a, 1974b; Granovetter,
1974b).

Recent British New Town planning (e.g. Milton
Keynes) has been predicated on the high rates
of personal automotive mobility foreseen by the
liberated argument. However, the argument’s con-
tention that there are minimal costs to spatial
separation has come up against the increase in the
monetary costs of such separation associated
with the significant rise in the price of oil within
the last decade. One response has been to advoc-
ate increased reliance on telecommunications
to maintain community ties over large distances.
New developments in computer technology fore-
shadow major increases in telecommunications
capabilities, such as “electronic mail” and “computer
conferencing.” Yet the strength of the liberated
argument does not necessarily depend on techno-
logical innovations. Recent research in preindustrial
social systems has indicated that long-distance
ties can be maintained without benefit of tele-
phone or private automobiles, as long as such ties
are structurally embedded in kinship systems of
common local origins.

COMMUNITIES: LOST, SAVED,
OR LIBERATED?

Are communities lost, saved, or liberated? Too
often, the three arguments have been presented
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as: a) competing alternative to depictions of the
“true” nature of Western industrial bureaucratic
social systems, or b) evolutionary successors, with
preindustrial saved communities giving way to
industrial lost, only to be superseded by post-
industrial liberated.

In contrast, we believe that all three arguments
have validity when stripped of their ideological
paraphernalia down to basic network structures.
Indeed their structural character might be highlighted
by thinking of them as sparse, dense, and ramified
network patterns. Different network patterns tend
to have different consequences for the acquisition
and control of resources. We might then expect to
find the prevalence of lost, saved, and liberated com-
munities to vary according to the kinds of societal
circumstances in which they are located.

Saved communities/dense
networks

In saved networks, densely knit ties and tight
boundaries tend to occur together. This may be
because network members have a finite lump of
sociability, so that if they devote most of their
energies to within-network ties, they do not have
much scope for maintaining external linkages.
Conversely, tight boundaries may also foster the
creation of new ties within the community, as
internal links become the individual’s principal
hopes of gaining access to resources.

Such dense, bounded saved networks, be they
neighborhood, kinship, or otherwise based, are apt
to be solidary in sentiments and activities. They
are well-structured for maintaining informal social
control over members and intruders. The dense
ties and communal solidarity should facilitate the
ready mobilization of the community’s resources for
the aid of members in good standing. But because
solidarity does not necessarily mean egalitarianism,
not all of the community’s resources may be gath-
ered or distributed equally.

Community studies have shown the saved
pattern to be quite prevalent in situations in which
community members do not have many individual
personal resources and where there are unfavorable
conditions for forming external ties. Certain ethnic
minority and working-class neighborhoods clearly

follow this pattern. In such situations, concerns
about conserving, controlling, and efficiently pool-
ing those resources the beleaguered community pos-
sesses also resonate with its members’ inability to
acquire additional resources elsewhere. A heavy load
consequently is placed on ties within the saved
community.

Liberated communities/ramified
networks

If saved network patterns are particularly suited to
conditions of resource scarcity and conservation,
liberated network patterns are particularly suited in
conditions of resource abundance and acquisition.
Such sparsely knit, loosely bounded networks are
not structurally well-equipped for internal social
control. Implicit assurance in the security of one’s
home base is necessary before one can reach out
into new areas.

Loose boundaries and sparse density foster net-
works that extensively branch out to link with new
members. These ramifying liberated networks are
well-structured for acquiring additional resources
through a larger number of direct and indirect
external connections. Their structure is apt to
connect liberated network members with a more
diverse array of resources than saved networks
are apt to encounter, although the relative lack of
solidarity in such liberated networks may well
mean that a lower proportion of resources will be
available to other network members.

It may well be that the liberated pattern is
peculiarly suited to affluent sectors of contempor-
ary Western societies. It places a premium on a
base of individual security, entrepreneurial skills
in moving between networks, and the ability to
function without the security of membership in a
solidary community. However, its appearance in
other social contexts indicates that it reflects a
more fundamental alternative to the saved com-
munity pattern.

But the saved or liberated community patterns can
appear as desirable alternatives to those enmeshed
in the other pattern. To those unsatisfied with
the uncertain multiplicities of liberated networks,
holistic, solidary saved communities can appear as
a welcome retreat. To those who feel trapped in
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all-embracing saved networks, the availability of
alternative liberated primary networks may offer a
welcome escape route. Much migration from rural
areas may follow this tendency.

Lost communities/sparse
networks

What of circumstances where no alternative net-
work sources of escape or retreat are possible? It
is in such situations that the lost pattern of direct
affiliation with formal institutions can become
attractive: the army, the church, the firm, and the
university. However, the lost pattern may always
be unstable for individuals and communities as
formal institutional ties devolve into complex
primary network webs. Therefore, as primary ties
develop between organizations, we may expect
to find networks taking on the pattern of saved or
liberated communities.

Personal communities

When studying neighborhoods and communities, we
are likely to find diversity rather than a universal
pattern to either local or personal networks. We have
proposed that dense saved network patterns are
better suited for internal control of resources while
ramified liberated patterns are better suited for
obtaining access to external resources. Although we
have suggested that each of these patterns should
be more prevalent in one sort of a society than
another, it is quite likely that the total network of
a community will comprise a mixture of these two
patterns in varying proportions. That is, some of
the ties within a network will be densely knit and
tightly bounded, while others will be sparsely knit
and ramified. The different patterns are useful for
different things. As Merton (1957) early pointed out,
most communities have some network members
for exchanging resources with the outside world
(“cosmopolitans”) and some for allocating them
internally (“locals”).

Our own research in the Borough of East York,
Toronto, has revealed that individuals, too may be
simultaneous members of both saved and liberated
pattern networks] Some of an urbanite’s ties tend

to be clustered into densely knit, tightly bounded
networks, their solidarity often reinforced by either
kinship structures or residential or workplace pro-
pinquity. Such saved networks are better able to
mobilize help in emergencies through efficient
communication and structurally enforced norms.
Their density and boundedness tend to give these
clusters more of a tangible collective image, so
that network members have a sense of solidary
attachment.

Yet we have found (Wellman 1979) that such
clusters are likely to comprise only a minority of
one’s important network ties. The other ties tend
to be much less densely connected. Instead of
looping back into one another within boundaries,
they tend to be ramified, branching out to
encounter new members to whom the original
network members are not directly connected.
These sparsely knit, loosely bounded liberated
networks are structurally not as efficient in mobi-
lizing collective assistance for their members,
but their branching character allows additional
resources to be reached. Furthermore, the liberated
ties, while not as conducive to internal solidarity
as the saved clusters, better facilitate coalition
building between networks.

Neighborhood and community

Almost all of the people we studied have many
strong ties and they are able to obtain assistance
through a number of close relationships. Yet only
a small proportion of these “intimate” ties are
located in the same neighborhood. While neigh-
boring ties are still prevalent and important in East
York, they rarely achieve the intensity of intimacy.

Neighborhood relationships persist but only as
specialized components of the overall primary
networks. The variety of ties in which an urbanite
can be involved — with distant parents, intimate
friends, less intimate friends, coworkers, and so
on — and the variety of networks in which these are
organized can provide flexible structural bases for
dealing with routine and emergency matters.

In sum, we must be concerned with neighbor-
hood and community rather than neighborhood
or community. We have suggested that the two
are separate concepts which may or may not be
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closely associated. In some situations we can NOTE
observe the saved pattern of community as solidary
neighborhood. In many other situations, if we go [ The data collected in a 1968 random-sample,

out and look for neighborhood-based networks, closed-ended survey of 845 adult East Yorkers,
we are apt to find them. They can be heavily used directed by Donald B. Coates, with Barry
for the advantages of quick accessibility. But if we Wellman as coordinator. East York (1971 popu-
broaden our field of view to include other primary lation — 104,646) is an upper working-class,
relations, then the apparent neighborhood solidar- lower middle-class, predominantly British-
ities may now be seen as clusters in the rather Canadian inner-city suburb of Toronto. It has the
sparse, loosely bounded structures of urbanites’ reputation of being one of the most solidary areas

total networks. of the city.
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Editors’ Introduction

In this selection, Robert Putnam explores the long-term decline in civic engagement in America and the cor-
relation with the loss in trust, generalized reciprocity, and social capital in our society. He cites Alexis de Tocqueville
and his classic Democracy in America, in asserting the exceptional quality of democratic civil society in the
United States in its founding days. He reinforces the importance of addressing the more recent declines of
civic engagement if America is still to be a democratic model for the rest of world, emulated by developing
and postcommunist societies.

He measures the trends in U.S. civic engagement of declining membership in traditional voluntary organiza-
tions, including Parent—Teacher Associations, the Boy Scouts, and the Red Cross. Civic engagement and
social connectedness are important factors in addressing education, urban poverty, crime, unemplo