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In 1925, a group of sociologists from the University of Chicago published  

a book that became a foundational work for generations of urban scholars. 

In The City: Suggestions for Investigation of Human Behavior in the Urban 

Environment,1 Robert Park, Ernest Burgess, Roderick McKenzie, and some of 

their colleagues proposed an elegant, sweeping version of social Darwinism to 

explain the dynamics of urban spatial and social structure (the first footnote 

of the book’s introduction is to Oswald Spengler). The “Chicago School” 

scholars interpreted cities as constantly evolving organisms subject to the 

processes of growth and decay, interdependence, competition and cooperation, 

health, and disease. This ecological language and logic perfectly reflected the 

social and cultural preoccupations of the day, but the ideas proved to have 

an enduring influence that continues to reverberate almost a century later.

	 The Chicago School had its detractors from time to time, but an alter-

native explanation for the processes of urban change did not emerge until 

the late 1980s, when the Los Angeles school of urbanism made its appear-

ance. The foundational text of the L.A. School had been published a couple 

of decades earlier, in 1967, when Robert Fogelson published The Fragmented 

Metropolis: Los Angeles, 1850–1930. Fogelson asserted that the fragmented 

Los Angeles conurbation is “the archetype, for better or worse, of the con-

temporary American metropolis.”2 The scholars later identified with the 

L.A. School, however much some of them might protest that they are not 

members,3 helped to turn Fogelson’s idea into a conventional wisdom that 

is now ubiquitously present in urban scholarship.

	 Any paradigm so eagerly accepted cries out for rebuttal. In his book 

New York and Los Angeles (2003), David Halle has contested the premise that 
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4 Dennis R. Judd

the modern metropolis is becoming sprawled, centerless, and fragmented. 

Halle asserts that a New York School, “as distinctive as . . . the Los Angeles 

school,” evolved in the years after World War II, and that its members 

reached different conclusions about the spatial geography of the modern 

metropolis. 4 The writers he names as members of the school shared “a 

fascination with contemporary New York City, especially with Manhattan, 

and a belief, in some cases passionate, in the superiority of city life over 

suburban life.”5 He mines their admittedly disparate work as a way of 

demonstrating that a unique urban culture, nurtured by the densely packed 

neighborhoods of New York, continued to thrive in the late twentieth  

century despite the postwar flight to the suburbs. The several contributors 

to his volume provide ample documentation to support the idea that the 

metropolitan center, at least in New York, continues to be vibrant. 

	 When Halle and Andrew Beveridge revisit this thesis in chapter 7 of 

this volume, they offer an interesting revisionist statement. They marshall 

a great deal of data to support the argument that the revitalization of the 

metropolitan center not only characterizes New York but Los Angeles as 

well. Noting that the differences between the urban core and periphery 

may be gradually disappearing, Halle and Beveridge question whether the 

L.A. or New York School is still a useful metaphor because neither of them  

adequately describes the complex spatial form of the modern metropolis.

	 A second rejoinder to the L.A. School has been articulated by an eclec-

tic collection of Chicago-area scholars. The diverse multidisciplinary litera-

ture produced by this group calls into question the paradigms identified 

with both the original Chicago School and the L.A. School. Although they 

disagree about many matters, the Chicago scholars generally agree that the  

approach most helpful for understanding Chicago pivots around the idea 

that politics, as an expression of human agency, is the primary shaper of the 

spatial and social dynamics of cities and metropolitan regions. The impli-

cation is that there is likely to be no singular urban form, but many, each 

reflecting the influence of local political culture and institutional dynamics.

	 The essays in this volume address several interrelated questions: Are the 

theories of the original Chicago School still relevant? Does the L.A. School pro

vide an accurate model for understanding contemporary urban development? 
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What do the theoretical premises of the New York School contribute to our 

understanding of cities? Is a new Chicago School emerging with its own 

distinctive voice? Finally, is the concept of “schools” a useful language device 

for understanding metropolitan development in the twenty-first century?

The Chicago School

The Chicago School of the 1920s offered an elegant theory of the city that 

fit comfortably within the gestalt of the time. The social Darwinists had, by 

then, already applied Darwin’s theory of evolution to social and economic 

relations. For the members of the school, the concept of ecological change 

could be regarded as a perfect metaphor for the urban processes they saw 

unfolding all around them. As Edward Soja has noted, the idea that the city 

could be understood as a “pseudo-biological organism” became the founda-

tion for the Chicago School’s theories about the geographic patterning of 

the city.6 Ernest Burgess, for example, wrote that, “as in plant communities 

successions are the products of invasion, so also in the human community 

the formations, segregations, and associations that appear constitute the 

outcome of a series of invasions . . . The general effect . . . is to give to the 

developed community well-defined areas.”7 This kind of evocative language 

became the vehicle for a sweeping and powerful narrative of urban change.

	 Burgess famously proposed that urban areas revolved around a dense 

core surrounded by concentric rings of progressively less densely settled 

zones; each performed a necessary function for the organism that was  

the city. The map of Chicago developed by Burgess placed the Loop at 

the center; it was encircled (from near to far) by a “factory zone,” “zone in  

transition,” “zone of workingmen’s homes,” “residential zone,” and “com-

muters zone.” As Chicago—or any city—grew, a process of succession 

unfolded marked by “the tendency of each zone to extend its area by the 

invasion of the next outer zone.”8

	 Burgess and Park were convinced that meticulous fieldwork would 

confirm their theories about the processes of urban change. Their stress on 

empirical work and detailed case studies became a hallmark of the school, 

and it laid the foundation for twentieth-century sociology. An outpouring  
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of studies of hobos, the homeless, “taxi-dance” halls, gangs, prostitutes, 

ethnic and racial ghettos, and other groups and lifestyles documented the 

human behavior nurtured within the “ecological crucible” of Chicago.9 Any 

one of the studies might have seemed merely descriptive and studiously 

empirical, but for the Chicago researchers a larger picture emerged that 

revealed the deleterious effects of urban life. Park wrote that “the slum areas 

that invariably grow up just on the edge of the business areas of great cities, 

areas of deteriorated housing, vice, and crime, are areas of social junk.”10 

He was convinced that social breakdown was the norm rather than the 

exception in industrial cities, an impression confirmed over and over by the 

legions of graduate students who took to the field.

	 It is difficult to overestimate the influence of the Chicago School on 

generations of urban scholars. Over the years, literally dozens of urban 

sociology programs sprang up, inspired by the Chicago School’s theoretical 

premises and its model for empirical social science scholarship. The idea 

that there was a distinct human ecology became thoroughly incorporated 

into popular and scholarly discourse on the city. In her classic work The 

Death and Life of American Cities, Jane Jacobs compared urban environ-

ments to ecosystems; as in nature, the measure of a neighborhood’s health 

was to be found in the diversity that it nurtured.11 The ecological perspective 

was refined and elaborated in the work of Amos Hawley in the 1950s and 

Gerald Suttles in the 1960s and 1970s. In 1956, Hawley published Human 

Ecology: A Theory of Urban Structure. Suttles asserted that the behavior of 

both gangs and suburban homeowners reflected a moral order arising from 

geographical proximity.12 The ecological perspective continued to inform 

the work of urban geographers and scholars in economics and regional  

science. In 1977, for example, Brian J. L. Berry and John Kasarda published 

Contemporary Urban Ecology, which used factorial methods and other 

statistical techniques to map the land-use patterns of urban regions.13

The L.A. School

Michael Dear may be regarded as the official historian and voice of 

the L.A. School. In the opening pages of what has become the school’s  

main text, From Chicago to L.A., Dear and Steve Flusty trace the formal 
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beginning of the school to a gathering of nine southern California schol-

ars at Lake Arrowhead in the San Bernardino Mountains. Following that  

October 1987 meeting, the L.A. School quickly became identified with 

the idea that Los Angeles was the paradigmatic city of the late twentieth  

century, the harbinger of what cities are today or are destined to become. 

As vividly summarized by Soja a couple of years after the group’s mountain 

retreat, “Los Angeles is the place where ‘it all comes together’ . . . One might 

call the sprawling urban region . . . a prototopos, a paradigmatic place”; 

he has added elsewhere that Los Angeles “insistently presents itself as one 

of the most informative palimpsests and paradigms of twentieth-century 

urban development and popular consciousness. ”14

	 The thrust of the L.A. School’s argument is the assertion that urban 

regions have morphed from geographic landscapes revolving around a cen-

tral nucleus to centerless, sprawled urban agglomerations inexorably envel-

oping everything in their path. Soja invented the term “postmetropolis” 

to denote the spatial form—or formlessness—of what he calls the “post

modern city.” The chapter titles and subheadings of Postmetropolis give 

some feel for the texture of the postmodern landscape: outer cities; post-

suburbia; Exopolis; fractal city; the ethnic mosaic; the carceral archipelago; 

simcities; re-imagining Cityspace: Travels in Hyperreality; Off-the-edge  

cities.15 Dear and his collaborators have elaborated on the themes of an 

indefinite and plastic urban form in which “time and space define two axes 

of a ‘fabric’ (or ‘tapestry’) upon which are inscribed the processes and pat-

terns of human existence, including political, socio-cultural, and economic 

activities.”16 Mike Davis meant his title City of Quartz to signify the refrac-

tion of light through a prism, and he brilliantly dissects Los Angeles through 

the lens of the archaeological layering of history, culture, and space.17 Dear 

treats the project of theorizing postmodern geographies as a very serious 

enterprise but also encourages a spirit of playfulness by beginning his coed-

ited book, The Spaces of Postmodernity, with a Calvin and Hobbes cartoon 

and a disquisition on Lewis Carroll. All this is put in the service of his view 

that postmodernism is “an ontology of radical but principled uncertainty.”18

	 A relentlessly noir interpretation of the urban condition informs the 

L.A. School’s literary canon. The fracturing of the urban landscape is treated, 

variously, as a theoretical statement, a description, and a condemnation. 
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The latter view comes into play in the treatment of enclaves as a means of 

protecting white middle-class privilege. Thus, the L.A. School appropriated 

or invented an entire lexicon composed of such terms as “global latifundia,” 

“privatopia,” “cyber-geoisie,” “protosurps,” “holsteinization,” “praedatori-

anism,” and many more.19 Soja devotes a chapter of Postmetropolis to the 

subject of “carceral archipelagos,” which are the spatial manifestation of 

social welfare, the destruction of urban space, policing, imprisonment, 

gated communities, and insular lifestyles. He concludes his chapter with a 

“Beyond Bladerunner scenario.”20

	 What does Los Angeles reveal about the future? That the stark inequali-

ties of the Third World are being exported, and that these are written on 

urban landscapes in a patchwork of prosperity and despair. Dear has elo-

quently captured the mood when he observes, “The luxury compound 

atop a matrix of impoverished misery, the self-contained secure commu-

nity, and the fortified home can be found first in places such as Manila and 

São Paolo.”21 Among the L.A. School authors, Davis writes in an inflamed 

rhetoric about a coming environmental Armageddon, an “ecology of evil”22  

foretold by balls of rattlesnakes washed up on the beaches of Los Angeles, 

“pentecostal earthquakes,”  “dead cities,” and the question, “Who killed L.A.?”23

	 Such a noir interpretation conveys an inescapable impression of human 

helplessness in the face of inexorable, overwhelming forces. Dear, Soja, Davis, 

and several other scholars have dealt with the critical issue of whether a poli-

tics may emerge capable of forestalling the dire future the L.A. School writers 

foresee. Their answer seems to be a decisive no: their consistent appraisal is 

that L.A. and its region is so politically fractured into a patchwork of local 

governments and privatized enclaves that effective governance is nearly 

impossible. As summarized by Jennifer Wolch and Michael Dear, “social het

erogeneity, geographic sprawl, and economic vitality have encouraged an 

intense and effective localization of politics, work, personal life, and culture. 

One important consequence is the difficulty of formal governance . . . As the 

urbanized area continues to expand geographically, local government becomes 

increasingly remote and less able to respond to grass-roots concerns.”24

	 By Dear’s account, the L.A. School might seem less a school of thought 

than a mélange of various perspectives. He asserts that the L.A. School is as 
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fragmented as Los Angeles itself; that it is “pathologically antileadership”; 

that its focus is “fractured, incoherent, and idiosyncratic”; that it began to 

fragment soon after the Lake Arrowhead gathering.25 Almost no one admits 

to being a member.26 Even so, it is widely acknowledged that an L.A. School 

exists. It does so because whatever their disagreements, the diverse group  

of scholars now and in the past who have been swept into its orbit have  

produced a remarkable body of literature identified by a coherent, encom-

passing, and rhetorically powerful theory of metropolitan development. 

The powerful narrative that runs through much of this work can now be 

found in a broad range of urban scholarship that spans the disciplines.

The New York School

In New York and Los Angeles, Halle, a scholar who works in Los Angeles but 

lives in New York, suggests that a New York School of literature emerged 

in the 1950s, with its roots in the work of Jane Jacobs and her contempo-

raries. Halle drew a sharp contrast between the New York School’s focus on 

the urban center and the L.A. School’s preoccupation with fragmentation 

and the urban periphery. In his account, these two schools of scholarship 

appropriately reflected their respective metropolitan regions: Los Angeles, 

with its “multiple clusters of economic and social activity,” and New York, 

which “represented renewed interest in the central city as a place to work 

and live.”27

	 The collection of writers making up the New York School is ambiguous, 

but Halle’s brief (and rather casual) list includes Jacobs, Sharon Zukin, Kenneth 

Jackson, Robert Stern, William H. Whyte, and Richard Sennett as the “key 

figures.”28 These scholars constitute a remarkably diverse lot hailing from 

different times and various disciplines; presumably, all of them would be 

surprised to find themselves lumped together under any label at all. Never

theless, despite the polyglot membership of the school, it does seem as if its 

writers drew from a common well: a unique urban culture that acted as a glue 

binding together the diverse neighborhoods of Manhattan and its boroughs.

	 Halle’s book appeared at a critical juncture, at a time when urban schol-

ars began documenting a remarkable and unexpected renaissance of the 
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urban core. Since the 1980s, most American central cities have experienced 

at least some degree of downtown development and neighborhood gentri-

fication. From 1990 to 2000, downtown populations increased in eighteen of 

twenty-four  cities studied by the Fannie Mae Foundation and the Brookings 

Institution.29 Although the number of new downtown residents was quite 

small in some cities, even modest growth represented a historic turnaround. 

Some cities that had been losing population since the 1950s gained in the 

1990s, and even the few that continued to lose population did so at a reduced 

rate.30 Something extraordinary was happening, and urban scholars were 

scrambling to account for a phenomenon none of them had predicted.

	 An economic restructuring brought about by globalization has been 

identified as a leading factor in the revival. Particularly in the largest global 

cities, downtowns have been revitalized for the simple reason that some 

kinds of business firms find it advantageous to be located next to one 

another. High-level professional operations and information industries 

have become clustered into “strategic nodes with a hyperconcentration  

of activities”31 supporting layer upon layer of highly educated, technologi-

cally sophisticated professionals offering specialized services: corporate 

managers, management consultants, legal experts, accountants, computer 

specialists, financial analysts, media and public relations consultants, and 

the like.

	 The professional workers in these sectors have flocked to downtown 

areas and nearby neighborhoods. But a purely economic explanation is not 

sufficient to account for the move to the urban center, in part because it 

does not explain why the renewal of the core is occurring even in smaller 

cities that cannot be counted among the global elite. Something is going 

on that cannot be explained by economics; it fits better under the heading 

of social and cultural change. It is in this arena where the most significant 

disagreements have broken out among scholars. Richard Florida has identi-

fied the rise of “the creative class” to explain the downtown renaissance.32 

Though his thesis has come under vigorous attack, the critics have not, in 

general, offered an alternative convincing explanation of their own.

	 Probably the answer is to be found in an appreciation that urban 

dynamics of long standing are changing. Urban scholars have been slow to 
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appreciate that the fundamental dynamic driving the post–World War II 

urban crisis has all but disappeared. The decline of the cities is no longer 

associated with suburban growth.33 Central cities may be gaining popula-

tion, but this phenomenon appears to have little to do with the extent of 

urban sprawl in those same regions. As Halle and Beveridge note in chapter 

7, the dynamics that scholars have associated with Los Angeles and New 

York are now being played out almost everywhere. Are today’s metropolitan 

regions like L.A., or like New York? They are both, which is why previous 

paradigms must be reconsidered, or at least modified.

A Second Chicago School?

In the fall of 2001, a dozen urban scholars from several campuses in the  

Chicago region met in Terry Nicholls Clark’s apartment in Bronzeville, on 

the near south side of the city. For a couple of years, we had presented our work 

to one another, discussed literature, and argued about the theoretical 

approaches that defined our field. Sometimes, it seemed, we disagreed about 

almost everything. But on two points there seemed to be a clear consensus. 

First, the theories of the original Chicago School no longer described the 

Chicago region’s development (if they ever did). All of us came to the con-

clusion that it would not be useful to resurrect a refined version of Homer 

Hoyt’s concentric rings, and the ecological metaphors employed in an earlier 

generation provided no useful guide. Second, we reached an agreement that 

the ideas of the L.A. School were equally deficient for understanding Chi-

cago’s contemporary development. Although Chicago is a sprawled region, 

it retains a vital center, and its suburban development is far from formless. 

	 In the interpretation of the L.A. School scholars, globalization has 

exerted three main effects on cities: post-Fordist, service-based economies 

have dispersed economic activities and people from the urban core; demo-

graphic decentralization has fragmented and weakened urban governance 

and strengthened privatized responses to social problems; and massive 

immigration has fomented racial and ethnic animosities. The overall pic-

ture that emerges from these trends is the ungovernable metropolis, one 

characterized by spatial, political, and social disorganization and disorder. 
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In its meetings, the Chicago group considered the question: Does the  

Chicago metropolitan region fit such a description?

Is Chicago helpless before the forces of globalization?

Globalization is not a great leveler sweeping all differences among cit-

ies aside and replacing them with uniform copies of one another. Janet  

Abu-Lughod has convincingly argued in her path-breaking book New York, 

Chicago, Los Angeles that the impact of globalization on the three cities 

reflects “the preexisting legacies of the built environment and the traditions 

of governance.” As a result, globalization has had different effects, and these 

can only be understood by studying the historical development that has 

made each city unique.34

	 Even before the nineteenth century, New York’s borough sys-

tem (brought together into one city by the charter reform of 1898) and  

aldermanic form of government institutionalized a style of governance that 

brokered the differences among the multitude of ethnic groups that made 

up the city’s population. In the twentieth century, the several boroughs of 

the city were kept together by a politics of constant negotiation that per-

sists to the present day. At the same time, the dominance of Manhattan was  

preserved by a subway system and then an integrated regional transit  

system. Finally, the region’s growth was guided by a remarkable degree of 

regional planning presided over by the several special authorities run for 

decades by Robert Moses. Strong government formed New York. It still does 

in the global era.

	 By contrast, in the first decades of the twentieth century, Los Angeles 

took on a fragmented metropolitan form. Early in the twentieth century, 

entrepreneurs and land speculators pushed development to the urban 

periphery. Local governments were founded to promote growth, and they 

managed to fight off attempts by the city of Los Angeles to force a degree 

of governmental consolidation. Against this background, it should come as 

no surprise that in the era of globalization, massive population growth and 

immigration has produced an extremely balkanized spatial geography.

	 Chicago has taken its own distinct path. The city developed as an 

industrial powerhouse and a key destination for waves of foreign workers. 
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Its immigrants developed homogeneous neighborhoods, and though the 

groups moving to the city are different in global Chicago than in its industrial 

past, its neighborhoods retain a strong ethnic identity. The Great Migration 

brought thousands of blacks into the city’s south side, and by World War I 

a sprawling black belt had formed. There was a growing fear among whites 

that blacks would invade their neighborhoods. Realtors imposed restrictive 

covenants throughout much of the city, but violence became an equally 

effective weapon for enforcing segregation. The 1919 race riots left a legacy 

of racial tension that festered for decades, and the racial antagonisms were 

further inflamed when waves of southern blacks poured into the city after 

World War II. And yet Chicago‘s political system adapted to these tensions 

with remarkable dexterity, incorporating blacks into the machine as early as 

the 1920s — earlier than any other northern city.

	 Despite decades of suburbanization and the deindustrialization of the 

1970s, the city of Chicago has remained the anchor for the region, in part 

because the machine became Chicago’s unique version of a strong state. 

Mayor Richard J. Daley, who served from 1955 to 1976, forged a powerful 

civic alliance dedicated to the cause of protecting the Loop. In the 1960s 

he brought more federal dollars per capita than any other city. Under the 

second Mayor Daley, Richard M., who was first elected in 1989, the city has 

fought hard to keep major businesses and corporations downtown and has 

invested massively in an infrastructure of culture, entertainment, and tour-

ism. Globalization has changed Chicago, but the city has not become more 

like New York or Los Angeles. The three cities have retained their distinct 

geographies, social structures, and political styles.

Is Chicago becoming ungovernable?

The scholars of the L.A. School have described Los Angeles as a region frac-

tured by a privatized politics that renders governments almost powerless. 

Michael Dear and Steven Flusty have written that edge cities, private gated 

communities, and fortified enclaves are substitutes for democratic gover-

nance; they are, in their description, “essentially a plutocratic alternative to 

normal politics”; in place of governments that broker among contending 

interests, these privatized arrangements “are responsive primarily to wealth 



14 Dennis R. Judd

(as opposed to voters).”35 The forces of the marketplace overwhelm most 

public efforts to shape metropolitan development.

	 Such a view manifestly does not apply to Chicago. 36 As in virtually all 

metropolitan regions, condominium towers, townhouse developments, and 

gated communities have proliferated in the city of Chicago and its suburbs. 

But it would betray a remarkable misunderstanding of Chicago’s politics to 

think that privatized developments have eclipsed public governments in sig-

nificance or political authority. Volumes have been written about the party 

machines that centralized power in the city’s past. In the postwar period, 

Chicago remained an oft-noted anomaly because of the resurrection of 

machine politics under Richard J. Daley. His son arguably wields even a 

firmer hand than his father did. In his book tracing the history of Chicago’s 

politics, Dick Simpson asserts that Daley has built a “new machine” per-

fectly adapted to the global era. Whereas his father ran campaigns through 

aldermen and precinct captains, the second Daley overwhelms his oppo-

nents with direct mail and television ads crafted by political consultants, a 

political style that has seeped down from national politics. The new style of 

politics has proven congenial for Daley, who has been able to maintain at 

least as much control over a “rubber-stamp” city council as did his father.37

	 As a consequence, City Hall remains firmly in control of all important 

policy matters. Mayor Daley has proven adept at brokering among blacks, 

Latinos, and other ethnic groups. But this is in the city, leaving open the 

question of whether the region might have gone in the direction of Los Ange-

les, with its patchwork of suburban governments and privatized enclaves.  

This is definitely not the case. The Democratic Party extends its author-

ity well beyond the city through the party’s Central Committee, which is 

made up of committeemen from each of the city’s fifty wards and the thirty 

suburban townships. The collar counties, too, are filled with local govern-

ments capable of guiding their own destinies. Bonnie Lindstrom’s research 

has demonstrated that mayors in suburban municipalities have been able 

to come together on important regional matters and that they have learned 

to cooperate with Mayor Daley on a variety of common projects.38 The 

impact of rapid growth has become a major concern; in response, suburban 

governments have taken measures to preserve open space and regulate new 
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development (as they have, as well, throughout Southern California). This 

makes the absence of formal regional governance a somewhat moot point. 

The Chicago Metropolitan Area Planning (CMAP) agency is empowered 

to do little more than facilitate communication among the governments 

making up the metropolitan region and has virtually no authority to force 

compliance with its plans. This does not mean, however, that there is little 

capacity to mobilize significant governmental resources to achieve regional 

goals. As in metropolitan areas across the United States, several metropolitan-

wide authorities provide important services, such as regional transportation, 

sewage disposal, and water provision.

Is urbane public culture disappearing?

The construction of monumental corporate fortresses and the prolifera-

tion of defended residential enclaves constitute the most compelling images 

from Davis’s City of Quartz. Davis’s L.A. is an urban landscape fractured into 

fortified, privatized cells of affluence, malls and gated communities inhab-

ited by the affluent middle class. Within this urban nightmare, downtown 

Los Angeles continues to exist only as a walled citadel, its few public spaces 

subject to close surveillance and intense law enforcement. Urban culture 

has been so fractured that it is scarcely possible to think of what it might be; 

instead, there are many warring cultures, each expressing a specific racial or 

ethnic identity or a retreat into protected sanctuary.

	 The city of Chicago, by contrast, is rapidly evolving into a mature global 

city of public spaces and vital urban culture. In Chicago, as in cities nearly 

everywhere, the leading industry is now tourism and entertainment. A high 

level of cultural amenities has become a central feature of the city’s strategy 

for economic growth.39 But the emphasis on tourism, urban amenities, 

culture, and entertainment goes far beyond an economic calculus. Terry 

Nicholls Clark’s research shows that the demand for amenities is part of what 

he calls a globalized new political culture.40 The spread of such a culture, which 

Clark defines as a demand for public amenities, more public space, and an 

open city, serves as a convincing rebuttal to the idea that a distinctive urban 

culture is being lost to a featureless urban sprawl. Instead, urbane culture is 

becoming as rich as it has ever been, albeit different than in the past.
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	 In recent decades, almost all big cities have become magnets for tourists 

and cultural events. In Chicago’s case, its status as a regional playground and 

global tourist city is rooted in a historical development that goes back more 

than a century. Edward Bennett and Daniel Burnham’s Chicago Plan and 

the subsequent improvements to Grant Park created a unique landscape 

that continues to distinguish Chicago from most other American cities. The 

park is nearly two miles deep, north to south, and more than a half-mile 

wide. It keeps the densely built environment of the city from encroaching 

on the lakefront. The park contains Buckingham Fountain, completed in 

1926; the Art Institute of Chicago; flower gardens, ball fields, tennis courts, 

and sweeping expanses of trees and lawns. Its location has made it the logi-

cal location for community gatherings of every kind– among many others, 

the Taste of Chicago; the jazz, blues, gospel, and country music festivals; 

Fourth of July fireworks; and an endless schedule of ethnic parades.

	 The activities in Grant Park and along the lakefront attract extraor-

dinarily diverse audiences. People using the lakefront have direct access to  

the rest of the city. Following in the tradition of Burnham, there is public 

access to all three miles of the city’s lakefront. Along its entire length, it 

is seamlessly connected with nearby neighborhoods. Users of Grant Park 

trade back and forth from the Loop, Michigan Avenue’s Miracle Mile,  

and the residential neighborhoods on all sides of the park. Navy Pier and 

Millennium Park have free entry; the museums sponsor admission-free 

days. Even if the Chicago lakefront has become mostly a playground, it has 

remained remarkably open. Millions of suburbanites pour into the city 

each year to mingle with city residents and tourists; in this sense, they have 

retained “the urban habit.” The Chicago region may be sprawled, but the 

city is the cultural heart of the metropolitan region, whatever one may think 

of its entertainments.

Conclusion

Urban theory is contested terrain. One must acknowledge the limitation 

of any single story line that proposes to interpret the “urban.” It pays to be 

modest. It must be recognized that cities in Europe, Latin America, and Asia 



17Theorizing the City

offer sharp contrasts to the paradigms developed on the basis of studying 

U.S. cities. The absence of a direct national role in urban land-use planning 

and political development is unique to the United States. The political frag-

mentation and the degree of sprawl of U.S. metropolitan regions should be 

treated as an anomaly, and not the norm. In the United States, municipali-

ties have substantial control over land-use policy, and national governments 

play only an indirect role in housing provision. The result is that residen-

tial housing patterns tend to mirror political fragmentation: by contrast, in 

some European and Asian cities, rich and poor live in close proximity, while 

in others, like Paris, the usual U.S. housing pattern is reversed, with the poor 

living in suburban slums and the wealthy in the urban center. Patterns of 

residential development in Latin America contrast sharply with the U.S. 

model as well. In the United States, gated communities are associated with 

rising levels of residential segregation and the withdrawal of their residents 

from the public realm. As Rodrigo Salcedo and Francisco Sabatini dem-

onstrate in chapter 15, in Santiago, Chile, and other Latin American cities, 

gating has had the effect of reducing large-scale patterns of segregation and 

making it possible for the poor to live close to the wealthy, with better access 

to jobs, urban services, and urban amenities.

	 Another difference is that the spatial patterning of cities with a history 

of protracted religious and ethnic violence is also likely to be different from 

the U.S. model. In chapter 14, Frank Gaffikin, David Perry, and Ratoola 

Kundu argue that in such contested landscapes, religious and ethnic groups 

have participated in generations of often bloody conflict. Belfast and Kol-

kata are two examples. In contested cities, urban space becomes a means 

of asserting overt legal, political, administrative, and cultural domination. 

The formal negotiations and overt debates about the segmentation of urban 

space have no analogue in the U.S. context. The conclusion one can draw 

from these cases is that spatial theories about metropolitan development are 

very likely to be culturally specific, and it is especially dangerous to general-

ize from the U.S. experience. 

	 The search for an all-encompassing theory of the city is irresistible,  

but one must suspect that goal is impossible to achieve. No theory plausi-

bly can explain all of the spatial and social dynamics that govern cities and  
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metropolitan regions. Conceiving of intellectual schools is useful for clari-

fying the conceptual choices to be made in thinking about cities. In her 

essay, Abu-Lughod maintains that “our job is to engage in a dialectical and 

almost mystical process in which we ask questions about some problematic, 

studying the real world but through multiple theoretical lenses. Theories 

suggest a variety of things to look at, but they do not tell us what we will find 

or how to interpret what we find.” We believe the essays in this book provide 

the multiple narratives she has in mind.
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Is our question really about the trinity of urban theory: one or many? At the 

insistence of my children, I have begun to write my “intellectual memoirs” 

(a compromise with the more salacious account they perhaps hoped for). 

This may be why my memories of being a seventeen-year-old, starting in 

Hutchins College of the University of Chicago more than sixty years ago, 

led me back to vacuous medieval debates about the number of angels on 

the head of a pin. 

	 Having been so early imprinted, I shall always be a member of the  

Chicago School, but I think we are all descended from it, albeit critical of 

its limitations, expanding beyond its provincialism, updating it to take into 

account real changes in cities, and constantly enriching it through perspec-

tives widened by the comparative and historical study of urban forms and 

city life. 

	 From the start, I confess that I am not a theorist—obvious to anyone 

who has read my work; some readers, indeed, have criticized me severely for 

failing to spin general theories. Even worse, I have a jaded view of theory, 

probably intensified by my exposure to Theory as it was enshrined at the 

New School, which I dismissed as words about words. I routinely admon-

ished my students that the only theories worth having are theories in action, 

in use, for the purpose of understanding and explaining real things. I also 

told them that they would need a lot of them in their toolkits, drawn not 

only from urban studies but from psychology, economics, sociology, politi-

cal science, geography, and history.

Grounded Theory 
Not Abstract Words but Tools of Analysis
n  Janet Abu-Lughod

2
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	 At the start, one must distinguish clearly between generalizations about 

places and theories about general processes of urban formation and change 

for the purpose of explaining something that is going on in a given place at 

a given time. That something, whatever it is, has to be treated as problem-

atic. The utility of comparative and historical studies of cities is that they 

expand our ability to identify significant problematics and to place them in 

the context of time, space, and culture.

	 Our goals, therefore, are to apply theories to construct credible narra-

tives about enormously complex ongoing processes in the real world that, 

if we understood them in advance, would not require any research. Unfor-

tunately, then, we would end with words about words. On the other hand, 

theories in use are the tools we deploy on the object until it makes sense 

to us. Our job is to engage in a dialectical and almost mystical process in 

which we ask questions about some problematic, studying the real world 

but through multiple theoretical lenses. Theories suggest a variety of things 

to look at, but they do not tell us what we will find or how to interpret what 

we find.

	 In the long empirical process of investigation, we come to find some 

theories more fertile than others.1 This evaluation of their relative utility 

helps us to select what to keep and what to ballast, in our search for answers 

to the particular questions we are posing. We need this testing for relative 

explanatory power because our job is not to reproduce reality (an impos-

sible task), but to simplify it. I can illustrate this point by my favorite quote. 

It comes from Argentine novelist Jorge Luis Borges’s El Hacedor, and its 

message is simple—and bitingly satirical.

In the Empire, the Art of Cartography reached such Perfection that the map 

of a single Province occupied a whole City, and the map of the Empire, a 

whole Province. In time, these Enormous Maps no longer sufficed and the 

Colleges of Cartographers raised a Map of the Empire that was the same 

size of the Empire and coincided with it exactly . . . The following genera-

tions understood that the expanded Map was Useless and . . . relinquished 

it to the inclemencies of the Sun and . . . Winters.2
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Theories are indispensable as guides that help us select from this big boom-

ing world ways to make our maps more usable.

	 Being an urbanist is not an easy life. But it is a most exciting and 

challenging one and we have chosen it. Obviously, no two cities are alike, 

and each city is a composite of many moving parts and tiny enclaves that 

nestle within larger patterns. Every city has its unique ecological setting, 

its environmental resources and constraints that shift with technology, as 

does its strategic location in the larger changing systems of region, nation, 

and world. Each has it own history of development within these chang-

ing parameters, its own racial/ethnic and cultural mixes, its own evolving  

and disappearing economic bases and their associated power and class  

systems. Each has its multiple ways of being and models for interaction, its 

ideologies and its institutional structures. Each city not only has its own 

changing reality, but also its own continuities. But certainly one does not 

need a different theory for each city—not if one acknowledges that theories 

are about processes of urban formation and change, not about the ephem-

eral (temporary but not final) product at any one time or expanse.

	 I suggest that these are the theoretical assumptions we urbanists have 

in common, and it is remarkable to think that this basic approach was 

conceived in Chicago. The names of Park and Burgess3 are always invoked 

together, but they were seeking different theories. Park was fixated on inter-

relationships among variables at different levels and with their dialectical 

interplay;4 Burgess became fixated on discovering how urban patterns were 

formed, prematurely generalizing the object in a given time and place. 

Park’s approach was basically in the right direction. Burgess was somewhat 

off the mark, although we owe him a debt of gratitude for his sensitivity to 

the spatial dimension of city growth.5

	 I mentioned the dialectic. There are not three theoretical schools 

appropriate for New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, or even a school for 

every city at every stage of its development. There is theory (or rather,  

theories) and the objects that must be dissected, in order to understand or 

explain them, and there are even different techniques for dissection that are 

more or less appropriate for each city. I know. I’ve worked in all three cities, 



24 Janet Abu-Lughod

not only following different leads but forced to follow different method-

ologies.6 True, different schools develop because scholars studying a given 

place communicate with one another and are influenced by the findings of 

fellow researchers. That should come as no surprise, nor should it worry 

us. Of course, schools grow up among scholars working in the same city. 

Colleagues are important in the search for scientific validation: “Do you see 

what I see?” This is their strength but also their weakness. Strength comes 

from the ability to build on the work of others, but paradigm changes  

come only when someone or something wrenches one out of the collective 

consensus. For many of us, exposure to a variety of urban places serves as 

just such a wrenching experience.7

	 Perhaps the reason Michael Dear has had trouble assigning me to a 

school8 is that I’ve always been a bit of an itinerant freelancer. I get inter-

ested in (get stuck in) a given place and start asking questions about many 

aspects of it. Relatively isolated from local colleagues, I follow a method  

I later found described in an obscure monograph by Kurt Wolff called  

Surrender and Catch: Experience and Inquiry Today.9 It might also be 

described as induction: learn everything you can about everything by as 

many methods as possible—books, statistical studies, ethnographic expo-

sure, living there, exploring with eyes, ears, and nose—trying to figure out 

how different places work and why. Out of this, with enough theories to offer 

possible explanations, some problematic catches you, and then, once caught, 

90 percent of what you’ve learned recedes as the specific landscape takes on 

perspective, begins to make sense. Out of this theoretically informed per-

spective, one begins to concentrate on a specific problematic—a question.

	 I know that this sounds romantic and very unscientific, but I think 

we all do this more or less, although it is embarrassing to admit it. I con-

sider the most exciting development in our field in the past decade or so the  

generation of new problematics arising from controlled comparisons, whether 

at the international, country, or regional levels. If I may, I am once again going 

to draw on another powerful theory foreshadowed in the Chicago School, 

albeit applied by Park and W. I. Thomas to the immigrant experience and 

given the ungainly name of “apperception mass,” a concept borrowed from 

psychology. Explaining that the meaning/interpretation of new experience 
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is always affected by the background of prior (and variable) experience 

against which it is compared, they suggest that immigrants living in two 

cultures may, if not “mentally mobile,” another of Thomas’s favorite terms, 

derive the meaning of the new in rigid fashion from the old known. How-

ever, such dual or multiple experiences have at least the potential to widen 

and deepen interpretations in the mentally mobile.10

	 I am about to make an outrageous parallel. Urbanists studying more 

than one city are like (smart) immigrants, forced to test and possibly ques-

tion or integrate what they see against the apperception mass built up in 

the mini-community or school that created the universe of discourse they 

learned to see and speak in their place of origin. This is the main payoff  

for itinerants like myself, and I recommend it strongly as a method for  

transcending place-specific tunnel vision.

	 There is a second important paradigm change I sense happening in 

urban studies, and that is recognition of the limitations of statistical posi-

tivism (an approach that disaggregates variables and hypothesizes simi-

lar causal chains) in favor of a more historical and holistic approach. The  

latter uses a far more inductive (and apparently less scientific) method, 

comparing patterns, configurations, and structural systems of process, often 

focused on a problematic.

	 Let me illustrate from my newest book, Race, Space, and Riots in Chicago, 

New York, and Los Angeles.11 This book looks systematically at pairs of the 

most serious twentieth-century race riots in each city. In Chicago it was easy 

to single out the lethal white-on-black riot of 1919 and the black rebellion 

triggered by the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968. In New 

York, which had a longer and more diverse history of shorter but less lethal 

racially-charged incidents, I focused on the very similar riots that occurred 

in Harlem in 1935 and 1943, contrasting these with the lengthier and more 

geographically dispersed Harlem–Bedford Stuyvesant riot of 1964. In Los 

Angeles, the Watts riot of 1965 and its reignition in the so-called South  

Central (the same foyer) riot of 1992 were the obvious choices. My aim was to 

trace differences, continuities, and local changes by controlled comparisons.

	 Detailed research into the dynamics of each riot yielded a set of induc-

tively established conclusions that had to be explained. Eventually, I homed 
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in on a basic problematic, asking why, in a generally racist country where 

most whites live in a bubble of inattention at best and aggressive, fearful 

defensiveness at worst, twentieth- century race riots in Chicago, New York, 

and Los Angeles have been so different from one another in their intensity, 

duration, and lethal consequences. The main empirical findings are that 

race riots have thus far been more short-lived and less lethal in New York 

than in Chicago and Los Angeles, and that each city has developed its own 

culture of rioting and police/political response that develops over time and 

demonstrates certain continuities. But that was only the beginning. The 

real problematic was to explain why. The answer required a historically 

informed configurational analysis that stressed the interaction among vari-

ables that are often disaggregated, parceled out to different disciplines, and 

illuminated by different theories.

	 Although it is impossible to summarize all of the arguments in a long 

book, I can single out a few that are central, notably space and politics. My 

theoretically informed explanations are drawn from demographic diversity, 

the organization of space, how minorities have been inserted in the eco-

nomic base, and the political structures and cultures of each city. But I view 

these dimensions not as independent variables but as interacting spheres 

or configurations. The very different configurations in the three cities offer 

complex explanations, based on the theoretical assumption that cities are 

interactional systems of local actors whose behavior, in turn, is shaped by 

the past, by opportunity structures afforded within larger national and even 

global conditions and constrained by legal and economic forces. In this 

book, I contend that race riots represent temporary breakdowns or crises in 

which these systems are revealed more transparently, much in the way that 

Kai Erikson approached Everything in Its Path.12

	 The major actors include:

1. 	� City residents: their composition and diversity by race, ethnicity, 

immigrant origin, class; their distribution in space, the degree of their 

segregation from one another; their awareness of and learned atti-

tudes toward one another; and their relative levels of political savvy 

and organization within and between different communities.
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2. 	� Political structures and culture: the degree of diffuseness or concentra-

tion of local government structures and political parties, the flexibility 

and openness of these structures to wider representation and empow-

erment without recourse to violence, which in turn depend not only on 

spatial and social organization, but on local political opportunity struc-

tures and outcomes anticipated on the basis of past conflict resolutions. 

Here, too, space, in terms of political boundaries, plays a role, even if it is 

the unintended historical result of successful or unsuccessful annexations.

3. 	 �Forces of law and order: the size and ethnic composition of the police 

force; the organization and degree of discipline exercised over their 

behavior and culture; the better or worse mechanisms they have devel-

oped for crowd control; and their relative ability to restore order without 

depending upon external military forces such as the National Guard.13 

Here, too, space, segregation and density play their parts, allowing or 

limiting the strategies that police departments can use to counteract 

civil disturbances or inadvertently heighten tensions and reactions.

	 I shall try to highlight briefly the specific contrasting characteristics of 

the three cities, working in concert, that account for (explain?) why their 

race riots have been so different.14

The City Residents: Population in Space

Not unexpectedly, all three cities were multicultural and multiracial in their 

foundings and have been the recipients of subsequent waves of settlers from 

Europe, Africa, and Asia, but the original mix was different in each city. Tiny 

New Amsterdam drew its early settlers from seventeen different language 

groups and was hospitable to escaped slaves. In the Revolutionary War, 

local blacks who volunteered to fight the British were freed in recognition 

of their service, and in 1827 state law abolished slavery. From the start, the 

city attracted immigrants from various Caribbean islands.

	 Chicago’s first settler was of mixed black/French descent and married 

to an Indian. However, the state of Illinois tolerated slavery well into the 

nineteenth century, eventually replacing it by the infamous “black laws” of 
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indenture that were little better. Free blacks came from nearby states. The 

original founders of Los Angeles hailed from Mexico and were multiracial 

(a few “white” Spaniards, but mostly mulattoes, blacks, and Indians). After 

the mid-nineteenth century, once California was conquered from Mexico, 

Americans established a legalized hierarchy of rights that placed American 

whites on top, Mexicans next, then blacks, and, at the bottom and ineli-

gible for citizenship, Native Americans and Chinese whose status as Asians 

was elided to Indians. White numerical majority was not achieved until an 

influx of primarily midwesterners was facilitated by the completion of rail-

road links, massive publicity, and heavily subsidized tickets.

	 By the turn of the twentieth century, the racial and ethnic compositions 

of the three cities had diverged radically. In Los Angeles, Anglos were in the 

majority, followed by persons of Mexican origin, a very small black com-

munity, and a minority of Chinese who were the object of racial exclusion 

and occasional violence. Chicago had absorbed a large influx of immigrants 

from Eastern Europe, who joined the Irish and German workers in its large-

scale slaughterhouses, metal manufacturing plants, and eventually, steel 

mills. Its small African-American population was scattered throughout the 

city, although there were small concentrations on the south and west sides. 

New York had become host to Italians, Jews from Russia, and a highly diver-

sified set of other nationalities. Immigrants, by then, accounted for some 40 

percent of the city’s population, a proportion not again matched until the 

floodgates opened after 1965.

	 And yet, at the start of the twentieth century, less than 2 percent of each 

city’s population was African American, because the great migration from 

the South had not yet taken off in earnest, and indeed would be delayed 

for decades in Los Angeles. But their conditions differed markedly in New 

York and Chicago. In the former city, whose economic base was still con-

centrated in small firms,15 entry into the labor force was more open, as was 

better access to the housing market16—an unintended consequence of the 

metropolitan confederation that in 1898 unified the borough of Manhat-

tan with its four outlying boroughs (including Brooklyn, once the second 

largest city in the United States, where ten thousand African Americans, 

largely still employed as farmers, were added to the city’s population base). 
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The consolidation added vast, sparsely settled territories for future urban 

expansion that would amply accommodate much of the white flight in the 

post–Second World War period, keeping many initial movers within the city 

limits and thus the electorate. In addition, concessions granted to entice 

confederation established parallel hierarchies of political representation, 

which multiplied the number of elected offices, lowered the bar for entry 

into politics, and led to more balanced tickets.

	 In contrast to this over-bounding of New York City, annexation of  

Chicago’s adjacent suburban towns was vigorously resisted by their build-

ers,17 which created under-bounding of the city’s jurisdiction and led to 

the virtual exclusion, until very recently and then in only isolated locations, 

of African Americans from the white ring of Chicago’s collar counties. 

Exclusion from most of the city’s housing market was also more extreme in 

Chicago than in New York and was intensified by the white-on-black race 

riot of 1919 that resulted in defensive withdrawal to the South Side black 

belt of African Americans, who were previously more scattered. Segregation 

was then solidified by race-restrictive covenants (not deemed unenforceable 

until 1948) and by more violent attacks on blacks defined as invaders into 

white forbidden turf.

	 Housing open to black residents was not only more constricted in 

Chicago but was in far worse condition than that in New York, where  

consolidation, coupled with overbuilding at a time of market collapse in 

1908, opened the fine new residential neighborhood of Harlem to blacks 

and facilitated a relatively conflict-free transition there, from Jewish to  

black occupancy. This pattern would be repeated in Brooklyn’s Bedford-

Stuyvesant district decades later and for a similar reason: a temporary  

collapse of a new real estate market. The cultural efflorescence associated 

with the Harlem Renaissance in the 1920s had little parallel in Chicago.  

To some extent, this contrast was due to the diversity of Harlem’s black 

population, since the area served as a magnet for talented blacks from the 

Caribbean and other northern cities.

	 These differences persisted. In the heightened demand for labor, at first 

during the First World War, and then even more in the Second World War, 

New York’s recruiters sought black migrants from American cities in the 
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South and then workers from Puerto Rico. This was in sharp contrast to 

Chicago’s labor recruiters for the large-scale Fordist industries, who drew 

primarily from the Deep South, for example Mississippi’s less-educated 

displaced farmers escaping both poverty and Jim Crow.

	 It would not be until the expansion of port developments in Los Ange-

les beginning after the construction of the Panama Canal (in 1913) and the 

development of heavy industry there during the Second World War that 

the city’s African-American population grew dramatically, paralleling those 

changes that had taken place in New York and Chicago’s racial composition 

during the First World War. These newcomers, however, competed with 

established blue-collar Mexican Americans and faced a common housing 

shortage and white hostility. They joined Latinos, primarily in Watts and 

South Central.18

	 But the spatial pattern of Los Angeles differed radically from both 

highly dense Manhattan and modestly dense Chicago. Whereas Manhattan, 

constrained by its island site, had come to sprout high-rise rental and office 

structures from the 1920s on and Chicago’s skyscrapers were still largely 

contained within its Loop, Los Angeles sprawled over a vast area filled with 

single-family houses, its low density decentralization facilitated by builder-

sponsored streetcar lines and later by heavier dependence on the automobile. 

Consolidation of this expanding urbanized territory within a single munic-

ipal administration, however, proved even more elusive than in Chicago. 

Resistance to annexation grew and settlements could even opt to de-annex. 

Many did so to avoid sharing their wealth via city taxation (such as those 

where oil was discovered) or to preserve their exclusive cachet and auton-

omy (such as Beverly Hills). The fragmented Swiss-cheese boundaries of the 

city had important implications for its political system, forcing some func-

tions upward to the county level and distorting its distribution of power.

	 A final contrast between the spatial patterns established over time in 

the three cities was their relative dependence on mass transit, which in 

turn yields a distinctive characteristic of New Yorkers: their greater expo-

sure to, if not universal enthusiasm for, social diversity. To a limited extent, 

this may be attributable to the city’s fragmented and fine-grained spatial 

pattern, knitted together by, and dependent on, a mass transit system that 
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throws together a wide range of people of varied appearances and behavior 

patterns, who are inadvertently exposed, at least visually, to one another 

and have thus developed unique forms of, if not tolerance, studied social 

nonobservance of one another. 19 (This accommodation is not without its 

occasional frictions and even dangers.) These daily reminders of diversity 

are also replicated, at variable scales, in the juxtaposing or overlapping divi-

sions in both public and private space and along shared major pedestrian 

pathways—true not only in Manhattan but also in denser parts of the Outer 

Boroughs. The mass transit system also makes it possible for minority work-

ers to reach jobs distant from their residences, thus importing diversity into 

the workplace, even when residences may be segregated.

	 The other side of fragmentation is that it applies to all neighborhoods, 

regardless of whether they are predominantly occupied by native-born 

whites of various extractions,20 by blacks, and/or by immigrants from dif-

ferent continents. Certainly, there is segregation by race, ethnicity, and class, 

but the fine-grained spatial patterns of the city’s racial, ethnic, and class 

mosaic are complex, often broken up into multiple same-race/same ethnic-

origin zones that are not necessarily contiguous.21 On the other hand, the 

scattered patterns of black and Hispanic segregation throughout at least 

four of the five boroughs also reduce the probability of a concerted, simul-

taneous rebellion.

	 At the opposite extreme is Los Angeles, knitted together by freeways 

that separate drivers from one another and that form impassable barriers 

between neighborhoods. Paralleling these developments was actually the 

disassembly of the streetcar system initially used to open peripheral areas 

for mass community builders; this led to the isolation of black areas and 

encouraged, although it did not cause, the decentralization of large-scale 

industry and the associated disappearance of nearby industrial jobs.22

	 Chicago represents a mixed case, combining mass transit with freeways 

designed to both intensify its radial divisions into north, west, and south, and 

to reclaim land for post-slum development and/or to barricade racial groups 

from one another. Since these, along with racially based decisions about the 

locations of public housing, were products of considered policies on land use, 

they are more logically treated in the next section on political structures.
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Political Structures and Political Cultures
Although the social and economic grievances of minorities that are the 

deep causes of periodic protests may be similar in all three cities—lack of 

decent job opportunities, denials of equal justice, barriers to open housing, 

neglected social services, and inferior schools, health, and recreational facil-

ities attributable in part to spatial segregation—the institutional structures 

of local government contrast markedly with one another. These differences 

affect the potential for minority community mobilization and influence 

government actors’ differential responsiveness to them. Up to now, the 

African-American community in New York has been better organized for 

actions short of riots to pressure for reforms and has met with greater 

governmental responsiveness than comparable communities in Chicago 

and Los Angeles.

	 While James Weldon Johnson attributed this to New Yorkers’ more 

liberal political beliefs,23 Martha Biondi rightly gives more credit to the 

sophistication and commitment of New York’s black leadership.24 Articula-

tion of grievances and governmental response came together in the aborted 

Harlem uprisings of 1935 and 1943, when Mayor Fiorello La Guardia suc-

ceeded not only in defusing anger but also in responding to grievances with 

positive concern and reforms, setting a precedent or at least a model for 

how to bring the parties together. Although the areas of protest were cor-

doned off (a tactic facilitated by dependence on subways), the police were 

cautioned against provocative attacks, the state and National Guards were 

not deployed, the Mayor resisted condemnation in his appeals for peace, 

and immediate relief was provided. In contrast to the police-dominated 

post-riot committees of investigation that followed the 1965 riots in Los 

Angeles and the 1968 riots in Chicago, the blue ribbon biracial commit-

tee appointed by Mayor La Guardia in 1935 diagnosed the major problems 

in Harlem and made serious recommendations for reform.25 Although 

not fully implemented to this day, they gave voice to legitimate complaints, 

at least some of which were addressed, albeit within the limitations of 

Depression-reduced financial straits (i.e., public housing, school construc-

tion, hospital reforms, and enhanced recreational facilities). Again, in  

1943, the city, at La Guardia’s initiative (albeit responding to well-organized  
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African-American pressures), passed Fair Employment regulations that 

were later incorporated into national laws, and averted rent gouging in a dual 

housing market through its now much maligned rent control/regulation 

laws that, for all their flaws, slowed down although they did not prevent 

white flight to the suburbs in the postwar era.

	 When this pattern of sympathetic response was violated in 1964, the 

result was a more prolonged and destructive riot. Mayor Robert Wagner 

attempted, albeit belatedly and with less success, to follow La Guardia’s 

example to tamp down the flames of rebellion and to avoid punitive  

measures. But his initial absence, his failure to discipline his police commis-

sioner’s insensitivity and incompetence, and his unwillingness to confront 

police resistance to the greater civilian control demanded by minority lead-

ers were disappointing and shortsighted.26 Those policies were not reversed 

until two years later by John Lindsay, the same mayor who, in 1968, alleg-

edly averted the spread to New York of riots from Chicago and other cities 

that were responding to the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. Indeed, 

Lindsay vigorously castigated Mayor Daley for his demand that arsonists be 

shot and looters maimed.

	 I posit a political culture in the city that has evolved from social learn-

ing and from the unique history of the city as a port of entry for diverse 

immigrant groups. One might describe this political culture as a constant 

jockeying for position in a negotiated order of competitive coexistence, 

necessitated by the inability of any one group to establish stable dominance. 

This pattern of negotiated order occurs in spite of, or possibly because of, 

the fact that no political party or ethnic group has had a permanent lock on 

local power. Even though New Yorkers tend to vote overwhelmingly Demo-

cratic at the national level, mayors have been drawn from diverse sources: 

patricians, Whigs, Tammany Boss Tweed types, Republicans,27 Fusion tick-

ets, Democratic-machine bosses, and even some, like Michael Bloomberg, 

the present mayor, Democrats posing as Republicans. Mayors have been 

Protestant, Catholic, and Jewish. Each has come to power through changing 

coalitions in an electorate whose fragmentation mirrors, but not exactly, 

the city’s racial and ethnic diversity and its diffused spatial distribution. 

One downside of this fluidity is that few reforms introduced by one set of 
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incumbents are guaranteed to last, but must constantly be renegotiated. 

This has been especially the case with imposing permanent constraints on 

provocative police behavior. Enforcement tightens and loosens at the dis-

cretion of the mayor and his police chief.28

	 Chicago’s governmental structure and political culture are in marked 

contrast to New York’s. As we have argued, racial/ethnic animosities were 

inscribed, early on, in Chicago’s class system and its spatial organization—

long before African Americans came to constitute a noticeable fraction of 

its population. Racial apartheid has persisted to the present, albeit on shift-

ing and contested terrains. It seems no accident that two of the most serious 

race riots of the twentieth century have taken place in that city.29

	 The nascent Fordism of its powerful industrial base toward the end  

of the nineteenth century pitted nouveaux riches capitalists not against 

African Americans but against their white immigrant workers, drawn 

sequentially from Germany and Ireland and later from eastern and south-

ern Europe. The barons of the Lake Shore facade did not need to become 

politicians; they only needed to control them. In the ward system of the 

large city council, zones occupied by the immigrant workers and their fami-

lies held the numerical plurality and the leaders of Chicago’s thriving vice 

industries were aligned with them.30 Reforms to clean up the system failed, 

but by the opening decades of the twentieth century, the two contenders 

had granted each other a fair amount of autonomy, especially after the capi-

talist moguls of the Chicago Club got their lakefront plan (by Burnham in 

the early twentieth century), which served to insulate them from the masses.

	 A turning point in ethnic power came around the First World War when, 

in a campaign that played on anti-Catholic (anti-Irish) feelings, “Big Bill” 

Thompson was elected mayor on the Republican ticket in 1915, receiving 

support from Chicago’s black (Protestant) voters, who retained their tradi-

tional loyalty to the party of Lincoln.31 This may have taunted Irish Demo-

crats, including Ragen’s Colts who, in 1919, initiated the invasion across 

the dead line into the expanding black ghetto east of Wentworth. Indeed, 

Thompson deployed his local police to defend the black community. He 

remained in office, with one interruption, until 1931, when the Democrats 

retook city government—and never let it go.32
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	 The Democratic Party machine, under Irish hegemony, has governed 

Chicago, with rare exceptions, into the present.33 As the African-American 

community grew in numbers and geographic extent of segregation,  

African-American politicians eventually surfaced (viz. in the west side’s 

“plantation” wards34 as well as Dawson’s more autonomous south side 

wards), but they had little bargaining power in city government. There 

was no counter power or viable opposition political party to which they 

could appeal or work through. By the 1930s and even more in the 1940s, the 

Democratic Party, with greater black support, consolidated its lock on city 

government that it never really relinquished.

	 The Party’s control extended to the wards that elected representatives  

to the potentially strong but disciplined and complicit city council and, 

given the mayor’s power to appoint important managers in the city’s 

bureaucracy, to the agencies that actually ran the city’s day-to-day opera-

tions. An example of how these three forces worked together to strengthen 

racial segregation in Chicago is provided by the Chicago Housing Authority, 

which built and managed public housing, and later, under urban redevelop-

ment/renewal legislation, the offices of land clearance and redevelopment 

that were empowered to buy, clear, and resell slumland to developers for 

“higher uses.”

	 It is illuminating to contrast Chicago’s experience with New York’s, 

where public housing not only succeeded in eventually producing far more 

units of subsidized housing than any other city, but was freer to locate  

its projects throughout Manhattan and three out of four Outer Boroughs 

to accommodate its growing minority populations. The difference lay in 

the multiple competing power centers in a government that had learned 

to strike deals as its chief mode of operating. Whereas in Chicago, the 

power of site selection for public housing was given to the city council, each  

suggested site was proposed individually for the council’s approval. In the 

end, the only sites approved (with a sole exception intended to punish a 

recalcitrant member) were either in the existing black ghettos or in areas 

immediately adjacent to them, thus hardening the lines of racial segrega-

tion.35 In contrast, “czar” Robert Moses insisted on proposing “balanced 

ticket sites” that could be voted up or down as a unit by the Board of  
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Aldermen. Vetoes were therefore rare, not only because the city saw public 

housing as a positive development in itself, but because low-income minori-

ties demanded help. (I ignore Los Angeles in this discussion since opposition 

from the real estate lobby, lack of enthusiasm for “socialism,” and fear of racial 

integration combined to defeat referenda on public housing, which meant 

that almost none was built. Indeed, voter rejection of both open housing 

and public housing initiatives helped precipitate black revolts in that city.)

	 It was within Chicago’s monolithic political system that Richard J. Daley 

asserted his control over the Democratic Party and the city in the mayoral 

race of 1955, which he won with strong support from black politicians from 

the south side. For over twenty years, he ruled with such a strong hand that 

he became known as The Boss. The overwhelming vote he received in his 

reelection in 1967, albeit with declining black support,36 may have embold-

ened him during his subsequent struggles with Martin Luther King Jr. and 

encouraged his draconian response to the riot of April 1968,37 for which 

he suffered no adverse political consequences. After the riot, Mayor Daley 

appointed a committee38 to inquire into the causes of the riot and, more 

particularly and in greater detail, to make recommendations to avert—and 

more efficiently control—any further outbursts of racial unrest. Not only 

did the committee’s report place the most blame on the black community 

itself and its leaders, but it devoted most of its recommendations to improv-

ing police equipment and streamlining court procedures for handling  

massive arrests.

	 Daley died in 1976. After a dozen years of inconclusive interregnums,39 

his regime was reestablished when his son, Richard M. Daley, was elected 

mayor in 1989 in the most racially polarized vote in the city’s history.40 He 

has subsequently been reelected (five terms and counting), although with 

declining turnouts that are symptomatic of the degree to which potential 

opponents have capitulated and/or resigned themselves to cooperating with 

his powerful machine.

	 He has tried to undo the “dis-reputation” his father earned during the 

1968 race riot/rebellion, largely through co-opting some black leaders who 

place peace, personal power, and potential profits above deep transforma-

tion. He had little choice of strategy, given the under-bounded borders of 
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his city in relation to the metropolitan region and the pluralities of racial/

ethnic minorities within these constrained city limits. Doing business with 

Daley promises to preserve Chicago from the fate of economic blowout suf-

fered by Gary, Indiana, and Detroit, among others. (Interestingly enough, 

Daley’s success in getting wealthy Chicagoans to fund the new and impres-

sive Millennium Park at the lakefront recapitulates and expands the Burn-

ham Plan that was used almost a century ago to separate the classes.)41 

Reforms of the police and greater local controls over the failing school sys-

tem have also made Daley Jr. the least bad alternative.

	 Even though their numbers are declining slightly, African Americans 

remain the largest potential voting bloc in the city and therefore could have 

a powerful voice in Chicago’s politics, despite increases in the proportion 

of other minorities (Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, and Asians). Short of taking 

over control of the Democratic Party, however, they are unlikely to radically 

alter Chicago’s political culture.42 In the meantime, the destruction of the 

“projects”43 offers a selective depopulation of the ghettos, and HOPE holds 

out some chance for real estate profits to be made by black entrepreneurs, 

at least on the near south side. To this must be added the increased incar-

ceration of young black and Latino males, a strategy that not only removes 

them from the scene but, when they return, removes them from the voter 

rolls as well. We return to this discussion below, which has implications for 

potential riot prevention in all three cities.

	 In contrast to the political continuities noted in New York and Chicago, 

and despite the similarities between the Los Angeles riots of 1965 and 1992, 

it is difficult to infer that a consistent long-term political culture accounts 

for them. In Los Angeles there have been at least three major phases of racial 

and ethnic relations, conditioned by changes in its governance, economic 

base, and demographic composition. A fourth stage is apparently now 

beginning, what some are calling the reconquista. Los Angeles’s narrow-based 

structure of local government, set during the Progressive Era, has made it 

sluggish in responding to these changes.

	 By the opening decades of the twentieth century, Los Angeles had solid-

ified characteristics that distinguished it from Chicago and New York. First, 

its population had become overwhelmingly Anglo. Only 10 percent were 
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Mexicans in 1930, when the U.S. Census counted them separately instead of 

including them in the white category,44 and an even smaller percentage were 

black. Second, the vast fortunes of its leading citizens had been created chiefly 

through expanding the transportation lines and developing the ports (both 

with help from Washington), which yielded related and commensurate gains 

in booming real estate values. Their social values, expressed in Chandler’s 

powerful newspaper, were far from progressive: they favored unfettered 

capitalism, albeit with state subsidies, suppressed progressive movements 

(deemed communist in the Red Scare of 1911), and fought unionization, 

which threatened to undermine their treasured “open shop” for labor.45 

Their racism, if not their conservative economic philosophy, was shared by 

most Anglos, as evidenced by their general satisfaction when, at the begin-

ning of the Depression, eighty thousand Mexicans were deported.46 Nor did 

they protest the removal and internment of the Japanese in 1943. In both 

cases, no distinctions were made between native-born citizens and foreigners.

	 The entrepreneurial, self-styled patriciate controlled a pliant political 

system that did not interfere with either its corporate interests or its links  

to federal authorities.47 The structure of local government for both Los 

Angeles city and county was lean indeed, based on the philosophy of the 

Progressive Era that favored an apolitical managerial system of government 

based on civil service, limited size, and even less power vested in the city 

council, and dependence on citizen referenda for major policy changes. This 

structure explains why, in the third phase of Los Angeles’s history during 

which the two race riots occurred, the clearly provocative behavior of the 

police department was insulated from civilian control and why (criminal) 

negligence of duty in 1965 and 1992 by its chiefs of police went unpunished. 

(Chief Daryl Gates, for example, resisted the call for his resignation because 

he was protected by law from politically motivated dismissal.) In addition, 

the small size of the ward-based city council and the even smaller number 

of county commissioners were increasingly unable to represent the growing 

minority population.

	 The third phase that began with World War II saw the growth of  

heavy industries and the economic, but not political, integration of the 
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metropolis’s sprawling region.48 The rapidly increasing demands for labor 

attracted significant numbers of African American migrants, especially 

since immigration of Mexicans was restricted solely to meeting the shortage 

of farm laborers, under the federal bracero program. It was the expanded 

demand for labor in the nearby industrial district along the tracks and in the 

port area where the tracks ended that led to an influx of African Americans 

during and after the war. The city’s black population increased from under 

39,000 in 1940 to more than 113,000 by 1945–46 and 171,300 in 1950. By 

1965, the county’s black population had risen to 650,000, most piling up in 

the already degraded Watts and the older and only slightly better (south) Cen-

tral Avenue district to its west. The shortage of housing and the tight noose 

of segregation were among the grievances that had accumulated49 even before 

the riot that erupted in Los Angeles on the evening of August 11, 1965. This 

riot, which raged relatively unchecked until it was finally extinguished with 

the aid of the California National Guard six plus days later, was if not the 

most lethal (34 dead) to date, certainly one of the best documented ghetto 

uprisings of the 1960s.

	 The insensitive governmental response left much to be desired. The 

official, and therefore authoritative, version is laid out in the report of 

the Governor’s Commission on the Los Angeles Riots, the so-called McCone 

Report submitted to Governor Pat Brown on December 2, 1965. Although 

it is only 109 pages long, in large print and with wide margins, it claims  

to be based on records and testimonies that filled eighteen volumes of  

transcripts! Like the equally brief report of Mayor Daley’s appointed com-

mission to investigate the 1968 (chiefly) West Side riot in Chicago, it seems 

naively straightforward, if too accepting of a law and order perspective that 

basically exonerates the police and the National Guard and instead blames 

the riot on the irrational and lawless behavior of ghetto residents.50 Not 

surprisingly, the local government remained unresponsive to grievances and 

failed miserably to rebuild the area destroyed in the riot.

	 But one thing did eventually change. In 1973, with coalition support 

from the black-dominated wards and that of the white, so-called liberal west 

side,51 the city elected a black mayor, Tom Bradley, who had first entered 



40 Janet Abu-Lughod

politics in 1963 as one of the first three black representatives on the city 

council. Some attributed his attractiveness to backlash from the 1965 riots, 

when it was hoped that his pigment would placate racial dissent. However, 

only his skill as a cooperative coalition player with the big business lead-

ers, who always operated behind the scenes of elected government, and the 

managerial bureaucracy, could have guaranteed his twenty-year survival. 

But it was at the end of his watch that the city would experience a replay of 

its bloody riot—in roughly the same depressed zone now shared equally by 

the poorest blacks and an even poorer population of Latino recent immi-

grants.52 The precipitating event was similar to the trigger of 1965, police 

brutality, but Bradley’s actions only succeeded in gaining a year’s reprieve.

	 Within a few days of the savage beating of Rodney King on March 3, 

1991, by four apparently out-of-control L.A. uniformed police officers while 

some seventeen other officers stood by, the FBI, the L.A. District Attorney’s 

Office, and the L.A. Police Department’s Internal Affairs Division began 

their investigations. The Police Commission, a civilian panel charged with 

overseeing the operation of the police department, also began an inquiry. On 

May 1, 1991, Mayor Bradley created an independent commission to inves-

tigate the case, appointing Warren Christopher, former deputy secretary of 

state, as chair. Christopher had been vice chair of the McCone Commission 

and principal drafter of the much-maligned report, but this time he was 

in a stronger political position.53 Unlike the after-the-riot McCone Report 

that depended on and defended official LAPD records, Christopher was 

charged with investigating police behavior that could potentially touch off 

a riot. After a thorough investigation,54 the commission issued its report on 

July 9, 1991.55 It came down hard on the L.A. Police. According to Raphael J. 

Sonenshein,

it was a shocker. Unexpectedly, the commission issued a stinging report, 

which highlighted the failure of the LAPD and other city officials to rein in 

police brutality. Most dramatically, the commission released transcripts of 

police conversations on car computers. The transcripts contained numer-

ous examples of racist and sexist phrases, including the infamous reference 

to “gorillas in the mist.”56
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	 The report concluded that “the department suffered from a . . . siege 

mentality,” called upon Gates to retire, and recommended “greater civilian 

control of the police department.”57 In September 1991, the L.A. City Council 

approved a ballot referendum incorporating many of the recommendations 

of the Christopher Commission, including greater civilian control over the 

police department. By early June 1992, Los Angeles voters overwhelmingly 

approved Proposition F to reform the police department and to restore civilian 

control over it, but it was too little and much too late. The city had already 

exploded at the end of April in response to the trial verdict that had found 

the four policemen, charged with using excessive brutality, not guilty. In this 

explosion, fatalities were even higher and destruction more extensive than in 

1965. When consultants were called in from the Police Foundation to evalu-

ate police planning before and their behavior during the ten days of violence 

when federalized California and National Guardsmen were called in to 

restore order, their report was highly critical and called for massive reforms.58

	 This brings us to our third and most proximate difference between riots 

in the three cities, namely, the roles played by the local police in triggering 

and exacerbating riots and the degree to which their behavior is subject to 

political control.

Comparing Police Behavior in the Three Cities:  
Space Matters

As I insist in my book, legal boundaries are important. Given the signifi-

cance of police actions in triggering and intensifying riots and that police 

administrations are under the control of city governments, the decisions 

local governments make are crucial. They determine the size and budget 

for their police departments. They set limits on the relative degree of police 

autonomy, i.e., the extent to which they are free to set the rules of engage-

ment in situations of civil unrest or are constrained by and/or subject to 

civilian controls. On this dimension, the three cities have had very differ-

ent histories. In general, where local police forces are trained to respond  

with restraint, where there is greater familiarity and less underlying ani-

mosity between protesters and the police, and where careful planning and 
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disciplined responses by the police are able to avert or defuse lethal confron-

tations, the chances for minimizing the duration and costs of the riot are 

enhanced. In contrast, the wider the social and ethnic gap between the police 

and the protesters, the more haphazard the planning, the more panicky and 

unrestrained the police, and the greater the dependence on imported and 

untrained armed members of the national guard to handle the emergency, 

the more prolonged the riot and the greater its destructive results.

	 Paul Chevigny’s Edge of the Knife contends that the 

governments of New York City and Los Angeles . . . have taken almost 

opposite approaches to policing. The Los Angeles police . . . have had a 

reputation as the quintessential anticrime force, with a semimilitary atti-

tude both to the job and the public. There have been no major corruption 

scandals for decades, and morale has been good . . . at least until the Rod-

ney King scandal. In contrast, the . . . NYPD . . . has been concerned with 

controlling the discretion of its officers and maintaining good relations 

with the public and political forces . . . While each of the cities has had 

endemic problems with the abuse of non-deadly force—police brutality 

. . . Los Angeles made no serious attempt to control such violence before 

1991 [whereas] . . . New York long ago took the lead in the nation in trying 

to make officers accountable and reduce the use of deadly forces.59

Regardless of police styles, minorities in all three cities complain about 

police brutality and about being specifically targeted in a general system of 

unequal justice.60

	 In response, a number of reforms have been instituted in all three cities 

to control police brutality. In New York, the black community organized 

early to protest discriminatory treatment and eventually achieved civilian 

review and a complaints procedure,61 although this has resulted largely in 

multiplying unresolved complaints. Los Angeles, in the wake of the 1992 

riots, has imposed term limitations for police chiefs and greater civilian 

supervision. All three cities now have programs in community policing, a 

policy strongly promoted by the National Center for the Study of Police and 

Civil Disorder.
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	 Community policing, however, depends heavily on street foot patrols 

and the development of sympathetic relations between the officers and the 

communities to which they are assigned.62 Its feasibility, therefore, depends 

not only on procedures and self-discipline but also on spatial factors. The 

spatial density of New York facilitates street monitoring by foot patrols, as 

does the size and composition of the force—three times larger than Los 

Angeles’s as well as more ethnically diverse.63 Locality-based decentraliza-

tion is still feasible in Chicago’s moderately dense setting, where it was 

introduced experimentally in 1993 in five districts and has subsequently 

been expanded citywide. Its results are being monitored annually.64 How-

ever, at least some Chicago studies suggest that whereas community polic-

ing may make residents less fearful and more satisfied with police services, 

it alone does not necessarily reduce crime.65 And without some assurance 

that this more personalized contact will not simply permit the freer exercise 

of racism and discriminatory targeting, the attitudes of police officers must 

be changed, a policy also advocated by the Police Foundation.

Conclusions

This discussion has shown how people, place, and politics are differently 

configured in our three cities and that, to some extent, has resulted in  

different histories of racial violence. But it would be foolish to ignore the 

convergent effects of recent supralocal social and legal changes that are now 

impinging more and more on the probabilities of future race riots. Among 

these are the increased incarceration rates of black males in the criminal 

[in]justice system over the past generation, due to federal and state laws 

in the war on drugs, mandatory sentencing, and “three strikes and you’re 

out.” In the short run, this may reduce the probability of racial uprisings 

by selectively removing potential participants from the streets, but it can 

only intensify their alienation and grievances. Paradoxically, the civil rights 

movement enhanced both social mobility and escape from center-city  

ghettos by educated blacks at the same time it intensified the isolation of 

the poor and excluded. National changes in workfare policy, without provi-

sions for child care, can increase the number of neglected children, and the  
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growing competition between blacks and Latinos for jobs and political voice 

may increase tensions between them. To this must be added the potential 

effects of current wars, since there has always been a cyclical association 

between wars and riots. These are all factors that may overcome the relative 

abilities of local areas to forestall future riots by judicious and enlightened 

political and police cultures.
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Chicago at the turn of the twentieth century was an amazing place. Incor-

porated in 1837, burned to the ground in 1871, host to the glorious World’s 

Columbian Exposition in 1893, and magnet for thousands of European 

immigrants, this was a city that was constantly reinventing itself. One of 

Chicago’s prominent citizens at the time was Jane Addams. Acknowledged 

leader of the American settlement house movement, Addams was the most 

famous American woman of the Progressive Era. With her friend Ellen Gates 

Starr, she opened the Hull House settlement on Halsted Street in 1889. It 

was the base from which she conducted vigorous campaigns to improve 

living and working conditions for immigrants. In 1902 Addams published 

Democracy and Social Ethics, a treatise on her belief that democratic prin-

ciples were best learned by practicing them.1 John Dewey credited Addams 

with the shift to thinking of democracy as a way of life rather than just a 

political system.2

	 Soon after Addams and Starr opened the doors of Hull House, the 

American Baptist Educational Society, with the help of John D. Rockefeller, 

established the University of Chicago. The first department of sociology 

in the United States was created there in 1892. When Robert Park joined 

its faculty in 1914, he had already been a teacher, a newspaper reporter, 

and an aide for seven years to Booker T. Washington. Ernest Burgess, who 

earned his sociology degree at the University of Chicago and returned there 

to teach, collaborated with Park on urban research throughout the 1920s.3 

The Chicago of Jane Addams  
and Ernest Burgess
Same City, Different Visions
n  Daphne Spain

3
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Their 1925 edited volume, The City, became the bible of the Chicago school 

of urban sociology.

	 This chapter explores the different visions of the city held by partici-

pants in the settlement house movement, epitomized by Jane Addams, 

and members of the Chicago school of urban sociology, as represented by 

Ernest Burgess. In a volume on different schools of urban theory, the chap-

ter provides a counterbalance to the hagiography surrounding the Chicago 

School. Park and Burgess knew of Addams’s work, yet chose to dismiss it.4 

That decision would have significant consequences for the divergence of 

sociological theory and practice. Park and Burgess’s Chicago consisted of 

natural areas of “social junk” characterized by disorder and vice. In contrast, 

Addams saw the promise of democracy. Both Addams and Burgess based 

their work on Chicago, and both drew conclusions that influenced Ameri-

can scholarship for decades. But where Burgess and his colleagues perceived 

urban anomie from a distance, Addams and other settlement house resi-

dents experienced communities up close. The Chicago School emphasized 

theory, settlement workers demanded action. The juxtaposition of Addams 

and Burgess reveals a gender disparity in approaches to the city informed 

less by essentialist gender qualities than by actual experiences.

Contrasting Visions

In Seeing with Their Hearts (2002), historian Maureen Flanagan proposed 

that activist women in Chicago between the 1870s and 1930s had a vision 

of “the good city,” a democratic city that promoted the welfare of all its 

citizens, not just the interests of the business elite. That meant suffrage for 

women, homes in which all residents could raise healthy children, and pro-

tection from polluted air and water. In contrast, argues Flanagan, men of 

the business community placed profits above the public welfare.

	 Men’s and women’s responses to the Great Fire of 1871 were an exam-

ple of their different priorities. The fire killed 300 people, destroyed 2,000 

acres, and inflicted $200 million worth of damage to property. The city was 

in ruins. Almost one-third of all residents lost their homes, and one-third 

of the downtown buildings were lost.5 Mayor Roswell Mason turned over 
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$5 million in relief donations to the Chicago Relief and Aid Society, a  

private organization run by the city’s most prominent businessmen. The soci-

ety imposed strict rules about eligibility, where relief would be distributed, 

and who would provide supplies for rebuilding. Women, who were excluded 

from the society, objected to its overly bureaucratic rules. They formed their 

own Ladies’ Relief and Aid Society to provide survivors with food, cloth-

ing, and money. Contemporary sketches depicting the differences in relief 

efforts portrayed men meeting around a large table in a comfortable room, 

deciding how to dispense aid, while women were shown mingling in the 

slums with the homeless, handing out food.6 The dichotomy between mas-

culine theory and feminine practice took shape early in Chicago’s history.

Jane Addams

Jane Addams was a standard bearer for the women’s vision of the city. 

Her writings are permeated with castigations of men’s values. In 1899, she 

thought Chicago was a city where “well-to-do men of the community . . . 

are almost wholly occupied in the correction of political machinery and 

with concern for the better method of administration, rather than with 

the ultimate purpose of securing the welfare of the people.”7 On corporate 

evasion of property taxes in 1900: The entire community would have to 

exert pressure “until it shall be a great disgrace that any great corporation 

does not pay its adequate taxes; until any shareholder shall be ashamed to 

receive a dividend if out of that dividend has not first been paid that which 

is legitimately owed to the city.”8

	 Addams’s Democracy and Social Ethics was a collection of essays codi-

fying her theory that a new social morality must take the place of personal 

morality if true democracy were to flourish. For Addams, democracy was 

more than a political system; it was a way of life that informed daily activi-

ties. Faith in the equality of humans carried with it the responsibility to 

support others in reaching their potential. Addams and her settlement 

house colleagues were especially committed to helping immigrants become 

American citizens.9 In fact, Hull House was the first social settlement in 

the United States to offer citizenship preparation classes.10 More important 
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than the classroom, however, was first-hand experience in the political pro-

cess. The Hull House Men’s Club ran a candidate in the 1893 alderman’s 

race, and the Women’s Club campaigned vigorously for garbage removal.11 

The corrupt ward boss system, vote-buying, and retreat from municipal ser-

vice delivery were all targets of progressive reform. Addams believed that 

good governance was possible only to the extent that all citizens engaged in 

the democratic process.

	 Living in the midst of impoverished immigrant neighborhoods rein-

forced Addams’s commitment to a socially just city. She saw, every day, the 

effects of intense industrialization on ethnic communities. Addams’s 1910 

memoir, Twenty Years at Hull-House, was a philosophical reflection on her 

daily encounters with neighbors.

	 Over and over in Twenty Years, she recited stories of infant abandon-

ment, worker injuries, starvation, and derelict housing. Yet she also told  

of strong ethnic communities. Italian families visited Hull House on  

Saturday nights and on national holidays. On their nights, German fami-

lies sang folk songs and read German history and literature in the drawing 

room. Addams attempted to preserve the best of the old traditions while 

bringing immigrants into contact with American customs. She was most 

proud of the Labor Museum, which featured the handwork of immigrant 

women. Addams also invited Italian, Syrian, Greek, and Russian women to 

bring their spindles to Hull House for an exhibition of old-world spinning 

and weaving skills. She hoped to illustrate the evolution of the industry to 

children who worked in the local textile factories, producing what her friend 

John Dewey called a “continuing reconstruction of experience.” Addams 

attributed her inspiration for the museum to her “exciting walk on Polk 

Street,” where she had first seen an old woman spinning.12 The city was an 

adventure for Addams and her colleagues, despite the grimy surroundings.

	 Addams applied her democratic ideals to the fight for woman suffrage. 

In a 1913 Ladies Home Journal article ironically titled “If Men Were Seek-

ing the Franchise,” she set forth a hypothetical world in which women, but 

not men, could vote. She imagined the following responses from enfran-

chised women when men pleaded for the vote: “You [men] have always been 

so eager to make money; what assurance have we that in your desire to 
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get the greatest amount of coal out of the ground in the shortest possible  

time you would not permit the mine supports to decay and mine damp 

to accumulate, until the percentage of accidents among miners would be  

simply heartbreaking?” Women would also point out to men demand-

ing the vote that men’s preoccupation with profits would block legislation 

to ensure factory workers’ safety, and that men might expect very young  

children to work fourteen-hour days in those factories.13 Both conditions 

were true at that time.

Ernest Burgess

Compare Addams’s vision with that of the Chicago urban sociologists. In 

“The Growth of the City,” Burgess identifies the city as the crucible of social 

problems such as divorce, delinquency, and social unrest that “alarm and 

bewilder us.”14 In Burgess’s Concentric zone theory, Hull House would have 

been located in the “Zone in Transition” surrounding the Central Business 

District. According to Burgess, it was a “zone of deterioration” that included 

“slums and bad lands, with their submerged regions of poverty, degrada-

tion, and disease, and their underworlds of crime and vice.” Its rooming 

house districts were a “purgatory of lost souls,” and immigrant colonies 

were full to overflowing. Burgess saw a dangerous urban world, but Addams 

and Starr were fearless. In the excitement of their first night at Hull House, 

they forgot to close a side door opening onto Polk Street. They awoke to find 

all their possessions intact and were “much pleased in the morning to find 

that we possessed a fine illustration of the honesty and kindliness of our 

new neighbors.”15

	 Burgess acknowledged that there might be some hope for residents  

of this zone: “The area of deterioration, while essentially one of decay . . . is 

also one of regeneration, as witness the mission, the settlement, the artists’ 

colony, radical centers—all obsessed with the vision of a new and better 

world.”16 Burgess seems to have had little patience for the utopian visions of 

progressive reform. Nor did he see a role for the university in solving the 

social problems that plagued the slums. For purely academic reasons,  

students and faculty in the sociology department conducted dozens of case 
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studies of Chicago’s neighborhoods. These included reports on boys’ gangs, 

the Central Business District, the natural history of vice areas, the slum, and 

the Lower North Side.17

Points of Intersection

Burgess and Addams knew of each other’s work, for Addams and her col-

leagues published frequently in the leading professional journal. Residents 

of settlement houses had been writing about social problems since the 

1890s. Between 1896 and 1911, the American Journal of Sociology (AJS) 

published nearly twenty articles by Chicago authors, most of whom were 

affiliated with one of the thirty-four settlement houses in the city. Addams 

and her colleagues at Hull House were regular contributors to AJS. Addams’s 

“Trade Unions and Public Duty” and Florence Kelley’s “The Working Boy” 

both appeared in 1896. Addams’s first book, Democracy and Social Ethics, 

was reviewed in AJS in 1902, the same year it was published. Sophonisba 

Breckinridge and Edith Abbott’s articles on Chicago’s housing problems 

appeared in a 1909 issue.18

	 Two settlement houses had direct ties to the University of Chicago.  

The most closely connected was the University of Chicago Settlement,  

established in 1894 by the Philanthropic Committee of the university’s 

Christian Union. Head resident Mary McDowell belonged to the Chicago 

Free Bath and Sanitary League and succeeded in having the city’s third 

municipal bath opened in her district. McDowell earned a reputation as 

“The Garbage Lady” for her tireless crusade to clean up her Packingtown 

neighborhood.19 She saw it as an industrial community, not a slum, where 

the dreary quality of life resulted from the vile work and low wages in the 

nearby stockyards. McDowell’s article about these deplorable conditions 

appeared in AJS in 1901.20

	 Graham Taylor’s Chicago Commons also opened in 1894. In 1903, 

Taylor created the first class in social work at the University of Chicago, 

and his students visited frequently to gain firsthand knowledge of poverty 

in the Seventeenth Ward. In addition to the many programs sponsored by 

the Chicago Commons, Taylor secured a new public school that offered 
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kindergarten classes in the mornings and adult classes at night. His article 

about the scientific value of social settlements appeared in AJS in 1902. 

Taylor also founded the Chicago School of Civics and Philanthropy in 1903, 

which for four years was operated in cooperation with the University of 

Chicago’s extension program. Taylor appointed Jane Addams, Julia Lathrop, 

Sophonisba Breckinridge, and Edith Abbott to the board when the school 

became independent. Nearly one thousand students enrolled in its pro-

grams over the next seven years.21

	 Unlike Burgess, settlement house workers did more than write about 

urban conditions. Like McDowell, they lobbied for public baths and sanitary 

reforms. Like Taylor, they offered educational programs to children and adults. 

And Addams was famous for garnering city resources for her neighborhood. 

When months of complaints about trash removal were ignored, Addams 

applied for, and was appointed to, garbage inspector of the Ninth Ward.22

	 Nearly every piece of significant housing reform legislation during the 

Progressive Era was based on research conducted by settlement house resi-

dents. Hull House Maps and Papers23 contained thorough documentation 

of the squalid living conditions in the Hull House neighborhood. The dis-

trict contained “filthy and rotten tenements, dingy courts and tumble-down 

sheds, foul stables and dilapidated outhouses, broken sewer pipes, and piles 

of garbage fairly alive with diseased odors.”24 Rooms served multiple pur-

poses; residents might cook, sleep, eat, and work in a single room. Florence 

Kelley’s chapter on the “sweating system,” in which women and children 

sewed clothing in poorly lit and ventilated rooms, contributed to the regula-

tion of tenement sweatshops and to labor reforms.25

	 Members of the Chicago School had an uneasy alliance with settlement 

house residents. Burgess thought settlement work represented a devoted, 

idealistic, and intelligent phase of social work. The settlement exhibited a 

“love of truth” and “the spirit of science” because, according to Burgess, it 

had originated as an extension of the university. But residents’ contact with 

immigrants represented only the first stage in the “trend of neighborhood 

work toward a scientific basis.” Settlement workers completed the second 

stage when they collected statistics about living and working conditions, 

as Hull House Maps and Papers had done. But this type of work, one step 
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removed from personal experience, only documented factors, whereas real 

science, for Burgess, was concerned with forces, not with factors. A factor 

was a concrete cause of an individual event; a force was an abstract cause for 

general events. For Burgess, neighborhood work had to study social forces 

to become scientific. The department of sociology was sponsoring a series 

of research projects to do just that, using the city as a laboratory. Burgess 

assumed that results from these studies could be generalized to other neigh-

borhoods in other cities.26

	 Jane Addams had been living at Hull House for nearly thirty years by 

the time Burgess and his colleagues developed their urban theories. What 

did she think of their work? Although Twenty Years at Hull-House (1910) 

was written long before The City (1925), it provides clues to her attitude 

toward the relationship between the university and the settlement house. 

Addams had experience with the University of Chicago before Park and 

Burgess joined its faculty. She became a member of the university’s exten-

sion staff soon after it was founded, she was in close contact with Taylor 

and McDowell, and she frequently invited professors from the university to 

speak at Hull House. Although Addams perceived the need for an affiliation, 

Twenty Years reveals some of her reservations.

	 First, she disliked the idea that the settlement was merely an experi-

mental site for the work of scholars: “I have always objected to the phrase 

‘sociological laboratory’ applied to us, because Settlements should be much  

more human and spontaneous than such a phrase connotes.”27 Second, 

she would have asserted that the settlement was a precursor to the univer-

sity, not the other way around, as Burgess claimed. Hull House preceded 

the University of Chicago by one year. Moreover, the Hull House “Work-

ing People’s Social Science Club,” formed in 1890, predated the sociology 

department by two years.

	 The Social Science Club met in the Hull House drawing room from 

8:00 to 10:00 p.m. every Wednesday for seven years. On any given night, 

forty to one hundred men would assemble to discuss political, social, 

and economic issues that directly affected them. Although arguments 

could become heated, the club prided itself on rules of decorum. After all,  

according to Addams, “radicals are accustomed to hot discussion and sharp 
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differences of opinion” and took the exchanges in stride. Not so some of the 

guests. During the seven-year history of the club, only twice had a speaker 

lost his temper. In each case, it had been a college professor who “wasn’t 

accustomed to being talked back to.”28

	 Hull House was an extension center for the University of Chicago. One 

of the most direct collaborations was in the Sunday evening lecture series, 

when nearly seven hundred men would assemble in Bowen Hall to hear illus-

trated lectures delivered by faculty from the university. Addams despaired of 

the shortcomings of academic lecturers, however. She archly observed that 

their “habit of research and the desire to say the latest word upon any sub-

ject” often overcame their ability to connect with the audience, whereupon 

they would “insensibly drop into the dull terminology of the classroom.” 

There were exceptions: “We had twelve gloriously popular talks on organic  

evolution, but the lecturer was not yet a professor—merely a university 

instructor—and his mind was still eager over the marvel of it all.”29

	 Finally, Addams would have disagreed with Burgess on the failure of 

settlement houses to grasp social forces, rather than merely record social 

factors. Addams identified the settlement house movement as “an experi-

mental effort to aid in the solution of the social and industrial problems 

which are engendered by the modern conditions of life in a great city. It 

insists that these problems are not confined to any one portion of a city. It is 

an attempt to relieve, at the same time, the over-accumulation at one end of 

society and the destitution at the other.”30 As a member of the middle class 

dependent on industrialists for financial support, Addams was acquainted 

with both ends of the spectrum. Her talent was the ability to distill abstract 

principles of capitalism from concrete examples of hunger, disease, and 

intolerable housing.

	 Addams saw the gulf between the haves and the have-nots as a threat 

to democracy. According to Addams, it was the duty of every settlement 

worker to “arouse and interpret the public opinion of their neighborhood 

toward the redistribution of social and educational resources.”31 The settle-

ment house movement focused on teaching immigrants how to participate 

in democratic processes that would facilitate that redistribution. This was a 

controversial idea in a xenophobic nation. Settlement house residents were 
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branded as socialists, with some basis in fact. Vida Scudder, who founded 

College Settlement in New York City the same year as Hull House, readily 

described herself as a “Christian Socialist.”32 Addams traveled to Russia to 

meet with Tolstoy, and Hull House resident Florence Kelley translated into 

English Friedrich Engels’s The Condition of the Working Classes in England 

in 1844.33 In retrospect, Addams thought the Social Science Club might have 

been the reason Hull House achieved its early reputation for radicalism.34 

With settlements sheltering self-proclaimed socialists and those who con-

sorted with them, it is little wonder that the movement’s ideas failed to gain 

currency with conservative academics.35

Conclusion

Addams and her colleagues, and Burgess and his colleagues, lived in Chi-

cago at the same time. Yet they had significantly different visions of the city. 

Settlement house workers were surrounded by filthy conditions, but were 

convinced that democracy could thrive in the worst of circumstances. They 

used the data in Hull House Maps and Papers to lobby for reform legislation, 

offered classes in citizenship, and mobilized their neighbors to demand 

municipal services. Sociologists, however, were intent on creating theories 

that would explain social forces in cities other than Chicago. They studied 

some of the same neighborhoods in which settlement workers lived, but 

they saw places with the detached eye of the analyst who could go back to 

the university and ponder his findings.

	 Settlement house workers and sociologists documented social prob-

lems associated with rapid industrialization, yet they had different priori-

ties. The urban sociologists saw themselves as academic theorists; settlement 

house residents considered themselves activists. Where Burgess saw social 

breakdown, Addams saw community strengths. Because they had minimal 

interaction, their respective visions of the city barely touched.

	 The potential for collaboration between sociological theorists and 

practitioners clearly existed in Chicago during the 1920s. They lived in the 

same city and addressed similar issues, but Park and Burgess worked in the 

ivory tower while Addams, McDowell, and Taylor toiled in the trenches. 
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Chicago School sociologists wrote about the city while settlement workers 

lived in and tried to reform the city by coercing officials to provide public 

baths, schools, and clean streets. Although sociological theory and practice 

could have converged in Chicago during the 1920s, the historical moment 

was lost. The two became estranged and social work became a mostly  

separate and less academically prestigious profession. Yet many conditions 

that characterized cities one hundred years ago are being reproduced today. 

Millions of immigrants, many of whom are poor, are arriving in cities just  

as government-funded social services are declining. Asian and Hispanic 

newcomers face many of the same barriers, and contribute as much to  

cultural change, as did their predecessors from Europe during the late nine-

teenth century. Perhaps now is the time to consider whether the continued 

separation of the fields is good for the disciplines, or for immigrants.
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The Los Angeles School of urban studies refers to a loosely affiliated group 

of scholars who since the 1980s have made Los Angeles their research focus. 

Initial work highlighted the emergence and consequences of economic 

restructuring in Southern California but quickly broadened to consolidate 

the knowledge base for what had hitherto been a relatively neglected city-

region. Almost concurrently, a subset of researchers recognized in L.A. a 

particular form of contemporary urban transition that was characteristic 

of what they labeled as “postmodern urbanism.” Finally, by the late eighties, 

came the realization that many lessons from L.A. were relevant to scholars 

beyond Southern California, and the aggregate of these findings became 

codified as the L.A. School of urbanism.

	 Over the past two decades, critical engagements with the L.A. School 

have become increasingly common in geography, sociology and urban stud-

ies, but also in American studies, anthropology, architecture, history, and 

international relations.1 Yet with a few notable exceptions, the discipline 

of urban politics remains relatively untouched. This is not to suggest that 

L.A.’s politics has been left unexamined; on the contrary, there are strong 

analytical traditions deriving from both mainstream political science and 

urban political economy. But neither approach has systematically embraced 

the challenges of the L.A. School; nor, incidentally, have they entered into a 

critical dialogue with each other about their complementary interpretations 

of urbanism and governance.

	 The purpose of this essay is to bring urban politics, urban political 

economy, and the L.A. school of urbanism into the same discursive space. 

Its origins lie in a spring 2007 conference held at the University of Chicago, 

Urban Politics and the  
Los Angeles School of Urbanism
n  Michael Dear and Nicholas Dahmann

4
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organized by Dennis Judd and Dick Simpson. Researchers from Chicago, 

Los Angeles/San Diego, and New York City were joined by international 

scholars from Europe and Latin America and charged with uncovering the 

common ground among their varying perspectives. Naturally, no clear reso-

lutions emerged over the few short days of the meeting, and these first pub-

lished pieces are best understood as an invitation to extend the debate begun 

during those snowy days of a typical Chicago spring. Our contribution is a 

perspective from the L.A. School. It is unabashedly polemical, politely con-

frontational, and constructively critical. It is lightly referenced and does not 

presume to offer any critique of urban politics as an academic field of inquiry.

From Modern to Postmodern Urbanism

Consensus has it that we have entered a global urban age, in that the  

majority of the world’s population now lives in cities. Yet there is precious 

little understanding about what this trend entails, beyond the customary 

Malthusian-inspired cries of apocalypse. The proliferation of neologisms 

describing emergent urban forms is more indicative of confusion rather 

than intellectual grasp. Is this a “postmodern urbanism,” a “splintered 

urbanism,” or “post-suburbanism”? Are we confronted by “city-regions,” 

“micropolitan regions,” an “exopolis,” or what? Attempts at clarification by 

contextualizing the urban process within a wider social dynamic are only 

confounded by a facile retreat to fashionable reductionisms such as “global-

ization” or “neoliberalism” that fail to capture the complexity of global and 

local transformation. In our efforts to rebuild urban theory, we (like others) 

have turned to Los Angeles.

	 The principal dimensions of urban change in Los Angeles are by now 

well documented. For instance, the detailed empirical analyses contained 

in From Chicago to L.A.2 reveal multiple shifts in the practices of urban 

place production: demographic, economic, political, social, cultural, and 

virtual. These include, inter alia, that population diversity is becoming the 

norm in contemporary cities and the conventional divide between black 

and white in many American cities is being submerged by a minoritizing 

polity; that waves of immigration are altering practices of community and 
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citizenship; that the principal tropes of contemporary urbanism include 

edge cities, privatopias, and other mutant urban forms; that the rise of 

post-Fordism and the network society are transforming urban economic 

geographies everywhere; that religious affiliations are atomizing, as diverse, 

multicultural populations with transnational ties recreate spiritual tradi-

tions beyond conventional religions; and that the crisis of sustainability 

has repositioned nature and environment as key components of the urban 

question. The book’s contributors also convey that altered ways of reading 

and representing the city are needed if we are to recognize and accumulate 

evidence measuring urban change. No one claims that these adjustments, 

both material and mental, are unique to Los Angeles, nor that they lack a 

history; but taken together, they represent a major transformation in the 

processes of urban place—production that is affecting many cities across 

the world beyond L.A. (although not in equal proportion). To put it suc-

cinctly, L.A. is simply one of the best currently available counterfactuals to 

conventional urban theory and practice, and as such it is a valuable founda-

tion for excavating the future of cities everywhere.

	 In our view, the L.A. School’s account of postmodern urbanism offers 

an especially productive template for generating alternative urban theories, 

no matter what one feels about postmodernism. In this section, we briefly 

recapitulate this template, contrasting the imperatives of modernist con-

ceptions of the urban (in the style of Chicago) with that of a postmodern 

perspective (based on Los Angeles).

	 During recent decades, the term postmodern has accumulated so many 

meanings as to have reached the limits of language. However, this should 

not detract from its enduring interpretive propositions, which devolve into 

three broad categories:

• �Postmodernism as style, that is, a series of distinctive cultural and 

stylistic practices that in and of themselves are intrinsically interesting 

and consequential;

• �Postmodernism as epoch, or the totality of emergent practices viewed as 

a cultural ensemble characteristic of contemporary capitalism (often 

referred to as postmodernity); and
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• �Postmodernism as philosophy/method, representing a set of philosophi-

cal and methodological discourses that are antagonistic to foundational 

constructs of whatever persuasion and (most particularly) the hegemony 

of any single intellectual persuasion.

	 All these approaches are germane to the contemporary urban question: 

in, for instance, the burgeoning styles or texts of urban morphology (such 

as edge cities); indicators of epochal change (e.g., the rise of cybercities); 

and the putative demise of previous urban rationalities (including the end 

of master planning). Implicit in each approach is the notion of radical 

break, that is, a fundamental discontinuity between past and present prac-

tices. There is ample evidence to support the notion of major adjustments 

in each category, and we regard with suspicion any effort to corset emerging 

urbanisms into existing (but obsolete) analytical containers.

	 From such presuppositions, it is but a simple step to the central con-

ceit of postmodern urbanism3: just as the core beliefs of modernist thought 

have been displaced by multiple ways of knowing, so has the notion of a 

universal urban process been dissolved by the multiplying logics that trans-

form city-building. In modernist urbanism, the impetus for growth and 

change proceeds outward from the city’s central core to its hinterlands. In 

postmodern urbanism, this logic is precisely reversed: the evacuated city 

core no longer dominates its region; instead the hinterlands organize what 

is left of the center. By this, we mean that urban space, time, and causality 

have been altered: 

• �the heterogeneous spatial logics that characterize contemporary urban 

development derive from the outside-in, not inside-out as in modernist 

urbanism;

• �in the sequence of urban development , a center—if one ever emerges—

appears chronologically later than the peripheries;

• �the direction of causality is from periphery to center, even if (as often 

happens) this finds expression as an absence of pressure or direction; and

• �as a consequence, an urban center (if it exists) has altered structural and 

functional relationships with the surrounding city-region that are radically 

different from relationships in the modernist city.
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	 The remainder of this essay is an exploration of some consequences 

of this fundamental realignment. For us, industrial Chicago of the late-

nineteenth and twentieth centuries remains the foundational example of 

the modernist city. The core-to-hinterland causality of a universal urban 

process was best captured in E. W. Burgess’s account of the evolution of dif-

ferential urban social areas within the city. Burgess observed that outward 

from the urban core, the city would take the form of a series of concen-

tric rings of diminishing density and diverse composition.4 Now imagine a 

city where fragmentation and decenteredness are the primary urban driv-

ers: there are many urban cores, not one; independent edge-cities spring up 

with allegiance to no city center; conventional town centers are no longer 

part of contemporary urban process; conventional suburbs, understood 

as peripheral accretions to existing urban cores, no longer exist; and the 

agglomeration dynamics that historically produced cities has been so altered 

as to bring into question the whole concept of a city. This is the world of 

postmodern urbanism; this is what Dear and Flusty call “keno capitalism” 

(Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1 “Postmodern Urbanism.”
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	 Keno capitalism assumes a world of ubiquitous connectivity, courtesy 

of the Information Age. Urbanization occurs on an undifferentiated grid of 

opportunities where each land parcel is (in principle) equally available for 

development as a consequence of its access to the information superhigh-

way (the wavy lines in Figure 4.1). Capital settles on a land parcel while 

ignoring opportunities on adjacent lots, thus sparking urban development. 

The relationship between development in one lot and another is a dis-

jointed, unrelated affair, because conventions of urban agglomeration have 

been replaced by a quasi-random collage of noncontiguous, functionally 

independent land parcels. Only after considerable time will these isolated 

parcels collide with other developed lots, and take on the appearance of what 

we normally regard as a city. However, there is no necessity for such an 

agglomeration to occur, because the keno capitalism grid is (again, in prin-

ciple) infinitely expandable in any direction, allowing a fragmented urbanism 

to occur piecemeal as long as potential development parcels remain wired.

	 This straightforward rereading of urban form provides many clues 

about the changing nature of cities, but how does the spatial structure of 

postmodern urbanism relate to concurrent social process? At the risk of 

oversimplification, there seem to be five principal social dynamics underly-

ing the altered urbanisms of today’s world: 

• �Globalization, including the emergence of a relatively few world cities 

as centers of command and control in a globalizing capitalist world  

economy;

• �Network society, including the rise of the cybercities of the Informa

tion Age;

• �Polarization, the increasing gap between rich and poor, nations, different 

ethnic, racial and religious groups, genders, and between those on either 

side of the digital divide;

• �Hybridization, the fragmentation and reconstruction of identity and 

cultural life (including the political) brought about by international and 

domestic migrations; and

• �Sustainability, including a widening consciousness of human-induced 

environmental change.
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	 Needless to say, these categories do not provide an exhaustive account 

of the dynamics of contemporary capitalism. But together with the geogra-

phy of postmodern urban form, they define a preliminary analytical frame 

for the problematic of contemporary urban governance.

What’s at Stake in the Theory Wars?

At the Chicago meetings, Robert Beauregard asked a very good question: 

what’s at stake in the confrontation among urban theorists? Our response 

is that everything in urban theory and urban politics warrants a thorough 

reconsideration. Of course, it’s not simply postmodern urbanism or Los 

Angeles that is causing this upheaval. But these foci, buttressed by the five 

dynamics and their manifest consequences, surely give credence to the 

notion of a radical break. And while these tendencies may find formal equiv-

alence in previous eras (e.g., the claim that there have been earlier manifes-

tations of globalization), the present is different because they have never 

before appeared in concert, never before penetrated so deeply, never before 

been so geographically extensive, and never before overtaken everyday life 

with such speed. In short, there has never been anything as globally uni-

versal as the rise of the Information Age. It is likely to prove as profoundly 

altering as the advent of the Agricultural and Industrial Revolutions. This 

is not a claim that modernist urbanism and politics are dead, although 

they may everywhere be tending toward obsolescence. Just as some places 

in the American West and Southwest are already predominantly postmod-

ern in their urban process, many older cities in the Northeast and Midwest 

retain their modernist ways. However, even places of persistent modernism 

(including Chicago) are now being overwritten by the texts of postmod-

ern urban process. It is as if a postmodern scrim were being laid over the 

archeology of the modern city, providing compelling evidence of urban and 

social change—if we care to see it.

	 In this essay, our central proposition is that geography has trumped 

government; that the altered geographies of postmodern urbanism are redefin-

ing the meaning and practice of urban politics. This is because the extension 

of cities beyond conventional political jurisdictions negates the notion of 
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representative democracy, compromises the ability of the local state to serve 

the collective interests of its constituents, and may even intensify the subor-

dination of the local state to plutocratic privatism. The tendency for geog-

raphy to outgrow government may appear to be a restatement of a familiar 

problem, namely, the question of regional government in a fragmented 

metropolis. Arguments in favor of supracity government have long been 

advanced, provoking many rebuttals championing the proliferation of small 

urban jurisdictions on the grounds that interjurisdictional competition and 

differentiation maximizes residential choice and promotes efficient public 

service delivery. Today, however, we hold that jurisdictional fragmentation 

in megacity regions has become a pathological, iatrogenic condition. That is 

to say, the clash between urban hypertrophy and obsolete government itself 

causes new problems and prevents government from meeting its obligations. 

The sheer scale of urban Los Angeles, for example, is mind-boggling: the 

five-county region (Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside, San Bernardino, and 

Ventura counties) contains about 17 million people in 177 cities spread over 

14,000 square miles and overlain by more than 1,000 special districts. In Los 

Angeles County, there are only five supervisors representing more than 8 

million inhabitants. Daily life in L.A. testifies to the notion that local gov-

ernment in L.A. is fundamentally undemocratic and dysfunctional, its prac-

titioners lacking both the capacity and will for collective political action.

	 As a corollary, the central normative question in contemporary urban 

political geography pertains to the appropriate scales of (re)territorializa-

tion of local governance. What is the optimal scale of regionalization to 

ensure effective representative democracy and efficient public service provi-

sion in the hyperextended metropolis? Existing theories have failed to come 

up with effective answers to this question, and indeed, today the question 

merely slumbers in too many academic minds. In the meantime, millions of 

people are effectively disenfranchised, un- or underserved, and even actively 

harmed by these failed local states. So, this is what is at stake in the theory 

wars: a proper reconceptualization of the process and form of local politics. 

Existing theories will not achieve this; something different is required. In 

the remainder of this essay we outline a new direction involving the inter-

section of territoriality/scale, postmodern urbanism, and politics.
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Redefining the Urban
Urban geographers in the latter half of the twentieth century uncovered 

many systematic ways to describe urban form and process, based largely on 

the Chicago School. In particular, the quantitative turn in urban geography 

after the 1960s catalogued a wide range of statistical regularities that found 

expression in “laws” of urban structure both at the intraurban (within-city) 

and interurban (between-city) scales. These empirical regularities included 

the rank-size rule (relating to the primacy of a single major city in the urban 

hierarchy of each nation), as well as central place theory, referring to con-

sistencies in the size and spacing of cities, and based in the earlier works of 

Christaller, Losch, and von Thunen).5 At the same time, there was an explo-

sion of interest in methodology, including especially the use of multivariate 

statistical techniques (such as factor analysis to reduce the complexity of 

large data sets).

	 Most if not all the statistical regularities that characterized our twentieth-

century understanding are now challenged by the revised geographies of 

intra- and interurban structure. At the macroscale of interurban change, for 

instance, rapid urban growth in the United States has shifted decisively to 

the Sun Belt cities of the West and Southwest; and across the nation, the 

fastest-growing urban areas are those “micropolitan districts” outside estab-

lished cities, representing a radical flattening in the hierarchy of American 

urban places. At the intraurban scale, we have already described manifesta-

tions of change under the rubric of postmodern urbanism/keno capitalism. 

It is worth emphasizing that early traces of a fragmented urbanism have 

long been evident, though not universally recognized or theorized. For 

example, Eugene Moehring described the phenomenon of leapfrog growth 

in mid-twentieth-century Las Vegas, referring to the tendency for develop-

ment to occur in disjointed, noncontiguous parcels. This produced what 

Charles Paige called a “checkerboard effect,” i.e., “large residential subdivi-

sions connected by commercial strips along major streets and separated by 

equally large squares of undeveloped land.”6

	 Adjustments in the size, spacing, and internal structure of cities are 

clues to fundamental changes in urban process, including the agglomera-

tion economies that brought the modernist city into existence. Yet if we are 
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to understand the material evidence, adjustments in our mental processes 

are also necessary, in the way we see cities. Chief among the consequent 

epistemological and ontological challenges is the need for a new urban  

lexicon that redefines the categories used in urban analysis. For instance, a 

single, dominant downtown urban core is now best regarded as an histori-

cal artifact; in no way can it be construed as the nerve center of its region. By 

extension, there is no longer such a thing as suburbanization, understood as 

a peripheral accretion in a center-dominated urban process: edge cities may 

look like conventional suburbs, but they most certainly are not. Perhaps the 

most pressing categorical revision in our dictionary relates to the term 

sprawl. For some, this much-maligned appellation invokes all that is bad 

about uncontrolled urban growth, but for others it is the benign realization 

of millions of American suburban dreams, and what could possibly be 

wrong about that? In our new dictionary, the definition of sprawl as uncon-

trolled suburbanization is a secondary, even antiquarian term; instead, its 

primary usage should describe the principal formal expression of the post-

modern urban process. Sprawl thus becomes an urban theoretical primitive, 

one of the most fundamental categories in our revised lexicon. An impor-

tant consequence of framing sprawl in this way is to reposition sustainabil-

ity at the core of the urban question. Until very recently, conventional urban 

theory considered environmental issues as peripheral. But as cities expand, 

habitats are destroyed, species eliminated, and biodiversity patented, the 

viability of life on earth is truly under threat.

	 All this is not to suggest that many established concepts, categories,  

and preoccupations in urban analysis should be summarily scrapped. Such 

traditional concerns as residential segregation, housing affordability, and so 

forth retain their purchase. Nevertheless, L.A. and its postmodern urbanism 

have put us on notice that the urban question is radically changing.

Reconsidering the Political

Sprawl affects urban governance overwhelmingly. This much is obvious from 

myriad urban political studies of minoritization, dissolving notions of com-

munity, identity, and citizenship, and the seemingly ubiquitous elevation of 
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individual rights over collective obligations. In some fundamental way, the 

future of electoral politics, representative government, and even the possi-

bility of local democracy have been brought into question. We are only now 

coming to grips with a politics of urban pathology. The pioneering work of 

Evan McKenzie on the rise of privatopias is indicative of what we regard as 

a pathological urban form—a perverse doctrine of antidemocratic residen-

tial apartheid that now comprises 18 percent of America’s housing stock 

and houses one-sixth of the nation’s population. Underwritten by the poli-

tics of privatization, common interest development (CIDs) are described by 

McKenzie as maturing into an orchestrated attempt to replace public 

municipal government with unaccountable private agencies.7 Another form 

of secession in Los Angeles has been the incorporation of new cities—about 

thirty since the late 1970s—whereby political boundaries become the juris-

dictional walls separating Us from Them. These various political geogra-

phies of privatization, secession, and balkanization are profound threats to 

the urban polity and should be recognized as such. Even in neighborhoods 

without political or material fortifications, a rabid NIMBYism (Not in My 

Back Yard) is eroding any lingering sense of community. Years ago, when  

Ed Koch stepped down as mayor of New York, he warned that NIMBY sen-

timents were the greatest threat to that city’s future. Yet strong and weak 

mayors alike confront intensifying neighborhood exclusionism; NIMBYism 

is being rapidly transformed into a BANANA (Build Absolutely Nothing 

Anywhere Near Anybody) world.

	 Paradoxically, sprawling cities also provide enclaves where intense 

local autonomies are possible, enabling tightly knit communities to realize 

their goals below the radar of formal politics. Such movements include 

the activities of the much-vaunted “creative classes,” or advocates of “green 

urbanism.” In addition, the potential of revitalized local social movements, 

globalization from below, and recovered human agency all point opti-

mistically to a grassroots political renaissance.8 Local governments them-

selves also find incentives and opportunities to experiment. For instance, 

in Southern California, Riverside County has been attempting to manage 

rapid urban growth by invoking federal endangered species legislation; 

in Ventura County similar land-use management objectives were sought 
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through a broad-based coalition of grassroots movements. Same goal, dif-

ferent political means.

	 Urban politics is also about public policy. If, as we have argued, urban 

process is changing and urban theory requires revision, then surely our 

policy prescriptions and practices too will require adjustment? So if, for 

example, postmodern urbanism suggests that conventional downtowns 

are becoming obsolete, does it really make sense to promote megaprojects 

for downtown renewal when the principal urban dynamic has shifted to 

the periphery? Not only that, but traditional corporate and philanthropic 

leadership has also quit the center. Of course, it is still possible to defend 

downtown revitalization on the basis of efficient reuse of physical and social 

infrastructural investments already in place. However, such policy must be 

recognized for what it is: a hugely risky investment strategy, perhaps fatally 

undermined by a compromised political leadership, that current theory 

suggests is doomed to failure. For some time now in Southern California, 

peripheral urban developments occur without conventional downtowns, 

which are sometimes added later for aesthetic and identification/branding 

purposes, or simply to promote consumption opportunities. In such cases, 

downtowns or town centers become, in effect, externalities of the postmod-

ern urban process. If we take seriously the theory-practice link (and we do), 

then an altered urban theory necessarily involves an altered public policy. 

This includes puncturing the expectation that center-city/suburb alliances 

are the panacea for urban ills.

Invitation to a Debate

It was impossible to sit in Hull House, the site of most of our Chicago meet-

ings, without feeling its palpable history and inspiration. Urban experts 

joined for an open-minded exchange on comparative urbanism that well 

realized the intentions of the conference organizers. Now it is time for others 

to join the debate. Yet for several reasons we may not be as well-positioned 

for debate as we would like. An obsessive focus on the empirical character-

izes much urban political analysis, as it does urban sociology. This may be 

blinding practitioners to the need for an overhaul of urban political theory 
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and limiting our prescriptive capacities as engaged academics. A preference 

for the empirical in the Chicago deliberations also emerged as an antitheory 

bias voiced by some who denigrated theory as mere “words about words.” 

This was echoed by an unseemly rush to distance oneself from the Burgess 

model, disparagingly described by one participant as those “silly concentric 

ring circles,” thus dismissing a foundational theoretical framework that is 

still good to think with and still maintains its stranglehold on textbooks and 

anthologies as well as a great many current conceptualizations of the city. 

We reject these rejections. What is needed, for now at least, is more theory 

not less.

	 So, Chicagonistas may do well to forget about the mayors Daley for 

awhile, and New Yorkers would be better off checking their rhetoric and 

romanticism at the  door. Yes, New York is demonstrably a leading world 

city, but comparative urbanism is not about status and rankings; it is much 

more about identifying the generic and specific in urban process and out-

come, plus their consequences. Thankfully, none of the New York– based 

conference contingent reached for the rhetorical heights so effortlessly 

achieved by a recent book, which was, without trace of irony, “dedicated to 

New York, the greatest city in the world.” Neither a celebratory ethos born 

out of surviving New York’s mean streets, nor an abiding nostalgia for the 

city’s glorious past are adequate bases for a revitalized urban theory, yet they 

persist like some narcotic miasma over theme park Manhattan.

	 Eighty years ago, power brokers altered local political boundaries in 

Chicago to more adequately reflect the community boundaries identi-

fied by Burgess and his Chicago School cohort. Before our research can 

attain such levels of everyday political relevance, we urgently need to revise  

our obsolete theoretical and analytical apparatuses. A good start was made  

in Chicago but the work has only just begun. We hope others will now join 

this debate.

Notes
This essay was written while Dear was resident at the Mesa Refuge in Point Reyes Sta-

tion, California. Thanks to Common Counsel for making this stay possible; to Peter and  

Cornelia for hosting; and to fellow residents Augustina Fields and Michael Stoll for helpful 

conversations.
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There is a certain irony to the fact that something as public and palpable 

as the energy a social movement unleashes has flown under our analytic 

radar screen.

—�Karen Brodkin, Making Democracy Matter: Identity and Activism 
in Los Angeles

Portraits of Southern California and Los Angeles are prominent in noir 

novels, and “noir has . . . remained the popular . . . anti-myth of Los Angeles.”1 

James Cain, Raymond Chandler, and, more recently, Walter Mosely have 

written stories with ironic and grim outcomes. In these stories no one is 

really good. At best, people are all too fallible, more likely they are selfish, 

criminal, or downright evil; the déclassé among them “invariably choose 

murder over toil.”2 Contemporary academics similarly portray L.A. In 

Michael Dear’s accounts we see that “as the modern public expanded, it 

shattered into a multitude of fragments speaking incommensurable private 

languages. Thus fragmented, modernity loses much of its capacity to orga-

nize and give meaning to people’s lives.”3 Here community is elusive. There 

are “genuine neighborhoods to be found in Los Angeles,” Edward Soja 

writes, but they are few and far between. “Indeed, finding them . . . has 

become a popular local pastime, especially for those so isolated from pro-

pinquitous community in the repetitive sprawl of truly ordinary-looking 

landscapes that make up the region.”4 For Mike Davis, the sorrow of Los 

Angeles lies in the self-dealing of elites, the selfishness and racism of the 

affluent, and “fortress L.A.,” the carceral city that is their creation.

The Sun Also Rises in the West  
n  Amy Bridges

5
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	 In this essay, rather than echo these presentations, I tell a more cheer-

ful story about L.A. by providing an account of the Justice for Janitors (JfJ) 

campaign, which began there in 1988. I offer parallels to events in other  

cities, both contemporary and earlier in the twentieth century. Having 

shown that in this instance L.A. is not altogether peculiar but an example 

of processes both current and historical, I turn to the L.A. School and the 

Chicago School to see how either provides insight into the successes of jani-

tors’ mobilization for justice.

Justice for Janitors in Los Angeles

Service workers suffer low pay and a long list of other occupational bur-

dens: long hours, intermittent and unpredictable employment, absence of 

benefits (health insurance, vacation, holidays, pension), unpaid weeks of 

“training” or “internship,” failure to receive overtime pay, and lack of equip-

ment for worker safety. Organizing service workers presents particular 

challenges. In every city and occupation the Service Employees Industrial 

Union has embraced, many of the workers are immigrants, often unaware 

of their rights as workers and some especially vulnerable because they are 

illegal. Although in some occupations service workers toil at large work-

places (hospitals, airports), in others workers are scattered over many sites, 

individually or in small groups (janitors, home health care workers) and, in 

the case of janitors, work at night.

	 SEIU is the fastest-growing workers’ organization in the United States. 

In 2007 the proportion of workers in the United States who were union 

members rose for the first time since 1979, led by the new unions built by the 

SEIU.5 In California, SEIU has several victories to its credit. Most impressive 

was the organization of home health care workers. In 1999, 74,000 home 

health care providers joined a single negotiating unit, the largest success-

ful organizing effort in U.S. history next to the UAW in 1937.6 The Justice 

for Janitors campaign began in Pittsburgh in 1985 and the next year began 

organizing in Denver. Subsequently, JfJ has successfully organized citywide 

bargaining for janitors in two dozen U.S. cities.
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	 JfJ came to Los Angeles in 1988. Janitors in L.A. had a long history 

of union membership. First organized by the Building Service Industrial 

Union in 1921, by the early 1980s janitors were earning hourly wages as high 

as $12.50.7 In the late 1970s, however, building owners began releasing jani-

tors from their payrolls and instead contracting the work out to cleaning 

companies, only some of which were unionized. A large pool of immigrants 

provided workers willing to mop floors for the minimum wage of $4.25, 

and sometimes less.8 In this way, the well-paid, unionized, mostly African-

American men who worked as janitors in Los Angeles were replaced by 

nonunionized, poorly paid, mostly immigrant women workers, Latinas.

	 The major newspapers in Los Angeles, the L.A. Times and La Opinión, 

were more than sympathetic to the Justice for Janitors campaign (so much 

so that their reporting and their editorializing are hard to tell apart), and 

in their pages we can follow the public face of the janitors’ movement. The 

papers were dogged in presenting the poor working conditions and strait-

ened circumstances of janitors. Early in the L.A. campaign, janitors joined 

a nationwide vigil in support of union organizing efforts. The L.A. Times 

reported, “the janitors protesting here Wednesday typically make between 

$3.60 and $4 an hour and receive no overtime, health insurance, or paid 

vacations.” One organizer commented, as janitors were working to clean 

offices of lawyers, doctors, and corporate executives, “It is wrong to have 

such poverty among such riches.”9 Over the next twenty-seven months, the 

press repeatedly reported evidence of poor working conditions, low wages, 

and employer indifference to janitors. In December 1988 the story of Edwin 

Osorio was featured. Osorio worked for Bradford Building Services for five 

weeks in an alleged training program, for which he received no pay at all. 

In response to a complaint by Local 399, the company paid Osorio $1,173.10 

In August 1989 UCLA released a report showing “America’s working poor 

are getting poorer, and evidence of that sad fact is apparent after dark in 

many of the nation’s most lavish office buildings. That’s when crews made 

up primarily of Latinos, immigrants and blacks—most of them women—

clean the steadily increasing supply of those expensive, handsomely fur-

nished buildings.”
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	 In Los Angeles, janitors’ wages were down 36 percent from six years 

before; fully 17.5 percent of janitors were earning wages at or below the 

poverty line. The story was headlined, “While Building Owners’ Profits Soar, 

Janitors Get Poorer.”11 The result was that although working as a janitor 

in the United States looked good from Central America, in Los Angeles it 

quickly became clear that the life it provided was not so good. When Aura 

Canted was twenty, she

watched the family hock its refrigerator to get her one-way bus fare out of 

Guatemala’s grinding poverty. Her first janitor job paid $3.35 an hour. She 

lived with 16 others in a one-room apartment; they took turns sleeping 

by day and night . . . A decade after arriving there is little improvement. 

Her two young children help her scrub houses on her days off; Canted 

sells tamales she cooks and sells Avon products . . . She recently pawned a 

ring for food. When her daughter suffered convulsions . . . the hospital bill 

totaled $700. It took two years to pay it off.

Canted welcomes the presence of the SEIU: “I know with a union we will 

get more.”12

	 Readers were also often reminded of the benefits unions brought to 

janitors. Three months after the vigil, Eric Mann, an SEIU organizer, wrote 

an op-ed essay in support of janitors and the union, noting that unionized 

workers earned $5.50 an hour and benefits, while janitors without unions 

earned $4.25 an hour (or less) without benefits. Mann also scolded L.A. 

Mayor Tom Bradley and city councilman Zev Yaroslavsky for not joining 

the union’s effort to pressure employers.13

	 Alternating with stories of the janitors’ burdens was reporting of their 

boisterous demonstrations, meant to bring public attention to their struggle 

and embarrassment or shame to their employers. In September 1988, papers 

reported that SEIU was suing Western Cleaners. Although Western Cleaners 

itself had a union contract, the protest claimed that it also operated Century 

Cleaning Contractors, which employed janitors without union representa-

tion.14 In November, fifty janitors from Local 399 protested the firing of 

four custodians who had participated in a union organizing drive in the 
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Banco Popular Building. Providing an early victory for the union, on the 

same day L.A.’s Community Redevelopment Agency (CRA)—a tenant in 

the building—announced it would hire its own janitors, rather than con-

tracting with a cleaning company.15 This was quite a coup for the janitors; 

nothing can be built in Los Angeles without CRA approval. Afterward, a 

spokesman for the CRA explained the agency’s position. “We have a moral 

obligation,” he said, “to care for the invisible people who maintain our 

facilities. It’s unconscionable for many downtown employers to pay their 

janitors subsistence wages and none of the standard benefits most of us are 

accustomed to receiving.”16

	 In February, 230 janitors “snaked [their] way along financial district 

sidewalks and through office tower lobbies . . . waving signs and broom 

handles while chanting union slogans in Spanish” to call attention to their 

campaign for a living wage. The demonstration ended in the lobby of an 

office tower, where “the whistle-blowing demonstrators refused to leave 

until a building management representative agreed to address them.”17 

Not all demonstrations were so unruly. In March, a demonstration outside 

International Tower took place one week in advance of the Tower’s choice 

of a new cleaning contractor. Were the contractor to be nonunion, fifteen 

janitors would lose their jobs. In this instance, publicity focused on janitors’ 

families, bringing attention to the fact that many janitors were women. A 

photograph of a four-year-old boy, walking with his mother, was given an 

Old Testament caption, “A Child Shall Lead.”18

	 The boisterous assertion of workers’ presence and grievances might 

have alienated more than building and cleaning company owners. The 

same loud demonstrators who intimidated the owners and invaded office 

buildings may well not have seemed at all like the upright, hard-working, 

family-supporting janitors the public was reading about in the press. “It 

is not surprising that . . . tenants often complained to building managers 

about JfJ activities.”19 To soften opposition on the part of workers where JfJ 

campaigned, other tactics were developed. A union member explained to 

Waldinger, “Secretaries’ Day . . . we brought huge boxes of carnations, thou-

sands of them, and we passed them out as a sort of token of appreciation 

from janitors to secretaries. We said, ‘There’s been five demonstrations, it’s 
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probably very difficult for you, but we ask for your support as we fight for 

our rights.’ And it turned out to have a positive impact.” 20

	 In addition to demonstrations, guerilla theater was a key element in the 

Justice for Janitors campaign. As Christmas approached in 1989, Jono Shaffer, 

a Local 399 organizer, dressed as Santa Claus and walked into Century Towers. 

Santa declared Century Towers a naughty company, because janitors there 

were not provided with protective gloves. The building owners admitted to 

no responsibility, arguing that the cleaning contractor, International Service 

Systems, was the guilty party. Security helped Santa leave the building.21

	 That winter, SEIU organizers were looking for an appropriate site to 

organize janitors and then be in a position both to pressure a landlord with 

sizable holdings and to bargain with a large contract cleaning company. 

Century City provided the perfect opportunity. Century City is a complex 

of 21 high-rise office buildings built in 1965 to create a small second down-

town for Los Angeles.22 In 1989, a single firm owned a majority of the office 

space. And a single firm, International Service Systems (ISS) cleaned more 

than half of the buildings. Together, the buildings required many janitors 

each night, an exceptionally large gathering of workers in one place. As its 

name implies, ISS is a multinational firm (a subsidiary of a Danish company). 

ISS employed a total of 43,000 people in 1990, 14,000 in the United States.

	 In April, janitors demonstrated, claiming that a majority had signed 

union cards, and calling for union recognition from ISS.23 With no response 

from ISS, most ISS employees went on strike May 31. On June 2, 400 jani-

tors marched at Century City office buildings to bring attention to their 

demand for union recognition. The L.A. Times described the event:

To the beat of Conga and snare drums, the chanting marchers barged into 

office lobbies and blocked traffic as they paraded across Century City Park 

East . . . The group tossed bags of garbage into the revolving doors of one 

office building and pasted tiny orange stickers reading ‘Who will clean your 

offices?’ on the walls, doors and windows along the way . . . At one point, 15 

Los Angeles police officers equipped with riot helmets and batons ordered 

the group to disperse. But the marchers ignored their commands, leaving 

the officers standing in formation, outnumbered and unable to stop the 

two-hour demonstration.24
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Over the next two weeks, a series of demonstrations maintained pressure 

on Century City building owners and ISS. On June 15, a demonstration 

of janitors was joined by James Wood (assistant executive secretary of the 

Los Angeles Labor Federation and president of L.A.’s Community Rede-

velopment Agency) and other prominent officials and labor leaders. Police 

blocked their march; when marchers protested, police broke up the demon-

stration with considerable violence. These events were witnessed, reported, 

broadcast, and bemoaned by the media. Mike Davis reported on the police:

“A small, blonde female officer who had wielded her club with . . . sadism 

was practically lifted on the shoulders of her male comrades. She had made 

it through the rite of passage to macho solidarity . . . A hulking motorcycle 

cop was boasting to admiring comrades how he had taken down one of the 

marchers. He mimicked a janitor crying in pain or fear.”25

	 On the op-ed page of the L.A. Times, under the headline “Corpo-

rate America’s Security-Guards-In-Blue,” Antonio Rodriguez and Gloria 

Romero wrote,

The brutal assault by Los Angeles police officers on striking janitors and 

their supporters last week . . . will be remembered in labor history as a  

classic example of the use of police force to defend corporate interests 

against workers’ movements . . . Dozens were bloodied and suffered inju-

ries . . . The action of the LAPD violated the strikers’ rights to organize, 

assemble, have freedom of movement and be free of police violence—all 

guaranteed by the Constitution . . . Had the crackdown occurred in the 

Soviet Union, China, or in . . . Nicaragua, everyone from . . . [the President 

to the police chief] . . . would have condemned it.26

Police behavior brought tremendous public attention (this was before  

Rodney King), loud denunciations of Police Commissioner Gates and  

the LAPD, and insistent support for the janitors from Mayor Bradley  

and Councilman Zev Yaroslavsky.27 A year later, the Times reminded 

readers that the confrontation was “the ugliest local labor confrontation in 

recent memory.”28

	 Events in L.A. were not quite enough to push ISS to recognize the union. 

Negotiations took place in Chicago, where the CEO of ISS-USA and SEIU 
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representatives attempted to reach a settlement. Meanwhile, police violence 

in Los Angeles mobilized JfJ allies in New York City. Gus Bevona, head of 

the Building Service Division of SEIU as well as SEIU Local 32B-32J in New 

York, went to ISS headquarters there and said that if ISS failed to recognize 

the union and negotiate in Los Angeles, New York’s five thousand janitors 

would go on strike. That was the last straw for the cleaning company. Soon 

thereafter, ISS in Los Angeles acceded to the demands of SEIU Local 399. 

Janitors secured raises, health insurance, vacations, sick pay, and of course, 

union recognition.29

	 SEIU aimed to organize janitors from as broad a swath of greater Los 

Angeles as possible. In May 1992, JfJ targeted West L.A.; in October 1992, JfJ 

demonstrated at Toyota in Torrance and El Segundo (six and twelve miles 

northwest of downtown, respectively). For Local 399 there were many other 

downtown and nearby targets, among them, the University of Southern Cal-

ifornia, Los Angeles International Airport, Pacific Bell, Rebuild Los Angeles 

and its chair, Peter Ueberroth. Unionizing efforts did not stop there; JfJ ven-

tured farther afield. In February 2000, JfJ was organizing in Long Beach, 

about twenty miles south of downtown; in April, Janitors were organizing 

in Irvine, thirty-five miles south of downtown (in Orange County). With 

greater goals still, SEIU began planning for contract negotiations just over 

the horizon, to be simultaneous from sea to shining sea.

Explaining the Success of the Justice for Janitors  
Campaign in L.A.

Even with supportive press, talented and committed organizers, and the 

unintentionally cooperative L.A. police force, the organization of Local 

399, a union of poor immigrant workers, and the agreement by nationwide  

and multinational employers to negotiate with them, were tremendous 

accomplishments. To what can we attribute the success of JfJ in L.A.? The 

campaign to organize janitors and gain union recognition in the Cen-

tury City complex contained all the elements of future Justice for Janitors  

campaigns in Southern California. Its style seemed to observers altogether 

innovative. As opposed to business unionism, the mobilization of janitors 
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was an example of “social movement unionism,” in which a coalition of 

unions and other activists sought social justice for the working poor.30

	 Roger Waldinger and colleagues point to three key elements of the JfJ 

campaign: centralized union leadership, “industry-specific strategy and 

tactics,” and “the presence of a critical mass of class conscious immigrant 

workers.”31 I add here SEIU’s brilliant public relations campaign. Preston 

Rudy calls attention to the changing configuration of Los Angeles politics, 

and how globalization shaped that change. In addition, Rudy points to a 

conjunctural element: the dramatic rise in real estate values in the city. 

It also helped that the JfJ campaign happened at a propitious time, as a 

multiplicity of activists and groups were campaigning for greater equity in 

metropolitan Los Angeles. Finally, the ever-increasing political importance 

of Latinos in Los Angeles and California raised the stakes of the janitors’ 

campaign, as its outcome promised (or threatened) to affect the fortunes of 

politicians who supported or failed to support their efforts.

	 By centralized union leadership, Waldinger calls attention to the top-

down initiative to organize janitors. This was not a campaign begun at 

the grass roots, and locals did not always welcome missionaries from the 

International union (the local stopped contributing material support to the 

campaign early in 1989). SEIU’s commitment to organizing service sector 

workers is its central mission; in 1984 the union began taxing each mem-

ber $8 monthly toward that goal, and soon after fully 25 percent of SEIU’s 

national budget was devoted to organizing.32

	 Without the commitment of the International to the organization of 

janitors, it is not likely the campaign would have succeeded, and not only 

because of lack of leadership in the local. The commitment of the Interna-

tional brought resources of several sorts. Most prominent was the leader-

ship of Stephen Lerner, director of Business Service Organizing at SEIU, the 

prime mover and strategist of the national effort to organize janitors. Lerner 

recognized that janitors were the fourth most rapidly growing occupation 

in the service sector, and so should be an SEIU priority. As the national 

effort proceeded, it became clear to Lerner that to be effective, organiza-

tion had to embrace a majority of janitors citywide (rather than proceeding 

firm by firm), securing a single contract for all of them. In Los Angeles, that 
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single contract required a sizable area. Since outlying employers and down-

town businesses constituted a single labor market, union organizers made 

joining them in a single contract their strategic goal.

	 SEIU sent experienced organizers, with the ability to train new orga-

nizers on-site. SEIU provided intelligence for the effort, information about 

the structure of the local market, about the conditions of work for employ-

ees, and about the cost of janitors’ services to contractors and business  

owners. One official explained, “When you meet with workers . . . you have 

your whole market analysis of the relationship between the janitors and 

the building owners and how we think it works. We try to educate them 

about how their industry works.”33 Organizers also educated workers about 

their rights on the job. An important element of JfJ campaigns was bringing 

suit against employers for violating laws protective of labor.34 In addition, 

SEIU sent staff to Los Angeles who researched the working conditions of 

L.A. janitors. The great majority of janitors worked too many hours, using 

antiquated equipment; janitors worked in closed buildings with insufficient 

air-conditioning, and of necessity used dangerous chemicals in their work. 

SEIU planned to create health and workplace safety committees to inform 

workers of their rights and provide training for using their equipment.35

	 There are precedents for union organizing supported from the center, 

and we can see in those events collective labor experience from which the 

Justice for Janitors campaign benefited. Most important of prior leaders was 

John L. Lewis who, as president of the United Mine Workers, promoted 

and subsidized the organization of industrial unions in the auto, steel, and  

rubber industries in the 1930s.36 Another example came at midcentury. 

In the 1960s, New York City pharmacists were organized in Retail Drug 

Employees Union Local 1199. The union could not extend its reach geo-

graphically without encroaching on the jurisdiction of other pharmacists’ 

unions. Two leaders, Leon Davis, president of the local, and Elliott Godoff, 

devised a plan for 1199 to grow. Godoff was trained as a pharmacist, but his 

heart was in organizing. Godoff saw a future for 1199 in organizing hospital 

workers—although many pharmacists worked in drugstores, others worked 

in hospital pharmacies; all were members of 1199. In 1957, Godoff spoke to 
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a meeting of 1199 leaders, offering a history of hospital employees and his 

hopes for their future. If the pharmacists committed themselves to organiz-

ing hospital workers and delivered improvement in working conditions and 

earnings for hospital employees, 1199 membership would grow. Without 

much discussion, the meeting approved that goal.

	 Hospital employees (laundresses, cafeteria workers, engineering staff, 

orderlies) lived in poverty, yet they were not the receptive workers who 

joined SEIU in the 1980s and 1990s. Nor did they think of themselves as a 

community; black and Puerto Rican, they did not always see one another 

as colleagues in a shared struggle. Their organization into 1199, then, was a 

project of persuasion, education, and persistence with the workers, as well 

as sustained pressure on their employers. As for JfJ later, “a sense of theater 

pervaded . . . 1199 activities.” In November 1961, Brooklyn Jewish Hospital 

offered employees a raise of two cents an hour. Elliott Godoff called for  

a “burial” of the raise. “Workers at Brooklyn Jewish formed a funeral  

procession, complete with a coffin covered with wax flowers and carried 

by pallbearers, [accompanied by mourning workers], and marched up the 

hospital’s front steps.” Management blocked their entrance, but the next 

month awarded the workers an additional 6.25 cents an hour, which totaled 

$2.50 per week.37 As the L.A. Times did forty years later, the New York Times 

published stories about the poverty of hospital workers.38 Like JfJ later, 1199 

was successful at gathering support from other unions (AFSCME District 

65, Harry Van Arsdale) and political and civic leaders (Emmanuel Celler, 

Jacob Javits, Eleanor Roosevelt, Thurgood Marshall, Martin Luther King).39

	 The extended first strike, which lasted from May 8 until June 19, 1959, 

bore little result. Employees won neither collective bargaining nor recogni-

tion of the union, gaining only the minimal wage improvements offered 

before the strike and a formal grievance procedure. Henry Nicholas, an 

1199 organizer for years to come, offered this judgment of the strike: “It was 

a defeat, but the greatest defeat the union ever encountered.” For Nicholas, 

the most important result of the strike was that “the struggle . . . had  

convinced the hospital workers that they ‘were part of a movement.’”40 

SEIU’s “movement organizing” is also part of labor’s legacy to the janitors.
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	 JfJ brought, and refined, its developing strategy and tactics to the 

organization of Century City and subsequent Los Angeles campaigns. The 

strategy and tactics of the JfJ campaign were aimed at the problem that the 

companies employing the janitors were not located in the buildings the jani-

tors cleaned. Janitors’ demonstrations where they worked directly pressured 

building owners; it was the building owners who contracted with cleaning 

companies. It was in this indirect way that the demonstrations served to 

bring pressure on their employers, since landlords were susceptible to the 

disruption and confrontation janitors brought to their doors. So newspa-

pers reported many large, disruptive, and noisy demonstrations. These were 

public confrontations that shamed and embarrassed both building owners 

and cleaning contractors. The demonstrations were very effective, and own-

ers were bitter. “They pick a target and beat them into submission by what-

ever methods are necessary,” explained a lawyer for a cleaning company. 

“They are extortive [sic],” complained George Vallen of American Building 

Management. The costs were substantial. ABM “paid $60,000 in legal fees to 

fend off union attacks and . . . lost two cleaning contracts, worth $50,000 in 

combined monthly billings.” Managers and building owners offered weak 

defenses. A manager at Mattel, for example, claimed, “These janitors don’t 

work under deplorable conditions, but in beautiful, modern buildings. We 

have not found the injustices the janitors speak of . . . This is a free-market 

system. People can change jobs for better pay and benefits.”41

	 If sometimes strategies and tactics were tailored to janitors’ specific sit-

uation, in some ways JfJ’s strategies and tactics were responses to more gen-

eral developments in labor-management relations. The SEIU endeavored to 

avoid strikes. Reporting the “fresh tactics” of hotel employees, the L.A. Times 

explained that “workers generally avoid strikes” because the likely result is 

that they will be fired.42 Demonstrations could be so persuasive that strikes 

were unnecessary. Even more than avoiding strikes, the goal of the demon-

strations was to sidestep the need for an NLRB (National Labor Relations 

Board) election. Although the election was an advance when first devised, in 

more recent years employers developed a range of tactics to delay elections 

and discourage workers from participating. By contrast, either the union 

card strategy (getting a majority of employees to sign union membership 
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cards), or demonstration and disruption, were more effective in securing 

union recognition and negotiation for the janitors.43

	 In addition, the JfJ campaign’s success in Los Angeles is unimaginable 

absent SEIU’s well-wrought publicity campaign and the cooperation of the 

media in support of that campaign. The demonstrations, the presentation 

of worthy workers, often mothers, at those demonstrations, the newspaper 

coverage of their difficult work and meager compensation—all contrib-

uted to public support. Leaving nothing implicit, SEIU and the newspapers  

contrasted the thin economic resources of janitors and their families with 

the salaries of professionals working in the same buildings. The L.A. Times 

headlined, “Union Strategy Targets High-Rise ‘Sweatshops’ to Organize 

Custodians.”44 And in an article describing SEIU’s efforts to educate workers 

about their rights, as well as the union’s organizing tactics and guerilla the-

ater actions, a description of janitors’ exploitation contrasted their earning 

“$30 a night cleaning offices where, by day, lawyers make $300 an hour.”45 

The very name of the campaign called the public’s attention not to a desire 

for shorter hours or more money, but to simple justice for those who labored 

to clean the places where middle-class and affluent administrators, support 

staff, and professionals worked. The Los Angeles Police Department added 

the final flourish to building public support. Public support pressured and 

prompted politicians to act.

	 Waldinger also credits the large Latino community of Los Angeles. An 

SEIU organizer observed about immigrants from El Salvador that “there, if 

you were in a union, they killed you . . . Here . . . you lost a job at $4.25.”46 As 

a consequence, in Los Angeles, although there were tensions among Latinos 

from different countries, Latinos were very receptive to union organizing.

	 The SEIU did not anticipate any of this, not the geographic size of the 

Latino community, nor its sheer numbers, nor its dominance of service 

occupations; and they did not have a plan for educating immigrant workers 

about their rights. Moreover, SEIU organizers were not hopeful about the 

capacity of Latinos to build effective unions. A measure of how ill-prepared 

the organizers were is that when they arrived in Los Angeles, none spoke 

Spanish. Five years later, Jono Shaffer explained to La Opinión, “Our union 

was not prepared to organize Latinos who filled in where once African 



92 Amy Bridges

Americans and Anglos worked. We had no bilingual personnel, nor did we 

understand how to educate them about U.S. [labor] laws.”47

	 SEIU organizers were not the only group surprised by the Latino  

community. Social scientists, possibly thinking of the small, close-knit 

immigrant communities that supported the organization of needlewomen, 

meatpackers, and others earlier in the century, thought the geographic 

extent of the Latino community, reaching well across the city, would be a 

hindrance to solidarity. On the contrary, the community is well-networked. 

During the drywallers’ strike (in 1992), one employer lamented, “Unfor-

tunately, the community, the Hispanic community is pretty tight, most of 

these people know where everybody lives.”48 As an SEIU organizer remarked, 

“Even though L.A. is famous for no community, we found a community of 

janitors.”49 Two contemporary processes facilitated JfJ’s success. The first 

was the intensely competitive real estate market in L.A. at the moment JfJ 

arrived. These were “the halcyon days of the 1980s when investors were  

falling over themselves to build . . . in downtown L.A.” as its role as a world 

city of finance and corporate headquarters intensified.50 In 1986, still early 

days in this transformation, “Beverly Hills, Century City, and Westwood” 

housed more than sixty corporate headquarters, a veritable “citadel of cor-

porate power.”51 For JfJ, of course, this was important, since the demand 

for building maintenance and cleaning escalated with the rapidly increasing 

square footage of office space and the price of real estate.

	 Second, the arrival of JfJ in Los Angeles coincided with the beginnings 

of a broad stream of activism in workplaces, communities, and among non-

profit organizations, often joining nationally and racially diverse support-

ers. Karen Brodkin has argued that in the same years Justice for Janitors 

was organizing, Los Angeles was home to an array of workers’, immigrants,’ 

and progressive activist groups who were forming “a network of people 

and groups . . . [that was] strategically innovative and engaged in building 

complex coalitions in their organizing.”52 Unions were central to this net-

work; like the janitors’ union, several are unions of immigrants. Although 

their names may be new, they are descendants of the labor movement writ 

large. The Union of Needlework, Industrial and Textile Employees is a good 

example. UNITE is a product of the merger of the International Ladies’ 
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Garment Workers’ Union (ILGWU) and the United Food and Commer-

cial Workers. Each union was challenged first by the movement of clothing 

manufacture overseas, and second, by the reorganization of what remains of 

the domestic clothing industry along lines parallel to the changes in build-

ing maintenance: into manufacturers (Guess, Jones New York, and the like) 

on one hand, and on the other, into contractors who employ garment work-

ers to assemble the clothing. Reorganization has meant the reappearance of 

the sweatshop in Los Angeles. Indeed, the similarities between Maria Sol-

datenko’s description of women who were sewing at home in Los Angeles 

in 199253 and Mary Van Kleeck’s description of Artificial Flower Makers54 

four generations earlier in New York—their age, gender, and immigrant 

status, the struggle with piece rates and low wages, the unhealthy environ-

ment of their work, the intense competition of small contractors—is chill-

ing. Efforts to unionize today’s garment workers have met little success; 

that the ILGWU found its beginnings in the New York of the flower mak-

ers is encouraging. The Hotel Employees and Restaurant Employees have 

been successful at rescuing their union from decline by energetic efforts 

to recruit immigrants.55 By the mid-1990s, then, Los Angeles was home to 

“intense and broadly framed social justice activism.”56 The achievements of 

social justice activism—a living wage ordinance in L.A., for example—came  

after 2000, but the beginnings were contemporaneous with the Justice for 

Janitors campaign.57

	 The success of the JfJ campaign rested on, and was part of, the steadily 

increasing presence of Latinos in the political life of Los Angeles and  

California. The state assembly has been a site of increasing Latino repre-

sentation since 1962, when Phil Soto and John Moreno were the first two 

Latinos elected to that body. In 1990, the assembly’s four Latinos held 5 per-

cent of the seats; by 1996, sixteen Latinos formed 20 percent of the assem-

bly.58 In the same years, the growth of the Latino population considerably 

outdistanced their presence in the electorate. Latino turnout has increased 

significantly since. Organizations supporting Latino turnout have existed 

since California LULAC (League of United Latin American Citizens) was 

founded in 1945; they received a boost from an unlikely source in 1994. In 

a spectacular instance of unexpected consequences, votes and citizenship 
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became considerably more valuable in that year, when Governor Pete Wil-

son supported passage of Proposition 187, which denied public services to 

undocumented immigrants and their children. The measure passed but was 

found unconstitutional by the California Supreme Court. Between 1996 

and 2003, half of the Latinos who now make up 18.5 percent of the Califor-

nia electorate had registered.

	 In Los Angeles, organized labor was an important part of Mayor Tom 

Bradley’s (1973–1993) coalition and afterwards was among the supporters 

of Mayor James Hahn (1971–1975). One consequence of the transforma-

tion of the L.A. labor force was that Latinos replaced not only Anglo and 

African-American workers but also Anglo and African-American labor 

leaders. Labor organizations continued to be important actors in L.A. poli-

tics as their membership and leadership changed in step with the reorga-

nization of work and the migration of Mexican-Americans to the city. The 

L.A. County Federation of Labor (“the Fed”) has a long history as part of 

Democratic governing coalitions in Los Angeles. In addition, the executive 

secretary of the Fed is appointed president of the L.A. County Redevelop-

ment Agency. Miguel Contreras held both positions in 1996. Under Con-

treras and subsequently, the Fed has become an active political force in Los 

Angeles—getting out the vote and endorsing candidates for L.A. mayor and 

city council and the California Legislature.59

	 There was yet another way that the Mexican-American presence in the 

labor movement resulted in increased political muscle. Politicians’ personal 

histories as union activists powered their name recognition and honed their 

political skills, key assets when they sought political office. Antonio Villaraigosa 

is the outstanding example of this trajectory, having volunteered in support of 

the United Farm Workers of America’s (UFW) first grape boycott when he was 

fifteen; subsequently he worked for the United Teachers of Los Angeles.60

JfJ in Los Angeles and the L.A. and Chicago Schools

What insights do the Los Angeles or Chicago Schools lend to this account 

of Justice for Janitors? Edward Soja and Michael Dear present what Charles 

Tilly called Big Structures and Large Processes. The reality of the L.A. 
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School’s portrait—L.A.’s multi-centered and enormous geographic foot-

print, the increased importance of the center, and the role of globaliza-

tion in the economic and geographic organization of L.A.—structured the 

course of the JfJ efforts in the city. Although Soja and Dear study Los Ange-

les, they do not study Angelenos. They offer economic and geographic con-

texts but no community and little politics or agency. Steve Erie’s research 

contravenes that description. Erie has long argued that L.A.’s government 

worked toward state-driven growth and development (and without the 

morose undertones of L.A. noir).61 Mike Davis has presented portraits of 

L.A. politics grounded in political economy and, more recently, an account 

of the effects of growing Latino populations on the city.62 The story of the 

Justice for Janitors campaign is very much a story of community, politics, 

and agency. For community, politics, and agency, L.A. scholars might well 

consult the Chicago School.

	 The Los Angeles School emphasizes globalization processes structur-

ing L.A. politics and economy. Simultaneous with the continuing growth of 

L.A.’s already extensive map, there was another dynamic: the emergence and 

assertion of the center as more important in the economy and politics of 

Los Angeles than it ever was earlier in its modern history. Although the Los 

Angeles School long emphasized the multinucleated metropolis, the same 

scholars have been attentive to how globalization has increased the impor-

tance of the center.63 Globalization appears in several guises, both in the 

geographic spread of Los Angeles and in the reassertion of the center. The 

disparities in the labor markets of the United States and Mexico power the 

sustained wave of immigration from south to north. Globalization creates 

the territory of the multinational firms employing L.A. janitors. And, Pres-

ton Rudy has argued, globalization aggravated the destabilization of L.A.’s 

governing coalition, just as Mayor Bradley stepped down from office.

	 The geographic spread of Los Angeles created a single labor market 

over the city’s broad reach. Employers’ size, and the unified labor market 

serving them (as well as smaller employers), required and enabled the ever-

broader range of JfJ organizing. The ever-increasing radius of JfJ organizing 

was a response to the reach of the labor market shared by janitors across the 

metropolitan region.
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	 Globalization made possible the giant corporations that contract to  

service office buildings in the United States and elsewhere. The reach of their 

employers, and the strategic advantage of negotiating from equal ground, 

conditioned SEIU’s strategy to work toward a metropolitan, statewide, 

and, finally, a nationwide presence and nationwide bargaining. Immigra-

tion provided a large, receptive, and militant workforce. Despite its exten-

sive territory in L.A. County, the immigrant community was a networked  

and close-knit one. Although janitors’ wages were sufficient to attract  

immigrant workers, it quickly became clear that those wages were insuf-

ficient to support families. The steady increase in the number of Latinos 

holding political office, as well as support for the janitors among politicians 

and L.A. city and county governments, played an important part in the 

janitors’ success. Political support followed not only from public sympathy, 

but also, and more directly, from the effective increase in Latino mobili

zation (citizenship, registration, voting) and their consequent rising politi-

cal importance.

	 The initial sites of JfJ organizing—Century City and downtown Los 

Angeles—represent developments in economy and society that mark the 

new importance of the center. Century City was built forty years ago. A 

harbinger of things to come, it has been joined by many more high-rise 

offices and homes. The office towers are evidence of the growing economic 

importance of downtown. The sixty headquarters of global corporations, 

the growth of financial services, and FIRE industries (finance, insurance 

and real estate) create both the necessity for and the tenants of this new 

construction. In Davis’s description of the Los Angeles renaissance,

neighborhoods were Manhattanized beyond recognition. Seemingly over-

night, Ventura Boulevard in Encino metamorphosed from a low rise land-

scape of delis and used car lots into a concrete jungle dominated by high 

rise Japanese banks. Startled hillside homeowners . . . found themselves 

looking directly into the windows of North Hollywood’s and Universal 

City’s new Skyscrapers . . . Affluent residents . . . watched in horror as  

the quaint, Spanish Colonial style intersection of Westwood and Wilshire 

boulevards became a windy canyon.64
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	 There are other dynamics at play here. Downtowns across the country 

have gained economic and social centrality as the baby boom generation—

the first generation to grow up in the suburbs—has aged to become empty 

nesters, poised to migrate from their suburban homes to condominiums in the 

center. For empty nesters, downtown is attractive because it promises simpli-

fied living arrangements (no more staircases or lawns) as well as proximity to 

work and many amenities. The same people are attractive to developers and 

politicians. Still healthy, affluent, in the labor force (some with rising 

incomes), and now childless, the middle aged are the perfect low-demand, 

high-spending, and taxpaying residents. Changes in population dynamics 

make another contribution to the importance of downtown. People marry-

ing later, putting in more years in the labor force as singles or with partners 

but without children, has resulted in hundreds of thousands of downtown 

residents among white-collar workers in their twenties and thirties. They 

share critical characteristics with older domestic migrants—rising incomes 

and tax contributions, good health, and few demands for public services. For 

younger and older residents alike, downtown has become their neighbor-

hood in L.A., New York, Chicago, Washington, D.C., and a host of other cities.

	 L.A.’s government has moved along the same trajectory as the city’s 

economy and population. Since Robert Fogelson’s Fragmented Metropolis 

was published in 1967,65 Los Angeles city government has represented 

frailty, fracture, and division. The ultimate manifestation of this division 

was the threatened secession of the San Fernando Valley in 1995, a threat 

not deterred until a referendum in 2002. The importance of the center was 

affirmed in the process of writing and approving—by popular vote—a new 

city charter. Even before that, Michael Dear observed that although L.A.’s 

population and the economy were spread out, “the government is all in one 

place.” This mattered for the janitors’ campaign. For SEIU organizers, as one 

explained to Preston Rudy, Los Angeles was “an easy place to organize, 

because everything was concentrated downtown, including City Hall and 

the Board of Supervisors.”66 The central and directing offices of the region’s 

largest corporations, where janitors worked, were also there.

	 The Los Angeles School theorizes Los Angeles in its broad economic 

and geographic outlines, but does not study Angelenos. Possibly for this 
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reason, and in recognition of the size and influence of the city’s immigrant 

communities, two contributors to From Chicago to L.A. comment, “A revival 

of the ethnographic tradition as pioneered by the Chicago School would be 

a welcome addition to contemporary scholarship.”67 A brief review of the 

contributions of the Chicago School explains why.

	 Like the theorists of the Los Angeles School, the theorists of the  

Chicago School were taken with the power of geography. This is the role  

of the famous Burgess map. The map is not simply an extension of the eco-

logical approach, but the representation of a theory of urban growth. In 

Burgess’s thinking, in a city and its region all economic growth begins in 

the central business district downtown. This argument became both the 

consensus at universities and the common-sense premise of government 

policy. The theory of urban growth captured by the Burgess map was also 

the theory of urban renewal. In the 1940s, when leaders were worried about 

the postwar economies of the cities, what could they do? Their answer was 

urban renewal, which we may think of as Keynesian stimulus for the central 

city. Who has not drawn the Burgess map, in half-circles to accommodate 

Lake Michigan, as urban renewal is introduced in lecture? The Burgess map 

has not represented every city, but it did represent the growth of the great 

majority of U.S. cities for generations, especially in the Northeast and Midwest.

	 The geographic pattern is clear in the implementation of urban renewal 

legislation in the 1950s and 60s. As New Haven, Philadelphia, Chicago, and 

New York scrambled for federal funds, Albuquerque, Phoenix, San Antonio, 

Dallas, and Houston were laggards. The reason for the reluctance of south-

western cities was that (as has been observed of Los Angeles) their growth 

was directed from the edges, not the center. Their governments were devel-

opers’ regimes, and developers’ fortunes were made in the communities that 

ringed the downtown. Not coincidentally, outlying communities were also 

home to the core constituents of the cities’ leading politicians. In these cit-

ies it was only in the 1970s and 1980s that the center became the focus of 

economic and political leaders.68

	 Chicago School scholars were concerned not only with geography in its 

large-scale configurations, but also its small-scale reality, the neighborhood. 

Morris Janowitz offered the ecological definition of community: “commu-

nity is when I and the guy sitting across the room take our shirts to the 
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same laundry.” Community was about proximity, about paths crossing. In 

their studies of community, Chicago sociologists listened to residents. The 

result was an array of community portraits that remain classic accounts of 

city life—The Gold Coast and the Slum (1929),69 Black Metropolis (1945),70 

The Politics of Urban Renewal (1961, about Hyde Park),71 and many others. 

The community studies introduce the reader to Chicago’s people: the young 

woman from midwest farm country who comes to the city hoping to earn 

her living and keep her honor; black workers who have joined the new CIO 

unions; self-righteous liberal professionals and the self-serving interests 

with which they were allied.

	 Just as the University of Chicago was an important place in the 

early development of sociology, so too early in the twentieth century the  

University of Chicago was home to the new field of political science and to 

the study of city politics. Charles Merriam studied city politics and was an 

early student of voting behavior. He was a politician, too, long a member of 

the Chicago City Council. Harold Gosnell charted the organization of the  

city’s politics in two volumes, Negro Politicians: The Rise of Negro Politics 

in Chicago (1935)72 and Machine Politics, Chicago Model (1937).73 Gosnell’s 

books have provided a guide to the institutions of machine politics for every 

study of machine politics that has followed.

	 Gosnell documented the machine as a hierarchical and disciplined 

organization, from the precinct captain, to the ward committeeman, to city 

and county bosses. Like his colleagues in sociology, Gosnell was energetic  

in his efforts to listen to the dramatis personae of his work. For Machine 

Politics, Gosnell charted the work and motivations, and assembled the 

records, of 900 precinct captains and 197 ward leaders. For Negro Politicians, 

Gosnell and his students interviewed dozens of African-American voters, 

revealing their values, their views of the two major political parties, their 

memories of disfranchisement in the South, and the tremendous impor-

tance they placed on the ballot. Gosnell saw his observations of the Black 

Belt as a political battleground in the context of the subordinate status of 

blacks in American society, and he showed how the style and agenda of 

black politicians followed from that subordinate status.

	 The social scientists of the Chicago School studied geography and 

economy; they studied Chicago’s residents and communities, its citizens 
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and their politics. Were they on the West Coast in the last few decades,  

Chicago School sociologists would have written portraits of the janitors, 

their goals and motivations, their children and their communities. If Harold 

Gosnell had studied government in Los Angeles, he would have presented 

the institutions of L.A. politics, the relations of Anglos, Latinos, Asians, and 

blacks to one another, and also the relations between the many and the few. 

Had he done so, we might better understand Latinos’ path to a place in both 

governing and electoral coalitions. We might understand too how the far-

flung and multinational Latino residents of L.A. function as a community,  

a prospect not imagined in the Chicago of Park, Burgess, Merriam, and 

Gosnell, by Rossi and Dentler a generation later, or by SEIU’s organizers. 

The story of the successful campaign of Justice for Janitors is inseparable 

from the environment of big structure, large processes, and huge compari-

sons in which it is played out. The plot of the story, however, is about poli-

tics, purposive action, organizations, and the press. It is a story about the 

janitors, their labor and their resolve, their community and the communi-

ties that supported them. The story reveals that the janitors have lost neither 

the capacity to organize nor the dignity and strength of meaningful lives.
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Over the past two decades, Los Angeles has gone from an understudied 

metropolis to a critically acclaimed new paradigm for urban development 

around the world. One important factor accounting for L.A.’s recent promi-

nence is the emergence of the L.A. School of Urbanism, composed of a core 

group of “Marxist geographers” and postmodernist scholars, and a larger 

interdisciplinary community of academics working in research centers 

across Southern California.1 The L.A. School is known for its focus on the 

urban periphery; eclectic theories about the “social construction of urban 

space”; and lingering pessimism about the future of urban life. But the L.A. 

School is perhaps best known for offering Los Angeles as a new paradigm of 

urban growth challenging the iconic concentric circles model developed in 

the 1920s by the Chicago School of Sociology.

	 This essay critically reexamines the L.A. School growth paradigm.  

We argue that the L.A. School, like the Chicago School before it, offers an 

inadequate account of political institutions and the local state as forces  

shaping urban and metropolitan growth. Many of the L.A. School’s adher-

ents perpetuate a Chinatown myth of the local state. As depicted in the 

famed 1974 noir movie about an L.A. developer-led water grab from unsus-

pecting farmers, political actors are seen as having neither the will nor the 

capacity to pursue policies independent of the desires of powerful private 

actors. The Chinatown myth implies that urban democracy has failed, a 

belief that partly explains the L.A. School’s pessimism. It also understates 

the importance of local politics and public entrepreneurship to understand-

ing Los Angeles’s precocious rise as a regional imperium and global city.

From the Chicago to the L.A. School 
Whither the Local State?
n  Steven P. Erie and Scott A. MacKenzie
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	 Our argument is organized in five parts. First, we consider Los Angeles 

historiography and offer explanations for early scholarly neglect versus cur-

rent prominence. Second, we revisit the research program of the Chicago 

School of Sociology, contrasting it with work being done contemporane-

ously by political scientists in Chicago. Third, we critically reevaluate the 

L.A. School’s growth paradigm and its adequacy as an account of L.A.’s rise 

as a regional imperium and global city. Fourth, we offer an alternative 

account of L.A.’s improbable yet rapid twentieth-century growth, focusing 

on public entrepreneurship and local state capacity and relative autonomy. 

Finally, based on the L.A. case, we suggest that any new urban growth  

paradigm needs to bring the local state back in.

From Backwater to Bellwether

Compared to the steady stream of books and articles produced on Chicago 

and New York, scholarship on Los Angeles lagged for much of the twentieth 

century. Only in the 1990s did interest in L.A. and the broader Southern 

California region approach the level of attention devoted to older industrial 

cities and regions. There are many reasons for this scholarly disparity. L.A. 

developed later than most major American cities, with its early population 

heavily native-born rather than immigrant. Until the 1980s and 1990s, there 

were few research centers dedicated to studying Los Angeles. Moreover, L.A. 

was considered an anomaly with respect to leading analytic frameworks, 

such as the machine-reform dialectic, driving much of the discourse in 

urban politics. Only recently have scholars come to see Los Angeles as a 

place where “everything comes together.”2

	 Los Angeles’s emergence as a global city has been comparatively recent. 

In 1900, New York’s population approached 3.5 million residents, twice the 

size of Chicago (1.7 million). L.A., meanwhile, had barely cracked the 

100,000 mark. Until 1920, San Francisco, not Los Angeles, was the largest 

city on the West Coast. In the early twentieth century, L.A. grew prodi-

giously. Its 1930 population of 1.2 million outstripped Boston and St. Louis. 

By this time, however, New York had 6.9 million residents and Chicago  

3.3 million. Until the 1980s, the population of L.A. remained stubbornly 
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homogenous; less than 15 percent were foreign-born, and less than 20 per-

cent were nonwhite. H. L. Mencken once derisively called Los Angeles  

“double Dubuque” because of its large midwestern population. New York 

was the nation’s prime international gateway, with close to 30 percent of its 

residents foreign-born prior to World War II. For scholars studying ethnicity, 

race and assimilation, New York and Chicago, rather than Los Angeles, 

occupied the front lines of research. L.A.’s population did diversify substan-

tially starting in the 1970s. Today, more than 40 percent of Angelenos are 

foreign-born, with diverse Hispanic and Asian communities in the urban 

core and periphery.3

	 Inattention to L.A. also was due to a perception that the city was an 

anomaly with respect to the machine-reform dialectic that dominated 

urban politics research at midcentury.4 Unlike the well-studied cities of the 

Northeast and Midwest, L.A. was never governed by classic party machines 

using patronage to cement support among ethnic voting blocks. Instead, 

early L.A. was controlled by the Southern Pacific Railroad, which fashioned 

a potent bipartisan political organization. This interest-group machine  

was top-down (i.e., buying off political elites) rather than bottom-up (i.e., 

distributing jobs and services to key voting constituencies).

	 In addition to its anomalous status vis-à-vis cities in the Northeast and 

Midwest, Los Angeles resisted the reform impulses that swept through the 

Southwest prior to World War I. While cities like Dallas, San Antonio, and 

Phoenix adopted commission and council-manager governance arrange-

ments, L.A. retained and even strengthened its mayor-council form of 

government. And unlike other southwestern cities, L.A. in the mid-1920s 

adopted a district system of city council representation. Festering separat-

ism in the recently incorporated San Fernando Valley and elsewhere in the 

far-flung city made district elections attractive.

	 L.A.’s failure to follow the typical reform playbook is curious since it 

exhibited all of the features—e.g., absence of partisan machines, cohesive 

leadership by local business elites—that Bridges argues led to this initial 

round of reform.5 Los Angeles, however, was the vanguard reform city 

in California, pioneering civil service reform and direct democracy, the ini-

tiative, referendum, and recall measures that would be adopted statewide. 
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Significantly, L.A. also was a bureaucratic pioneer. If as Lowi argues, the 

legacy of reform was powerful and autonomous municipal bureaucracies 

replacing party machines,6 then reform succeeded earlier in L.A. than 

nearly anyplace else in the country. The 1925 L.A. city charter empowered 

semiautonomous proprietary departments to oversee water, power, ports 

and, later, airports, and partially insulated them from mayoral and council-

manic oversight.

	 In the postwar era, Los Angeles would begin to command scholarly 

attention. With the 1965 Watts riots, L.A. was ground zero for the racial 

unrest sweeping the country. In 1973, the election of African-American 

Mayor Tom Bradley, featuring a biracial coalition of blacks and Jews, rep-

resented a new, more diverse form of minority incorporation.7 Meanwhile, 

scholars began noticing that Southern California’s distinctive decentralized 

development pattern was being copied in cities and regions around the 

world. No longer a West Coast backwater, L.A. was being hailed as a twenty-

first-century urban prototype. In the early 1990s, L.A. experienced another 

severe racial riot. If, as one critic noted, “every single American city that 

is growing, is growing in the fashion of Los Angeles,”8 then the problems 

facing Southern California might reappear elsewhere. Suddenly, there were 

new reasons to study L.A. and added urgency to understanding the causes 

of its racial tensions and unrest.

	 The L.A. School justifies its focus on Southern California by proclaim-

ing it to be a prototype for urbanization patterns in the United States and 

around the world. In Los Angeles, its leading adherents argue, all of the 

essential features of the new urban growth model are apparent. The L.A. 

School’s unique blend of geospatial analysis, Marxism and postmodern 

thought has brought a new perspective to understanding traditional urban 

phenomena. The question for students of L.A.’s politics is whether studying 

the city as a prototype or from a postmodern perspective sheds any light  

on its unconventional rise as a global city. Does the urban growth model 

proposed by the L.A. School contribute new insights into L.A.’s political 

organization? To answer this question, it is necessary to delve more deeply 

into the L.A. School model and the concentric circles model it seeks to 

replace. We begin with a discussion of the substantive and methodological 
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contributions of the Chicago School before turning to a more detailed analysis 

of the L.A. School research agenda, in particular its proposed alternative to 

the concentric circles model, and its explanation of L.A.’s rise as a global city.

The Chicago Schools

The Chicago School label conjures up very different associations for schol-

ars of different disciplines. Geographers and sociologists use the Chicago 

School label or “Chicago Sociology” to denote the research program devel-

oped by William I. Thomas and Robert Park at the University of Chicago 

during the interwar years.9 Economists associate the Chicago School with 

the work of Milton Friedman, George Stigler, and other Chicago econo-

mists on free markets and regulatory policy.10 For students of politics, 

the early empirical analyses of voting behavior, machine politics, and race 

relations by Harold Lasswell, Charles Merriam, and Harold Gosnell, together 

with the detailed studies of public administration by Leonard White, form 

a Chicago School of Political Science. Sociologists also recognize a second 

Chicago School of Sociology that flourished in the 1950s. The proliferation 

of Chicago schools owes much to the fertile intellectual and institutional 

environment of the University of Chicago, which for much of the twentieth 

century exercised extraordinary influence over the social sciences.11

	 This section focuses on the original Chicago School of Sociology,  

particularly its broad conception of urbanism and surprising inattention 

to politics. Scholars continue to debate the legacy of this Chicago School. 

Indeed, current understanding about Chicago Sociology owes much to 

attempts by individual researchers to claim its authority, or displace its 

basic theories and methodological approaches.12 Understanding how a 

research agenda relates to the substantive and methodological concerns 

of the Chicago School reveals much about its predispositions. Leaders of 

the L.A. School, for example, have defined their research agenda in opposi-

tion to the concentric circles model that appears in chapter 2 of The City.13 

This narrow reading of the Chicago School legacy, ignoring both its core  

substantive and methodological concerns, underscores the preoccupation 

of geographers with the spatiality of the urban environment.
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	 While scholars continue to debate the legacy of Chicago Sociology,  

several basic features of the research produced by its core members are 

worth highlighting. These include: (1) Strong empirical emphasis. Thomas, 

Park and others stressed the importance of empirical observation, especially 

firsthand experience with the urban environment being studied. (2) Eclectic 

subject matter. The Chicago School incorporated a broad range of subject 

matter, including an expansive definition of urbanism. (3) Focus on the indi-

vidual. Most studies posited relationships between the individual, i.e., his 

observable behavior and unobserved mental state, and the environment. 

(4) Induction. The investigative approach was primarily inductive with the 

expressed purpose of verifying broadly generalizable claims and theories.

	 These features are readily apparent in the classic works produced by 

the Chicago School. Thomas’s The Polish Peasant in Europe and America 

addressed the social problems associated with the assimilation of recent 

immigrants.14 Thomas used reams of transcribed letters sent back and 

forth between immigrants and their families in Poland to construct com-

parable life histories and document the challenges faced by new Americans.  

Zorbaugh’s The Gold Coast and the Slum utilized personal interviews, maps, 

and statistical tables to construct a detailed portrait of residential segrega-

tion on Chicago’s north side.15 Wirth’s The Ghetto looked at the condensed 

Jewish communities in Chicago and Frankfurt in search of generalizations 

about the effects of neighborhood and culture on individual personality.16

	 Urban scholars recognize The City, a collection of eight papers by Park, 

Ernest W. Burgess, and Roderick McKenzie, as the first systematic attempt 

to understand the causes and consequences of urbanization. In the intro-

ductory essay, Park defines the city in broad terms—“a state of mind”—

and proposes a scheme for studying the physical organization, occupational 

structure, and culture of cities.17 The essay views urban life, including the 

physical and social order of the city, as a reflection of human nature. Each 

subject area is divided into subtopics. For the latter, Park proposes research 

questions that are readily amenable to social scientific (usually quantita-

tive) analysis. In the introduction and third chapter, Park and McKenzie 

introduce the ecological approach to social inquiry, which purported to 

understand the natural evolution of urban development.18 The City is full of 
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ecological metaphors, e.g., succession, invasion, metabolism, and so forth, 

drawn from the study of plants and animals.

	 Representing the city as a state of mind, as opposed to a political 

entity with legally defined physical boundaries, vastly expands the range of  

acceptable inquiry. In The City, for example, the authors consider the nature 

and consequences of physical expansion, explain the emergence of local 

newspapers, explore the effects of neighborhood organization on crime 

and individual personality, trace the causes of juvenile delinquency, offer 

a vivid characterization of the homeless population, and prescribe a set of 

best practices for social workers. This expansive view of how cities ought 

to be studied is also reflected in the comprehensive bibliography compiled 

by Wirth. The academic scope he defines for urban sociology incorporates 

boilerplate topics like zoning, trade, growth, and administration as well as 

less traditional issues like communication, fertility, religion, public morale, 

and social mobility.

	 The second chapter of The City has received the most scrutiny from 

the L.A. School. In it, Burgess presents a model that relates the physical 

expansion of cities to social organization. The model represents the city 

as a series of concentric circles radiating from a central business district.19 

Urban expansion occurs as inner zones extend their areas by invading the 

spaces of adjacent outer zones. Expansion also involves the concentration 

of transportation networks, business activity, and political and cultural life  

on the central business district. It is this representation of the city that 

the L.A. School strenuously objects to, as it appears to poorly characterize 

the decentralized development pattern of modern Los Angeles. L.A. is not 

divided into neatly circumscribed residential and industrial zones, nor is 

the region organized by a central business district.

	 The concentric circles model initiated an empirical research agenda by 

sociologists attempting to verify the descriptive accuracy of Burgess’s “zonal 

hypothesis” for cities around the world.20 As a scientific model of urbaniza-

tion, however, the concentric circles model is underdeveloped. Burgess never 

explains why inner zones “invade” outer zones, or what prompts a spurt of 

succession. Indeed, the concentric circles model of the urban environment 

is essentially a sideshow to the central question of the essay: “How far is the 
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growth of the city, in its physical and technical aspects, matched by a natural 

but adequate readjustment in the social organization?” Burgess was most 

interested in the effects of expansion on the social organization of cities, 

especially with respect to the assimilation of newcomers into urban life. He 

worried about the potential dangers of rapid expansion, e.g., the impact on 

urban life of a large influx of African-Americans and European immigrants 

into northern cities. The latter portion of the essay introduces a broad con-

ception of mobility (“change, new experience, stimulation”) and laments its 

tendency to confuse and demoralize the individual.

	 Rather than view the concentric circles model as an analytical device, 

urban scholars might better think of it as a visual representation of residen-

tial segregation, itself the result of individual responses to increasing size, 

density, heterogeneity, and other outgrowths of industrialization. More  

precisely, the model is one answer to the question of what the city would 

look like if the posited relationship between industrialization on the one 

hand, and individual behavior on the other, were allowed to develop 

unchecked. Hise has suggested that the model was in part a reaction to the 

perceived chaos of growth around the turn of the century, i.e., a prescriptive, 

as well as descriptive model; for generations, planners across the country 

accepted it as such.21 The model does not perfectly explain urban expansion 

in Chicago; nor was it ever meant to. Implied in the concentric circles model 

is a Euclidean zoning scheme, with a hierarchy of land uses. Park and Burgess 

favored locating “higher” uses away from the urban core. Whatever its original 

intent, the model has been influential with academics and policy makers 

alike, with largely negative consequences for urban residents.

	 The preoccupation of the Chicago School with the relationship 

between individual behavior and the size, density and heterogeneity of cities  

comes across more clearly in a later Wirth article.22 Where Park offers an 

expansive definition of the city, Wirth’s is purposely minimal. In contrast  

to the inductive approach that characterizes most studies produced by 

Chicago Sociology, Wirth engages in a deductive exercise, deriving test-

able hypotheses that posit size, density, and individual heterogeneity as 

independent variables for a variety of social, economic, and psychological  

phenomena. With the exception of Zorbaugh, who assumed a concentric 
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circles development pattern,23 Chicago School sociologists paid little atten-

tion to Burgess’s thought experiment. From this perspective, the concentric 

circles model is secondary to the more important task of relating the char-

acteristics of cities to their social organization. It never was a major compo-

nent of the Chicago research agenda.

	 Urban scholars can learn more from Wirth’s article than the concentric 

circles model in The City. In it, he warns against confusing urbanism with 

industrialism and modern capitalism. The rise of cities in the modern world 

is not independent of modern technology, mass production, and capitalistic 

enterprise, but many cities predate these forces. Similarly, Wirth suggests 

that the purpose of a theory of urbanism is to assist our understanding 

of the differences between cities and to inform empirical research on the 

relationships between the characteristics of cities and their consequences. 

Positing a single model of urbanization, as Burgess does in The City, does 

little to explain variation in outcomes across urban settings.

	 While subsequent generations of sociologists have found much to 

admire and emulate in the Chicago School, neither The City nor its other 

seminal works dramatically improve our understanding of urban politics. 

Politics was seldom among the list of factors that concerned Chicago Soci-

ology. This is not surprising, given its focus on individual behavior. Politics 

involves collective action and the use of public authority. More surprising is 

the inattention to local politics as one characteristic of cities affecting indi-

vidual behavior. Political organizations, including federal, state, and local 

agencies, political machines, and other organizations are conspicuously 

absent from many of the foundational works of the Chicago School.

	 The inattention to politics, either as an independent variable affect-

ing social organization, assimilation, and individual behavior, or a depen-

dent variable influenced by community norms and behavior, is particularly  

baffling, given the work being conducted by political scientists sharing 

office and classroom space with Chicago sociologists during the 1920s and 

1930s. Leading members of the Chicago School were aware of the theo-

retical insights and empirical relationships uncovered by members of the 

Chicago School of Political Science. Park suggested the title for and wrote 
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the introduction to Gosnell’s Negro Politicians (1935). Chicago sociologist 

William Ogburn wrote the introduction to Machine Politics (1937).

	 These and other works by the Chicago School of Political Science show 

the substantial influence of Chicago Sociology. In Non-Voting, Merriam and 

Gosnell bring the modern data collection and analytical techniques empha-

sized by Park, Ogburn, and others to bear on the question of why citizens 

frequently fail to show up at the polls.24 Their discovery that 25 percent 

of those interviewed cited “general indifference” as a reason for not voting 

ought to have drawn greater interest from a group of scholars interested in 

questions of assimilation and the demoralizing effects of urban life. In both 

Machine Politics and Negro Politicians, Gosnell explores the social and eco-

nomic roots of voting behavior, and the effects of machine rule on individ-

ual behavior. In doing so, he tapped primary source materials, conducted 

personal interviews, and served as an active party worker—the kind of first-

hand experience emphasized by Chicago sociologists. Gosnell found that 

the penetration of machine propaganda and exchange relationships was 

extensive. The consequences, he argues, were largely negative. White’s work 

on city managers similarly shows the potential of political leadership and 

administration for shaping life in big cities.25 Claims about the importance 

of public administration are supported by extensive field work conducted 

in thirty-one cities across the country.

	 These efforts argue for the importance of political organization to the 

character of urban life. Merriam, Gosnell, and White found much to emulate 

in the research agenda of the Chicago School. Influence, however, only flowed 

one way. The findings of political scientists were not incorporated into the 

later work of Chicago sociologists in any meaningful way. In many respects, 

serious consideration of the implications of political organization began not 

with the Chicago School of Sociology, but with these early studies of machine 

politics and administration and the comprehensive textbook published by 

Banfield and Wilson (1966). Those authors utilize the insights of sociolo-

gists on the emergence of neighborhood values and ethnic culture to inform 

explanations of machine politics and reform movements and the formation 

of labor unions, civic associations, and other interest groups in big cities.
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The L.A. School and Urban Growth
The L.A. School of Urbanism emerged as a collective enterprise in urban 

geospatial analysis and social critique following a fateful 1987 meeting of 

geographers and planners in the San Bernardino Mountains.26 By then, 

Michael Dear, Edward Soja, and others who would become leaders of the 

L.A. School had already produced important essays on the form and function 

of urbanism in Southern California.27 Nevertheless, the 1987 meeting sig-

naled the beginning of a fruitful, collaborative, interdisciplinary effort that 

has resulted in a series of research conferences, policy monographs, and 

edited volumes on Los Angeles.28

	 The body of work produced by the L.A. School is large and eclectic. 

Like the Chicago School, the L.A. School embraces an expansive definition 

of urbanism. Its scholarly activities range from efforts to catalogue the city’s 

architecture; understand the economic foundations of regional prosperity; 

alleviate problems of poverty and homelessness; study the rise of L.A. as 

a global city; assess the impact of federal, state, and local public policies; 

and chronicle the emergence of ethnic and religious communities. Much 

of this work cannot be reviewed here. In the following sections, we criti-

cally reexamine two major components of the L.A. School research agenda:  

(a) its proposed alternative to the concentric circles model developed by 

sociologists at the University of Chicago in the 1920s and (b) its explanation 

of L.A.’s rise as a global city.

	 Just as the legacy of the Chicago School is a continuing subject of 

debate, urban scholars are attempting to come to grips with the ideas and 

influence of the L.A. School. Halle claims that three characteristics distin-

guish the L.A. School’s research program. The first is its focus on the urban 

periphery.29 Dear has stated that in Los Angeles, “the central core no longer 

organizes the hinterland.”30 Second, the L.A. School places great emphasis 

on Southern California’s excessive political fragmentation, including weak 

mayoral powers and limited legislative oversight within the city, and a 

multitude of autonomous local governments. Third, there is a belief that  

Los Angeles represents the new urban paradigm. The L.A. School seeks to 

change the perception of L.A. from urban exception to developmental proto

type of the twenty-first century.
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	 None of these factors, however, is new or unique to the L.A. School’s 

research program. Decentralization and political fragmentation are the 

major themes of The Fragmented Metropolis, the classic study of early L.A. 

development.31 Indeed, the foreword to the 1993 edition of Fogelson’s work 

hints that the L.A. School is merely “repeating in the language of French 

post-structuralism the crucial insight that Fogelson presents in his book.”32 

This charge is too critical of the L.A. School and, we hasten to add, overly 

generous to Fogelson. The L.A. School has devoted far greater attention to 

the causes and consequences of decentralization and fragmentation, with 

much of this work focusing on postwar Los Angeles.

	 Those who live and work in L.A. and those who write about it have 

been billing Los Angeles as a future city since the beginning of the twentieth 

century. In adopting the principles of the garden city movement, planners 

in L.A. self-consciously identified their task as building a city of the future. 

Through comprehensive planning, future cities like Los Angeles could avoid 

the problems plaguing the congested cities of the East and Midwest. Nearly 

a decade before Fogelson published The Fragmented Metropolis, research-

ers already were recognizing L.A.’s decentralized development pattern and 

fractionalized politics, and advertising it as a prototype for the automobile-

centered cities of the late-twentieth century. In an insightful, but obscure, 

article, Arthur L. Grey identifies decentralization and fragmentation as key 

features of L.A.’s distinctive development pattern.33 Entitled “Los Angeles: 

Urban Prototype,” Grey’s article argued that other U.S. cities would soon 

exhibit the characteristics of Los Angeles. These included a transportation 

system dominated by the automobile, residential and commercial decen-

tralization, political fractionalization, and racial polarization. Published six 

years before the 1965 Watts riot, Grey’s warnings about the housing prob-

lems of black residents were especially prophetic.

	 If neither the twin themes of decentralization and fragmentation 

distinguish the L.A. School, what does? We believe a combination of six 

characteristics best describes the L.A. School research agenda: (1) Focus 

on Los Angeles. The L.A. School is admittedly fractured and incoherent. 

What unites members is their focus on Los Angeles. (2) The search for a 

new theory of urban growth. The L.A. School has become well known 
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for its attempts to elaborate an alternative to the concentric circles model.  

(3) Emphasis on the link between physical development and global capital. 

The L.A. School cites the shift from assembly line to flexible modes of  

production as a decisive factor in L.A.’s industrial and residential disper-

sion. (4) The Chinatown theory of the local state. Much research by the 

L.A. School’s leading scholars either ignores local politics and political  

institutions or views the local state as a wholly owned subsidiary of the  

business community. (5) Bearish take on urban fortunes. The scholarship of 

the L.A. School has a distinct noir flavor, imagining both the loss of indi-

vidual autonomy and a nightmarish collective future. (6) Methodological 

agnosticism and interdisciplinary flavor. Many L.A. School projects com-

bine the perspectives of planners, sociologists, political scientists, histori-

ans, and theorists.34 However, the L.A. School’s general aversion to modern 

statistical techniques and research design is in stark contrast to the  

Chicago School.

Urban Growth and the Postmodern Project

From the beginning. the L.A. School focused on creating a model of urban 

growth capable of explaining the development pattern of postwar Los 

Angeles. Efforts to replace the concentric circles model began in the early 

1980s. In Urbanization and Urban Planning in Capitalist Society, Dear and 

Scott gathered an interdisciplinary group of scholars to explore the relation-

ship between capitalist modes of production and the physical development 

of urban space.35 Subsequent work by Scott investigates this relationship 

more fully. In Metropolis, Scott argues that the division of labor in capital-

ist economies shapes the urban landscape.36 The shift from an economy of 

large composite firms performing many tasks to one characterized by small 

firms performing specialized tasks contributed to industrial and residen-

tial dispersion. Tradeoffs among land, labor, and location costs underlie a 

“transactional” logic. This logic is a variation of transaction cost economics, 

or the study of vertical integration. In the latter, the concern is with explain-

ing the boundaries of the firm, i.e., which contracts are organized within 

firms and which contracts are transacted between firms or via markets.37 
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Scott’s innovation is to consider the consequences of changes in the bound-

aries of the modern industrial firm for urban space.

	 Scott’s recent work offers empirical support for the connection between 

modes of production and urban space. In Technopolis, Scott collected infor-

mation about production processes used in firms, the internal labor force, 

production and sales figures, and relationships with suppliers, subcon-

tractors, and purchasers.38 Scott finds that industrial activity has migrated 

from the core to the periphery, where agglomerations of high-technology 

firms have arisen. A large proportion of contracting activity is intraregional, 

with firms placing a premium on proximity to business partners. Scott  

concludes that Southern California was well poised to take advantage of 

postwar changes in industrial organization by virtue of its deep labor pool 

and large number of small firms providing specialized products and services. 

Scott finds similar patterns in the San Fernando Valley and Ventura County 

areas.39 Maps of population density and firm location at three points in time 

(the mid-1950s, 1973, and 1990) show that residential dispersion, including 

racial minorities, followed industry to these remote locations.

	 Scott’s attention to changes in industrial organization highlights an 

important dynamic contributing to industrial and residential dispersion. 

However, this dynamic by itself hardly seems sufficient in explaining both 

the scale and timing of these trends in Southern California. Nor can it 

explain other salient aspects of the region’s physical development. Subse-

quent efforts attempt to provide a more complete model of urbanization. 

These essays traffic in the abstractions of Marxist analysis and postmodern 

theory, and, in contrast to Scott’s work, eschew both formal deduction and 

empirical verification. In The Postmodern Urban Condition, Dear proposes 

a model of urbanization that organizes urban space as a checkerboard land-

scape characterized by an undifferentiated and decentralized development 

pattern (“keno capitalism”).40 Dear and Flusty 41 argue that this pattern 

better describes L.A. and other cities in the “post-Fordist” phase of urban-

ization.42 Other factors driving this pattern include deindustrialization, 

globalization, nationalism, and the rise of the Pacific Rim.43

	 Like the concentric circles model, the checkerboard model is theoreti-

cally underdeveloped. None of the explanatory factors constitute variables; 
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they are historical events. How one gets from events to outcomes is not 

entirely clear, as the model lacks identifiable change agents. Dear and Flusty 

finesse issues of agency (obscuring responsibility for the dystopia they imag-

ine) in writing that postmodern urbanism is “the result of the interaction 

among ecologically-situated human agents in relations of production, con-

sumption, and coercion.”44 Unnamed developers and corporations appear 

as deus ex machina. Consumers enter as an undifferentiated mass, buying 

up products offered by the capitalist economy, seemingly unaware of their 

own long-term interests. The state arrives intermittently to lend a hand to 

the undemocratic self-interested schemes of big business. Neither a theory 

proper nor a scientific model, keno capitalism is a hodgepodge of urban-

isms, incorporating elements of the edge city,45 privatopia,46 theme parks,47 

and the fortified city.48

	 Like the concentric rings model, the checkerboard model has problems 

as a descriptive representation, let alone analytical model, of the physical 

development of cities. One major shortcoming is its relative inattention to 

the local state, either as an independent variable affecting urban space or a 

dependent variable affected by geospatial relationships. Local politics, like 

all politics, is territorially based. Presumably, any theory that adequately 

accounts for the distribution of people and resources into geographically 

defined spaces will address the contributory roles of political interest groups 

and institutions. None of the urbanisms acknowledged by Dear49 and Dear 

and Flusty50 adequately represents state-society relations.

	 Another shortcoming, related to the first, is the model’s built-in eco-

nomic determinism. Like the concentric rings model, it is driven almost 

entirely by economic factors (industrialization in the case of the former, 

postindustrial economic organization in the latter). In Scott’s economic 

essentialism and Dear and Flusty’s patchwork urban theory, the implica-

tion is that urban space develops to fulfill the needs of capitalist economic 

organization, with the impersonal forces of global finance leading the way. 

Ultimately, the reliance on a single model or variable to explain the physi-

cal growth of cities has theoretical and empirical shortcomings. To repeat 

Wirth’s admonition,51 the purpose of a theory of urbanism is to assist our 

understanding of the differences between cities, and inform empirical 
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research on the relationships between the characteristics of cities and their 

consequences. Neither the concentric circles diagram nor the checkerboard 

model help one understand the causes of differences between cities. To our 

knowledge, such models have not generated much empirical research on the 

consequences of urban space.

L.A. History through Sunshine and Noir

The characteristics cited above are also evident in a second component of 

the L.A. School research program: explaining the rise of Los Angeles as a 

global city. Devoted less to the abstract pattern of physical development 

than to explaining particular events, trends, and outcomes, the L.A. School’s 

efforts along these lines make for unconventional histories. Here, the focus 

is not the people of Los Angeles, the political activities of its leaders, the 

regional economy, nor other subjects that form traditional subjects of  

historical analysis. The goal is not to posit L.A. as a prototype of physical 

development elsewhere, but to describe how the city and region itself have 

been shaped by a confluence of urban processes over time.

	 In this vein, Mike Davis’s City of Quartz52 is a landmark effort to explain 

the evolution of urban space in Los Angeles. It is also a natural starting 

point for understanding the L.A. School’s approach to historical inquiry. 

Unlike Dear and Flusty’s model,53 change agents abound in City of Quartz. 

The main players are vaguely defined social classes: an underclass com-

posed of new immigrants and the working poor, and the city’s social and  

economic elite. Davis cites a succession of growth coalitions, beginning  

with the one headed by the virulently antiunion Los Angeles Times, and 

culminating in the contemporary regime of land bankers, homebuilders, 

commercial developers, and land-intensive industries. Davis describes a 

world of looming class conflict, with urban space as a battleground and 

channeler of conflict. These conflicts are played out at the microlevel, with 

homeowner associations, gangs, and the Los Angeles Police Department 

struggling to control pieces of L.A.’s geography.

	 One of Davis’s original contributions is his attention to L.A.’s image-

makers. Parallel to the battle for urban space is the struggle to define the 
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image of Los Angeles. On one side is an alliance of developers and boosters; 

on the other side is a coterie of architects, writers, movie producers, and like 

connoisseurs of high culture. The former helped manufacture a sunshine 

image of Los Angeles designed to appeal to tourists and newcomers. The 

other side consists of intellectuals dedicated to debunking L.A.’s booster 

myths while producing a rich genre of noir literature and film that depicts 

the dark underbelly of L.A. life. The contrast between sunshine and noir 

forms a powerful dialectic affecting those who write about Los Angeles  

and those who make its policies.54 Davis and much of the L.A. School lean 

heavily toward the noir. City of Quartz has been enormously influential in 

shaping both the L.A. School’s and global intellectuals’ views of Los Angeles.

	 If the L.A. School’s theory of growth is a hodgepodge of urbanisms, 

the historical narratives of L.A.’s rise as a global city have been written as a 

collection of geographies, i.e., urban processes. This is how Soja organizes 

his historical account of Los Angeles between Watts and the multiethnic 

riots of 1992.55 The geographies that emerge in this period are captured 

(appropriately) in neologisms. The term exopolis, for example, denotes 

peripheral urbanization, i.e., the rapid growth in pockets of Orange County, 

the San Fernando Valley, along the Pacific coast, and the Inland Empire. 

Flexcities similarly signify the deindustrialization of the local manufactur-

ing base and rise of specialized districts housing craft-based production 

networks that are highly responsive to international markets. Several addi-

tional geographies are consequences of metropolitan transformation. The 

more important include repolarization—the increasing gap between rich 

and poor—and the carceral city, the erection of fortress-like structures and 

surveillance systems for monitoring public spaces.56

	 These geographies constitute important departures from pre–World 

War II development patterns. Soja makes a compelling argument that  

they were triggered, in part, by the Watts riots in 1965. Watts marked an 

important change in the relationship between the people and urban space 

of Los Angeles, a phenomenon he calls urban restructuring. In urban 

restructuring, the dominant urban processes are transformed, giving rise 

to new processes that shape both urban space and how individuals interact 

with and understand them.57 These geographies have solved some problems 
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but created others. Soja believes the combination of repolarization and  

the carceral city contributed to the 1992 multiethnic riots. He suggests  

that L.A. has gone from a crisis-generated restructuring to a restructuring-

generated crisis. The new crisis includes the collapse of L.A.’s historically 

strong civic will.58

	 Scott picks up the economic theme from Soja in an essay on Southern 

California’s industrial urbanism.59 Whereas East Coast and midwestern 

cities like Pittsburgh, Chicago, and Detroit experienced rapid growth in 

the Fordist era, Los Angeles emerged in the post-Fordist phase. The post-

Fordist city departs from the Fordist industrial metropolis in its low level 

of unionization among workers; polarization of occupational structures 

(i.e., a highly paid cadre of professionals and a large stratum of low-paid, 

low-skilled manual workers); reduced opportunities for upward mobility; 

diverse, but unassimilated workforce; and tight links between local economic 

activity and international market forces. Concerned about the consequences 

of these trends, Scott, like Soja, suggests that they contributed to the 1992 

riots. Left unchecked, they threaten to transform Southern California into a 

Bladerunner-like dystopia.

	 Like the L.A. School’s theory of urban growth, these histories of L.A.’s 

development as a global city generally are inattentive to political develop-

ment and institutions. In City of Quartz, public officials, when they appear, 

are portrayed as junior partners or handmaidens to the private sector  

newspaper publishers, developers, and homebuilders that run Los Angeles. 

Despite such shortcomings, these histories of L.A.’s development hold 

greater promise than the attempt to elaborate a single theory of urban 

growth. They highlight several enduring patterns of order (i.e., urbanisms 

or geographies) and seek to identify the forces that gave rise to them. The 

L.A. School has offered searching critiques of their consequences (i.e., the 

erosion of public authority, and Babel-like disintegration of L.A.’s civic cul-

ture). Davis, Dear, Soja, and others have drawn attention to the manner in 

which the urban landscape is socially constructed as well as physically man-

ufactured by developers, industry, and consumers. The key challenge facing 

L.A. scholars is to understand the political manifestations of these trends 

and their implications for urban democracy in Los Angeles and beyond.
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	 We suggest two ways of moving forward. The first is to specify whether 

the geographies uncovered by the L.A. School are unique to Southern 

California. To date, work by the L.A. School straddles both sides of the 

exception-prototype dichotomy. To the extent that these geographies are 

generated by crisis events, e.g., the Watts riots of 1965, they are likely to 

be exceptional. However, peripheral urbanization, rising inequality, and 

international interdependence appear to be widespread. For these broader 

trends, it is important to identify how local governments are responding to 

shape and even mitigate their effects. Janet Abu-Lughod provides this kind 

of analysis in her comparative study of urban responses to changes in the 

international political economy.60

	 The second way forward involves focusing on the political implications 

of the geographies identified by the L.A. School. Whether or not repolar-

ization constitutes a geography, it has pregnant implications for politics. 

At the national level, for example, there has been a resurgence of partisan 

polarization in recent years, exacerbated by the unprecedented electoral 

parity between the major political parties. Political scientists have argued 

about whether polarization is elite-driven or a reflection of polarization in 

the electorate.61 The work of the L.A. School offers reason to expect that 

polarization is driven primarily by the spatial distribution of jobs and  

residents. Interestingly, polarization is less evident in both the electoral and 

institutional arenas of urban politics. In contrast to national legislatures, 

voting in city councils tends to be consensus-based, not conflict-driven. In 

recent years, a large proportion of the votes in the New York, Los Angeles, 

and Chicago legislatures has been unanimous or near-unanimous. Local 

consensus in the face of widening social disparities is a puzzle that deserves 

greater attention.

	 Why has the dystopian future imagined by the L.A. School and others 

failed to materialize? The answer perhaps lies in the ability of the local state 

to manage conflict and shelter itself from some of the more divisive issues 

that animate state and national politics. Explaining how this is accomplished 

puts the focus squarely back on political institutions such as nonpartisan-

ship, the artificial construction of municipal boundaries and legislative 

districts within municipalities, and the interference of state and national 
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entities, which has removed many contentious issues from the local sphere. 

In any case, understanding how local governments have frustrated the more 

dire predictions of the L.A. School requires bringing the local state and its 

policies back into the study of places like Los Angeles.

Bringing the Local State Back In

One of the major implications of work by the L.A. School is that politics 

and political institutions play a minor role, if any, in shaping the urban 

landscape. To characterize the entire output of the L.A. School as “state-

less,” however, would be unfair. Dear, Scott, and Wolch have experimented 

with state-centered analyses.62 Others have cited municipal institutions like 

the initiative process and commission system in arguing that the city and 

region are ungovernable.63 In a recent essay, Dear suggests that L.A.’s his-

tory reflects the interplay between private and public authority, with the 

balance having shifted over L.A.’s 150-plus years of history.64 Nevertheless, 

these efforts are more the exception than the rule. The L.A. School’s efforts 

to develop an alternative to the concentric circles model and explain the rise 

of modern Los Angeles generally demonstrate an inattention to politics that 

needs correction.

	 This inattention undoubtedly reflects the dearth of political scholarship 

on Los Angeles before the late 1980s. L.A. did not fit easily into the dominant 

frameworks in urban politics, e.g., the machine-reform dialectic, regime 

theory,65 and Sun Belt model of urban governance.66 There were few book-

length studies of L.A.’s political system and power structure comparable to 

heavily studied cities such as Atlanta, New Haven, New York, and Chicago.67 

Those that did appear seldom reached more than a regional audience.68

	 In the past twenty years, however, political scholarship on Los Angeles 

has proliferated. Sonenshein’s work on charter reform and local government 

structures, for example, provides a much-needed examination of local insti-

tutions.69 Political scientists have tackled difficult subjects like minority 

political incorporation,70 race and ethnic coalition building,71 and the 1992 

multiethnic riots.72 Others have written on the rise of labor, environmental, 

and neighborhood groups.73 In addition, L.A. has become a popular subject 
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of comparative analysis.74 Interestingly, much of this research pairs 

Los Angeles with New York but not Chicago. Whether it is demographics,75 

voting patterns,76 or mayoral politics,77 New York is generally considered a 

more relevant comparison.

	 Bringing the local state back in involves arguing for the importance 

of the political organization of cities. The state is not merely an arena of 

conflict, but a set of institutions with the potential, realized or not, to shape 

private sector activity, determine the distribution of rights, responsibilities, 

and benefits of collective action, and rearrange policy to suit its own narrow 

interests as well as those of various publics.78 For this potential to be real-

ized, it is necessary for public actors to marshal state capacity and achieve  

a level of autonomy from social interests. State capacity and autonomy  

cannot be assumed by the analyst, but must be described and demonstrated 

through empirical research. Similarly, the alignment of interests between 

government and governed—the objective of institutional design and  

expectation of democratic theory—is a subject for both theoretical and 

empirical analysis.

	 L.A. School efforts to analyze the local state have one major short

coming. The state is treated as monolithic and subservient to the economic 

system. As a result, local state autonomy is neglected and its component 

parts are rarely differentiated. In Clark and Dear (1984), both the form and 

functions of the state are derived from the capitalist economic system. The 

goals of the state—e.g., to secure spaces for production and accumulation—

and the nature of its activity do not differ according to state structures (e.g., 

regional, county, or municipal level; executive, legislative, bureaucratic, or 

judicial function) or policy area (e.g., public safety, social policy, or economic 

development). As a result, the L.A. School generally equates the interests of 

the state with the preferences of the ruling class. Scott, for example, views 

local planning apparatuses in Los Angeles as tools of the economic elite.79 

This reductionist view is inconsistent with the approach advocated here.

	 Bringing the local state back in requires differentiating the components 

of local government and exploring how state activity varies by policy area 

and over time. For example, Erie offers a state-centered analysis focusing 

on the contributions of municipal bureaucracies and public infrastructure 
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to Los Angeles’s early development.80 For the period 1870 to 1930, he dis-

tinguishes two growth regimes: an entrepreneurial regime (1880–1906) 

characterized by a business-run, low-tax, caretaker government pursuing 

private strategies of economic development, and a more state-centered 

regime (1906–1932) featuring a high-tax, high-debt, activist local government 

pursuing public economic development strategies in the face of growing 

business opposition. The latter relied heavily on the municipal bond market 

to finance large-scale infrastructure projects, aided by the legal and financial 

latitude granted home-rule cities like L.A. by the California Constitution. 

Los Angeles acquired nearly all of its territory after 1906, using its water 

monopoly to annex neighboring communities.81

	 More generally, Erie describes Los Angeles as a developmental city-

state where public entrepreneurs and municipal agencies such as L.A.’s 

Department of Water and Power used electoral strategies (e.g., bond and 

charter amendment elections) to publicly finance and independently man-

age the public infrastructure needed for urban and regional development. 

Crucial to L.A.’s rise from frontier town to regional imperium was a per-

missive state constitutional framework. California’s Constitution allowed 

home-rule cities like L.A. substantial flexibility (i.e., a high debt ceiling) to 

finance needed infrastructure investments. By 1920 Los Angeles was using 

more of its extensive borrowing capacity on infrastructure projects than any 

other city in the country. L.A.’s semiautonomous proprietary departments 

(Water and Power, Harbor, and, later, Airports) successfully campaigned for 

voter-approved city charter amendments that insulated these agencies from 

elected officials and even the powerful business community.

	 This statist approach diverges sharply from traditional urban develop-

ment theories that emphasize local growth constraints,82 and the catalytic 

role of business elites.83 This approach also helps explain L.A.’s curious 

reform experience. L.A. differed from liberal growth regimes such as New 

York’s that sought to balance redistribution demands and economic imper-

atives.84 Similarly, L.A.’s state-centered growth regime deviated from the 

laissez-faire growth regimes of southwestern cities.85 L.A.’s experience, 

however, was typical of West Coast cities such as San Francisco and Seattle, 

where the local state was actively used for economic development. In the 
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late nineteenth century, the West was an economically backward region. In a 

classic study, Gerschenkron explains how economically backward states can 

achieve industrialization in the absence of well-developed capital markets.86 

In these countries, the state uses its public fiscal capacity to substitute for 

the private capital provided by private banks in more advanced societies. 

The local state played precisely this role in L.A., which lacked both a manu-

facturing sector and well-developed private capital markets. The exigencies 

of economic and industrial development under conditions of backwardness 

help explain the early state-centered strategies adopted by West Coast cities 

and their meteoric rise in the twentieth century.

	 Recent work by L.A. scholars on city planning and regional water 

provision further illustrates that the local state is both pervasive and, fre-

quently, relatively autonomous from local economic and social interests.87 

In both arenas, the L.A. School has characterized local state involvement as 

a function of private interests. Hise, however, taps an impressive array of 

archival sources to restore the role of public planning in building modern 

Los Angeles.88 He finds that suburban development in Southern California 

was the joint product of public and private planning, not the disorganized, 

unplanned sprawl it is typically portrayed as. Similarly, Hoffman, Libecap, 

and others have culled the historical record to refute the conspiracy alleged 

in the movie Chinatown about how the city acquired vast water supplies 

from the Owens Valley.89 Erie shows how the Metropolitan Water District 

of Southern California, initially opposed by conservatives in the L.A.  

business community, halted L.A.’s territorial expansion by putting an end 

to its water monopoly.90 Since the 1950s, MWD has charted an indepen-

dent course, making decisions on capital improvements, environmental 

protection, and cost-sharing measures that powerfully shaped the Southern  

California landscape.

Conclusion

The scholarship reviewed above reveals both the promise and shortcom-

ings of the L.A. School’s research agenda. The L.A. School’s model of 

urban growth can be distinguished from the concentric rings model by its  
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emphasis on changes in economic organization and its observation that 

the center no longer drives development at the periphery. Like Los Ange-

les, many fast-growing cities in the West and Southwest lack traditional 

downtown cores. In studying this new pattern of urbanization, however, the 

L.A. School has ignored the contribution of the local state. In this regard, 

work by the L.A. School shares an affinity with the Chicago School, which 

also failed to incorporate local politics and political organization as a key 

independent variable shaping the urban landscape. The L.A. School’s great-

est departure from the Chicago School consists of its reliance on abstract  

theory and historical generalizations rather than rigorous empirical 

research. Postmodern theory, however, is not a sufficient strategy for dem-

onstrating the veracity of an urban growth model. More detailed empirical 

work, currently being conducted by L.A. School scholars and others, will 

undoubtedly bring greater nuance and clarity to the L.A. School model.

	 The local state has played a critical role in shaping the physical and 

economic development of Los Angeles and Southern California. Particu-

larly crucial have been L.A.’s bureaucratic machines such as the Los Angeles 

Department of Water and Power. Equally important was the role of local 

voters in supporting efforts to bring the railroad to Los Angeles, introduc-

ing direct democracy, and significantly adding to the municipal tax burden 

to finance massive public infrastructure projects. Efforts to characterize  

Los Angeles as a politically fragmented and incoherent metropolis largely 

incapable of local collective action miss the forest for the trees. Similarly, 

depicting the region’s development as merely a response to the needs of 

powerful, private economic interests effectively reduces urbanization to a 

functionalist logic.

	 In fairness, many of the seminal works of the L.A. School were written 

during a tumultuous period in the history of the city and region. The late 

1980s and 1990s were characterized by depression-like conditions caused by 

defense downsizing and the collapse of the aerospace industry in Southern 

California. The early 1990s witnessed the disintegration of the Bradley 

coalition and eruption of multiethnic race riots that caused more damage 

than nearly any other episode of urban unrest in U.S. history. Secession 

movements in the San Fernando Valley and the harbor district threatened to 



128 Steven P. Erie and Scott A. MacKenzie

break up the city. In the face of these challenges, the local state appeared 

adrift and powerless. It was in this context that Davis published his  

nightmarish predictions of overweening developer greed, environmental 

catastrophe, and racial strife.91

	 Since the late 1990s, L.A.’s economic and political fortunes have mark-

edly changed. Southern California recovered from its severe post–Cold War 

economic slump, largely on the strength of new jobs created by L.A.’s rapid 

rise as a major international trade hub. Local voters rejected secession in 

2000 and instead approved a new charter designed to both centralize local 

government and give neighborhoods greater local control. Los Angeles, 

once a bastion for antilabor sentiment, has become a labor stronghold. In 

2005, voters elected former labor organizer Villaraigosa as mayor. L.A. now 

sits on the cutting edge of progressive politics, having passed a living-wage 

ordinance requiring firms that do business with the city to pay their work-

ers enough to afford housing and healthcare. Efforts to revitalize the aging 

downtown area have borne fruit. Finally, the Villaraigosa administration 

has reinvigorated the old Bradley liberal coalition, but with a new combi-

nation of Latino incorporation and environmentally-friendly policies. The 

business community, once the dominant force in local politics, has been 

reduced to the status of coequal, if not junior, partner.

	 Perhaps reflecting this new climate, L.A. School scholars are beginning 

to incorporate the local state and public policy as important factors in their 

analyses. For example, Wolch, Pastor, and Dreier’s anthology Up against the 

Sprawl considers “how government policy has shaped the development of 

greater Los Angeles.”92 The view that metropolitan areas develop primarily 

as a result of market and consumer forces is characterized as the naive legacy 

of public choice theories. Admitting the importance of public policy as an 

independent force shaping urban and regional development is a promising 

step. It suggests that the relationship between those who study L.A. politics 

and those interested in its urban spaces flows both ways.

	 Urban scholarship on Los Angeles has been immeasurably enhanced  

by the L.A. School’s collaborative undertakings, such as its efforts to  

connect economic organization and urban space. A major challenge for 

L.A. scholars going forward is to better explain how political institutions 
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and public policy are shaping the development of Southern California and, 

by implication, other metropolitan areas across the country and globe. By 

bringing the local state back in, L.A. scholars can offer a more robust urban 

growth paradigm.
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From the 1960s to the end of the twentieth century, the nation’s two largest 

cities each helped to nurture a distinct approach to urban analysis. In his 

introduction to this book, Dennis Judd discusses the Los Angeles School 

and a New York School. The former tended to emphasize the decentraliza-

tion and fragmentation of urban areas; the latter the potential of the urban 

core. Each school offered valuable insights applicable to the study of all 

major urban regions, not just New York and Los Angeles. In this chapter we 

argue that it is time to move beyond the framework of these schools. Partly 

this is because their contributions have been widely acknowledged. More 

importantly, it is because both schools were reacting, in different ways, to a 

common view that American cities were in decline while the periphery was 

expanding. These processes were captured by the terms “white flight” and 

“ghetto,” which described the mass movement of the middle and working 

classes from the central cities to the suburbs and the concentration of the 

poor and minorities within cities. This account of urban decline dominated 

scholarly analysis for much of the second half of the twentieth century, 

mainly because it had a basis in the real situation of American cites. That 

this perspective is no longer widely held reflects the fact that it is no lon-

ger a compelling account of the actual situation of urban development. No 

dominant alternative discourse has yet emerged. Any new discourse must 

recognize that American cities are in a state of change.

	 The data we present in this chapter suggest some of the basic elements 

of a new discourse. These involve: (1) key demographic changes, including 
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especially changing birth rates for racial and ethnic groups; (2) the rise and 

collapse of the housing bubble; (3) demographic changes that transform 

our understanding of ghettos, an issue that we approach via a case study 

of changes in Harlem, once the country’s most famous urban ghetto;  

(4) the environmental movement, which we consider via a case study of 

Manhattan’s High Line, the long-disused, above-ground railroad that 

environmentalists are turning into a park and whose June 2009 opening 

has drawn enormous attention. The High Line is an early example of some 

of the issues faced in New York and Los Angeles by environmentalism, 

which has raced to a central place in the mayoral agenda of both cities. For 

example, the High Line case shows that even when we understand large-

scale social and economic trends, public policies can change the patterns 

of urban development in profound and unpredictable ways. Although our 

two case studies—Harlem and The High Line—focus on New York, we 

believe that their implications and lessons can be generalized to other cities. 

Overall, our analysis is inevitably exploratory and tentative. No account can 

be truly comprehensive; it is too soon for that.

The New York and the L.A. Schools and Their  
Fading Usefulness

David Halle’s New York and Los Angeles, which appeared in 2003, began with 

a statement about the limitations of the L.A. School, which had focused 

almost exclusively on the decentralization and fragmentation of urban 

regions.1 Halle proposed that beginning in the 1950s, New York had pro-

duced a school of its own that focused on the potential and importance of 

the urban center. The contrast between these two schools was useful both 

for describing different patterns of urban development and also for refer-

ring to divergent theoretical tendencies. We use the term school here to refer 

to any group having at least the first two of the following four features:  

(1) some shared perspectives and ideas; (2) a common agenda of research; 

(3) an overt sense of membership in a distinct school; (4) residence in the 

same area/region. If the latter two characteristics exist as well, then it is 

likely that the school gains an additional measure of coherence.
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The New York School

As Halle described it, the New York School that flourished in the latter 

decades of the twentieth century was characterized by several distinguish-

ing features: first, a strong interest in the central city, especially Manhattan; 

second, a determination to improve city life; third, a utopian belief that the 

central city could and should be a place where the wealthy, the middle class, 

the working class, and the poor can coexist; and fourth, a belief that city life 

is superior to suburban life. 

	 Some key figures of the New York School were Jane Jacobs, arguably its 

intellectual and organizational founder, whose 1961 The Death and Life of 

Great American Cities remains widely regarded as the best analysis of how to 

make cities work;2 historian Kenneth Jackson, whose 1985 Crabgrass Fron-

tier contains a biting critique of how government policies (federal, state, 

and local) undermined the health of American cities especially from the 

1920s to the 1970s;3 architect Robert Stern, who provided some of the key 

ideas associated with the rejuvenation of Times Square;4 and sociologists 

Richard Sennett,5 William Whyte,6 and Sharon Zukin.7 The latter’s 1982 Loft 

Living arguably pioneered the study of gentrification, with an analysis of the 

famous conversion of Soho industrial lofts to residence-workspaces.

	 The overview of the New York School presented in New York and 

Los Angeles included several caveats. The first was that there are “many 

important urban researchers in New York City and the region whose  

work scarcely, or only partly, fits this New York School model.” The point 

was just that the New York School perspective is a distinct and important 

approach to cities exemplified by a cluster of distinguished analysts in the 

nation’s largest city. The second caveat was that the basics of the New York 

School perspective are clearly not confined to discussion of New York City. 

For example, Manhattan-centrism is, with different names, transferable to 

many other cities. The third was that most of the New York School did not, 

and do not, think of themselves as a school. This was not, we argued, a 

reason to avoid using the term. It just depends what is meant by a school, 

an issue on which there is no clear consensus. But according to the criteria 

introduced earlier, the New York School has features 1 and 2, and for the 

most part 4, but not 3. 
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The Los Angeles School

The Los Angeles School writers stressed, when analyzing Los Angeles and 

many (but not all) major urban areas, their “sprawling, polycentric char-

acter,” which contained “multiple urban cores” or “edge cities” or “techno-

cities” spread around the periphery of the traditional city center. The central 

point was that “edge cities” were not just “bedroom suburbs” from which 

people commuted to the central city. Instead, they were complex urban cen-

ters in their own rights. Formally, edge cities could be defined, following 

Garreau,8 as “places that have substantial leasable office and retail space, 

have more ‘jobs than bedrooms,’ are perceived by their populations as a uni-

tary place, and have appeared in the past thirty years.” Key figures in the 

Los Angeles School were Robert Fogelson (arguably the founding thinker), 

Joel Garreau, Robert Fishman, Michael Dear, Jennifer Wolch,9 Allen Scott, 

Edward Soja,10 and Michael Davis. 

	 The thinkers classified as the Los Angeles School, on the whole, met 

criteria 1 for being a school: a shared idea—an emphasis on the polycen-

tric character of urban areas, though there were disagreements on other 

ideas—and 2, a research agenda that focused on urban dispersal. A majority 

of these scholars also met criterion 4 since most of them resided in the Los 

Angles region, though some lived and worked elsewhere: Robert Fogelson 

in Boston, Joel Garreau in the Washington, D.C., area, and Robert Fishman 

in the New York–New Jersey region.11 

	 Regarding criterion 3, several members of the L.A. School regarded 

themselves as a distinct school at some point in the 1980s and 1990s. The 

embryo of the school was a series of meetings and publications in the late 

1980s, which included, for instance, Michael Dear, Allan Scott, Ed Soja, and 

Jennifer Wolch. Over time, however, the sense of membership began to dis-

appear as various intellectual disagreements surfaced. For example, Dear 

grafted a strong version of the Frankfurt school of sociology’s approach to 

culture onto the Los Angeles School’s central idea, arguing that individuals 

who purchased tract homes in the suburbs were part of a giant latifundia 

dominated by real estate interests, patrolled by a kind of Praetorian Guard, 

and requiring a complex new vocabulary to be understood.12 This was 

too elaborate and explicit for most of the other members of the school. By 

2008, when several key figures from the school’s early days gathered for a 
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retirement party for Soja held at UCLA, only Dear was willing to advocate 

for the continued existence of the Los Angeles School. The rest denied the 

current usefulness of the category, mostly on the grounds that its key idea 

had been acknowledged, and also that there were numerous intellectual dis-

agreements between its former members.

	 New York and Los Angeles argued that the ideas of the Los Angeles and 

the New York schools could fruitfully be applied to most urban regions in 

the United States and elsewhere. Several of the analyses in that book drew, 

in an eclectic and open-minded way, on the best insights of the two schools. 

For example, the chapter on riots tried to correct a common perception that 

Los Angeles was more riot-prone than New York in the period after World 

War II, and did so by looking at riots in a broader, regional perspective, not 

just one confined to the respective cites. From this point of view, the City of 

Los Angeles had two mega riots (Watts in 1965 and Rodney King in 1992), 

but there were no major or mega riots elsewhere in the Los Angeles region. 

By contrast, New York not only had New York City’s (“blackout”) mega 

riot of 1977 and major riots of 1964 (Harlem–Bedford Stuyvesant), 1991 

(Crown Heights), and 1992 (Washington Heights), but also several riots in 

the region, including Newark’s 1967 mega riot, and major riots in Plainfield 

(1967), Jersey City (1967 and 1970), and Englewood (1967). From a broad 

regional perspective, New York was at least as riot-prone as Los Angeles. 

Looking back from the vantage point of the economic and real estate boom 

that Los Angeles and New York experienced from 2002 to 2007, it is clear 

that despite their differences, a similar dynamic provided the foundation 

for both schools. Each was reacting, though in quite different ways, to the 

perceived decline of central cities and to the growth of the urban periphery. 

The reaction of the scholars of the L.A. School was to focus on studying the 

expanding periphery (edge cities and the like), while the New York School’s 

reaction was to focus on the revival of the urban core. 

	 Today’s context—an increasingly perceived and to some extent actual 

resurgence of urban life—creates a far more complex and balanced situ-

ation. When cities and suburbs are more equally valued, there is far less 

opportunity or need for scholars to take distinct sides, for example to either 

vigorously defend underappreciated cities, as in the New York School, or to 

shift attention to a burgeoning suburban and peripheral context, as in the 
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Los Angeles School. (We wish to stress, however, that many urban scholars 

never did take sides.) 

	 The two opposing perspectives have been overtaken by recent develop-

ments that we describe in this chapter. In New York the demand for housing 

in Manhattan and the resurgence of the city’s outer boroughs, especially 

Brooklyn and Queens, and more modestly the Bronx (Staten Island never 

really flagged), means that one key component of the New York School’s 

perspective, namely its advocacy of the superiority of urban over subur-

ban life, is less and less needed; the case now has many adherents. Like-

wise, the Los Angeles School’s nearly exclusive focus on the periphery looks 

unbalanced, given the somewhat successful efforts to renew downtown Los 

Angeles, attract a more affluent and diverse population, and in the process 

eliminate downtown’s main perceived blemish, Skid Row. The develop-

ments in both cities mean that our understanding of the processes influenc-

ing urban spatial development must be reevaluated.

Comparing the Los Angeles and New York Metropolises

Though New York City and Los Angeles are both major cities, they are 

also the major urban agglomerations in their two regions, which include 

numerous counties and municipalities and, in the case of New York City, 

a population spread over several states. We divided each region into three 

roughly comparable zones, which are presented in Figure 7.1. The New York 

metropolitan area is relatively easy to divide in this fashion. There is Man-

hattan, the Outer Boroughs (Bronx, Brooklyn, Queens, and Staten Island), 

and the rest of the metropolitan area, which includes all the counties out-

side New York City and which we call the “Suburbs.” For Los Angeles, we 

made a comparable tripartite division. We specified an area in the city as 

“West of Downtown,” a term often used locally to define a highly affluent 

area that includes West L.A., Century City and the like, and also some areas 

outside the City of Los Angeles (e.g., Beverly Hills and Malibu). Our two 

other zones are the rest of the City of Los Angeles and the remainder of the 

Los Angeles metropolitan area.13 By specifying these three zones, we are able 

to compare equivalent areas of the two metropolitan areas. For example, 

Manhattan and West of Downtown have a variety of similarities.
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White Flight and Families with Young Children
Although suburbanization began long before 1945, after World War II it 

gained enormous traction as large proportions of the better-paid working 

class and middle and upper middle class moved away from the city into 

suburbs.14 The flight out of major American cities, including Los Angeles 

and New York City, had become so obvious that when journalists and others 
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Figure 7.2 Percentage of the non-Hispanic white population by PUMA in the New York 

(bottom) and Los Angeles (top) metropolitan areas, 2006.
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noticed it had reversed, it was newsworthy.15 This reversal is fueled by the 

changing composition of family and labor force in the major cities, most 

particularly the changing role of women in the workforce, as well as chang-

ing economic opportunities. Still, although the overall trend seems to have 

reversed, the way it is playing out in different parts of the Los Angeles and 

New York metropolitan areas varies in significant ways.
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Figure 7.3 Percentage of the Hispanic population by PUMA for the New York (bottom) 

and Los Angeles (top) metropolitan areas, 2006.
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	 Figures 7.2–7.5 show, in map form, the spatial distribution of racial  

and ethnic groups in New York and Los Angeles in 2006. These patterns  

are not frozen in time. The overall demographic changes in the demo-

graphic profiles of the two regions from 2000 to 2006 are displayed in Tables 

7.1 and 7.2. In the Los Angeles region, the following general trends for the  
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Figure 7.4 Percentage of the non-Hispanic black population by PUMA for the New York 

(bottom) and Los Angeles (top) metropolitan areas, 2006.
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Los Angeles metropolitan region (the agglomeration that includes all  

our three zones) occurred from 2000 to 2006: an increase in the Hispanic  

population, from 39.0 percent to 42.9 pecent; a decline in the non-Hispanic 

white population, from 40.6 percent to 36.4 percent; a continuing, albeit 

slight, fall in the non-Hispanic black population, from 6.7 percent to  
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Figure 7.5 Percentage of the non-Hispanic Asian and Pacific Islander population by 

PUMA for the New York (bottom) and Los Angeles (top) metropolitan areas, 2006.
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6.54 percent; and a slight increase in the Asian population, from 10.9 per-

cent to 11.8 percent.

	 These trends vary a great deal within the three zones, however. Table 

7.1 shows changes in the racial and ethnic composition of the Los Ange-

les metro area for 1990, 2000, and 2006. Notably, in West of Downtown 

the non-Hispanic white population is barely changed (53.4 percent to 52.9 

percent between 2000 and 2006); the Hispanic population increased only 

slightly (22.5 percent to 23.6 percent), the Asian population held steady 

(10.2 percent to 10.4 percent), and the non-Hispanic black population has 

continued to decline (13.2 percent to 12.1 percent).

	 However, as Table 7.2 shows, a striking development becomes clear if 

we examine only demographic changes involving those people aged 0 to 4 

years old.  West of Downtown, the proportion of non-Hispanic whites aged 

0 to 4 increased markedly from 2000 to 2006, from 39.7 percent of all chil-

dren to 47.6 percent.

	 Table 7.3 shows that the general patterns from 2000 to 2006 for the 

New York metropolitan region (the agglomeration that includes all our 

three zones) are similar to the Los Angeles statistical pattern: an increase in 

Hispanics, from 18.6 percent to 20.4 percent; a decrease in non-Hispanic 

whites (from 56.5 percent to 53.6 percent) and non-Hispanic blacks (from 

17.1 percent to 16.6 percent), and an increase in the Asian population (from 

7.2 percent to 8.8 percent). In Manhattan, by contrast, the number and pro-

portion of non-Hispanic whites has increased from 46.6 percent to 48.7 

percent.

	 Furthermore, as shown in Table 7.4, in Manhattan there is a very strik-

ing increase in the number and percent of children aged 0 to 4 who are 

non-Hispanic whites, from 34.8 percent to 44.4 percent. Thus, in the most 

desirable (or at least expensive) urban sections of both major metropoli-

tan regions, there has been a marked increase in non-Hispanic white young 

children. In Manhattan there has also been a substantial increase in the 

number of children overall, from 76,300 in 2000 to 99,841 in 2006.

	 One trend that seems to be fueling the increases in the number of non-

Hispanic white children in Manhattan and the West of Downtown area is 

the income gap with respect to sex for full-time workers aged 20 to 29. In 



					     Asian 		  American 	
					     and/or Pacific		  Indian/
			   White	 Black	 Islander	 Other Race	 Alaska Native
		  Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Total

West of Downtown							     

1990	 310,211	 741,359	 188,368	 144,536	 4,053	 4,235	 1,392,762	  
		  22.3%	 53.2%	 13.5%	 10.4%	 0.3%	 0.3%	

2000	 304,148	 721,032	 178,794	 137,530	 4,237	 4,520	 1,350,261	  
		  22.5%	 53.4%	 13.2%	 10.2%	 0.3%	 0.3%	

2006	 318,698	 714,648	 164,196	 140,177	 9,342	 4,710	 1,351,771	  
		  23.6%	 52.9%	 12.1%	 10.4%	 0.7%	 0.3%	

							     

Rest of LA City							     

1990	 1,082,154	 773,700	 296,480	 201,143	 5,949	 7,408	 2,366,834	  
		  45.7%	 32.7%	 12.5%	 8.5%	 0.3%	 0.3%	

2000	 1,453,865	 669,601	 267,812	 267,715	 4,098	 7,476	 2,670,567	  
		  54.4%	 25.1%	 10.0%	 10.0%	 0.2%	 0.3%	

2006	 1,577,033	 627,268	 248,599	 280,640	 14,115	 6,079	 2,753,734	  
		  57.3%	 22.8%	 9.0%	 10.2%	 0.5%	 0.2%	

							     

Rest of LA Metro							     

1990	 3,301,517	 5,733,836	 678,570	 949,308	 21,169	 51,431	 10,735,831	  
		  30.8%	 53.4%	 6.3%	 8.8%	 0.2%	 0.5%	

2000	 4,819,633	 5,261,530	 824,619	 1,377,531	 19,422	 52,286	 12,355,021	  
		  39.0%	 42.6%	 6.7%	 11.1%	 0.2%	 0.4%	

2006	 5,870,963	 5,130,796	 889,301	 1,668,468	 67,456	 43,815	 13,670,799	  
		  42.9%	 37.5%	 6.5%	 12.2%	 0.5%	 0.3%	

							     

LA Metro Total							     

1990	 4,693,882	 7,248,895	 1,163,418	 1,294,987	 31,171	 63,074	 14,495,427	  
		  32.4%	 50.0%	 8.0%	 8.9%	 0.2%	 0.4%	

2000	 6,577,646	 6,652,163	 1,271,225	 1,782,776	 27,757	 64,282	 16,375,849	  
		  40.2%	 40.6%	 7.8%	 10.9%	 0.2%	 0.4%	

2006	 7,766,694	 6,472,712	 1,302,096	 2,089,285	 90,913	 54,604	 17,776,304	  
		  43.7%	 36.4%	 7.3%	 11.8%	 0.5%	 0.3%	

Sources: Analysis of PUMS data 1990, 2000, and 2006 from IPUMS files available from Minnesota Population Center. 
County Boundary files from the National Historical Geographic Information System and PUMA boundaries from US 
Bureau of the Census.  							     

Table 7.1 Changing racial and Hispanic composition of the Los Angeles metropolitan 

area and various regions, 1990, 2000, and 2006.



					     Asian 		  American 	
					     and/or Pacific		  Indian/
			   White	 Black	 Islander	 Other Race	 Alaska Native
		  Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Total

West of Downtown							     

1990	 29,456	 29,673	 13,104	 139	 7,447	 604	 80,423	
		  36.6%	 36.9%	 16.3%	 0.2%	 9.3%	 0.8%	

2000	 27,696	 28,944	 10,439	 106	 5,206	 439	 72,830	
		  38.0%	 39.7%	 14.3%	 0.1%	 7.1%	 0.6%	

2006	 23,515	 35,865	 8,674	 218	 5,999	 1,009	 75,280	
		  31.2%	 47.6%	 11.5%	 0.3%	 8.0%	 1.3%	

							     

Rest of LA City							     

1990	 124,550	 42,447	 26,561	 553	 12,644	 1,282	 208,037	
		  59.9%	 20.4%	 12.8%	 0.3%	 6.1%	 0.6%	

2000	 156,817	 31,396	 18,934	 474	 13,354	 414	 221,389	
		  70.8%	 14.2%	 8.6%	 0.2%	 6.0%	 0.2%	

2006	 165,435	 27,708	 15,453	 742	 14,208	 1,583	 225,129	
		  73.5%	 12.3%	 6.9%	 0.3%	 6.3%	 0.7%	

							     

Rest of LA Metro							     

1990	 384,356	 384,828	 66,040	 3,054	 70,900	 3,508	 912,686	
		  42.1%	 42.2%	 7.2%	 0.3%	 7.8%	 0.4%	

2000	 528,592	 283,944	 69,993	 2,762	 76,416	 1,850	 963,557	
		  54.9%	 29.5%	 7.3%	 0.3%	 7.9%	 0.2%	

2006	 605,330	 251,016	 72,881	 779	 88,592	 6,439	 1,025,037	
		  59.1%	 24.5%	 7.1%	 0.1%	 8.6%	 0.6%	

							     

LA Metro Total							     

1990	 538,362	 456,948	 105,705	 3,746	 90,991	 5,394	 1,201,146	
		  44.8%	 38.0%	 8.8%	 0.3%	 7.6%	 0.4%	

2000	 713,105	 344,284	 99,366	 3,342	 94,976	 2,703	 1,257,776	
		  56.7%	 27.4%	 7.9%	 0.3%	 7.6%	 0.2%	

2006	 794,280	 314,589	 97,008	 1,739	 108,799	 9,031	 1,325,446	
		  59.9%	 23.7%	 7.3%	 0.1%	 8.2%	 0.7%	

Sources: Analysis of PUMS data 1990, 2000, and 2006 from IPUMS files available from Minnesota Population Center. 
County Boundary files from the National Historical Geographic Information System and PUMA boundaries from US 
Bureau of the Census.  							     

Table 7.2 Changing racial and Hispanic composition, population aged 0 to 4, of the Los 

Angeles metropolitan area and various regions, 1990, 2000, and 2006.



					     Asian 		  American 	
					     and/or Pacific		  Indian/
			   White	 Black	 Islander	 Other Race	 Alaska Native
		  Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Total

Manhattan							     

1990	 375,850	 723,673	 263,668	 106,752	 3,134	 2,223	 1,475,300	
		  25.5%	 49.1%	 17.9%	 7.2%	 0.2%	 0.2%	

2000	 427,171	 720,145	 246,656	 146,621	 6,359	 3,030	 1,549,982	
		  27.6%	 46.6%	 15.9%	 9.5%	 0.4%	 0.2%	

2006	 409,036	 783,850	 237,809	 173,689	 4,701	 1,666	 1,610,751	
		  25.4%	 48.7%	 14.8%	 10.8%	 0.3%	 0.1%	

							     

Outer Boroughs							     

1990	 1,348,962	 2,441,499	 1,599,712	 387,850	 14,576	 12,207	 5,804,806	
		  23.2%	 42.1%	 27.6%	 6.7%	 0.3%	 0.2%	

2000	 1,723,794	 2,186,564	 1,794,072	 678,676	 51,889	 19,782	 6,454,777	
		  26.7%	 33.9%	 27.8%	 10.5%	 0.8%	 0.3%	

2006	 1,867,604	 2,099,438	 1,752,744	 791,233	 76,308	 15,500	 6,602,827	
		  28.3%	 31.8%	 26.5%	 12.0%	 1.2%	 0.2%	

							     

Suburbs							     

1990	 990,062	 8,686,800	 1,194,912	 364,654	 13,663	 15,390	 11,265,481	
		  8.8%	 77.1%	 10.6%	 3.2%	 0.1%	 0.1%	

2000	 1,601,542	 8,511,008	 1,418,380	 639,948	 30,917	 18,774	 12,220,569	
		  13.1%	 69.6%	 11.6%	 5.2%	 0.3%	 0.2%	

2006	 1,965,486	 8,244,249	 1,452,716	 864,376	 54,943	 14,418	 12,596,188	
		  15.6%	 65.5%	 11.5%	 6.9%	 0.4%	 0.1%	

							     

NY Metro							     

1990	 2,714,874	 11,851,972	 3,058,292	 859,256	 31,373	 29,820	 18,545,587	
		  14.6%	 63.9%	 16.5%	 4.6%	 0.2%	 0.2%	

2000	 3,752,507	 11,417,717	 3,459,108	 1,465,245	 89,165	 41,586	 20,225,328	
		  18.6%	 56.5%	 17.1%	 7.2%	 0.4%	 0.2%	

2006	 4,242,126	 11,127,537	 3,443,269	 1,829,298	 135,952	 31,584	 20,809,766	
		  20.4%	 53.6%	 16.6%	 8.8%	 0.7%	 0.2%

Sources: Analysis of PUMS data 1990, 2000, and 2006 from IPUMS files available from Minnesota Population Center. 
County Boundary files from the National Historical Geographic Information System and PUMA boundaries from US 
Bureau of the Census.  							     

Table 7.3 Changing racial and Hispanic composition of the New York metropolitan area 

and various regions, 1990, 2000, and 2006.



					     Asian 		  American 	
					     and/or Pacific		  Indian/
			   White	 Black	 Islander	 Other Race	 Alaska Native
		  Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Non-Hispanic	 Total

Manhattan							     

1990	 28,338	 24,443	 19,609	 52	 5,113	 486	 78,041	
		  36.3%	 31.3%	 25.1%	 0.1%	 6.6%	 0.6%	

2000	 29,413	 26,556	 13,780	 127	 6,019	 405	 76,300	
		  38.5%	 34.8%	 18.1%	 0.2%	 7.9%	 0.5%	

2006	 28,428	 44,339	 16,665	 182	 9,846	 381	 99,841	
		  28.5%	 44.4%	 16.7%	 0.2%	 9.9%	 0.4%	

							     

Outer Boroughs							     

1990	 128,521	 128,056	 131,638	 1,015	 27,474	 4,683	 421,387	
		  30.5%	 30.4%	 31.2%	 0.2%	 6.5%	 1.1%	

2000	 151,582	 116,952	 136,941	 1,925	 44,160	 5,174	 456,734	
		  33.2%	 25.6%	 30.0%	 0.4%	 9.7%	 1.1%	

2006	 156,940	 123,581	 134,606	 697	 54,860	 2,844	 473,528	
		  33.1%	 26.1%	 28.4%	 0.1%	 11.6%	 0.6%	

							     

Suburbs							     

1990	 87,834	 543,396	 95,699	 822	 29,602	 2,345	 759,698	
		  11.6%	 71.5%	 12.6%	 0.1%	 3.9%	 0.3%	

2000	 141,464	 530,822	 111,928	 1,258	 47,079	 3,142	 835,693	
		  16.9%	 63.5%	 13.4%	 0.2%	 5.6%	 0.4%	

2006	 178,883	 460,157	 103,654	 1,241	 54,204	 4,931	 803,070	
		  22.3%	 57.3%	 12.9%	 0.2%	 6.7%	 0.6%	

							     

NY Metro							     

1990	 244,693	 695,895	 246,946	 1,889	 62,189	 7,514	 1,259,126	
		  19.4%	 55.3%	 19.6%	 0.2%	 4.9%	 0.6%	

2000	 322,459	 674,330	 262,649	 3,310	 97,258	 8,721	 1,368,727	
		  23.6%	 49.3%	 19.2%	 0.2%	 7.1%	 0.6%	

2006	 364,251	 628,077	 254,925	 2,120	 118,910	 8,156	 1,376,439	
		  26.5%	 45.6%	 18.5%	 0.2%	 8.6%	 0.6%	

Sources: Analysis of PUMS data 1990, 2000, and 2006 from IPUMS files available from Minnesota Population Center. 
County Boundary files from the National Historical Geographic Information System and PUMA boundaries from US 
Bureau of the Census.  							     

Table 7.4 Changing racial and Hispanic composition, population aged 0 to 4, of the New 

York metropolitan area and various regions, 1990, 2000, and 2006.



153The Rise and Decline of the L.A. and New York Schools

both metropolitan areas, younger women workers earned higher salaries 

and wages than did younger male workers.16 This seems to be largely due 

to the increasing gap with respect to education between men and women. 

When one examines the household income of young children, it is clear 

that regardless of race and ethnic backgrounds, there was a rapid growth of 

income for these families from 2000 through 2006, from $54,450 to $81,502. 

	 These trends represent a major reversal of a long-standing pattern and 

require a rethinking of the basic storylines about cities and suburbs. Women 

are now in the labor force in large numbers. In the 1948 classic Mr. Bland-

ing Builds His Dream House, Cary Grant plays Mr. Blanding, an advertis-

ing man, and Myrna Loy his wife Muriel, who decide to move with their 

two children to a house in Connecticut. It isn’t quite the dream move they 

expected: Muriel wrestles with the two children and housing renovations, 

Mr. Blanding with the travails of a long commute. Today Muriel would 

more likely be working in her own professional-level job and would eschew 

the commute, if she could. The city would be a realistic option.

Income, Rent, and Housing Bubbles

Examining income trends in more detail in both metro areas, only in the 

preferred areas were there real income gains. (See Table 7.5.) From 2000 to 

2006, median household income rose by 3.5 percent West of Downtown 

and by 8.4 percent in Manhattan. There are two key points here. First, there 

was a major housing bubble in both regions from 2000 to 2006, but the 

overall bubble was far greater in the overall Los Angeles region than in New 

York. In New York for all three of our areas, house values rose from between 

42 percent and 48 percent, while in Los Angeles for all three of our areas 

house values rose from between 106 percent and 123 percent. Only in Man-

hattan did house values rise substantially in the decade before 2000, rising 

29 percent. In that sense, Manhattan has had its own housing bubble.

	 In all three sections of each region, rents rose sharply during the period 

2000 to 2006, with rises ranging from 12 to 22 percent. Table 7.5 shows the 

more or less stagnant median household income in all sectors of the region 

except the preferred sections, the economic pressure on renters is apparent. 



					     % change	 % change
					     1990 to	 2000 to
		  1990	 2000	 2006	 2000	 2006

Median Household Income (2006 Dollars)					   

LA Metro	 $58,756	 $54,934	 $55,341	 -6.5%	 0.7%

West of Downtown	 $55,277	 $54,450	 $56,347	 -1.5%	 3.5%

Rest of LA County	 $48,774	 $41,140	 $40,248	 -15.7%	 -2.2%

Rest of LA Metro 	 $61,780	 $58,201	 $58,359	 -5.8%	 0.3%

					   

NY Metro	 $61,780	 $60,500	 $60,170	 -2.1%	 -0.5%

Manhattan	 $52,026	 $55,297	 $59,969	 6.3%	 8.4%

Outer Boroughs	 $45,661	 $42,592	 $42,763	 -6.7%	 0.4%

Suburbs	 $72,933	 $72,600	 $70,433	 -0.5%	 -3.0%

					   

Median House Value (2006 Dollars)					   

LA Metro	 $270,815	 $215,514	 $480,155	 -20.4%	 122.8%

West of Downtown	 $465,297	 $358,456	 $799,455	 -23.0%	 123.0%

Rest of LA County	 $307,932	 $231,046	 $478,009	 -25.0%	 106.9%

Rest of LA Metro 	 $277,953	 $218,391	 $486,168	 -21.4%	 122.6%

					   

NY Metro	 $279,341	 $295,787	 $422,543	 5.9%	 42.9%

Manhattan	 $395,923	 $510,862	 $756,431	 29.0%	 48.1%

Outer Boroughs	 $279,909	 $285,131	 $406,222	 1.9%	 42.5%

Suburbs	 $280,364	 $304,315	 $433,570	 8.5%	 42.5%

					   

Median Gross Rent (2006 Dollars)					   

LA Metro	 $995	 $855	 $1,036	 -14.1%	 21.2%

West of Downtown	 $996	 $927	 $1,097	 -7.0%	 18.3%

Rest of LA County	 $882	 $731	 $885	 -17.2%	 21.1%

Rest of LA Metro 	 $1,026	 $882	 $1,077	 -14.1%	 22.2%

					   

NY Metro	 $841	 $866	 $996	 3.1%	 15.0%

Manhattan	 $791	 $931	 $1,097	 17.6%	 17.9%

Outer Boroughs	 $753	 $805	 $926	 7.0%	 15.0%

Suburbs	 $970	 $927	 $1,046	 -4.4%	 12.8%

Sources: Analysis of PUMS data 1990, 2000, and 2006 from IPUMS files available from Minnesota Population 
Center. County Boundary files from the National Historical Geographic Information System and PUMA bound-
aries from US Bureau of the Census.  						    
	

Table 7.5 Median household income, median house value, and median gross rent for the 

Los Angeles and New York metropolitan areas and various regions, 1990, 2000, and 2006.
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This review of income, house value, and rental trends suggests a key basis of 

the now collapsed housing bubble. Overall in the region, house values rose 

rapidly from 2000 to 2006, as did the cost of renting, while income for most 

people did not substantially increase. The likelihood that those who wished 

to enter the housing market would be enticed by a loan that would allow 

them to borrow above their means is apparent.

Does “the Ghetto” Remain an Appropriate Term?  
Is Harlem a “Ghetto”?

One of the most distinctive features associated with American cities after 

World War II was the ghetto, an inner-city section inhabited primarily by 

blacks living in areas of concentrated poverty. A current debate about the 

term ghetto reveals how American cities are changing. The long-standing 

movement of Latinos into ghetto areas long inhabited by blacks in poverty, 

especially into Central Los Angeles, and the well-publicized movement of 

some (non-Latino) whites into Harlem, reveals the magnitude and speed of 

the changes. What Latinos call “barrios,” which translates roughly as “neigh-

borhoods,” are not equivalent to the category of ghetto, with its various 

negative connotations.  Also, in Harlem the rapid increase in the number of 

properties that sell for well over $1 million raises obvious issues and ques-

tions about the suitability of the concept ghetto.

Harlem: Demographic Changes, 1910–1980

Major changes in Central Harlem and New York City from 1910 to 2006 

are shown in Table 7.6. “Central Harlem” is defined as set out by Gilbert 

Osofsky in his 1966 book Harlem: The Making of a Ghetto.17 Central Harlem 

is basically north of Central Park and east of Morningside and St. Nicholas 

Avenues. The southern edge starts at 96th Street on the East Side; at Fifth 

Avenue and Central Park it goes up to 110th, and then cuts over to 106th 

Street on the West Side. The northern boundary in most places is 155th 

Street, though it extends a bit further up on the East Side.

	 In 1910, Central Harlem was about 10 percent black, Greater Harlem 

was a little more than 4 percent black, while the rest of New York City was 



		  Central	 Greater	 Rest of		  Central	 Greater	 Rest of
		  Harlem	 Harlem	 NYC		  Harlem	 Harlem	 NYC

1910				    1970
    Black	 9.89%	 4.28%	 1.73%	     Black	 95.42%	 63.53%	 18.48%
    White 	 90.01%	 95.64%	 98.12%	     White 	 4.28%	 34.44%	 79.82%
    Other	 0.10%	 0.08%	 0.15%	     Other	 0.29%	 2.02%	 1.70%
    Total	 181,949	 593,598	 3,191,962	     Total	 157,178	 430,567	 7,083,455

1920				    1980			 
    Black	 32.43%	 12.28%	 1.46%	     Black -NH	 94.17%	 58.76%	 22.20%
    White 	 67.47%	 87.60%	 98.39%	     Hispanic	 4.32%	 28.46%	 19.45%
    Other	 0.15%	 0.14%	 0.15%	     White-NH	 0.62%	 10.29%	 53.98%
    Total	 216,026	 652,529	 4,767,727	     Other-NH	 0.89%	 2.49%	 4.37%
					         Total	 108,236	 339,490	 6,732,149

1930				    1990
    Black	 70.18%	 34.82%	 1.99%	     Black -NH	 87.55%	 52.37%	 23.93%
    White 	 29.43%	 64.78%	 97.80%	     Hispanic	 10.14%	 33.94%	 23.90%
    Other	 0.39%	 0.40%	 0.21%	     White-NH	 1.50%	 10.85%	 44.74%
    Total	 209,663	 580,277	 6,168,984	     Other-NH	 0.80%	 2.85%	 7.43%
					         Total	 101,026	 334,076	 6,988,199

1940				    2000
    Black	 89.31%	 48.32%	 2.65%	     Black -NH	 77.49%	 46.03%	 23.67%
    White 	 10.48%	 51.38%	 97.10%	     Hispanic	 16.82%	 38.02%	 26.47%
    Other	 0.21%	 0.31%	 0.25%	     White-NH	 2.07%	 10.45%	 36.11%
    Total	 221,974	 576,846	 6,677,187	     Other-NH	 3.62%	 5.50%	 13.75%
					          Total	 109,091	 354,057	 7,654,221

1950				    2006
    Black	 98.07%	 57.52%	 5.64%	     Black -NH	 69.27%	 40.54%	 23.40%
    White 	 1.76%	 41.89%	 94.03%	     Hispanic	 18.58%	 38.24%	 27.22%
    Other	 0.17%	 0.60%	 0.33%	     White-NH	 6.55%	 14.80%	 36.06%
    Total	 237,468	 593,246	 7,078,650	     Other-NH	 5.60%	 6.42%	 13.33%
					         Total	 118,111	 374,854	 7,838,724

1960				  
    Black	 96.71%	 58.53%	 10.71%	
    White 	 2.94%	 40.55%	 88.62%	
    Other	 0.35%	 0.92%	 0.67%	  
    Total	 163,632	 467,634	 6,829,199
	

Sources:  1910 to 1940, Census Tract Data from National Historical Geogrpahical Information System, Compiled by 
Andrew A. Beveridge and Co-workers; 1950, Ellen M. Bogue File, as edited by Andrew A. Beveridge and coworkers;  
1960 through 2000, Tabulated Census Data from National Historical Geographic Information System;  2006 Data from 
American Community Survey, U.S. Bureau of the Census.  Boundary Files from National Historical Geographic Infomration 
System 1910 to 2000,U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2006.  All data and boundary files available from Minnesota Population 
Center.  Since results are tabulated from the sources indicated, they may not necessarily match Census published figures 
for population and race.

Table 7.6 Population and racial composition of Harlem and New York City, 1910 to 2006.
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less than 2 percent black. By 1930, during the Harlem Renaissance, Central 

Harlem had become a definably black area in a largely white city. Central 

Harlem was over 70 percent black and Greater Harlem was about 35 per-

cent black, but the rest of New York City was still less than 2 percent black. 

By 1950, Central Harlem was about 98 percent black, while Greater Har-

lem was 57.5 percent black. Central Harlem remained almost entirely black 

through 1980, with the black population never dropping below 94 percent. 

In the early years, Harlem was quite diverse economically, but as the great 

migration of blacks from the American South continued, and the size of 

the black population expanded, an area of sharply bounded concentrated 

poverty developed.

	 The period from 1950 to 1980 was the “classic” period of the American 

urban ghetto. Over these three decades, Harlem went into a steep popula-

tion decline. Central Harlem lost more than half of its population, dropping 

from roughly 237,000 to 101,000, and Greater Harlem also saw its popula-

tion drop, from roughly 593,000 to 339,000. This also marked the era of 

urban renewal, and many older housing units were razed, either for pub-

lic housing projects or for other apartment developments, though the new 

developments did not come close to housing the same number of people 

that were displaced. At the same time, areas farther out, such as southeast 

Queens, attracted affluent black families. The extreme concentration of 

black families in poverty or relative poverty in the postwar era made the 

term ghetto into a mainstay of American political discourse.

	 A review of recent demographic changes in Harlem also makes clear 

why it is less often referred to as a ghetto than in the past. The map displayed 

in Figure 7.6 shows the relationship between Central and Greater Harlem.

	 Since 1980, Central Harlem has become less black. By 2006, the black 

population had dropped to 69 percent, just below its 1930 level of 70 per-

cent. At the same time, white and Hispanic populations have increased. 

Hispanics accounted for 4.3 percent of Harlem residents in 1980, the first 

year they were classified separately in the U.S. Census. In 2006, that number 

reached 18.6 percent. In 1980, there were just 672 non-Hispanic whites in 

Central Harlem, constituting about 0.6 percent of the population. By 2006, 

there were 7,741, or about 6.6 percent. Further, the non-Hispanic white 
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population that had moved to Harlem by 2000 was distributed in many dif-

ferent places throughout Harlem.

	 It appears that areas of Harlem are sought after once again. By 2000 and 

2006, there were areas of some highly affluent black and white residents. 

Median household income in Central Harlem rose from about $13,765 

in 1950 to over $26,161 in 2006, in 2006 dollars. (This figure is, however,  

still well below the median of $46,285 for the rest of New York City.) The 
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traditional townhouse areas around Strivers Row, Sugar Hill, and Marcus 

Garvey Park have undergone a rebirth. At the height of the housing boom, 

in 2006, some sold for $1 million to $3 million. Stores and restaurants cater-

ing to the affluent have opened in West Harlem, and Magic Johnson opened 

a Starbucks and a Multiplex on 125th Street, near where former President 

Bill Clinton has his office suite. A planned expansion of Columbia University 

will bring more change to West Harlem.

	 Figure 7.7 compares the concentration with respect to the black  

population in 1980 and 2000 at the tract level. As the map reveals, the 

deconcentration of the black population in Harlem is happening in many 

different areas. It is not that the non-African American population, which is 

largely non-Hispanic, is moving into enclaves, but rather that many parts  

of Harlem are becoming less black. Of course, the large stock of public 

housing and the relatively low income of many residents ensure that high 

levels of poverty will continue to be a feature of Harlem. Harlem is not likely 

to lose its black majority or its high concentrations of poverty anytime 

soon. Even so, it no longer displays the features associated with the postwar 

American ghetto.

The “Greening” of Los Angeles and New York 

Policy initiatives may be leading in the direction of convergence between  

the center and the periphery, and between metropolitan areas. What social 

and economic change does not accomplish, public policy often does. The 

current mayors of New York and Los Angeles have both placed development 

at the top of their agendas, and in both cases development has often pro

ceeded under the mantle of environmentalism. Antonio Villaraigosa, inau-

gurated as mayor in July 2005, proclaimed as one of his key goals that “Los 

Angeles become the greenest big city in America.” On a parallel track, two 

years later, in April 2007, Mayor Bloomberg’s administration published its 

ambitious plan for managing New York City’s population growth, which is 

projected to grow from its current 8.2 million to 9.0 million by 2030. Almost 

every page of the “Plan NYC: A Greener, Greater New York” makes a bow  

in the direction of greening the city and making it more environmentally 
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sustainable. Announcing itself as “the most sweeping plan to enhance New 

York’s urban environment in the city’s modern history,” the plan proposed 

projects to enhance the quality of the city’s land, air, water, energy, and 

transportation, and asserted (not to be outdone by Los Angeles) that New 

York “can become a model for cities in the twenty-first century.”18 Nonethe-

less, many of the details of Plan NYC focused on increasing transportation, 

power and other infrastructural resources, while clearing the way for mas-

sive development in many parts of the city through zoning changes.

	 Environmentalism raises acute political questions—basically what to 

aim for and how to achieve it. These political issues are apparent in both 

cities. In Los Angeles, Villaraigosa appointed a slate of new environmen-

tal activists and policy people to powerful commissions such as the city’s 

Department of Water and Power and the Harbor Department, which guides 

the nation’s largest port complex. He also rolled out a plan for renewable 

energy and a climate plan to reduce Los Angeles’s overall carbon footprint 

30 percent below 1990 levels by the year 2030. The Port of Los Angeles and 

the Port of Long Beach collaborated for the first time on a shared air policy, 

passing its first Harbor-wide Clean Air Action Plan (CAAP), with the city 

adopting a Clean Truck Plan, a key objective in the CAAP that transforms 

the current trucking system into a system requiring licensed motor carriers 

to hire employees instead of relying on independent contractors.

	 As these initiatives were rolled out, the mayor began to confront the 

political realities of governing in a city and a region with some of the most 

protracted environmental problems in the country. At the same time, the 

movement activists began to confront the realities of how to continue their 

own activism and push their own agendas while positioning themselves 

in relation to a mayor who had emerged from the same movements and 

embraced a progressive (including a strong environmental) agenda when 

he took office.

The Case of the High Line

In New York, environmentalism has also become a key element in devel-

opment politics. However, environmentalist values, when successfully 

implemented, also risk becoming a wedge for raising land values to levels 
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affordable only by the most affluent residents. The High Line project pro-

vides a fascinating case study showing the spatial development of urban 

areas is affected as much by organized policy as by economic and social 

trends. It also shows the difficulty such organized, policy-oriented activity 

can have in producing the intended, and not unintended, results. 

	 The High Line is an elevated freight rail line that was originally built 

between 1930 and 1934 on the Far West Side of Manhattan in order to 

remove dangerous trains from Tenth Avenue by raising them up. High Line 

trains served the key function of bringing freight, food, and other merchan-

dise, after it had been offloaded from the waterfront, to factories and ware-

houses along New York City’s busy industrial West Side. It ran from 34th 

Street (now the Hudson Rail Yards) down to Spring Street, just south of 

Canal Street.

	 By the 1960s, the growth of trucking made the High Line obsolete. Its 

last freight run was in 1980, when it took a carload of frozen turkeys to the 

Gansevoort Meat Market. The High Line’s southern part, below 16th Street, 

was demolished in the 1980s. From then until 1999, when two young envi-

ronmentalists proposed turning it into an elevated park, it languished. No 

longer necessary for its original purpose, yet valuable as an unobstructed 

right-of-way through Manhattan, it lingered on, its tracks overrun with 

wild vegetation. At the time of the movement to turn it into a park, it was 

owned by Conrail and managed by Conrail shareholder CSX Corporation.

	 In 1999, a group of neighborhood residents, businesses, design pro-

fessionals, and civic organizations joined forces to form Friends of the  

High Line, a not-for-profit (501c3) organization, hoping to save the 

remaining 1.5 miles of track. The key figures were two Chelsea residents, 

Joshua David and Robert Hammond, who first met at a Community Board 

meeting where the High Line was discussed and its owner, CSX Corpora-

tion, which was opposed to tearing down the railroad, proposed as one of 

several alternatives the park conversion idea. David and Hammond discov-

ered that they both liked this idea, and then came across the precedent of 

Paris’s Promenade Plantée. The Promenade Plantée is an unused rail via-

duct whose conversion to a park was in process in 1999 (the first section had 
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only just opened). It has since become one of Paris’s most popular parks.  

Hammond believed that the High Line could improve on the Promenade 

Plantée design.

	 Still, in 1999, the High Line’s prospects were dim. Many residents saw 

it as a blight. As far back as 1992, the railroad had been put under an order, 

won by the Chelsea Property Owners, to demolish the structure. The Chel-

sea Property Owners consisted of those who owned property next to and 

under the High Line and were eager to develop their property. They had 

been formed by a parking-lot and storage-facility operator in the area, 

around 1990, to force CSX Transportation to tear down the structure. The 

actual demolition, however, had been held up because of disagreement 

among the Chelsea Property Owners about how the demolition costs would 

be shared.

	 Hammond had helpful connections. His Princeton roommate had been 

Gifford Miller, the president of the city council, so Miller favored the High 

Line early on. The Friends of the High Line created a powerful board, which 

included, for example, Phil Aarons, a principal in Millennium Partners, a 

real estate development firm. Amanda Burden, later chair of the Depart-

ment of City Planning, who lived in the Village nearby, was also an early 

supporter. The Friends of the High Line commissioned landscape photog-

rapher Joel Sternfeld to take photos for a book they produced celebrating 

the High Line and especially the wild vegetation that grew along its tracks. 

In 2001 the High Line got a big boost when all six mayoral candidates 

declared support for the project.

	 In December 2001, in the final week of his administration, aware that 

incoming mayor Bloomberg had promised to save the High Line, Mayor 

Giuliani signed a demolition agreement with the Chelsea Property Owners 

seeking to compel CSX to demolish the High Line. He was doubtless moved 

to act by the Chelsea Property Owners, who were more eager than ever 

to kill the movement to preserve the High Line. In response, the Friends, 

joined by the city council and by Manhattan Borough President C. Virginia 

Fields, filed a lawsuit to require the High Line demolition to go through 

the city’s review process, the Uniform Land-Use Review Procedure. This 
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gave the Friends several months of breathing space and ultimately a victory 

when the courts ruled in their favor in March 2002.

	 Newly elected Mayor Bloomberg had been a big High Line supporter 

during his campaign, but then in early 2002 he said that the serious eco-

nomic problems triggered by 9/11 meant that all bets were off. The city 

requested an economic feasibility study and Deputy Mayor for Economic 

Development Dan Doctoroff said city support would depend entirely on 

the economic case. “Does it make sense for the city to support the High Line 

financially?” In response, Hammond and the Friends showed that, over a 

twenty-year period, the revenue to the city would add up to an estimated 

$140 million, over twice the cost of the $65 million price tag for develop-

ment. The Bloomberg administration subsequently reaffirmed its support 

for developing the High Line.

	 On December 17, 2002, a year after Bloomberg’s election as mayor, the 

city filed an application to the Federal Surface Transportation Board (STB) 

to begin negotiations to transform the High Line into an elevated public 

walkway. To accomplish this, it formally requested a Certificate of Interim 

Trail Use, or CITU. The biggest obstacle remained the Chelsea Property 

Owners, which insisted that the structure was a dangerous eyesore and 

derided the Friends of the High Line as “romantics.” The Chelsea Property 

Owners had considerable influence with STB, and by 2003, word had come 

from Washington that the STB would not grant the Certificate of Interim 

Trail Use to allow the High Line to convert to a park unless the Chelsea 

Property Owners were compensated.

	 The eventual key to winning over the Chelsea Property Owners was 

the West Chelsea Rezoning, which Amanda Burden first proposed as an 

idea in September 2003. The rezoning gave the Chelsea Property Owners an 

alternative method of making an equivalent profit to what they would have 

made if they had been allowed to develop their properties adjacent to and 

under the High Line. The rezoning would allow them to sell their air rights 

to special “receiving sites”—basically potential condo sites—that did not 

adjoin the High Line though they were in the area. Actually, new develop-

ment could still also occur adjacent to the High Line, but subject to a series 
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of building bulk and use controls to encourage connections to the High 

Line and the preservation of light, air, and views. Very tall buildings could 

be put up only in the special “receiving zones” some distance from the High 

Line. As a result, the Chelsea Property Owners dropped their opposition to 

the High Line, and the Certificate of Interim Trail Use was granted on June 

13, 2005, nineteen days after, and clearly as a result of, the Department of 

City Planning’s adoption of the West Chelsea Rezoning on May 25, 2005.

	 The High Line created enormous excitement and buzz for several years 

before an inch of it had opened. Advocating for the project in a New York 

Times op-ed piece in 2003 while the struggle for approval was still under-

way, Kenneth Jackson said: “ Just as everyone loves Central Park because its 

meadows and glades allow us to forget that we are in the midst of a huge 

city, a High Line Park could become a public open space of an altogether 

different sort, a place that celebrates density and diversity, that shows us 

how nature can persevere in even the grittiest circumstances, that enables us 

to understand history not through a book or through a movie but through 

our own eyes.” After the last major approval hurdle — obtaining the Cer-

tificate of Interim Trail Use — was crossed, the High Line was also widely 

hailed as proof that New York could still pull off visionary projects despite 

the complex approval processes always entailed.

	 So successful was the High Line idea that the chair of the city plan-

ning department, Amanda Burden, received a planning prize in April 2006 

from the American Planning Association for the new West Chelsea zoning 

district. Still, by early 2008, the High Line, which had not yet opened, had 

already triggered a frenzy of condominium development, driven basically 

by the belief that rich people would pay huge sums for residences with views 

of the new park.

	 In an April 2007 article for New York Magazine, journalist Adam Stern-

bergh brilliantly captured the unease with which many people now viewed 

the flood of condominium developments associated with the High Line.

What you’ll get, in other words, is a thoughtfully conceived, beautifully 

designed simulation of the former High Line—and what more, really, do 
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we ask for in our city right now? Isn’t that what we want: that each new 

bistro that opens should give us the feeling of a cozy neighborhood joint, 

right down to the expertly battered wooden tables and exquisitely selected 

faucet knobs? And that each new clothing boutique that opens in the space 

where the dry cleaner’s used to be—you know, the one driven out by ris-

ing rents—should retain that charming dry cleaner’s signage, so you can 

be reconnected to the city’s hardscrabble past even as you shop for a $300 

blouse? And that each dazzling, glass-skinned condo tower, with the up-

to-date amenities and Hudson views and en suite freaking parking, should 

be nestled in a charming, grit-chic neighborhood, full of old warehouses 

and reclaimed gallery spaces and retroactively trendy chunks of rusted 

urban blight? Isn’t that exactly what we ask New York to be right now? 

	 The High Line . . . will one day look to us like a monument to the time 

we live in now. A time of great optimism for the city’s future. A time of 

essentially unfettered growth. A time when a rusted rail bed could beget a 

park and a park could beget a millionaire’s wonderland. And a time when 

the city was, for many, never safer, never more prosperous, and never more 

likely to evoke an unshakable suspicion: that more and more, New York 

has become like a gorgeous antique that someone bought, refurbished, and 

restored, then offered back to you at a price you couldn’t possibly afford.19

The first section of the High Line opened in June 2009 and was an instant 

success, drawing enormous crowds and becoming a major tourist attrac-

tion. By chance, it opened at a time when New York City’s real estate market 

had entered a severe down-turn (part of the national financial and eco-

nomic crisis) and there were several temporarily abandoned construc-

tion sites nearby. This timing probably blunted the critique of the relation 

between the High Line and property development.

	 The High Line case also illustrates the power of public policies to 

dramatically alter land-use patterns. The lesson is that in New York, and 

elsewhere, it is essential to understand that the spatial patterning of urban 

regions is not determined solely by large-scale social and economic trends; 

if it were, it would be easier to devise general theories of the city.
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Conclusion
We have argued that the New York and Los Angeles schools of urban  

analysis were each rooted in a context of urban decline that is no longer 

valid. Instead, the fate of cities such as New York and Los Angeles is fluid 

and constantly changing, subject to multiple and simultaneous forces that 

cannot be easily anticipated.

	 We have, therefore, taken the opportunity to sketch out some new 

trends and issues. Whether these will eventually coalesce into a major direc-

tion or school is just unclear. There is some slowdown or reversal of white 

flight, at least for those able to afford the most desirable sections of each 

city, with the effects clearest when one looks at the rising numbers of non- 

Hispanic white children in the most desirable sections of each city. There 

was the massive rise in housing prices in each region from 2000 to 2006 

(overall much faster in the Los Angeles region than in the New York region, 

though Manhattan’s prices have been rising far longer than elsewhere in 

either region). This, together with the failure of most people’s income 

to keep pace with these housing price increases, provided an important 

underpinning of the now collapsed housing bubble. There are the changing 

demographics of areas such as Harlem, which raise the question of whether 

the term ghetto remains an appropriate description. Finally, there is the case 

of the High Line in New York, which poses key issues for the burgeoning 

environmental movement, including the dilemma of using public funds for 

a project that then makes a section of the city so desirable that those with 

the greatest economic resources (the wealthy) move there and are most able 

to enjoy it.

	 These observations have serious implications for the project of theo-

rizing the city. If cities no longer present several of the major features that 

produced a classic discourse about them, it makes sense to think that urban 

scholarship will regroup and reassess. Finally, the demographic changes 

and policy initiatives we have presented reveal that any new paradigm must 

account for the interaction between social and economic processes and the 

policies that attempt to give them direction.
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New York is nothing like Paris; it is nothing like London; and it is not  

Spokane multiplied by sixty, or Detroit multiplied by four. It is the loftiest 

of cities . . . Manhattan has been compelled to expand skyward because of 

the absence of any other direction in which to grow.

	 —E. B. White, Here Is New York, 1949

Is There a New York School of Urbanism?

Los Angeles, for Michael Dear, is all about the central importance of the 

deconcentration and fragmentation of social and political activities within 

a highly dispersed city-region, sometimes in “mutant” forms like gated 

communities. Viewing the L.A. region as the archetype of the postmod-

ern epoch, he arrives at the distinctive proposition that urban periphery is 

now organizing the center. In his words, “the direction of causality is from 

periphery to center, even if (as often happens) this finds expression as an 

absence of pressure or direction.”1 Old urban power relations, he thinks, 

have melted away in a postmodern welter of new possibilities. From such 

seeds, he and Jennifer Wolch, Ed Soja, Mike Davis, and Allen Scott are said 

to have grown a Los Angeles School of urban studies.

	 Many people, including me, think that New York City, by contrast, is all 

about how the dense concentration of information exchange and analysis, 

decision making, and deal making makes New York a central node not only 

in the life of the region and the nation, but the globe. This concentration is 
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housed within an institutional environment characterized by a strong local 

government and is surrounded by dense residential neighborhoods where 

personal interactions between unlike people are more or less compulsory, 

as distinguished from the autocentric, detached, politically fragmented, and 

gated living in Los Angeles. The immensity of New York City’s economy and 

its elaborate division of labor foster a vast array of small worlds, each attain-

ing a scale not often found elsewhere. But do these distinctive characteristics 

provide the intellectual kernel for a New York School?

	 David Halle argues that a focus on the vitality of neighborhood life and 

the superiority of urban over suburban living,2 as exemplified by the work 

of Jane Jacobs or Richard Sennett, constitutes a distinctive New York School 

of analysis. The trajectories of New York neighborhoods, including both the 

downward spiral of residential abandonment and concentrated poverty of 

the 1970s and the subsequent processes of gentrification, immigrant neigh-

borhood formation, and urban revitalization, have certainly yielded a huge 

and rich literature. But to say that this topic alone has generated a New 

York School ignores a huge range of work on other aspects of the city and 

region. Terry Clark, who has also weighed in on this subject, dismisses New 

York–based scholarship as a hopeless relic of class analysis.3 While one can-

not come to grips with New York—or for that matter Chicago—without 

understanding the power of economic elites and the processes that gener-

ate economic inequality, Clark fails to understand that New York is just as 

Catholic as Chicago, has many more old and new immigrant ethnic groups 

and subcultures than that city, and has also produced a rich literature on 

these characteristics.4 So his view of what constitutes a New York School 

also seems skewed and incomplete.

	 New York certainly does loom large in the discussion of global cities.5 

That literature also does not constitute a New York School, however, because 

it focuses on the global system of cities and the internal dynamics thought 

to be more or less common to its key nodes. Indeed, historians, political 

scientists, sociologists, economists, and planners have generated a vast 

number of individual studies on the city and region, not least in the four 

volumes that the Social Science Research Council Committee on New York 



171School Is Out

City commissioned in the late 1980s to rekindle scholarly interest in the city 

as a peer to Chicago as a model for urban studies.6 But no one basic orienta-

tion or theoretical thrust dominates or unifies this scholarship.

	 The major works on the city’s political development offer a case in point. 

Wallace Sayre and Herbert Kaufman’s pluralist classic, The Government and 

Politics of New York City,7 focused on the central tension between revenue-

providing and spending-dependent interests, while Theodore Lowi’s At the 

Pleasure of the Mayor8 enlightens readers about the social bases and political 

strategies of urban reformers, stressing the dynamics of ethnic and ideo-

logical coalition-formation. Raymond Horton and Charles Brecher’s Power 

Failure9 echoes Sayre and Kaufman’s concern that hungry interest groups 

would overwhelm city officials in their study of the fiscal crisis and eco-

nomic collapse of the mid-1970s and its political aftermath. Ester Fuchs’s 

Mayors and Money locates the source of New York City government’s inabil-

ity to withstand spending demands—compared to Chicago— in the decay 

of its political parties.10 Meanwhile, others emphasize how race and class 

are interwoven in the city’s political economy.11 The variety of theoretical 

orientations across these works makes it hard to categorize them as a school. 

(Moreover, New York lacked an institution, like the University of Chicago, 

that devoted itself to creating one.)

	 Even though a coherent New York School does not exist, we can say that 

certain common themes or assumptions run through works on New York 

City and its region: that the city center remains an interesting place, that 

suburban growth is not inconsistent with continued, even increased vibrancy 

in the center, that government and politics shape the city’s trajectory, that 

public services help to organize urban life, that the struggle over getting and 

spending is thus an important matter, and that density and scale foster  

heterogeneity. New York City is certainly not a place where scholars feel com-

pelled to construct a Web site touting a New York School. Nor do its public 

intellectuals worry much about being outpaced by Los Angeles. (The few 

who do feel this need occasionally import Joel Kotkin.) If they worry about 

competition from other cities, they are more likely to think about London  

or Shanghai than Chicago or Phoenix.12 Finally, New Yorkers do not take 
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second place to those who work in Los Angeles on matters of diversity, cul-

tural innovation, ethnic hybridity, or any other aspect of postmodern life.

The L.A. School through Chicago’s Eyes

Geographically as well as theoretically, Chicago lies somewhere between the 

two poles of decentralized Los Angeles and concentrated New York, prob-

ably closer to the latter. Scholars who used Chicago as their laboratory have 

certainly had a profound impact on urban theory. Brilliant faculty working 

at the University of Chicago included not only the founders of the Chicago 

school of sociology, Robert Park, Ernest Burgess,13 and Louis Wirth, but 

political scientists Charles Merriam and Harold Gosnell, whose studies of 

Chicago launched the scientific analysis of American politics and whose stu-

dents, like V. O. Key, also had a profound impact on political science.14 The 

Chicago School continues to influence contemporary theories of urbanism 

through those educated at UC, such as Herbert Gans, William Kornblum, 

and Mitchell Duneier, or members or former members of its faculty, such 

as William J. Wilson, Robert Sampson, Michael Dawson, and Cathy Cohen.

	 Although you might not know it from scholars who criticize or dis-

miss the Chicago School, often without having read or reread its found-

ing texts, its members were highly attuned to the global, transnational, and 

regional nature of urban change. Modern capitalism, they thought, had 

loosened transborder flows of people to congregate in the major metro-

politan areas that were the driving force behind the emerging global econ-

omy. Shaped partly by natural features, partly by the shifting geography of 

economic activities, and partly by political institutions, but mostly by their 

own actions and strategies, succeeding groups would compete against each 

other within these metropolitan realms for space or place, material gain, 

and favored positions in the cultural mainstream. They would assimilate 

into the larger economic, cultural, and political systems, but the stages and 

trajectories of their assimilation would be framed by opportunity structures 

that themselves reflected the successes and failures of prior groups seeking 

to establish themselves within the urban realm.
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	 Given that corporate headquarters were concentrated in downtown 

Chicago and manufacturing activities near it, members of the Chicago 

School observed that more powerful economic activities had clustered in the 

center and that less powerful ones spread out in roughly concentric zones 

reflecting their relative influence in the larger society. Patterns established 

by earlier groups would constrain the paths taken by later groups, block-

ing them from some areas while attracting them into others by creating a 

vacuum as the earlier ones departed. But the land-use maps constructed by 

the Chicago School reveal that the concentric circle diagram was not a fetish 

or iron law, only a metaphor.15 Nothing about the basic ideas or research 

methodologies of the Chicago School was inconsistent with a spatial layout 

where conditions might instead motivate economic activities and ethnic 

groups to locate on the periphery, such as happened in metropolitan Los 

Angeles.16 Their primary goal was to understand how the power relations 

among various groups were related to their spatial locations, not how close 

they were to the city center.

	 Dear and other members of the L.A. School use similar conceptual 

tools to paint their portraits of metropolitan Los Angeles and, by exten-

sion, contemporary urbanism. Indeed, in stressing that many interests want 

to escape the influence of the central city, members of the Chicago School 

foreshadowed the conclusions of the L.A. School. Metropolitan decentral-

ization was already apparent in the 1930s and was well captured in Our 

Cities—Their Role in the National Economy, the 1937 report by the urban-

ism committee of the National Resources Planning Board, authored by 

Louis Wirth.17 In the years after World War II, Jean Gottman’s Megalopolis: 

The Urbanized North-Eastern Seaboard of the United States outlined trends 

that Dear describes as being uniquely characteristic of contemporary Los 

Angeles.18 The Regional Plan Association’s New York Metropolitan Region 

Study of the late 1950s19 lacks the L.A. School’s emphasis on cultural inno-

vation, but its thesis was that powerful forces were undermining the region’s 

core relative to its periphery and the region as a whole relative to the rest 

of the country.20 So it seems a stretch to say that the Los Angeles experience 

represents a sharp break from past trends or that L.A. provides the different 
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template for the urban future. The L.A. School seems more an interesting 

extension of prior thinking than a major departure from it.

Toward a School of Comparative Urbanism

We may conclude, therefore, that the case of New York has not produced 

a coherent school of urban studies, that the L.A. School may not be much 

more than new California wine in old Chicago bottles, and that the old 

Chicago School still has intellectual legs. These are not the most interesting 

questions, however. More important is whether a comparison of New York, 

Chicago, and Los Angeles can help us identify the crucial dynamics of met-

ropolitan areas and unpack their implications for urban theory. Put another 

way, we need to ask what critical dimensions of urban and metropolitan life 

are present in all three cities, how they vary, and what we should learn from 

these variations.

	 The nation’s three largest cities (and metropolitan areas) do share 

important commonalities. Compared to other metropolitan areas or the 

country as a whole, they are physically big and sprawling, economically 

dynamic and rich, and demographically and culturally complex. From the 

air or ground, you see them from a long way off. Upon entering them, you 

know that you are not in Kansas anymore. All three are basing points for 

economic clusters of corporate headquarters, the corporate service activi-

ties that are at the heart of global capitalism (investment banks, law firms, 

consulting firms, print and digital media) and high-level social services, 

including higher education, cultural production, health services, and so on.

	 Of course, each has distinctive specializations. New York is the big-

gest capital market, Chicago is the center of commodities exchanges, and 

Los Angeles has the entertainment industry. Yet all three are members of a  

certain class of cities, global cities, which contain concentrations of higher-

level service functions associated with the global economy.21 As such, their 

labor pools contain large and growing shares of highly educated profession-

als, their economic bases have had to adapt to the revolution in corporate 

organization and location that has taken place over the past fifty years, and 

they have large and heterogeneous service sector working class populations.
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	 At the same time, we can observe important variations across the three 

cities, some of which are summarized in Table 8.1. Perhaps the most obvi-

ous is that they experienced their most rapid phases of economic and demo-

graphic growth at different historical points under different economic and 

technological conditions. This gave each a distinctive physical form reflect-

ing that period, which in turn shaped subsequent physical development 

patterns. New York City is the oldest, biggest, densest, and arguably most 

centralized of the three. Having the best harbor on the eastern seaboard, 

building the Erie Canal (in 1825) to link that harbor to a hinterland reach-

ing through the Great Lakes, constructing the Croton water system (1837–

1842) to provide an ample supply of what may be the best municipal water 

in the country, and tying it all together with an intricate rail mass transit 

system (in the late nineteenth to early twentieth century) enabled New York 

to become the first urban colossus in the nation. Including Brooklyn, then a 

separate city, New York’s population first hit one million in 1860. New York 

could be called a city of sail, steam, and barge.

	 Chicago followed, in a somewhat symbiotic way. Its population first hit 

one million in 1890. Its growth was propelled by being at the trading cen-

ter for agricultural products, including grain and beef, facilitated both by 

water-borne transport connections between the Mississippi Valley and the 

Great Lakes and becoming the central node in the emerging transcontinen-

tal railroad system. Chicago also facilitated the construction of the national 

rail system by becoming a great center of steel manufacturing. It could be 

called a city of rail and commodities trading and shipping. Like New York, 

it reached its fairly full geographic extent well before the arrival of the auto-

mobile, and mass transit was central to its geographic expansion.

	 Los Angeles, by contrast, is a city of the twentieth century. Its population 

did not reach one million until 1930. For most of the nineteenth and early–

twentieth century, San Francisco was a more important metropolitan area. 

Transcontinental rail came to Los Angeles in 1881 (Southern Pacific) and 1885 

(the Santa Fe), William Mulholland began constructing the Owens Valley 

water system in 1905–1913, and the opening of the Panama Canal in 1913 

heightened the importance of the port. Movie production and the oil indus-

try were also established in the early decades of the twentieth century. The 



Table 8.1 A comparison of New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles, 2005.

		  New York	 Chicago	 LAa

City Population (2005 ACS – excludes group quarters)	 7,962,148	 2,694,642	 3,729,655

Metro Area Population (2005 ACS –  
excludes group quarters)	 19,371,905	 8,567,103	 17,355,098

City Area (miles2)	 309	 227	 469

City Density in 2005 (persons/ miles2)	 25,770	 11,871	 7,952

City Share of Metro Population in 2005	 41.1%	 31.5%	 21.5%

City NH white (2005 ACS)	 34.5%	 30.2%	 28.5%

City NH black (2005 ACS)	 23.8%	 34.3%	 9.6%

City NH Asian (2005 ACS)	 11.5%	 4.7%	 11.2%

City Hispanic (2005 ACS)	 27.8%	 29.3%	 48.6%

City NH White Share of Voting Age Citizens (2005 ACS)	 42.7%	 38.3%	 43.7%

City Foreign Born (2005 ACS)	 36.5%	 22.6%	 40.4%

City Naturalized among Foreign Born (2005 ACS)	 50.7%	 37.6%	 37.5%

Naturalized FB Share of Voting Age Citizens (2005 ACS)	 29.9%	 13.4%	 29.3%

Votes in Last Mayoral General Election	 (05) 1,315,360	 (07) 456,765	 (05) 498,729

Votes as Share of 2005 Voting Age Citizens (2005 ACS)	 27.8%	 27.5%	 26.6%

Democratic Share of 2004 Presidential Election Vote	 71.9%	 81.3%	 71.4%

Global Advanced Services Connectivity Rankingb	 2	 7	 9

GDP (2005 in 2001 dollars)c	 $974 billion	 $419 billion	 $697  billion

GDP Per Capita	 $50,280	 $48,909	 $40,161

City Median HH Income Per Capita (2005 ACS)	 $15,667	 $13,333	 $13,000

Remainder of Metro Area Median HH Income Per Capita	 $24,167	 $22,033	 $16,320

City Median HH Income as Share of  
Remainder of Metro Area	 64.8%	 60.5%	 79.7%

City Tax Burden Per $100 Gross Taxable Resourcesd 	 ($4.51) $5.62	 $3.57	 $2.87

State Tax Burden Per $100 Gross Taxable Resources	 $3.40	 $2.33	 $4.01

Total Central City Taxes Per $100 in  
Taxable Resources 2003-04b	 $9.02	 $5.89	 $6.88

City Budget (FY 2006)	 $54 billion	 $5.2 billion	 $6.7 billion

County Budget (pro-rated to city)	 NA	 $1.6 billion	 $4.3 billion

School Board/Water Board	 NA	 NA	$7.3/$3.2 billion

Total City-County Budget/Person	 $6,782	 $2,305	 $5,766

Miles of Rail Mass Transit	 722	 222	 73

Mass Transit Riders (millions/weekday)	 7.0	 1.5	 1.6

a   Metro LA includes LA-Long Beach-Santa Ana CBSA, Thousand Oaks-Oxnard-Ventura CBSA, and San Bernardino CBSA.
b   �Bureau of Economic Analysis, U.S. Department of Commerce (2007), “BEA Introduced New Measures of the Metropolitan  

Economy,”  Table 1.
c   �P.J. Taylor, G. Catalano, and D.R.F. Walker, “Measurement of the World City Network,” Urban Studies 39, no. 13 (2002): 2367–76
d   �Independent Budget Office, City of New York, “Comparing State and Local Taxes in Large U.S. Cities,” IBO Fiscal Brief (February, 

2007).
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first Academy Award was given in 1929, the year UCLA built its campus in 

Westwood. While the city once had a wonderful mass transit system, the Pacific 

Electric Railway, it grew up under the dominion of the automobile. The con-

struction of the regional freeway system in the 1950s sealed this pattern. The 

result was a much greater extent and lower density. As is obvious to anyone who 

spends time there, L.A. is the city of the car, the freeway, and the movie theater.

	 This timing sequence has had many consequences. New York was 

always and remains by far the densest of these cities, with a highly cen-

tralized transport system and a big public sector to support it, while Los 

Angeles has a density less than a third that of New York and less than half 

that of Chicago. Both Chicago and New York annexed substantial adjacent 

municipalities and a great deal of land area at the end of the nineteenth cen-

tury. It also has a large and strongly centralized public sector, with county 

government becoming vestigial. While New York City’s share of the metro-

politan population has been dropping steadily, it remains extremely dense 

by national urban standards. Its overall population has remained high and, 

contrary to many other large, old industrial cities of the Northeast and 

Midwest, it rebounded considerably after dropping over ten percent in the 

1970s. While the city has postwar suburban neighborhoods on its periphery, 

such as Canarsie, they are noticeably denser than similar areas of Chicago 

or most residential neighborhoods in L.A. When one ponders the shocks 

New York has faced, from racial transition to near-bankruptcy to a volatile 

business cycle to the impact of immigration to the September 11 attack, its 

neighborhoods seem amazingly resilient and adaptive. The scholarly inter-

est in neighborhood life noted by David Halle is a logical consequence.

	 Chicago, also a nineteenth-century city, was built on a fairly flat plain 

around the place where the Chicago River empties into Lake Michigan. It 

served as the gateway, or linchpin, between the previously developed East 

and the rapidly developing West.22 While it had, and still has, a heritage 

of late-nineteenth-century buildings and land uses and a rail mass transit 

system, its outward expansion occurred largely in the era of the automobile. 

When the Chicago School sociologists began to study the city intensively 

in the 1920 and 1930s, it had just come through an explosive period of 

growth similar in many ways to that which had taken place in New York. 
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(Its population grew from 1.7 million in 1900 to 3.4 million in 1930; New 

York grew from 3.4 million to 6.9 million people in the same period.) While 

Chicago’s municipal government has a complicated institutional structure 

that involves Cook County as well as the city, the Cook County Democratic 

Party dominance over both jurisdictions gave a strongly partisan cast to 

a formally nonpartisan system. The original Chicago School (and before 

them the researchers associated with Hull House) also came by its interest 

in the outward movement of social groups, ethnic succession, intergroup 

relations, and urban politics naturally. Terry Clark’s interest in ethnicity, 

religion (specifically Catholicism), and culture stems from the same source.

	 As the late developer of the trio, Los Angeles is the least dense and most 

fragmented. Its housing stock has a much higher share of detached, single 

family dwellings, and many more people commute to work alone in their auto-

mobiles than in the other two cities. As Table 8.1 shows, its density is far below 

that of either Chicago or New York. Many have called it a collection of sub-

urbs. Recently, the city went through a major discussion of whether the area 

north of the mountains, the San Fernando Valley, would secede.23 Despite the 

importance of the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power in the region’s 

development,24 the City of Los Angeles is but one of the eighty-eight munic-

ipalities in Los Angeles County. It has a far narrower range of powers than 

New York City; the DWP and the L.A. Unified School District are both vast 

bureaucratic operations with considerable autonomy. L.A. County govern-

ment has jurisdiction over most social services. The City of Los Angeles thus 

offers a virtually polar case to New York City in terms of how central city poli-

tics are to the life of the region, prompting quite interesting work comparing 

the two.25

Four Dimensions of Difference

The political, economic, social, institutional, and spatial consequences of 

this urban development sequence mostly place New York City and Los 

Angeles on opposite ends of several continua, with Chicago in between. 

These are: (1) the importance of city government and urban politics in 

shaping the quality of everyday life, (2) the impact of density on the vitality 
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of neighborhood life and local public spaces, (3) the impact of immigration 

(in this respect, Los Angeles and New York both differ from Chicago), and 

(4) the political dynamic of regionalism.

	 First of all, Table 8.1 clearly shows that New York has much higher lev-

els of public spending, tax burden, and mass transit usage than the other cit-

ies. As a result, the politics of how these resources are secured and allocated 

is a high-profile matter in New York—as it surely is in the other two cities, 

but possibly to a lesser extent, especially in Los Angeles, where the county 

takes on a much greater role. Interestingly, underscoring the “party control 

hypothesis” separately advanced by Ester Fuchs and Terry Clark, Chicago, 

not Los Angeles, has the most parsimonious local public spending viewed 

as a total, per capita, or in relationship to local income. Los Angeles is often 

thought to have a small government, which is certainly true when one looks 

only at the city budget. But other layers of local government in Los Angeles 

also exercise significant budgetary powers. The Los Angeles school system, 

for example, is not counted in the Los Angeles city budget, while that of 

New York City is. Though Los Angeles’s public sector is vastly more frag-

mented than New York’s, the differences between the two narrow when one 

adds up all the layers, levels, and functions in Los Angeles.

	 The importance of the local political economy in New York has gener-

ated a vast literature. Many scholars have focused on the tension between 

revenue providers and public service consumers, beginning with Sayre and 

Kaufman (1960) and continuing through the work of Fuchs (1991), Shefter 

(1992), Brecher, Horton, Cropf, and Mead (1993), and Mollenkopf (1992). 

J. Phillip Thompson has focused on how these forces placed excruciat-

ing crosscutting imperatives on Mayor David Dinkins.26 A second major 

focus in the political economy perspective are those works concerned with 

the interaction of the public and private sectors around the promotion of 

growth and the distribution of gains produced by growth. In addition to the 

previously cited work by the Fainsteins and Mollenkopf, one could mention 

work by Robert Caro, Peter Marcuse, and many others.

	 While Fuchs contrasts New York and Chicago and many scholars have 

traced the political wars leading up to the Washington victory in Chicago 

and the subsequent rise of the second Daley regime, Chicago does not 
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appear to have generated the same level of policy concern for the structure 

and functioning of local government or its role in the political economy of 

the region. (Clearly, Simpson and Kelly provide an exception to this over-

generalization.)27 Similarly, while Sonenshein has written brilliantly about 

political development in Los Angeles,28 no analysis takes on Los Angeles 

County as a whole, and members of the L.A. School have not paid much 

attention to fiscal and policy issues or the work of political scientists. Erie 

and MacKenzie make the point that the absence of a strong, central local 

government in Los Angeles is itself an important topic of study.29 This 

dimension of a New York–L.A.–Chicago school of urbanism needs fuller 

development across all three cities. The L.A. School’s relative silence on local 

politics and government may be taken, if not as a deficit, then as an area for 

improvement.

	 Second, New York City has produced a raft of wonderful neighborhood 

studies and ethnographies; a full set of citations would run into the hundreds. 

While Terry Clark thinks the community of scholars studying New York 

City focuses too much on class and not enough on ethnicity and culture, 

that does not seem to be  a fair assessment of work dating back to Glazer 

and Moynihan’s Beyond the Melting Pot and going forward to Jonathan 

Reider’s study of Jews and Italians in Canarsie, Ida Susser’s study of the Pol-

ish neighborhood of Greenpoint, Janet Abu-Lughod’s study of the East Vil-

lage, Wendell Pritchett’s study of Brownsville, or Steven Gregory’s study of 

the African American neighborhood of Corona—all of which address racial 

and ethnic tensions in the context of group succession. Mitchell Duneier 

has studied the role of street vendors in public space on Sixth Avenue, while 

Terry Williams, William Kornblum, Philippe Bourgeois, and Martin Sanchez-

Jankowski have studied gangs, and the list could go on and on.

	 Scholars studying contemporary Chicago have certainly built on the 

Chicago School’s original lead on studying neighborhood processes (one 

thinks, for example, of Eric Klinenberg’s Heat Wave, Sudhir Venkatesh’s 

studies of Chicago projects, and the magisterial study of neighborhood effects 

reported in recent papers by Felton Earls, Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, Stephen 

Roudenbush, Robert J. Sampson, Jeffery Morenoff, and other colleagues). 
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Perhaps because everyone is stuck on the freeway, however, L. A. scholars do 

not seem to have produced much work on neighborhood life. Given how 

important residential neighborhoods are in organizing daily life in all three 

cities, and the interesting and varied internal dynamics of these neighbor-

hoods, this topic ought to be central to a new New York–L.A.–Chicago 

school of comparative urbanism.

	 Third, the arrival, establishment, and political development of various 

immigrant groups have been and will be crucial for the development of 

all three cities. New York has produced an immense amount of work on  

this topic. The work includes recent comprehensive studies by Kasinitz, 

Mollenkopf, and Waters, and Kasinitz, Mollenkopf, Waters, and Holdaway;30  

studies on specific ethnic communities including incisive work on Asian 

immigrant communities by Peter Kwong, Pyong Gap Min, Claire Kim,  

Min Zhou, and Margaret Chin; analysis of Afro-Caribbean communities  

by Philip Kasinitz, Mary Waters, Reuel Rogers, Milton Vickerman, and 

Francois Pierre Louis; study of older and newer Latino groups by Angelo 

Falcon, Patricia Pessar, Michael Jones Correa, Robert Smith, and Nicole 

Marwell; and work by Roger Sanjek that describes how ethnic groups inter-

act in Queens neighborhoods influenced by an aging but still vital regular 

Democratic county political organization.

	 While Los Angeles has also produced rich studies of the immigrant 

experience, particularly of Mexican-Americans, and Waldinger and Bozorg-

mehr provide a fine overview,31 this literature neither seems to match that 

on New York in terms of breadth and depth nor to have been integrated very 

well into, or have had much impact on, the L.A. School. Similarly, though 

immigration has had an increasingly significant impact on Chicago, schol-

ars have mainly seen politics in that city through the lens of “Politics in 

Black and White,” to borrow Sonenshein’s title for Los Angeles politics. 

Clearly, this profound demographic transition has pervasive political, social, 

cultural, and economic implications for all three metropolitan areas and 

also deserves to be a pivotal point of comparison.

	 Finally, scholars based in New York take the comparative study of 

regions seriously. Well-known theorists on regional comparison based in 



182 John Hull Mollenkopf

New York or heavily influenced by its experience include, in no particu-

lar order, David Harvey, Peter Marcuse, Saskia Sassen (returning from her 

sojourn in Chicago), Richard Sennett, Susan Fainstein, Bob Beauregard, 

and Neil Brenner, not to mention the original Regional Plan study of 1927, 

the New York Metropolitan Region study in the late 1960s, and classic work 

by Robert Wood, Jameson Doig, and Michael Danielson. As outlined above, 

regionalism and metropolitan development were already well advanced and 

long-studied phenomena in metropolitan New York before the founding 

of the L.A. School. The point here is not to deny that the L.A. School has 

reached important and sometimes counterintuitive findings based on the 

Los Angeles experience as a decentered metropolis, but to understand why 

intrametropolitan dynamics vary across regions in the way they do. The 

L.A. School’s implicit claim that all other regions may be converging on the 

Los Angeles model may or may not be correct. Certainly, the New York met-

ropolitan area remains a vital and successful region in a far more centered 

mode than in Los Angeles. Since almost all the emerging large metropoli-

tan areas will be in China and India, not North America, it seems unlikely 

that any of the three cities will provide the ideal type for new metropolitan 

growth at a global scale.

	 To conclude by stating the obvious, we don’t really need a Chicago, Los 

Angeles, or New York School that privileges the distinctive characteristics of 

one city as in our understanding of comparative urban theory. We do need 

a nuanced comparative analysis across metropolitan areas that draws on 

characteristics that are more or less prominent across them, or even absent 

in some. The Los Angeles School certainly draws our attention to the ways 

in which the various parts of the metropolis relate to one another far dif-

ferently in Los Angeles today than in Chicago eighty years ago. For that we 

are grateful. But New York, Chicago, and many other big, important, nodal 

cities also have distinctive features that provide equally valid bases for gen-

erating theory. The New York example suggests four such features—a large 

urban political economy, a vital neighborhood life, group succession driven 

by immigration, and close ties to other key nodes in the global urban sys-

tem. The time has come to shift our attention from whose model is better to 

how and why these important dimensions vary across places.
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Imagine, for the moment, a world in which each and every city is incontest-

ably unique. I do not mean simply different but so dissimilar that if you 

were to enter a city for the first time, having no prior knowledge, you would 

be wholly disoriented. Nothing that you know about, say, La Paz or Kiev 

would be applicable to Mumbai. Cities would be profoundly incomparable.

	 In such a world, a world of radical uniqueness, urban studies—based 

as it is on a comparative perspective—would come to a halt. Although one 

might study Mumbai while in La Paz, there would be little point in doing 

so. La Paz offers no lessons for, or insights into, anyplace else. Mumbai is 

where one should study Mumbai. There, one’s experiences will reinforce 

one’s research. Mumbai, moreover, is where Mumbai scholars would likely 

congregate. A Mumbai scholar in La Paz would merely be a curiosity hoping 

through sheer persistence to turn the irrelevant into the exotic.

	 With all knowledge irresistibly local, thinking about cities would be 

transformed. Urban theory would be of little value. If theory’s intent is to 

generalize from one city to the next or to set places in context—for example, 

in a national system of cities or global commodity chains—theory would be 

impossible. If the purpose of theory is to discover the logic that makes cities 

into cities, this too would be a hopeless task since doing so requires that a 

category of cities exist to which such logic applies.

	 A unique city is an autarkic city; self-sufficient, it has nothing in com-

mon with any other. With comparison impossible, thinking beyond the 

single case would be useless; one might as well compare octopi with ski 

lifts. Consequently, only city-specific theory would remain; that is, theory 

focused solely on the conditions and dynamics within particular places. 

Radical Uniqueness and the   
Flight from Urban Theory
n  Robert A. Beauregard

9
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Barcelona would have an urban theory, Lagos a different one, Kyoto a third, 

Vancouver a fourth, Helsinki a fifth, and on and on wherever a single urban 

scholar resides. A metatheory of the city would be confined to one insight: 

all knowledge is local.

	 Radical uniqueness, of course, is a theoretical conceit. Nonetheless, it 

serves a rhetorical purpose as regards the claims of the Los Angeles school 

of urbanism and other city-based urban theories. It also signals my intent 

to convince you that city-based theories, regardless of the city in which they 

originate, are antithetical to the larger urban project. Suffering ontologi-

cal flaws, they obstruct rather than facilitate critical thinking about cities.  

Larry Bourne has written that such labeling is  “inherently selective, frequently  

distorting, and potentially exclusionary.”1

	 I agree.

Unique Cities

Few scholars—in fact, I know of none—embrace radical uniqueness. Even 

Terry Clark, who begins his chapter in this volume on the new Chicago 

School with the sentence “Every city is unique,” later and judiciously quali-

fies his original position. He turns to general processes—the deep struc-

tures—that characterize all cities and that are “combined in unique ways in 

each location,” a comment that points to mediated commonalities rather 

than radical uniqueness. Later, Clark repeats his bold claim: “Like cities, 

every individual is unique,” a surprising observation from a social scientist 

but one intended to suggest that schools of thought cannot truly exist since 

individuals hold different ideas, itself a problematic statement. To be fair, 

Clark is arguing the distinctiveness of Chicago as a city and the benefits of 

an internal point of view, not Chicago’s radical uniqueness.

	 Consider the statement that Los Angeles is the precursor of the  

twenty-first century city; that is, “the first consequential American city to 

separate itself decisively from European models” of urbanism.2 Such a 

claim implies that Los Angeles is—or was—unique for only an historical 

moment and that other American cities will eventually catch up. Los  

Angeles is presented as a prototype. Subsequently and inevitably, its unique-

ness will disappear.
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	 Take another example—New York City. The architectural historian 

Robert A. M. Stern’s wonderfully rich histories of architecture, planning, 

and urbanism offer the proposition that New York City travels through 

history alone. Stern does not state this explicitly. Rather, he proposes that 

adversity often impinges on the city from the outside, yet he treats that “out-

side” as less a force for change than an occasion for response. The city’s  

particular strengths enable it to prevail and prosper; what New York City 

has accomplished is due wholly to its genetic makeup. Its people, institu-

tions, buildings, and political leaders make it great.3

	 Prior to World War II, as Stern and his coauthors note, New York City 

was “both a miniature and distillation of America.”4 And, writing a few 

years earlier about the interwar years, they comment that “even if New York 

did not embody the nation in all its complexities, it surely gave life to its  

fantasies.”5 In short, Stern pulls the world into the city’s orbit. To under-

stand New York, you need know next to nothing about any other place; 

developmentally, the city is self-sufficient.

	 Radical uniqueness, of course, is most pronounced when other cities are 

similar to each other. The contrast is what makes the claim dazzle. Within 

the category of not–New York City, distinguishing Seattle from Boston or 

Boston from San Francisco is of little intellectual interest. Their differences 

can thus be ignored. Having much in common with each other, these other 

cities are simply ordinary.

	 In a world of radical uniqueness, urban categories such as “not–New 

York City” are themselves suspect; the antithesis is meaningless without its 

thesis, thereby making radical uniqueness less plausible. Without a category 

to which a city can be incomparable, radical uniqueness is deflated. Or, to 

say it differently, the conceit of radical uniqueness depends on the contra-

dictory—dialectic—existence of a prior category of cities.

Unnatural Categories

A nonhypothetical world, one without radical uniqueness, is a world of 

nested categories.6 Such categories—cities, governance, infrastructure, 

ethnicity, morphological patterns—enable us to explore and then interpret 
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our perceptions. As data come to us, we sort through them, create bundles 

of facts and opinions, and attach labels; we make sense of the world. As 

individual categories fill up, they suggest lines of inquiry and novel points 

of view. Learning more about the category “informal economies,” we dis-

cover what we do not know and form attitudes, hypotheses, and arguments. 

And, we think about the relationship between and among categories, for 

example, when we recognize the difference between resurgent cities under-

going growth after a period of stagnation and declining cities faced with 

continued depletion of jobs, residents, and tax revenues.

	 Categories are the foundation of theory. They enable us to group 

together and then juxtapose matters of fact, move beyond single cases, and 

communicate easily with others. Being able to put data and sense impres-

sions into categories, moreover, engenders a sense of security in the face of 

information overload. Categories are the antithesis of radical uniqueness.

	 Within the social sciences, the dominant categories are those of the 

academic disciplines: economics, sociology, politics, anthropology, and his-

tory.7 Social science, of course, is itself a category; it shares knowledge with 

the humanities, the natural sciences, and religion—more categories. Such 

foundational distinctions have a major impact on how we think about and 

what we think about the city. Many urban theorists, however, argue that the 

city is so complex, so multidimensional, that exploring its qualities from 

within one or another of these categories does the city a disservice. Savage 

and Warde8 comment that life in cities is “a subject whose boundaries [can]

not be delimited,” while Hubbard9 writes of the multiplicity of meanings 

that adhere to the city—“a spatial location, a political entity, an administra-

tive unit, a place of work and play, a collection of dreams and nightmares, 

a mesh of social relations, an agglomeration of economic activity”—and 

defeat a simple or singular disciplinary perspective. Consequently, the city 

calls for an interdisciplinarity that draws from the various social sciences, 

the natural sciences, and the humanities, together offering an elusive onto-

logical logic that embraces the spaces of multiplicity.10

	 The assertion that the city’s complexity requires interdisciplinarity 

assumes that the city’s qualities are naturally arrayed in disciplinary cate-

gories. This is not the case. The relevant qualities of a city are always  
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theory-dependent; they follow from the point of view that we bring to the 

case at hand. Qualities are socially constructed. Moreover, the notion that a 

category anticipates a case is problematic; categories come into existence 

only through multiple cases. Cases often exist before the category is formed, 

as when the study of Durban or Johannesburg leads to the category of apartheid 

city. In addition, the belief that sense perceptions compel certain, and not 

other, categories is an untenable position, one related to the notion of natu-

ralism, a point to which I will return. Two regrettable consequences of a 

fixed view of qualities and categories ensue: a rejection of the malleability of 

language and suppression of reality’s social and discursive construction.11

	 All of this points to the obvious; intellectual schools are social con-

structs.12 They are created by individuals and groups as a way to address 

a specific task or project, whether it be painting (the Ashcan School), phi-

losophy (the Vienna Circle), city planning (New Urbanism), or architecture 

(the Bauhaus). And because they are socially created, this means that their 

motivations are not simply or purely intellectual or utilitarian. Motives 

having to do with publicity, status, personal advancement, and institutional 

advantage also operate.13 These are neither lesser motives nor independent 

of the concern to think more clearly or act more effectively. Nevertheless, 

they cannot be ignored when thinking about the Los Angeles school of 

urbanism, its “new” Chicago counterpart, the evanescent New York School, 

or even the original Chicago School. What sense are we to make of such 

“exceptionalist narratives.”14

City-Based Schools

To a great extent, the Los Angeles School owes its prominence to Michael 

Dear, professor of geography at the University of Southern California in  

Los Angeles. Although acknowledging a late-1980s meeting of scholars 

from and of Los Angeles, Dear was the one who wrote the school into exis-

tence. The first signs of its emergence occurred in 1993 when Charles Jencks 

(an architectural critic) and Marco Cenzatti (an urban planning professor) 

made public mention of a group of planners and geographers writing on  

Los Angeles from a shared perspective.15 Not until Dear’s “Postmodern 
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Urbanism” was published in the Annals of the Association of American 

Geographers in 1998, though, was the school given a full-blown debut and, 

most importantly, contrasted with the original Chicago School of urban 

studies. In that article, Dear and Flusty claimed Los Angeles as a “special 

place” and a clear break from prior patterns of urbanization and urbanism, 

particularly that based on a monocentric model of urban form.16 This mor-

phological break with the past, they argued, compelled a new theory of the 

city. Moreover, Los Angeles attracted a host of scholars, including Edward 

Soja, Mike Davis, and Allen J. Scott. To greater and lesser degrees, these 

scholars distanced themselves from modernist social theory and turned 

instead to an emerging postmodernism that reflected the multiplicity, inde-

terminateness, and elusiveness of the contemporary city.17 Yet, they did 

not wholly abandon the Chicago School. They retained the critical signifi-

cance of space, ignored gender,18 and marginalized culture.19 Nevertheless, 

Los Angeles was offered as a paradigmatic place where the “dynamics of 

capitalist spatialization” all come together.20

	 The L.A. School is presented, particularly by Michael Dear, as a classic 

Kuhnian revolution21—a paradigm shift.22 (For a critique, see Beauregard23 

and for a defense see Dear et al.)24 This strong rhetorical move is most appar-

ent in From Chicago to L.A.: Making Sense of Urban Theory, edited by Dear 

in 2002. The book is organized as an alternative to the Chicago School, with 

each topical grouping of chapters prefaced with an excerpt from Robert 

Park’s The City, a text that Dear asserts is that school’s “basic primer.”25 The 

excerpts are meant to provide a “point of departure”26 for subsequent chap-

ters and the intent is to challenge the “hegemony”27of the Chicago School 

and offer “alternative analytical frameworks.”28

	 Dear’s goal is clear—a displacement of the “ruling” paradigm that had 

“remained coherent for most of the twentieth century”29 despite his declared 

misgivings regarding the advisability of another hegemonic metanarrative 

for the “myriad global and local trends that surround us.”30 And, in a com-

ment meant to seal the fate of the Chicago School for evermore, Dear sug-

gests that Louis Wirth in his chapter in The City had anticipated the shift 

from modern to postmodern cities and thus “foreshadow[ed] the necessity 

of the transition from the Chicago to the L.A. School.”31 The Chicago School 
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was thus fated for self-destruction; it did not need the L.A. School to effect 

its demise.

	 Except for an attempt by Jan Nijman32 to declare Miami as the city that 

best deserves to anchor urban theory in the twenty-first century, few scholars 

have taken up the challenge posed by Dear to tie urban theory to a specific 

place. One who did was David Halle, professor of sociology at the University 

of California Los Angeles and a resident of New York City. Whereas Dear 

was and has been forceful in his advocacy, Halle has been muted. Buried in 

the introduction to his edited book New York and Los Angeles: Politics, Soci-

ety, and Culture—a Comparative View was the first mention of the New York 

School.33 Halle described it as being primarily concerned with the central 

city of the metropolitan area and, more narrowly, with Manhattan. (As Dear 

might remark, the New York School is stuck in the “centered” perspective 

of the modernist paradigm.) Halle noted that the putative members of the 

New York School—Jane Jacobs, Sharon Zukin, Richard Sennett, Kenneth 

Jackson, William H. Whyte—focus on street life, ignore the suburbs, worry 

about class-based disparities, and attend closely to the oppositional politics 

that infuse gentrification, redevelopment, and ethnic succession.34

	 Halle, however, has not further elaborated his claim. Moreover, he 

acknowledges that some urban scholars, such as Herbert Gans, who live and 

work in New York City do not fit this profile. Neither does he claim that the 

New York School is the replacement paradigm for the Chicago School nor 

offer it as an alternative to the L.A. School. Most telling, Halle never suggests 

that any of the scholars to which he refers identify themselves as part of a 

defined, intellectual community. And, unlike Dear, he leaves himself out of 

the school.35 For Halle it seems, the existence of such a school is merely an 

interesting phenomenon that supports the comparison posed by his book.

	 Not until the spring of 2007 did Halle publicly repeat his New York 

School argument. He did so at a conference held at the University of Illinois 

Chicago Circle, which was sponsored in part by the Department of Political 

Science and the Great Cities Institute there.36 The conference began with 

the political scientist Dennis Judd acknowledging the L.A. School and the 

Chicago School while noting the emergence of a second Chicago School. 
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Judd related how a group of urban scholars in Chicago had begun to meet 

informally in the fall of 2001 to discuss urban issues. After a number of 

meetings, they came to the realization that existing urban theories were irre-

mediably deficient. Moreover, these urban scholars concluded that under-

standing change within Chicago, or any city, meant attending to that city’s 

distinctive political culture. Or, to cast this claim more broadly, Chicago can 

be understood only by investigating what happens within Chicago.

	 The declaration of a second Chicago School is most apparent in Terry 

Clark’s “The New Chicago School: Notes Toward a Theory,” chapter 11 in 

this volume. Unlike Halle, Clark engages the first Chicago School. He begins 

his chapter by writing that “older Chicago paradigms are inadequate” and 

that Chicago is too unlike Los Angeles for the L.A. School to be applicable. 

Both schools ignore politics and culture, particularly as the latter is mani-

fested in innovation and consumption.37 These other schools are also inat-

tentive to globalization, a factor that distinguishes Chicago from other cities. 

Clark’s main argument, though, is that Chicago requires its own theory 

because it is “distinct,” though I think he means “unique,” since a city can be 

distinct (as Edmonton is from Calgary) without requiring a tailored, theo-

retical treatment. He claims that Chicago is the country’s largest major city 

with a strong tradition of Catholicism, it was a frontier town and is thus less 

freighted with tradition, is strongly individualistic, has clearly delineated 

neighborhoods, and its local government is relatively autonomous from the 

state and federal governments. Unique, it deserves its own point of view.

	 Interestingly, other Chicago Schools have been sighted—a second 

Chicago School of sociology after the 1920s and, possibly, a third in the 

1960s,38 not to mention a first Chicago School of architecture that emerged 

in the 1880s around Louis Sullivan and William Holabird. When compared 

to Dear’s historiography, though, Clark is indifferent to the antecedents of 

contemporary Chicago urbanism and this diminishes his theoretical proj-

ect. Accusations of scholarly opportunism would be deflected by situating 

the new Chicago School more centrally in current debates and historical 

developments. Of course, once one decides to believe that Los Angeles is 

the prototype of the twenty-first century city or that New York or Chicago 
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is unique, then all other cities and the theories associated with them fade 

away. We should object. The turn to city-based theories is unhelpful for 

understanding cities and crafting urban theory.

Critique

Claims regarding the uniqueness of individual cities evoke more than the 

complexity of cities or the fertile minds of urban theorists. Much more is 

at stake here, particularly if one accepts Dear’s argument regarding the pro-

found transformation of cities and the corresponding need to reformulate 

how we think about them. At minimum, the debate suggests a dissatisfac-

tion with urban theories built on the original Chicago model. Less obvious 

is a deep disregard for Marxist-based political economy. In fact, the erasure 

of Marxist-based urban political economy by all of the advocates of the 

putative schools is quite surprising, particularly given that it was Marxist 

urban political economists who initially launched the assault against and 

displaced the ecological paradigm of the first Chicago School.39 The Marx-

ist critics cast cities as epiphenomena; what needed to be explained was not 

urbanization but the historical geography of capitalism. Individual cities 

were thus precluded from being independent sites for theory-building. That 

and the postmodern disdain for metanarratives, I suspect, is more than suf-

ficient reason to suppress mention of Marxist political economy.

	 Clearing the ground for urbanization, though, does not necessarily 

privilege a city-based approach. Dissolving cities in the spatiality of capital-

ism or constructing urban theory around a single city are only two of many 

possibilities. Numerous theorists40 have used categories such as mega-, 

global, and Southeast Asian cities as the source and object of their theoreti-

cal and empirical work. The choice of a single city with which to anchor 

urban theory and from which to derive empirical understandings is neither 

obvious nor necessary.

	 A critical assessment of city-based urban theories might begin by ques-

tioning their empirical validity; for example, asking about the degree to 

which Los Angeles earns its prominent status because of its historical posi-

tion or Chicago’s political culture actually sets it apart from other cities. The 
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debate, though, is not solely about empirical correspondence. It is also, and 

mostly about representation, that is, how we think about cities. Thus, an 

empirical assessment is beside the point—though, see Wasserstrom.41  Nor 

is the issue one of specifying the distinctiveness of these cities so as to vali-

date their atypical status. Rather, a critique should focus on how we think 

about cities and how we think theory should be written.

	 To this end, let me reveal but not defend my criteria for assessing an 

urban theory. First, urban theory should connect generalities with par-

ticularities, identifying the path between larger trends, deeper logics, or 

spatially extensive forces and the way they are manifest and mediated by 

specific places and times. Thus, and second, an urban theory has to attend 

to the historical geography of cities. This means that spatial and temporal 

comparisons are essential.42 Third, it has to capture the “reality” of cities 

by descending from the heights of abstraction, targeting what is concrete 

and particular about such places, while avoiding the seduction of empiri-

cism. Fourth, and related, theory must do more than recognize and explain 

what is; it also has to capture what lies hidden or behind “reality.” To this 

extent, urban theory has to grasp not just the actuality of cities and life 

within them but their potential as well. Theory has to confer meaning by 

attending to what could have happened. This cannot be done if the reality of  

cities is conflated with what actually occurred. Finally, urban theory must 

be simultaneously inclusive and discriminating. That is, it must reject radi-

cal uniqueness along with its close imitations and accept both the general 

category of cities and the necessity of differentiating among them. Indi-

vidual cities have to be conceived as simultaneously similar and distinct and 

ripe with theoretical possibilities.43

	 Drawing on these criteria, I will touch on four theoretical sins being 

committed by those who call for a city-based urban theory. The transgres-

sions are: a tendency to radical uniqueness, the embrace of naturalism, a 

flattening of space and place, and intellectual permissiveness.

	 To begin, individual cities are unique only in a specific sense; they are 

not radically unique. Their uniqueness stems from our perception—that is, 

we choose to perceive and emphasize certain qualities (and thus differences) 

and not others—and from the way in which cities are overdetermined and 
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mediated sites. Overdetermined, cities offer innumerable choices as regards 

how to think about them. In this sense, the city is chaotic.44 Because of 

this, theorists systematically and purposively unpack the city. A city-based 

theory privileges the characteristics that best suit the broader claims being 

made for it. So, Terry Clark attaches significance to Chicago’s Catholicism 

and Michael Dear emphasizes Los Angeles’s polynucleated urban form. 

Chicago, though, also has edge cities (that is, is polynucleated) and many 

of the residents of Los Angeles are Catholic (for example, most Mexicans). 

These latter qualities, however, are less useful to their respective counter-

parts and so are ignored. And though Los Angeles and Chicago have major 

industrial districts, industrial districts are resonant of the past. As a result, 

they go unmentioned; to do so would dilute the claim that the city repre-

sents the future.

	 Mediated, any city’s uniqueness emerges from its specific embedded-

ness in time and space. Uniqueness is a contingent and not a necessary 

quality of cities.45 Cities are unique only conjuncturally. And, then, they are 

unique only under theoretical strictures that give primacy to certain quali-

ties and not others. In short, uniqueness is socially constituted and thus 

always problematic. Thus, a city-based urban theory is a truncated, partial, 

and compromised view of the nature of cities and even of the named city 

itself. By denying the ordinariness of cities, cities themselves are denied.

	 Second, city-based urban theories suffer from the presumption that the 

named city is meaningful because its dynamics and conditions are deeply 

“real.” The city, it is being claimed, is neither fictional nor, even more 

importantly, symbolic. If it were either, the city’s radical uniqueness would 

be trivialized. The city’s unmediated qualities are what compel our attention.

	 This is naturalism, and it is a doubtful claim. It deproblematizes  

representation and assumes that reality presents itself to us as itself, that 

is, is unmediated. We are asked to believe in the necessity of what exists  

and to ignore its social constructedness and potential otherness. To this 

extent, naturalism precludes rhetoric, a loss that would cramp the style of 

many proponents of the Los Angeles School who believe that new realities 

require new language. And, to the extent that naturalism has an affinity for 
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determinism, it takes all of the fun out of making bold theoretical claims 

and doing urban theory.

	 In fact, to be simultaneously committed to an unmediated uniqueness 

of the city and the importance of postmodern representational strategies 

is contradictory. Postmodernists, almost by definition, embrace the malle-

ability and instability of language and its tenuous connection to something 

called reality. If this is so, then claims of uniqueness are seriously weakened. 

Radical uniqueness is untenable. What is defensible, though, are mediated 

distinctions. For example, few cities can quite match in sheer, sudden, techno-

logical violence the fates of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of World War 

II. Many cities, though, have experienced large-scale wartime destruction.

	 Third, city-based urban theories distort the role of space and place and 

thereby undermine the necessity of historical geography. Space must be part 

of any urban theory, but this does not mean that urban theories should 

be spatially confined and labeled. To propose that urban theory should 

be crafted around the spatiality of a single city such as Los Angeles is to 

embrace space as absolute space, that is, as self-contained. Radical unique-

ness, in fact, rests on the notion that a place can exist independently of all 

other places; once independent, the chosen city can be unique. Yet, this is 

a caricature of the spatial qualities of cities. Space is partitioned so as to 

achieve a sharp disjuncture between the space of one city and that of all 

others. Space, though, is not functionally discontinuous in this way. Dif-

ferentiated, it is relational.46 To deny these two qualities by isolating a single 

city is antithetical to urban theory.

	 City-based urban theories, then, contain a narrow conception of  

how to think about place. Cities are conceived as geographically coherent, 

clearly defined, and stable.47 In actuality, places like Los Angeles, Chicago, or 

Mumbai are geographically fragmented. That is, they are not singularities. 

And while these urban scholars recognize that cities are multiscalar, that is 

not my point. Rather, consider New York. It is geographically located along 

the eastern seaboard of the United States and at the mouth of the Hudson 

River. It also exists north of its municipal boundaries, where it owns and 

controls land for water provision; in Ohio, where it transports its trash 
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(leaving behind pieces of Queens and Brooklyn); in Washington, D.C., and 

Albany, N.Y., where it has a political lobbying presence; in London, where its 

financial service and legal firms facilitate the worldwide flow of capital; and 

in other countries, where it has stationed police to intervene in drug traf-

ficking. One can hardly conceive of New York and other cities as stable, 

fixed, and coherent entities able to anchor a more extensive urban theory. 

Cities do not occupy a single, privileged, and independent space.

	 Or, consider this issue from a different angle. Any large city is a prod-

uct of influences operating transregionally and transnationally. Chicago,  

as William Cronon brilliantly demonstrated, owed its rise to second-city 

status to the flow of goods and capital between it and the larger midwestern 

region and also back to the East and, specifically, New York City.48 Whatever 

self-determination Chicago enjoyed was more than counterbalanced by the 

ways in which local forces and conditions were affected by or connected to 

urbanization’s relational web. To offer one city as the basis of urban theory 

is to negate these interactive and scalar possibilities and to circumscribe 

inadvisably the space of urban theory. Are we to believe that Los Angeles, 

New York, or Chicago is autogenetic, its own creation? This seriously strains 

theoretical and empirical plausibility. I think these scholars would agree. 

Yet, they act as if this were true.

	 My fourth and last point has more to do with a reaction to the growth 

of city-based urban theories than with the theories themselves. One could 

argue that when scholars develop schools, they focus attention and create 

debate. Scrutiny encourages research and disagreement leads to new knowl-

edge. Consequently, such theories should not be suppressed. Pluralism, 

though, is not what I suspect many of the proponents of these schools have 

in mind.

	 Intellectual pluralism is hardly an unassailable ideal. A commitment to 

scholarship requires skepticism. Just because city-based urban theories exist 

does not make them innocent and just because they spark debate does not 

make them net contributors to our understanding of cities. Are we to allow 

a Miami School of urban theory, an Amsterdam School, a Skokie School? 

Unlikely. In fact, scholars generally resist theoretical pluralism; already-

established schools are wary of competitors and monopoly is the endgame. 
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Displacement and dominance infuse the debate. In addition, by fueling rad-

ical uniqueness, a proliferation of city-based theories diminishes what cities 

have in common and often denies that an “ordinary” city can add value to 

urban theory.49 Instead, the claim is that some cities have theoretical value 

and other cities do not. The latter receive theory; the former create it. Thus, 

what is needed is not an acceptance of city-based urban theories but a criti-

cal spirit that fosters skepticism.

Conclusion

I am skeptical of city-based urban theories and, as a result, opposed to 

them. They are theoretically problematic: flirting with a fictional radical 

uniqueness, embracing an unreflective naturalism, undermining inclusivity, 

distorting space and place, and abetting an uncritical theoretical pluralism 

even as they resist it. Too many cities, too many different types of cities, 

are omitted from such formulations. In fact, the whole approach has an 

exclusive quality that divides cities and theorists into those who live and 

write about “significant” places and those who do not. That these theories 

have emerged from the largest cities of the country—the three largest, in 

fact—and some of the country’s major academic institutions reinforces 

these hierarchical and elitist tendencies. Like theories of globalization that 

draw knowledge and perspective from the global north,50 such theories 

narrow rather than expand our vision.

	 Undoubtedly, any urban theory has to specify the space to which it 

refers; it has to be grounded in some way. And, while a single city can be 

quite real compared to a category of cities, it is no more natural. All con-

cepts and categories are deficient in this way. One solution is to retreat to 

ordinary cities as do Ash Amin, Stephen Graham, and Jennifer Robinson. 

For them, urban theory should be about, and be derived from, what cities 

have in common. The problem with this approach is that it too easily drifts 

into the realm of general theory in which all cities are the same, constitutes 

the whole world as urban, such that urban theory becomes social theory, or 

retreats to an implicit and debunked urban-rural dichotomy. The attention 

to ordinary cities is laudable, but if it elides differentiation among cities, it 
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too is problematic. Other urban scholars believe that global cities are dif-

ferent from those on the margins of the circuits of capitalism, that South-

east Asian cities are different from Scandinavian ones, and that megacities 

belong in a different category from medium-size regional centers. All of 

this suggests that urban theorists need to avoid city-based theories as well 

as general theory. Where they should be located in the theoretical space 

bounded by these restrictions cannot be determined in advance of the theo-

retical work itself.

	 In negotiating this urban and theoretical terrain, the best advice is to 

always remember that categories and distinctions are unnatural, socially 

constructed, and thus useful in some instances and detrimental in oth-

ers. There is no escape. Moreover, they contain assumptions, biases, and 

inclinations that have significant implications for how theory is formulated 

and understood. Leaving them implicit and unquestioned is the theoretical  

sin. The only defense against capitulation to a natural world where the  

obvious becomes necessary and what is “real” becomes what is “true” is a 

critical, and social, interrogation of categories. The point of theory is to 

protect scholars from the seduction of reality.
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The Old Chicago School

At the beginning of the twentieth century, social scientists at the Univer-

sity of Chicago sought “scientifically” to capture the city of Chicago.1 They 

framed their direct observations around ecological images such as rings of 

growth, like the growth rings of trees; racial patterns of settlement like the 

patterns of plant ecology; immigration patterns of expansion along radial 

lines; and an organic machine politics. They varied between the unique,  

textured, direct accounts of participant observation of real slums, gangs, 

politics, and other Chicago phenomena and the universal, scientific, abstract 

social science models they created.2

	 Collectively they created the Chicago School of urban studies, which so 

swept the social sciences that it provided the reigning paradigms of knowl-

edge in urban sociology, politics, geography, and economics, for eighty 

years. However well these models fit when they were developed, these para-

digms no longer fit our cities in the twenty-first century, not even in Chi-

cago where they were created. Global cities and urban life today demand 

new descriptions and paradigms if we are to understand where we (and 

more of half of humanity) live.3

	 Chicago gave birth to the most famous image of the old Chicago School, 

the concentric rings of growth. It was modeled on Chicago at the turn of 

the twentieth century. There was a downtown, called in Chicago The Loop, 

after the original loop of the Chicago River and later the Chicago elevated 

tracks. Factories and slums surrounded this downtown. Farther out were 

the working-class neighborhoods, residential, and commuters zones.

The New Chicago School of Urbanism  
and the New Daley Machine
n  Dick Simpson and Tom Kelly
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	 This concentric ring model was never a perfect fit. The Near South 

Side, especially along Prairie Ave., had houses of rich Chicagoans, such as 

the Palmers and the Armours. In the early twentieth century, Chicago had 

African American slums as well that stretched beyond the original rings 

of poverty in the diagram. The rich Gold Coast on the Near North Side 

also did not fit within the appropriate ring of development. However, it 

is much more significant that the concentric ring pattern clearly does not 

hold today. A modern twenty-first century city Loop does exist in Chicago, 

but it is no longer a shopping mecca. That role has been taken over by the 

Magnificent Mile along North Michigan Avenue and by shopping malls in 

the far-flung suburbs. Map 10.1 clearly demonstrates that high- and low-

income communities do not fall primarily within their proper zones as they 

should according to the concentric rings model.

Figure 10.1 The Chicago Loop.
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	 As early as the 1960s, demographer Pierre de Vise and sociologist  

William Julius Wilson studied the connection between race and poverty in 

Chicago.4 DeVise found that the ten poorest communities were all in the 

inner city and all black. The ten richest were all suburban, mostly north 

suburban, and all white.

	 The patterns of poverty in households below the poverty level  

published by Wilson showed that the poverty areas remained unchanged 

by 1980. Updating Wilson’s work to the 2000 census shows poverty moving 

farther south and west and becoming slightly less concentrated. Still today, 

Figure 10.2 Chicago income by census tracts. Courtesy of the Institute for Housing  

Studies, DePaul University, August 2009.



208 Dick Simpson and Tom Kelly

the patterns of poverty and wealth in the city of Chicago remain essentially 

the same as when de Vise and Wilson studied them. And because these are 

racial patterns as well, they affect economics and politics directly.

The New Chicago Reality

Not only is the concentric-rings-of-growth model outdated, its scale is 

incorrect. Chicago is no longer the compact urban area of the early twen-

tieth century but a metropolitan region of as many as 12 million people, 

spanning three states. The Chicago area sprawls in networks of towns and 

governments unimagined even a few decades ago. As any twenty-first cen-

tury map of economic wealth in the Chicago metropolitan region would 

demonstrate, poverty is no longer confined to the inner city. Communities 

such as the southern suburbs of Harvey and Markham, the western suburbs 

of Maywood and Aurora, and neighboring Gary, Indiana, have high poverty 

rates. Again demonstrating the correlation between race and poverty in the 

metropolitan area, many of the poorest communities surrounding Chicago 

have substantial African American populations.

	 There are no longer neat concentric rings of growth like rings on a tree, 

but a complicated system more like a human body with a heart and brain 

still in the Loop, but networks of arteries, veins, nerves, and appendages 

stretching for many miles. The broader map of the region using low tax 

capacity as a measure for community poverty shows that there are not only 

patterns of poverty in the city but in the suburban region, with the poorest 

communities in the south suburbs and the richest in the north. Poverty and 

race are now correlated throughout the entire metropolitan region.

	 Chicago scholars for the last ninety years have studied racial segre

gation. The original pattern of ethnic neighborhoods in Chicago has  

been supplanted by large racial regions of the city and suburbs. How

ever, the racial patterns in twenty-first century Chicago have changed. 

Race is no longer just a stark division between black and white. Chicago 

has become more or less one-third African American, one-third white, 

and one-third Latino, interspersed with immigrants from the Middle East  

and Asia. Blacks, Latinos and whites are still segregated into different  
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communities but now those communities are suburban as well as inner-

city communities.

	 Chicagoans speak every language on the globe, and its citizens have 

family ties overseas. While Chicago has yet to eliminate the vestiges of racial 

discrimination, it has become multicultural, multiracial, and multiethnic. 

These new racial realities are reshaping the society, economy, and the poli-

tics of the new Chicago metropolitan region. Instead of an Irish Richard 

Daley or an African American Harold Washington, the new political face of 

Chicago is the multiracial face of President Barack Obama.

	 Of course, underlying the social and political changes in Chicago are 

fundamental economic changes. Over a century and a half, the city has 

transformed from a trading post on the frontier to a mercantile and man-

ufacturing city. From a manufacturing economy, it evolved into a service 

economy. It is now the Midwest capital of the global economy.

	 As shown by Figure 10.3, today in metropolitan Chicago, less than  

29 percent of the jobs are in the manufacturing, trade, and construction  

sectors; nearly 40 percent are in the service sector; and 30 percent are prob-

ably linked to the increasingly globalized international economy, or global 

Figure 10.3 Industry share of total employment, Chicago, 2004. Source: Bureau of  

Economic Analysis.
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sector. Particularly importantly, Chicago had more than the national aver-

age of jobs in the finance, insurance, real estate, and professional service 

sectors, which lead the global economy. As Chicago is no longer just a black 

and white society, it is not just a manufacturing, mercantile, service, or 

global economy, but all four merged together in the special mix of a new 

global city.

	 As a global city, Chicago is a tourist and convention destination. It has 

more than ten million visits a year at cultural sites like Navy Pier, the Art 

Institute, and various museums, and thousands attend Chicago sporting 

events at ballparks, football fields, and the United Center. People from the 

metropolitan region, the nation, and the world come to Chicago for knowl-

edge, entertainment, shopping, and vacations. Given the transformations in 

the new Chicago, it is reasonable to believe that Chicago politics have also 

changed in spite of the fact that a Mayor Daley has led the city for more than 

forty of the last fifty-one years.

The New Chicago Machine

Chicago machine politics was correctly described by Chicago School politi-

cal scientists Charles Merriam and Howard Gosnell seventy years ago and 

updated by Mike Royko and Milton Rakove thirty years ago.5 Originally 

there were multiple political machines, both Democratic and Republican 

in Chicago, governed by patronage and corruption. The City Council of 

Grey Wolves was run by cliques of machine aldermen in a constant struggle 

with reformers. Then in 1931, Anton Cermak created a single Democratic 

machine, continued after his death by Mayor Ed Kelly and party boss Pat 

Nash. After a brief interlude under Mayor Martin Kennedy, Richard J. Daley 

came to power and perfected the Democratic Party machine.

	 The Richard J. Daley machine had a distinctive set of features, which 

refined the machine politics that had governed most of the larger East Coast 

and Midwest cities from the last half of the nineteenth century until the 

late twentieth century. It was an economic exchange within the framework 

of the political party and an economic growth machine that married that 

political party to big businesses in a public-private partnership.
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	 Patronage jobs at city hall begat patronage precinct captains who con-

tacted voters and persuaded them to trade favors or city services for votes 

for the party’s candidates. Government contracts from city hall convinced 

otherwise Republican businessmen to give the campaign contributions nec-

essary to fund campaign literature, walk-around money, and bribes. These 

contributions of precinct work, money, and votes won elections for the 

Daley machine, which then controlled the government so that the mayor 

could distribute the spoils that kept the machine running. Mayor Richard 

M. Daley continues some of the practices of his father, but he has once again 

modernized Chicago politics and government.

	 As shown in Figure 10.5, in the Richard M. Daley Machine, old style 

patronage and corruption now coexist with multimillion-dollar campaign 

contributions from global corporations, high-tech public opinion polling, 

and media manipulation. The ward organizations, and especially Daley 

organizations like the Hispanic Democratic Organization (HDO), still work 

the precincts. City contractors and construction labor unions still contribute 

money to the mayor’s campaigns and to campaigns he specifies. But now 

rich individuals and global businesses, law firms, and financial institutions 

Figure 10.4 Mayor Richard J. Daley Machine.
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contribute the millions of dollars necessary to hire national political consul-

tants like David Axelrod to do public opinion polling, direct mail, and  

slick TV ads. The payoffs in the new Daley machine are also different. There 

are still patronage jobs given to precinct workers and contracts to contribut-

ing businessmen, just like under the Richard J. Daley machine. But now 

there are the amenities like flowers in the parkway, wrought iron fences, 

Millennium Park, and, most importantly, a tax structure favorable to the 

new global economy.6

The New Machine vs. the Old Machine

Despite superficial similarities, such as having a Mayor Daley in charge of 

the city of Chicago, several aspects of the new machine differ greatly from 

the machine of the past. Patronage/precinct organizations are now supple-

mented with media-based, synthetic campaigns. Campaigns are centered on 

the candidate more than the party and ward organizations are supplanted 

Figure 10.5 Mayor Richard M. Daley Machine.
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by special Daley political organizations. The rubber-stamp city council no 

longer has a significant opposition faction to oppose the mayor. Instead 

of being segregated into submachines or excluded entirely, minorities and 

other potential opposition groups are co-opted and rewarded with jobs 

and contracts for working within the system. Public policies are reoriented 

toward the global economy and no longer solely focused on local develop-

ment interests.

	 Evidence of these assertions comes in various forms. The empiri-

cal data that define the contours of the new Daley machine and the new  

Chicago politics include: 1) election results, 2) campaign contribution data, 

3) city council voting data, 4) proffers of evidence and court case findings in 

corruption and patronage cases, 5) city jobs and contract data from EEOC 

filings, and 6) demographic data.

	 In political campaigns, money is equivalent to power, influence, and 

access. Therefore, power players in the new machine can be partially tracked 

by examining the major sources of campaign revenue. As Figure 10.6 reveals, 

in 2003 Daley raised 27 percent of his campaign funds from financial  

services and law firms. He raised another 11 percent from wealthy individuals. 

Most of these are in the global economy sector. He raised only 10 percent from 

labor unions and 25 percent from developers and real estate. So, a little more 

than one-third of his money came from the global economy, one-third from 
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the old economy, and one-third from smaller sections. Notice especially, 

that only 3 percent came from political party organizations.

	 The biggest change in the 2007 elections is that labor unions con-

tributed over a million dollars to the mayor’s aldermanic opponents and 

refused to endorse Daley’s reelection. On the other side, global firms like 

Wal-Mart and Target, fighting against Chicago’s Big Box ordinances that 

would have mandated higher wages and health benefits, supported the may-

or’s aldermanic allies and the mayor with several hundred thousand dollars 

in contributions. Global business firms, local businesses, and labor unions 

are the main contributors to Mayor Daley. The Democratic Party and its 

ward organizations contribute precinct work, but little money.

	 The Chicago City Council since the late 1990s has again become a rub-

ber stamp and almost completely so after the 2003 elections. Figure 10.7 

shows that from 2003 to 2006, in three and a half years, there were only 

49 divided roll-call votes in the council instead of the 100 a year, which is 

more the norm for the Chicago City Council historically. However, some 

change has begun. The council became less controlled in 2006. The mayor 

lost four key council votes in 2006–2007 and had to use the mayoral veto 

Figure 10.7 Aldermanic agreement with floor leader for 49 divided roll call votes in the 

Chicago City Council, May 7, 2003–November 15, 2006, Mayor Richard M. Daley.
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for the first time in his or his father’s mayoralty. The new city council that 

took office in May 2007 is a weaker rubber stamp than past councils for the 

mayor because nine new aldermen were elected, most with the backing of 

unions and neighborhood organizations over pro-Daley incumbents. But 

the pattern of autocratic mayoral control and a weak council has character-

ized twenty-first century Chicago under Richard M. Daley and continues to 

do so despite recently contentious votes on issues like moving the Children’s 

Museum to Millennium Park, locating in the city Wal-Mart stores, which do 

not pay a living wage or benefits, and sale of the city’s parking meters to a 

private firm.

	 Finally, it is important to track payoffs to racial groups that support 

and oppose mayors. Black voters originally opposed Mayor Daley and sup-

ported black candidates instead. In his first election, less than 10 percent of 

black voters voted for him. In 2003, the mayor’s support rose dramatically 

to over half of the black voters and it remained above 50 percent in 2007. 

But as Figure 10.8 shows, increasing support for the mayor has not yielded 

an increase in jobs and contracts. On the other hand, Daley did not punish 

the black community. They retained about the same number of jobs and 

Figure 10.8 Black voter support for Chicago mayor in relation to city jobs and contracts 

awarded to blacks.
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contracts as they had under Chicago’s first black mayor, Harold Washington, 

who held office from 1983 to 1987.

	 The new Daley machine is fundamentally a coalition between whites 

and Latinos. Latinos have, in essence, calculated that there is more to be 

gained by supporting a white mayor than a black mayor, and Figure 10.9 

supports this view.

	 While they gave less than a majority of their votes to Harold Wash-

ington in 1983 and 1987, the Latino vote was sufficient to elect him, and 

Washington gave them jobs and contracts in return. Their share of jobs and 

contracts has risen exponentially and today they have more city contracts 

than blacks and an ever-increasing share of jobs while blacks have barely 

kept what they had in jobs and contracts at city hall. In return, Latinos gave 

at first 70 percent and later more than 80 percent of their votes to Daley and 

that remained true in 2007.

Conclusion

The old Chicago School with its paradigms of concentric rings of develop-

ment, radial racial expansion, black/white segregation, and the old Daley 

machine model is inadequate in the twenty-first century even in Chicago. 

Figure 10.9 Latino voter support for Chicago mayor in relation to city jobs and contracts 

awarded to Latinos.
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The old ecological image of cities is better replaced with the metaphor of 

the human body or the body politic. The heart and brain are in the political 

machine downtown and the public-private partnership called the “growth 

machine” or regime. The rest of the body politic is made up of networks 

stretching throughout the metropolitan region.

	 Since 2001, some two dozen urban scholars from a number of colleges 

and universities in the Chicago metropolitan region have banded together 

to found a new Chicago school of urbanism.7 Its premise is that globaliza-

tion has changed Chicago, but that Chicago has not automatically copied 

other global cities like New York, Los Angeles, London, Tokyo, or Paris. In 

Chicago, politics and government have remained central forces even in the 

face of globalization and metropolitanization. Thus, the new Daley machine 

is a central focus of the new paradigms developed by the new Chicago 

School. At the same time, Chicago scholars have studied social, economic, 

and cultural changes including a growth in conventions and tourism, which 

brings about fifty million tourists to the city each year with a correspond-

ing demand for amenities like Navy Pier, museums, Millennium Park, new 

convention halls, and new sports stadiums. The city also aggressively sought 

to host the 2016 Olympics to further extend its global image. Although it 

lost in the final selection process, it remains a global city. The new Chicago 

School asserts that history and politics shape modern metropolitan life and 

mediates the impact of large-scale structural changes and impersonal eco-

nomic forces like globalization.

	 This has forced the new Chicago School to study closely the new Daley 

machine, which is characterized by several trends. A compliant city council 

rubber-stamps most of the mayor’s proposals, even if it recently has shown 

slightly more independence. The growing electoral power of the mayor has 

deterred viable opponents. A white-Latino coalition has emerged and now 

governs Chicago, replacing the black-white coalition of Richard J. Daley. 

The dynamic of minority groups being alienated by racist policies has 

largely disappeared. 

	 Nonetheless, strong candidates are expected to run for mayor in 2011 

or 2015. Cook County remains a Democratic Party bastion for the time 

being but metropolitan governance remains weak. Mayors in suburban 
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municipalities have come together on some issues and have even begun to 

cooperate with Mayor Daley, but there is no regional government, and plan-

ning coordination remains on a volunteer basis despite the existence of a 

central planning agency, the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning.

	 Richard M. Daley does not enjoy the same degree of power as his father. 

This Daley does not have the power to influence elections for higher office 

in the way the old one did. There are fewer patronage workers and weaker 

party organizations, so this Daley is not a kingmaker. However, campaign 

contributions indicate the reorientation of the machine toward the global 

economy, as do the resulting policies of the Daley administration. This has 

resulted in several major public-private partnerships including the creation 

of Millennium Park and launching the bid for the 2016 Olympics.

	 The old Chicago School theories are being completely revised by cur-

rent Chicago urban scholars. Central to these revisions is the model of the 

new Daley machine. Clearly new paradigms, theories, and models will have 

to be developed if we are to better understand the new metropolitan regions 

in which we live in our global era. We must make sense of the social, eco-

nomic, political, and governmental transformations. In Chicago, scholars 

have begun to go beyond simple description to develop a set of models and 

paradigms that may have relevance in other places.

	 Those of us studying Chicago recognize that a city like New York  

differs from us in being a hegemonic metropole like London, Paris, and 

Tokyo. We agree with New York scholars that the center is critical even as 

there is growth on the metropolitan periphery, that public services are a core 

organizing element in such a global city, and that politics remain important. 

While we differ in some ways with Los Angeles scholars, we concur that we 

must study the greater metropolitan region, take account of decentraliza-

tion, and pay close attention to cultural changes. However, we disagree with 

the Los Angeles School that the center does not hold and that keno capital-

ism and postmodernism best describe our urban reality.

	 Each major U.S. global city is an exemplar for the developing patterns 

in other U.S. and international cities. In our study of Chicago, we believe 

that a careful historical analysis, attention to political phenomena, social 
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and economic changes, and empirical data gathered on these elements pro-

vide the best way to understand the changes we are experiencing.

	 The studies of Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York suggest that we 

should be able to determine the range of variation in global cities and to 

understand how their history, politics, and circumstance cause them to  

follow both similar and different trajectories. The data collected in Chicago, 

such as demographic patterns, election results, campaign contributions, 

and city council voting patterns, can be collected in other cities. They would 

allow for a much more careful comparison of city politics and governance.
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Every city is unique. Cities partially shape their residents, sensitizing them 

to some concerns, while discouraging others. This chapter explores how the 

city of Chicago has encouraged a distinct flavor in the research and theoriz-

ing about cities by persons who have done time in Chicago’s environs. The 

last section considers how these ideas may be joined together as compo-

nents of a new Chicago School. It should be noted at the outset that the par-

ticipants in the Chicago Not-Yet-a-School of urban politics—also known 

among themselves, tongue-in-cheek, as the Chicago Preschool—differ on 

the question of whether a new Chicago school has taken form.1

	 The reflections in this chapter are sparked by recent discussions of the 

L.A. and New York schools, which have substantially defined themselves in 

opposition to an old Chicago model—of Ernest Burgess, Homer Hoyt, and 

others. We agree with critics who maintain that core aspects of the older 

Chicago paradigms are inadequate.2 We need new and better theorizing—

especially about cities and urban phenomena. We reflect on these issues as 

the critics and flag-wavers on each coast seem not only to have misunder-

stood Chicago and Chicago-based theorizing, but also to have constructed 

foundations too limited for themselves and others to build on. Reflecting 

on Chicago can potentially enrich our theorizing about cities and societies 

around the world.

	 Chicago has long illustrated such diverse and openly conflictual politics 

that it draws in visitors like Max Weber (who wrote that Chicago was like 

a man with his skin cut off, so you could see the working organs exposed) 

and led Saul Bellow3 to do graduate work in anthropology (which directly 
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inspired his Henderson the Rain King and more). Chicago visitors have long 

been aghast by Chicago’s politics and culture, yet these inspired many to dig 

deeper. Doing time around Chicago politics is like doing fieldwork among 

the Australian aborigines for a young anthropologist. It teaches cultural rel-

ativism. It shakes up the standard political labels, categories, and solutions 

that come from most European and American politics.

	 Chicago, I suggest, is a distinctly important world city because its core 

political dynamics were long those of clientelism or patronage—which in 

recent years have been reframed as bribery and corruption. This clientelism 

Chicago shares with Taipei, Naples, Bogotá, Lagos, and indeed most cities 

the world over. To confront this past openly, and consider how this legacy 

has changed and can change, is the most salient issue on the policy agenda 

of governments today—at national, regional, and local levels. It stands prior 

to and is definitional in conceptualizing development in its multiple pos-

sible forms. Chicago offers answers to these general queries.

	 We explore Chicago as a case, pointing out traits that are found else-

where. That is, we strive to generalize by exploring the core, deeper structures 

that drive Chicago. If every city is unique, it is because general processes 

combine in unique ways in each location. But we can understand a single 

city better, and offer more lessons for others, by attending to the general 

processes as well as to how they combine to generate uniqueness.

Chicago’s Uniqueness

Several factors make Chicago unique, and therefore capable of producing 

new ways of analyzing cities. These factors include the following: 

1.	� Chicago is the largest major U.S. city with a strong tradition of 

Catholicism; white Protestants accounted for less than 20 percent of 

the population through the twentieth century. Chicago’s Catholic tra-

dition was drastically shaken in the 1984 election of Harold Wash-

ington, who first mobilized African-American Chicagoans for serious 

political engagement. The continual flow of immigrants from across 

the world has filled specific neighborhoods with new character, but 
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ethnically and culturally distinct neighborhoods remain stronger and 

more politically legitimate in this city than most U.S. locales.

2.	� Catholicism, by stressing concrete personal relations, helped legiti-

mate Chicago’s parishes, schools, and neighborhoods. The precinct 

captains have long been distinctly powerful; ethnic politics, clientelism/

patronage, and material allocation of incentives were the key resources. 

Chicago is rife with the Wagnerian leitmotifs, the Levi-Straussian deep 

structures: Don’t make no waves, don’t back no losers. We don’t want 

nobody nobody sent. Chicago ain’t ready for reform. (The first two are 

titles of books by Milton Rakove; the third is a slogan once shouted at 

political rallies and on the floor of city hall, and now emblazoned on 

T-shirts.)

3.	� The strong neighborhoods and personal relations have led Chicago to 

be racially and ethnically segregated: in housing location and in politics, 

with ethnic slating of candidates, parades, and jealously guarded neigh-

borhood autonomy. Aldermen made zoning decisions for their wards, 

granting or withholding building permits, sometimes indefinitely—

unthinkable in a city with an at-large, good-government ethos.

4.	� Chicago was settled on the frontier, and grew so rapidly that it had 

weak elite culture, emboldening the common man.  A “big-shouldered” 

acceptance of grit and crassness thus built on a snub-the-proper-folks 

attitude and encouraged creation of such popular labels as Hinky Dink 

Kenna, Bathhouse John, and Fast Eddy Vrdolyak—names used to refer 

to three powerful aldermen/bosses. This is epitomized in the speeches 

of Mayors Daley I and II. They were proud to speak Chicago Public 

School English, as are many Chicago Public School teachers. Chica-

goans who speak what is elsewhere called General American are often 

asked, “Where are you from?” implying that their dialect is somehow 

alien. This dialect was often satirized by the late John Belushi (Chi-

cago’s Second City comedy theater supplied many Saturday Night Live 

actors). SNL spoofed it in a series of “Da Bears, Da Bulls” sketches. 

Chicago residents who considered themselves more cultured some-

times protested, as in an article in the upscale Chicago Magazine when 
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it ran a profile on “Da Mayor,” citing his diction and pronunciation as 

evidence that he was as politically corrupt as his father.4

5.	� Often, the political norms of state and national governments have 

been regarded as alien and irrelevant. Seniority as a principle of politi-

cal slating could lead to sixty-year-olds being sent to Washington as 

freshmen congressmen. This reverses the normal view that local gov-

ernment is lowly, but follows logically from the sanctity of personal 

relations, neighborhoods, and distinct policies. Seniority and waiting 

your turn are principles inculcated in Catholic schools, which have 

institutionalized practices such as choosing students for the minor 

roles, and slowly advancing them to major roles in Christmas pag-

eants. Leading black politicians in Chicago long attended Catholic 

schools and sometimes practiced Catholicism. Even black Protestant 

ministers, traditional allies of the Chicago Democratic Party, generally 

accepted these principles.

6.	� Chicago has a culture of popular cosmopolitanism built on nostalgic 

old-world linkages. The main traditions in Chicago are not original, 

but hark back to County Cork or Kraków and are creatively recon-

structed on a regular basis. Restaurants and churches, neighborhood 

schools, bars, and precinct captains carry on these distinct traditions. 

Commercial signs in Chicago proclaim “Ethnic Flags For Sale,” in 

almost every permutation found in the United States: Polish, Mexican, 

Lithuanian, Swedish; the list is long.

7.	� Strong individualism, or at least neighborhood distinctiveness in 

temperament, meant little focus on public taste, or aesthetics, weak 

planning, and minimal government (although nongovernmental civic 

leaders long fought over the issues). Greed and unbridled individual-

ism were the labels of those who did not look more deeply—probed 

by Steffens’s The Shame of the Cities, Brecht’s Saint Joan of the Stock-

yards and Arturo Ui, or Dreiser’s novels. This inattention was dramati-

cally reversed in the mid-l990s, when public art and aesthetics were 

embraced with a dynamism impossible most elsewhere, at least in the 

United States. (I date the embrace of culture and aesthetics by city hall 
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from 1995, after the blockbuster success of the Art Institute’s Monet 

show, ostensibly the largest in the world.)

8.	� Openness and strong innovation—the lack of an established elite and 

Chicago’s early frontier character made it a place where you could, and 

had to, make it on your own. Chicago was less tinged by tradition than 

“back East,” or Europe, Asia, or even Latin America, which had much 

stronger, entrenched elites. Similarly in architecture: the skyscraper 

was invented in Chicago. The classic names in twentieth-century 

architecture were based in Chicago—Frank Lloyd Wright; Burnham 

and his plans; Mies van der Rohe; Skidmore, Owings and Merrill. 

They redefined the image of Chicago and other world cities. You can 

see the best and worst architecture on the same block in Chicago, as 

planning and holistic aesthetics were weaker than individual ambi-

tion. In other areas: Hugh Hefner’s Playboy magazine, Playboy 

Clubs, Playboy Towers, exporting Chicago’s bawdy tradition globally. 

Chicago, New York and L.A. all rank high on patents issued.

9.	� The political machine and the culture it nurtured long inspired the 

ambitions of gangs, big corporations, real estate developers, options 

traders, and mayors to Make No Small Plans. Most U.S. cities have 

far more fragmented political and social systems—Chicago, in this 

sense, most closely mirrors non-U.S. locations. Thus China today is 

a paradise for visionary architects and planners, who build unfettered 

by citizen protest and zoning found in Europe. Chicago developer Sam 

Zell, visiting Israel, told the Jerusalem Times5 there was so much red 

tape that he refused to work in Israel.

10.	� Neighborhood distinctiveness, strong social ties, and a limited social 

vision legitimate decentralization to the neighborhood and precinct. 

The ideals of reform have been very weakly expressed, if at all.6 Indi-

vidualism is tempered by strong neighborhood/community/ethnic 

solidarity. This is embedded in a nonideological Catholicism, distinct 

from the moralistic utopianism of some Protestants and Jews in New 

York (especially the unions following David Dubinsky and the ILGWU 

or The New York Times), or the personal and less civic or politically 
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conscious individualism of L.A., of which Arnold Schwarzenegger is a 

dramatic manifestation.

11.	� Just as tremendous population growth and foreign immigration in the 

nineteenth century gave Chicago a dynamic ethos, so has globalization 

brought dramatic challenges in the twenty-first century. Chicago’s cul-

ture of strong mayoral leadership has permitted powerful policy adap-

tations. For example: dramatic neighborhood renovation, new parks, 

new public space, buildings and public art designed by internationally 

renowned architects, roses and trees planted by the thousands (more 

trees planted “by” Mayor Daley than any other mayor in the world, city 

hall boasts). Miles of lakefront and marinas have been rebuilt, along 

with dozens of miles of new bicycle paths. Mayor Daley has made an 

extraordinary commitment to an economy of culture and entertain-

ment. Entertainment is now Chicago’s leading industry.

12.	� Chicago’s reinvention as a global city and a city of culture and enter-

tainment has led to deep contradictions and social conflicts. The term 

yuppie was a Chicago invention meant to label this cultural/ethnic 

type as a clashing insult to Chicago’s blue-collar traditions, whereas in 

Washington, or even New York, yuppies were part of the normal estab-

lishment. The idea that less-articulate, blue-collar citizens had distinct 

values and preferences (preferences that would not necessarily disap-

pear with political reform, education, or Americanization) legitimated 

a distinct, explicit focus on ethnicity as interpenetrating all aspects of 

life and politics. No yuppies in my bar!

13.	� Class was suppressed by the rise of ethnic groups, and this fact has 

long influenced intellectuals who lived in the city. The scholarship 

conducted at the University of Chicago illustrates this point. Arthur 

Bentley defined interests, and David Truman defined group politics, 

in nonclass terms. Edward Shils, Edward Banfield, James Q. Wilson, 

Daniel Elazar, Gabriel Almond, and Clifford Geertz laid the founda-

tions for studying political culture, in national and global perspective, 

building on their Chicago experiences with ethnicity and neighbor-

hood culture. This everyday acceptance of ethnic/national/cultural 
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distinctiveness led more to an anthropological cultural relativism  

and mutual tolerance—“You deliver your precinct, and I’ll deliver 

mine”—that does not support the revolutionary-moralistic aspira-

tions of New England abolitionists, or Dubinsky’s Russian union 

organizers in New York City, or Caesar Chavez’s Mexican farm work-

ers in Southern California.

	 It should be emphasized that the characteristics I have identified are not 

immune to change, though they still prevail. The nonideological, traditional 

Catholic style of governance was changed to some degree by the mayoral 

tenure of Harold Washington from 1984 to 1987. His attempts to institute 

reform brought the traditional machine to its knees. It redefined the core of 

Chicago politics and laid a foundation for new rules of the game. The past 

was nonideological, personalistic exchange. Since Harold Washington, poli-

tics and policy have become more explicit and sometimes even ideological. 

But pragmatism remains a leitmotif: John Dewey and practicality have long 

been Chicago hallmarks. The persistence of the old political culture has pro-

vided the basis for Mayor Richard M. Daley’s political authority since 1989. 

The old machine has pretty much died, but he has been able to build a new 

political organization based on the same traditional values. Nevertheless, 

the public norms have been transformed. Daley I, when asked why he gave 

a city contract to his son’s insurance firm, famously replied, “It’s a father’s 

duty to help his sons.” Daley II would answer, like Harold Washington: any 

corruption found in city hall will be prosecuted.

A New York School?

As America’s largest city, New York provides a vast array of styles and sub-

cultures. But if we ask what its core contributions to social science theory, 

political commentary, and urban research are, some main themes emerge, 

and these clearly differ from Chicago’s.

	 Who settled New York? In the nineteenth century, one aphorism holds, 

the urban Jews left Russia and Poland for New York, while the rural Catho-

lics went to Chicago. New York also had a stronger WASP elite, which in the 
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late nineteenth century imposed strict legal measures on local government, 

dividing power among the five boroughs as well as the mayor, council, 

comptroller, and others.7 Many WASPs moved to the suburbs, a migration 

assisted by new commuter railroads. The ethnic divisions were such that the 

Irish and Italian Catholics dominated the Democratic Party, while politi-

cally ambitious Jews preferred the unions and media. With legal powers 

more fragmented than in Chicago, politics was decentralized: the mayor 

and Democratic Party were continually attacked by the press and compet-

ing officials (especially the elected comptroller, who policed the incumbent 

mayor); civic-group initiated lawsuits were common.

	 In this context, intellectuals, political commentators, and journalists 

played a far greater role than in Chicago, and their moralistic reform politics 

had deeper impact. The culture of passionate, intelligent debate as a central 

aspect of public life was prized from the ancient prophets, as in Max Weber’s 

Ancient Judaism to the CCNY alcoves 1 (Stalinist) and 2 (anti-Stalinist) of 

the 1930s. A remarkable, sensitive treatment of these issues is Arguing the 

World (film and book),8 which explores four New York public intellectuals: 

Daniel Bell, Irving Howe, Nathan Glazer, and Irving Kristol. They illustrate 

the best of intellectual work, as citizens of the world.

	 Marxism and the reactions to it are pivotal, the foundation on which 

much else was built over the twentieth century, from David Dubinsky’s 

1930s and 1940s union leadership, to the 1950s anti-McCarthy mobiliza-

tion, the 1960s student movement, to one version of the 1990s postmod-

ernism. Marxism was attacked in its orthodox (“Stalinist”) form from the 

1930s onward, in the Partisan Review and later Commentary and The Public 

Interest, little magazines with big impact, led by New York intellectuals.

	 The ethnic bases of the two cities offer one obvious distinction, with 

Jews and reform Protestants more numerous in New York. Their religious 

traditions resonated more deeply with Marxist themes. A divinely inspired 

journey toward abstract, universal justice was a leitmotif. It was simultane-

ously an attack on competing subcultures, such as the strident individual-

ism of the Wall Street market or the selfish pawnbroker. Ideological debates 

were heightened by the weakness of government and political parties  

and broadcast more by the many national media and publishing firms 
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concentrated there. The New York Times is the most obvious illustration 

and carrier of this outlook to New York-centric locations across the United 

States, linked in turn to other media (CNN, Time, Internet sites, and the 

like). As New Yorkers rose to prominence in many professions, especially 

within universities, journalism, the media, and law, these views spread to 

locations like Washington, Cambridge, Berkeley, and Los Angeles and con-

fronted older (New England moralist) Protestant traditions, which they 

reinvigorated and transformed in a more activist, intellectualized direction, 

especially after the 1960s. This style now dominates much of American  

academic life and professions far more than it did a few decades earlier.9 

Chicago and the University of Chicago, in particular, are often seen as the 

foil for such New York intellectual moralism.

	 Chicago is often labeled conservative and New York liberal or left, but 

this is too simple an analysis. There are subcultures in every city and region. 

One finds New York subculture in Chicago’s artistic and bohemian enclaves, 

just as powerful Catholic/clientelist traditions persist in parts of Brooklyn 

and Queens and especially Staten Island.10 The Jewish/Irish Catholic tra-

ditions are foundational sources of these two cultures. Although both are 

decreasingly linked to their original ethnic sources, they mesh with many 

allies and are ever changing.

	 In a more “secular Marxism,” a label Seymour Lipset applied to his  

own work,11 class analysis is used in a broader, looser sense, such as showing 

concern for the poor and for inequality. New Yorkers, especially those  

closest to intellectual life and the academy (not Wall Street or Madison 

Avenue denizens) are generally critical of the well-established themes of 

American culture, especially as expressed in suburban Protestant themes 

and Western unbridled individualism, as typified by cowboy images). New 

York’s heroes are the culturally critical, the bohemian, the artists as social 

gadflies, with the gay and artist subculture of Greenwich Village and Village 

Voice quintessential examples. These themes join with humor and one-

liners in characters like Alvy Singer (Woody Allen) in Annie Hall, TV talk 

shows, and stand-up comedians. This critique of the establishment leads to 

support for the disadvantaged and minorities, for women, the underclass, 

and for others disadvantaged by the workings of the political system. A 
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brilliant intermediary type is the superhero (Superman, Batman, Spiderman, 

and the like) created by New York comic book writers, published by Marvel 

in the 1930s—co nceived by some as a means to lead the American cowboy 

to fight the European Fascists.

	 But note that these disadvantaged groups are often identified with—

quite in the abstract—as fellow subjects of discrimination, past or present, 

by a capitalist/Protestant/upper status/suburban elite. This New York per-

spective contrasts with the Chicago ethnic/neighborhood diversity, which 

encourages deeper ethnographic exploration. Rather, this New York style is 

more deductive, operating from abstract principles that seek more universal 

applicability. Economic and class explanations are stressed, while culture, 

ethnicity, and politics are played down, at least as compared to the work of 

Chicago analysts. The state is invoked as the main policy solution (rather 

than the market or civic groups or individual initiative).

An L.A. Perspective, If Not a School?

The City of Angels has been deeply reshaped by its continuing immigration, 

first by a white protestant majority of military men, ranchers, and cowboy-like 

entrepreneurs who drove out the Mexicans in the mid-nineteenth century. 

When California entered the Union, progressive reform was the national 

mood, energized by white Protestants like Teddy Roosevelt. The reform-

ers set a tone of can-do, individualistic heroism, continued from Horatio 

Alger to The Lone Ranger cowboy (cowboy culture, it should be noted, was 

consciously adapted for political purposes by Ronald Reagan and George 

W. Bush).12 In this reform spirit, California’s constitution required non-

partisan elections by local governments; distinctively important in California 

have been planners and city managers, overseen by low-key business and 

professional leaders.

	 Fundamental change came in the 1960s, when city managers and  

traditional nonpartisan councils were confronted by citizen activists 

demanding more council representation and staff hiring of women, blacks, 

and Hispanics. In 1986 I taught at UCLA and met with many local offi-

cials. One theme I floated from 1960s research was the finding that many 
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council members served just one term, elections were often uncontested, 

and it was hard to interest candidates to run for office.13 By the 1980s, I was 

told, this was ancient history because of the huge increase in women candi-

dates, who worked long hours, had no other jobs, and drove out the part-

timers of earlier years. A handful of localities refused to change in the late 

1960s and sought to continue their nonpartisan style, but most changed, 

and drastically. The traditional city managers were ousted in city after city, 

and new leaders like Dianne Feinstein transformed government across the 

state. The city of Los Angeles saw dramatic increases in Mexican migration, 

compounded by out-migration of whites, and movement of many Asians to 

suburban areas like Orange and Ventura counties. Many older WASPs, who 

had supported the nonpartisan, “good government” style, withdrew from 

public life or moved to places like Montana. They left politics to a more 

aggressive crowd that passed voter initiatives like the infamous Proposition 

13 (which cut property taxes by half) and later propositions that limited 

public services to illegal immigrants and abolished affirmative action in the 

University of California system. Turf battles toughened in the O. J. Simpson 

trial, which became the L.A. Police Department trial, election of a toy com-

pany magnate as Republican Mayor of L.A., state energy/financial scandals, 

recall of the Democratic governor, and his replacement in a special election 

by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger.

	 This nasty battling over turf, and segregation via immigration and  

differentiation among localities, is stressed by Michel Dear and others.  

They label it fragmentation. The image is of the haves versus the have-nots, 

and not much more. The question of who lives where remains vague and 

abstract in their writings. This characterization builds on a popular reaction 

against the California dream, a feeling of being robbed, somehow, that the 

dream is hypocritical, that L.A.’s vast wealth, garishly displayed by film stars 

and executives in their homes, parties, and private jets, is selfishly denied to 

the poor. In Mike Davis’s City of Quartz, the noir concept is as ubiquitous 

as Californians’ shades. Like the New Yorkers, these L.A. writers play down 

politics and culture and yet often emphatically introduce their personal  

ideologies, moral outrage, and critique of capitalism, fragmentation or  
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suburbanization, and gated communities as signs of class warfare where 

rich battle poor.

	 The image of Southern California as the most golden of American 

opportunities, with the best climate, the most beautiful people, the nicest 

beaches, and the tallest trees has long been reiterated by Hollywood and 

popular media, travel agents, and political leaders. The muscular surfer next 

to the blond beauty in their convertible on the Pacific Coast Highway is a 

classic image recognizable the world over. But the power of this Eden image 

generated critics, from the would-be actress who can find work only as a 

waitress, to John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath, featuring Oklahoma migrants 

to California who can find work only in lowly jobs and whose feelings fer-

ment in a wine vat of wrath, to those whose anger with despoiled beaches 

or culture creates labels like Californication or Mexifornia.

	 Two contrasting subcultures are now in deep conflict across California, 

heightened by out-migration of more established people from Los Angeles, 

termination of affirmative action at the University of California, and refer-

enda on immigration: the older, strong individualism and a new subculture, 

strengthened by immigration and closer to Chicago’s Catholic collectivism. 

In the past, young people in L.A. would make the scene in their convertibles 

on Saturday night and demonstrate prowess by street racing. This ritual, 

an offering to the individualistic macho totem, was a socialization rite for 

newcomers (it is interesting that political scientist J. Q. Wilson and movie 

star James Dean both raced Porsches as adults).

	 This subculture contrasts with the Mexican (Catholic, more collectivist) 

gangs of Los Angeles and other locations, whose rumbles are collectivist rit-

uals to an anti-individualistic totem. What happens after the Mexican kids 

get their cars? Does that weaken their ties to the collectivity? Daniel Bell14 

suggested that the Model T helped undermine small-town, middle-class 

morality and reinforce the individualism (or the coupleism) of the young, 

especially young women across America. This individualistic car culture 

was recounted as central for personal identity by a young Irish Catholic 

growing up in L.A. in the 1950s, with virtually no reference to neighbor-

hoods or ethnicity as in Chicago or later in L.A.15 The individualism of Los 
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Angeles is documented powerfully by Robert Putnam in new measures of 

trust in leaders, trust in friends, trust in family and social capital—on all 

of which L.A. falls near the lowest of the forty-eight U.S. cities surveyed by 

Putnam and his colleagues.16

	 Some West L.A. intellectuals elaborated the critical L.A. subculture 

in neo-Marxist urban studies. These include J. Allen Whitt’s L.A. history 

Urban Elites and Mass Transportation, which stresses downtown business 

and the lack of public transit, Mike Davis’s City of Quartz, Roger Friedland’s 

work on business domination of American cities, John Logan and Harvey 

Molotch on developers and land value in Urban Fortunes, Mark Gottdiener’s 

theorizing of capital as driving Disney-like commodification of our 

consumption world, John Friedmann’s writings on globalization stressing 

capitalist exploitation and the rise of urban inequalities, and the popular 

versions of these themes, like Michael Moore’s best-selling books and films 

like Roger and Me, pitting the auto industry against public transit.

	 Complementing this economic line, the subjective/individualist sub-

culture was deepened when the UCLA Sociology Department added the 

ethnomethodology of Howard Garfinkel in the 1960s. He pushed inquiry 

back inside the head of each person and questioned the very grounds of 

any scientific observation in his close conversational analyses. More popular 

was the anthropology/philosophy/religious worldview of Carlos Castaneda, 

who brought a dreamy, drug-inspired subjectivism from the Mexican des-

erts to L.A. In the heady late 1960s, when drugs/sex/rock and revolution 

were national passions, Herbert Marcuse moved to California, bringing the 

Frankfort Marxist tradition, joining Marx with Freud, and these themes for-

tified the discourse of student activists at UCLA, Berkeley, and nationally. 

Timothy Leary left Harvard to experiment with LSD in California. These 

were national, indeed global trends, but these well-publicized leaders chose 

California.

	 Strong individualism encourages the postmodern withdrawal to inside 

one’s own mind and body. Decades of immersion in film, L.A.’s main indus-

try, can convince one that nothing is real except the image—the edited, 

screened, stunt-enacted effect. This postmodern temper privileged a strong, 

individualistic subjectivism. For instance: “What is distinct about post

modern envy is that the envied subjectivity of the Other is itself likely to be 
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a commodified fantasy, a simulacra of selfhood no more substantial than 

that of the envier. Or, commonly, the envied is a character of media or the 

manufactured star of the ‘unreality industry’ who plays him or her.”17

	 These themes combined in the postmodern outlook that Michael Dear, 

Mike Davis, and others termed the L.A. School: neo- or pseudo-Marxist 

economic determinism (including Groucho-like keno capitalism), highly 

subjectivist individualism, deliberately semiarticulate statements that blend 

the language and mood of high-on-dope dreams and scenes (space cadet, 

cool, and more argot), and an antiscience pose that snubs serious research 

as a bore. An often-sneering dismissal of Amerika and Kapitalism blends 

irony and humor in a tone resonant of film stars on talk shows.

	 This version of the L.A. School has missed some critical developments 

that have remade L.A. and its region. Mark Baldassare taught for some 

two decades in the Social Ecology program at the University of Califor-

nia, Irvine, and directed its Survey Research Center. His center conducted 

massive surveys of citizens, plus the mayors and council members in every 

municipal government in Orange County, year after year.18 This close map-

ping of changes is not only one of the most rich and detailed for any set of 

citizens and local governments anywhere in the world, but it tells a dramatic 

story with important implications that redefine the L.A. School story. Dear 

and other scholars of the L.A. School stress the fragmentation of subpopu-

lations, citing suburbanization as a key example, but do not explore what 

the values and attitudes are of actual suburbanites. They are assumed to be 

fiscally conservative, antiminority folks, traditional Republicans. And in a 

more distant past, Orange County was closer to this characterization.

	 This traditional heartland of Republicanism—supporting Ronald Rea-

gan, Disneyland, and naming its airport after John Wayne—remade itself 

in the 1970s and 1980s, as revealed by the surveys. Women became more 

involved in politics, as did participants in other social issues from the late 

1960s (women, the environment, gay and lesbian rights). All were increas-

ingly supported by Orange County residents and their elected officials. A 

strong example is Irvine Mayor Larry Aigran, who personally locked arms 

with hundreds of citizens, blocking car traffic on the freeways at rush hour 

to protest in favor of mass transit and environmental sensitivity. Yet many 

citizens remained fiscally conservative, pressing leaders to do more with less. 
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The most dramatic example was the Orange County bankruptcy, generated 

by a financial manager who invested so aggressively that when interest rates 

shifted, the county suffered the largest public default in U.S. history.19

	 Why are these points theoretically important? The rise of social issues, 

pursued by political leaders appealing directly to citizens, combined with 

fiscal conservatism, do not register in the normal analytical lenses of Marx-

ism or more generally the Left-Right party configurations that dominated 

most of the twentieth century in Europe and the United States. The New 

York Times and Los Angeles Times accounts of these developments and of 

leaders like Dianne Feinstein or Larry Aigran frame them as weird and 

idiosyncratic. Scenes like Orange County or events like Proposition 13 are 

invoked as products of gluttony and greed. These have become the new 

shade of noir, L.A. style.

	 Baldassare, in his rich surveys,20 provides a deeper, more subtle, and far 

more empirically informed characterization of the specific values, cultural 

concerns, and political views of L.A.-area residents than do Michael Dear and 

Mike Davis, who mainly offer personal hunches and anecdotes on these top-

ics. As his research shows, Orange County reinvented its politics in the last 

decades of the twentieth century. A new political culture emerged, with lead-

ers stressing social issues like women’s rights and the environment, combined 

with fiscal conservatism, populist appeal to citizens, criticism of traditional 

groups like parties, unions, and civil service bureaucrats, which then used the 

media and direct, personal, appeal to citizens to advance their issues.

	 Citizens’ views are not homogenous, and they shift with business cycles 

as well as over longer time periods. One key point is that they do not move 

toward social exclusion; on the contrary, they are moving toward greater 

social tolerance of minorities and nonestablished values, Baldassare shows. 

This fits with many national studies of the same issues.21 On issues such as 

advancing air pollution controls and public transit, there is both wide and 

deep support. But there are also strong concerns for costs and taxes. The 

question thus becomes how to advance a progressive social agenda with-

out straining budgets. This is largely a political and administrative chal-

lenge that seeks to improve productivity. Here contracting out, negotiating 

contracts with staffs, and other policy questions loom large. They are by 

no means simple. They are, however, decidedly different from pursuing a 
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policy of “lock me in behind my gated community,” as described by Dear 

and other L.A. writers. The L.A. School omits serious political analysis.

	 The changing political culture of L.A. conforms to a global trend. What 

I have previously identified as the New Political Culture (NPC) has trans-

formed the rules of politics across much of the world.22 The NPC began to 

take shape locally in the United States in the 1970s,23 championed by lead-

ers like Dianne Feinstein as mayor of San Francisco, who adopted fiscally 

conservative but socially liberal policies. A dramatic convert was Governor 

Jerry Brown, whose father, Pat, built the freeways and University of California 

campuses as governor and continued New Deal Democratic traditions. Son 

Jerry campaigned against Prop. 13, but the day after it passed in 1978, he 

went on television and promised to implement it with such vigor that after 

a few weeks he seemed to be a born-again fiscal conservative. This was the 

opening salvo of the worldwide taxpayer’s revolt.

	 NPC issues rose to national prominence when Bill Clinton transformed 

the Democratic Party in this same direction. François Mitterrand, Tony 

Blair, and Gerhard Schroeder did the same inside their Left parties, creating 

new programs that broke old rules.

	 These points are important for urban processes as they redefine the 

cleavages and demand shifts in past theories. In particular, the fact that 

citizens and leaders want to limit government does not imply that they are 

racist or antisocial—although the classic lenses of traditional Left-Right 

politics denies this since they cannot focus on the new cultural configura-

tion. Nevertheless, many observers began to recognize change after national 

figures like Bill Clinton articulated these issues; the surprise is that some 

still seem not to have noted what has happened, or have not reflected on 

how these lessons challenge their paradigm. The NPC has come to Chicago, 

too, but the drastically different political cultures that existed in L.A. and 

Chicago have generated very different reactions, as I have noted.

Talking Points of a New Chicago School

As I have stated, I have found political culture to be an essential feature 

both for devising general urban theories and identifying the unique fea-

tures of individual cities. Cities have distinct cultures inherited from the 
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past. Globalization has not replaced traditional cultures but has inserted 

a new, more universal culture that may exist in tension with the old, or, in 

some cases, replace traditional values. My perspective about this process has 

been shaped by my participation with an international group of scholars 

for some years in mapping the global spread of the new political culture. 

In discussions at conferences of the Fiscal Austerity and Urban Innovation 

(FAUI) project, involving some 750 scholars from thirty-five countries, and 

the numerous publications of scholars in this project, our studies confirm 

the spread of a globalized set of political values as well as the persistence of 

distinctive local variations.

	 Based on this rich outpouring of research, as well as my own studies of 

Chicago and other cities, I offer the following eight axial points for research 

in Chicago and beyond. 

	 First, conceptualize the city as pluralistic, diverse, and filled with competing 

subcultures. I see the world more as a gesellschaft, an ecosystem of games and 

scenes. Multiple subcultures map onto particular neighborhoods with dis-

tinct rules and rich subtleties, including civic groups and politics. All of these 

forces have long been recognized for the central roles they play in Chicago.

	 Second, though common patterns can be identified, it is important to 

recognize that no city represents the nation or the world. There is no Middle-

town. Disputing Michael Dear’s claim that L.A. is “the city of the future,” 

our more culturally relativistic perspective suggests instead: No one city is 

The Future.

	 Third, recognize that culturally strong neighborhoods remain separate 

from the workplace. Chicago’s remarkably rich neighborhoods differ from 

the European social democratic tradition, where workers would reside in 

homes built near their factories, and where social life was more driven by 

production. In many U.S. locations like Chicago, the proud, initially non-

English–speaking immigrants naturally lived in neighborhoods where 

they could talk, eat, relax, and worship with persons of similar national/ 

linguistic/cultural background. They would commute even to distant factory 

jobs to preserve this neighborhood-cultural-ethnic heritage. This created a 

more sharply distinct sphere of consumption, where different themes could  

surface, than if persons who worked together also lived together—as in  
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Germany initially, or, following the socialist tradition, Russia or China over 

the twentieth century.

	 Fourth, use multiple research methods—in-depth cases, oral history, eth-

nography, content analysis, archival history, voting behavior, elite interviews 

of leaders, and a combination of qualitative and quantitative approaches. 

As the original Chicago School demonstrated, and as the Chicago context 

drives home, this is the only way to capture the complexity of urban life.

	 Fifth, include the entire metropolitan area. The Chicago metro model is 

cooperative, voluntary, built from specific agreements among local govern-

ments and private contracting groups for distinct services. L.A. stressed the 

Lakewood Plan, privatization with contracting out, from the mid-twentieth 

century on. This has now become generalized, and new agreements are 

characteristic of suburban and intergovernmental organizations globally. 

This is important in international perspective; metro areas worldwide are 

moving away from metro-unified governments in this same direction. The 

lesson is that decentralization does not equal fragmentation in a one-to-one 

relationship. What the Europeans term governance is essentially pluralistic 

metro politics.

	 Sixth, feature consumption. W. Lloyd Warner defined the distinctive 

“American class structure” in the 1930s. He redefined social stratification as 

grounded not in jobs and workplace, but in consumption.24 Today we build 

on this consumption focus,25with tourism and quality of life and amenities 

as key concerns of urban citizens. Current work by Spirou stresses ameni-

ties, as does Judd’s on tourism, 26 Spirou and Bennett on sports stadiums,27 

and my own work on entertainment and scenes. This is not a unique or new 

theme to American cities but distinct in Chicago in its powerful implemen-

tation. It joins my themes and those of Richard Florida and Edward Glaeser 

in The City as an Entertainment Machine.

	 Seventh, recognize that race and ethnicity and subcultural conflicts are 

normal dimensions of urban life, and they are mediated through political pro-

cesses. Chicago has always illustrated how central political processes are to 

managing social conflict. The Chicago case may be clearer than most, but 

it is not unique. For example, new forms of political agreements and inter

governmental arrangements among suburbs and neighborhoods are the 
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norm everywhere. This directly contradicts the L.A. School’s rather dismal 

and static portrayal of high levels of nearly unmanageable social antago-

nism and racial conflict.

	 Eighth, recognize that globalization is a source of change in many urban 

dynamics. These changes are expressed not only in economic and demo-

graphic trends, but also in cultural trends. Globalization has brought about 

new policy responses to important social problems. Chicago was one of the 

most self-consciously localistic big cities in the United States only a decade 

or two ago, and some neighborhoods still are. But top civic and government 

leaders and their consultants in Chicago are highly sensitive to policy initia-

tives undertaken in China, Paris, and other global forces. In 2005, Mayor 

Daley, in a speech to urban officials from across the United States, lamented 

that it takes ten years to add a runway to O’Hare, while the Chinese build six 

entire airports in the same decade. Many Chinese are learning English, so as 

a small step, he added, sixteen Chinese were brought to the Chicago public 

schools to teach Mandarin.

Conclusion: Beyond Schoolism

Each of the three perspectives considered in this chapter has distinctive 

contributions to offer. Reasonable urban researchers in all three cities, and 

in others around the world, can learn from the histories of these distinct 

perspectives and link them to their unique locales. Paris and much of Latin 

America, for instance, share a neo-Marxist past with New York intellectuals. 

But as John Mollenkopf ’s contribution to this volume makes explicit, there 

are many New York urbanists who are minimally linked to past Marxist 

themes. Since the fall of the Wall (in 1989) and heightened globalization, 

one finds all manner of striking transformations and convergences. Lead-

ers are often smart urbanists who earlier stressed Marxist themes—Manuel 

Castells, Harvey Molotch, John Logan, perhaps John Mollenkopf—but in 

more recent work have moved toward new creative syntheses. Of course 

we are mostly following cities and their leaders in noting these transforma-

tions. But it is refreshing to see that as cities change, urban analysts can 

too, albeit with a bit of a lag. These paradigm changes are not, of course, 
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unique to urban scholars. Political party leaders, journalists, civic leaders, 

and thoughtful citizens all have to rethink what is happening and why.

	 Although I label the eight axial points a program for a new Chicago 

School, it is clear that the points incorporate critical factors driving urban 

processes globally. They thus seek to go beyond schoolism. They are a set of 

suggestions for urban analysts to consider in seeking to probe the workings 

of local governments, big and small, the world over. This is by no means to 

suggest that all cities are similar or that convergence is the main process. 

When and where there are systematic differences, such as in who governs, 

one can interpret a city by careful comparison with others along general 

variables. This has been the focus of our FAUI Project for more than twenty-

five years (see www.faui.org). Still it is critical to detail how and where the 

general variables combine in a unique manner in each location across the 

globe. These are the challenges of future urban analysis.

	 The goal of the eight axial points is to offer a framework for general 

urban analysis, transcending any single city or theory. How? First, by explic-

itly comparing the analytical frameworks of writers on New York, Chicago, 

and L.A. Second, by showing how each is embedded in its locale. Third, 

by joining each to broader perspectives in general social science theories—

Marxist, individualist-postmodernist, and postindustrialist. Fourth, by 

indicating that these perspectives can combine, since their core processes 

interpenetrate each other in any empirical city (e.g., in different neighbor-

hoods or times of day). Thus an analyst of a city like Berlin might ask how 

parts of Berlin are individualist, others show class conflict, while postin-

dustrial processes are salient elsewhere—in distinct neighborhoods or issue 

areas (e.g., museums vs. pothole repair). Tensions among these elements are 

central dynamics of cities. Analysts that self-consciously distinguish such 

interpenetrations can transcend single-theory and single-city parochial-

isms. The new Chicago School thus illustrates how to transcend schoolism.28
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In the first chapter of this volume, Dennis Judd sketches brief accounts of 

the Chicago, L.A., and New York schools of urban studies. In the case of the 

Chicago School, the more typical characterization of Robert Park, Ernest 

Burgess, Louis Wirth, et al., specifies a Chicago School of sociology.1 Never-

theless, in the early to mid-twentieth century there was a group of notable 

political scientists engaged in Chicago research, that is, research on Chicago. 

These included Harold F. Gosnell, Edward C. Banfield, and James Q. Wilson. 

What is less frequently noted is that there was, in that period, a clear theo-

retical connection between key features of the political machine—notably, as 

specified by Gosnell—and the urban ecology of the Chicago School sociolo-

gists. As interpreted by the Chicago School political scientists, the machine’s 

leadership, incentive system, and geographic structure made it the crucial 

arbiter among the city’s numerous and often warring ethnic populations.2

	 Since the 1950s, deindustrialization, suburbanization, and processes 

of immigrant assimilation have substantially altered Chicago’s ethnic and 

neighborhood map. Seemingly venerable designations such as Greektown, 

in fact, refer to ethnic-themed commercial districts; newer designations 

such as Boystown specify something akin to the “urban village,” except in 

this case the villagers share a lifestyle rather than a European regional lin-

eage. Coincidentally, the once hegemonic urban sociology of Robert Park 

and his followers was challenged by an array of alternative interpretive 

frameworks.3 Yet on the ground, in Chicago, the politics of the machine 

were more durable. Mayor Richard J. Daley dominated Chicago’s public 

affairs from the mid-1950s until the mid-1970s, during these two decades 
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substantially centralizing Cook County Democratic Party operations. At 

the peak of his power in the mid-1960s—and at a time when urban political 

machines across the country were in decline—the Daley machine appeared 

to be invulnerable.

	 By the latter years of Richard J. Daley’s mayoralty, scholars’ interpreta-

tion of Chicago politics had undergone a subtle and possibly unconscious 

shift. The city’s retention of this iconic form of campaigning, government 

coordination, and activist recruitment was sui generis.4 And for some com-

mentators on Chicago politics—including political scientist Milton Rakove, 

but also journalists such as Mike Royko—the Democratic machine’s idio-

syncrasies and subterranean dealings had become a source of perverse civic 

pride.5 From an analytical standpoint, commentators on Chicago’s poli-

tics increasingly described a “closed system”: emerging trends in Chicago 

politics were invariably outgrowths of previous local developments. The 

machine’s fixity and influence on local political culture were so profound 

that external influences—or for that matter, any radical departure from past 

practice—was impossible.

	 This view of Chicago politics was certainly unsettled by the Harold 

Washington movement and mayoralty. Not only did Washington pose a 

profound threat to the inheritors of the Daley machine; the Washington 

administration’s “urban populism” was aligned with insurgent, typically 

neighborhood-based political movements in several U.S. cities.6 However, 

following Harold Washington’s death in 1987 and the subsequent political 

ascendance of Richard M. Daley, various features of the “default view” of 

Chicago politics have returned: Richard M. Daley is loyally carrying through 

the agenda of his father; Chicago is governed by a permanently entrenched 

political machine (albeit a political machine lacking strong ward organizations 

and with a limited capacity to deliver large numbers of voters to the polls); 

as political boss of Chicago, Richard M. Daley’s power is unchallengeable.7

	 This chapter is an exercise in interpreting Richard M. Daley’s now two- 

decade-long mayoralty without recourse to the default perspective. How 

Daley has led Chicago is discussed against the context of evolving mayoral 

practice across the United States. Contemporary Chicago’s self-promotion 

as a global city is also examined, with the particular aims of identifying how 
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this policy vision emerged, the salient features of Richard M. Daley’s admin-

istration’s engagement with globalization, and the local effects of imple-

menting the policies that advance this vision.8 The discussion of Chicago 

particulars is further connected to a framework for interpreting mayoral 

initiatives across the field of U.S. cities. Most assuredly, contemporary trends 

in Chicago cannot be understood without harboring a healthy respect for 

the undead hand of the local past. But just as surely, the defining assumption 

of so much political commentary on this city—that Chicago is a machine 

city, and always will be—narrows understanding through its insistence that 

all Chicago politics is local, that the present is an undeviating, straight-line 

extrapolation from the local past.

A Short History of Mayoring

In the minds of most Americans, the office of mayor is undoubtedly likened 

to the U.S. presidency, though of course the scope of authority exercised 

by the municipal chief executive is much more limited than the president’s 

executive reach. What most rank-and-file citizens do not realize is that just 

as the actual influence exercised by presidents—as a class of governmental 

officeholder—has flowed and ebbed over time, so have the political stature 

and influence of mayors—as a group—fluctuated. However, unlike the lay-

person’s history of the United States, whose early decades are punctuated by 

the exploits of presumably strong chief executives—Washington, Jefferson, 

Madison, Jackson—there are very few remembered mayors before 1900. In 

the words of urban historian Jon Teaford: “In 1800 a visitor to Philadelphia 

or New York City would have discovered municipal power concentrated  

in the city council, or board of aldermen; the municipal legislature was  

virtually the government of these cities.”9

	 The era of memorable mayors began at the end of the nineteenth  

century, when urban reform advocates—seeking among other things to 

more clearly specify accountability in municipal administration and increase 

day-to-day efficiency of operations—sought the reallocation of author-

ity in city government. As a result of city charter revision, the large and 
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sometimes bicameral legislative branch of city governments shrank in size, 

while executive powers and the duration of mayoral terms were increased. 

In reference to executive powers, mayors often became the dominant figure 

shaping the municipal budget, and as well, they were usually able to exercise 

some degree of agency oversight through expanded powers of appointment. 

The details of charter revision and enhanced mayoral power varied from 

city to city, but as Martin Schiesl, in his history of late nineteenth-century 

municipal reform, The Politics of Efficiency, emphasizes, growing execu-

tive power was also a function of more ambitious individuals seeking the 

office of mayor. Schiesl’s account of “strengthening the executive” combines 

two elements: structural reforms giving mayors the opportunity to exer-

cise broader governmental influence and mayors such as Carter Harrison I 

(Chicago), Seth Low (Brooklyn), and Hazen Pingree (Detroit) determined 

to use mayoral authority to transform municipal governance.10

	 The emergence of empowered mayors around 1900 did not guarantee 

that individuals holding the office would be either wise or effective, and the 

annals of many American cities were subsequently checkered by the mis

adventures of “scoundrel mayors” such as Boston’s James Michael Curley, 

New York’s “Beau James” Walker—that rarity among failed mayors, who actu-

ally fled the country before his second four-year term was completed—and 

Chicago’s own William Hale Thompson.11 However, the Great Depression also 

yielded a cohort of heroic mayors, figures such as Detroit’s Frank Murphy 

and New York’s Fiorello La Guardia, who are widely viewed as instrumental 

in their cities’ safely navigating the economic crisis of the 1930s.12

	 During the first two decades following World War II, American cities 

were buffeted by a complex cycle of social and public policy change. The 

postwar economic boom, middle-class Americans’ linked infatuations with 

physical mobility, the car, and the single-family home, and federal policy 

unleashed the pent-up rush to the suburbs that had been postponed during 

the crisis years of the 1930s and 1940s. Within central cities, neighborhood 

deterioration seemed to accelerate even as racial transition clearly occurred, 

but coincidentally, the federal urban renewal and interstate highway pro-

grams offered the opportunity to stem neighborhood deterioration and 
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modernize core area infrastructure. Big-city mayors were typically at the 

center of such efforts. Writing in 1964, political scientist Robert Salisbury 

described a “new convergence” of political power in cities: 

It is headed, and sometimes led, by the elected chief executive of the city, 

the mayor. Included in the coalition are two principal active groupings, 

locally oriented economic interests and the professional workers in techni-

cal city-related programs. Both these groupings are sources of initiative 

for programs that involve major allocations of resources, both public and 

private. Associated with the coalition, also, are whatever groups constitute 

the popular vote-base of the mayor’s electoral success.13

	 The presumed centrality of mayoral leadership in the execution of 

post–World War II urban redevelopment is reflected in this depiction of New 

Haven, Connecticut’s, urban renewal effort, as offered by Jeanne R. Lowe 

in her widely read 1967 book, Cities in a Race with Time: “Richard C. Lee 

is the first Mayor in the country to have made urban renewal the corner-

stone of his city’s administration as well as of his political career. Under Lee, 

New Haven has done things that many other cities have just talked about or 

dabbled in.”14 In effect, the salvation of New Haven rested on the shoulders 

of the federal urban renewal program, whose success, in turn, rested on the 

shoulders of Mayor Lee. Recalling this era, and citing Richard Lee among 

his roster of “prototype mayors” of the time, political scientist Peter Eisinger 

adds: “They excelled in grantsmanship, and they understood how to use city 

hall as a bully pulpit in their efforts to bridge racial and class divisions.”15 

Yes, Lee excelled at winning federal aid for New Haven, and John Lindsay of 

New York famously used the mayoralty as a progressive bully pulpit, but as a 

group, this generation of postwar activist mayors has been judged a failure. 

Within a few years of his departure from Gracie Mansion, John Lindsay’s 

city had fallen into fiscal default. In a study of the comparative performance 

of American mayors, historian Melvin Holli offers this terse review of a pair 

of Lindsay’s contemporaries, Detroit’s Jerome Cavanagh and Cleveland’s 

Carl Stokes: “two promising political high-flyers who were grounded by 

grim and ugly urban riots.”16 Even the achievements of the widely praised 
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and repeatedly reelected Richard C. Lee have, with time, been downgraded. 

In his compendious account of New Haven’s decline across the twentieth 

century, City: Urbanism and Its End, a sympathetic Douglas Rae charges Lee 

with noble overreaching: “By setting out to re-create a region in which firms 

and families pressed inward on the central city, seeking out opportunities to 

produce, sell, and live in the middle of New Haven, Dick Lee had set himself 

against history . . . Lee had addressed a project of social engineering that no 

government on any scale to my knowledge has managed to fulfill.”17

	 The consensus view of the activist post–World War II mayors is that 

their ambitions soared beyond the capacity of their municipal administra-

tions, their grasp of day-to-day governmental operations was often weak, 

and in most cases, they were blindsided by the intensified racial polarization 

of the late 1960s. Moreover, mayors such as Cavanagh, Lee, Lindsay, and 

Stokes presided over cities that were also badly punished by deindustrial-

ization and the associated geographic and economic restructurings of the 

1970s and 1980s. Yet in the face of the declining fortunes of East Coast and 

Midwest industrial centers, a new vision of municipal governance and may-

oral craft began to form. By the late 1970s, a former Lindsay administration 

official, E. S. Savas, emerged as a persistent advocate of public service privati-

zation, a strategy that Savas argued would contribute both to governmental 

cost-saving and improvement in the quality of service delivery.18 Although 

Savas initially seemed like a voice in the wilderness—and various munici-

palities’ early experiments in privatization produced limited results—by the 

late 1980s a more broadly framed reinterpretation of municipal governance 

problems and prospects coalesced. In 1992, a journalist, David Osborne, 

and former municipal administrator, Ted Gaebler—who pointedly asserted 

that “we believe deeply in government”—published their highly influential 

Reinventing Government. Their book is thick with examples of municipal 

innovation, but its essential arguments can be discerned in this introduc-

tory summary: 

Most entrepreneurial governments promote competition between service 

providers. They empower citizens by pushing control out of the bureaucracy, 

into the community. They measure the performance of their agencies, 
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focusing not on inputs but on outcomes. They are driven by their goals—

their missions—not by their rules and regulations. They define their clients 

as customers, and offer them choices—between schools, between training 

programs, between housing options . . . And they focus not simply on pro-

viding public services, but on catalyzing all sectors—public, private, and 

voluntary—into action to solve their community’s problems.19

	 During the 1990s, Osborne and Gaebler’s gospel of restructured service 

delivery, close attention to performance measures, and citizen-focused 

action was vigorously and persistently reasserted in the pages of Governing 

magazine, one of Congressional Quarterly, Inc.’s publications, which regularly 

ran articles by David Osborne. Many issues of Governing featured profiles of 

new-style mayors such as John Norquist of Milwaukee, Stephen Goldsmith 

of Indianapolis, and Dennis Archer of Detroit, and these articles invariably 

praised initiatives aimed at simplifying bureaucratic regulations, reorganiz-

ing welfare services, or otherwise enhancing the local business climate.20

	 The 1990s also coincided with the comebacks of many central cities, 

which in some cases—such as Chicago—added population for the first time 

in decades, while in other urban centers, notable quality of life improvements 

were achieved. Among the latter, New York City’s remarkable downturn in 

murders, as well as reported criminal activity in general, was exemplary.21 

Quite a debate could be generated by the following paradox: did the come-

backs of major cities “make” successful mayors, or did effective mayors play 

a significant role in improving their cities? Judged by the proliferation of 

books by these mayors—or those chronicling their achievements—one has 

to suppose that the latter contention has the wider endorsement.22 Among 

the mayor-authored books published in the 1990s, Stephen Goldsmith’s 

The Twenty-First Century City and John Norquist’s The Wealth of Cities are 

especially suggestive. Goldsmith, a Republican who led Indianapolis’s gov-

ernment from 1992 to 2000, devotes much of his book to discussing how 

“marketization” of municipal services can improve cities. Yet linked to this 

emphasis on improving governmental efficiency is a distinctly moralistic 

cast of mind:
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The family is the fundamental unit of every successful society. But for the 

past thirty-plus years, government has consistently undermined this source 

of public virtue. Government has taken money away from families through 

ever-increasing taxes and then perversely used some of the revenues on 

programs that actively discourage poor Americans from forming families. 23

Goldsmith thus presents himself as an unusual variety of municipal  

chief executive, on the one hand a “policy wonk” determined to cut city 

government costs, yet on the other, a crusader for rank-and-file Indianapo-

lis families.

	 In contrast to the apocalyptic undercurrent discernible in The Twenty-

first Century City—at one point Goldsmith discusses neighborhood 

conflicts pitting property owners against “superpredators”—Norquist, in 

The Wealth of Cities, writes as an enthusiastic, cosmopolitan student of cit-

ies.24 Many of his arguments directly parallel Goldsmith’s: federal fiscal aid 

has often harmed cities; service privatization can improve performance; a 

healthy local economy is the prerequisite for achieving a commodious city. 

Yet as Norquist wraps up his narrative, The Wealth of Cities takes on a theme, 

urban design, that is nowhere to be found in Goldsmith’s book. Norquist is a 

proponent of new urbanism, and even of one of new urbanism’s most con-

troversial projects, the Disney Corporation–founded Celebration, Florida: 

“Celebration . . . features a traditional main street, with three-story com-

mercial buildings close to the street, and residential areas, with houses built 

close together and trees for shade. Celebration is so popular that homeown-

ers are being chosen from a waiting list via lottery.” Norquist, by espousing 

the return to “real neighborhoods” and “real cities,” without directly criticiz-

ing predecessors such as Richard Lee and John Lindsay, underlines another 

divide separating the mayors of the 1960s and 1990s.25 While the earlier 

generation unquestioningly accepted the proclaimed benefits of revitaliza-

tion through urban renewal—and as such, the modernist reworking of the 

city fabric—new-style mayors such as John Norquist, as well as Richard M. 

Daley, are more likely to prefer traditionalist architectural and public space 

planning strategies.
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	 In this account of resurgent cities and resurgent mayoring in the 1990s, 

I so far have not directly noted some of the figures who most evidently were 

Richard M. Daley’s peers: Rudolph Giuliani of New York, Ed Rendell of 

Philadelphia, and Richard Riordan of Los Angeles. These mayors, in addi-

tion to the leaders of smaller cities including Goldsmith and Norquist, all 

participated in national organizations such as the U.S. Conference of May-

ors, and in various ways they engaged in on-the-job insight-sharing. For 

example, Giuliani biographer Fred Siegel notes that Ed Rendell was invited 

to address a transition workshop for New York City agency heads in the 

weeks following Giuliani’s election as mayor in 1993.26 The mayoring chal-

lenges of very large cities, such as New York, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and 

Chicago, are distinctive, and it is in reference to these particular challenges 

that I think the most interesting commonality linking Giuliani, Rendell, 

Riordan, and Daley can be identified.

	 Each of these individuals straddled conventional political boundaries 

during their careers, most especially during their terms as mayor. Even as he 

adopted a highly moralistic attitude in reference to crime control and wel-

fare reform, Giuliani was sympathetic to pro-choice and gay rights advo-

cacy. Giuliani also consulted Democratic Party–affiliated political advisors 

and, in 1994, even endorsed the Democratic Party candidate for New York 

governor, Mario Cuomo. In many ways Ed Rendell has more closely fit the 

profile of loyal party advocate, but probably his greatest political triumph as 

Democratic mayor of Philadelphia was holding the line on salaries and 

fringe benefits for city workers, a heavily Democratic constituent group. 

Like Giuliani, Republican Richard Riordan depended on a number of political 

operatives drawn from the ranks of the Democratic Party. Political scientist 

Raphael Sonenshein further notes that Riordan “had little affection for the 

municipal government, whether its elected officials or its permanent 

employees. He wanted the sway that a CEO might have in a corporation . . . 

His real feeling of being an outsider at city hall hurt him when it was time 

to get something done, but was well received by the public.”27 Interestingly, 

although each of these mayors—like Richard M. Daley—regularly asserted 

his nonpartisanship, they were rarely noncontentious. Siegel’s description 

of Giuliani as an “immoderate centrist” provides a useful insight. Giuliani, 



251The Mayor among His Peers

Rendell, and Riordan often won political victories by outflanking municipal 

bureaucracies and surprising political opponents. Their policy positions some-

times defied conventional expectations, and their successes were often a 

function of redefining what the public expected from municipal government.

Chicago’s Second Mayor Daley

Richard M. Daley was nearing his thirteenth birthday when Richard J. Daley 

defeated Robert Merriam in the mayoral election of April 5, 1955. The 

younger Richard Daley grew up in the Bridgeport neighborhood, home of 

his parents for the entirety of their lives. Richard M. left Chicago to attend 

Providence College, but he soon returned, completing his bachelor’s degree 

at DePaul University. He also earned a law degree from DePaul. The younger 

Daley won his first elective office in 1969, when he was chosen as a delegate 

to the convention writing a new state constitution for Illinois.28 For most of 

the 1970s, Daley served as a senator in the Illinois General Assembly. As a 

state legislator, Daley was not universally admired. In 1977, Chicago maga-

zine published an article—based on a survey of twenty state capitol insid-

ers—identifying the ten best and worst members of the general assembly. 

Richard M. Daley was ranked among the latter, described as “shrewd” but 

also “shark-like.”29

	 Mayor Richard M. Daley regularly asserts his nonpartisanship, so it is of 

some interest that he served as 11th ward Democratic Party committeeman 

for a few years following his father’s death. However, by 1980 Daley found 

himself in the unlikely position of running against the Democratic Party’s 

endorsed candidate in the primary election for Cook County state’s attor-

ney. In this race, Chicago Mayor Jane Byrne had backed another young poli-

tician with deep family roots in the Democratic Party, 14th ward alderman 

Ed Burke. Daley defeated Burke, won the general election, and was reelected 

state’s attorney in 1984 and 1988. During the 1980s, Daley also experienced 

the only electoral defeat of his political career, finishing a close third in the 

three-way Democratic mayoral primary of 1983 that was won by Harold 

Washington. Yet Daley did achieve a kind of victory in 1983. Campaign-

ing as a “moderate, good government reformer,” he won the endorsement 
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of several prominent Democrats who had previously opposed his father.30 

Even more important, he distanced himself from the racially polarizing 

rhetoric of the more vociferous anti-Washington Democrats.

	 In 1989 Daley defeated the incumbent mayor, Eugene Sawyer—selected 

by the city council to serve as interim mayor following Harold Washington’s 

sudden death in late 1987—in the special election primary, then triumphed 

over Ed Vrdolyak (until recently a Democrat, running as the Republican 

Party nominee) and Timothy Evans (qualifying for the election as the 

standard-bearer of the short-lived Harold Washington Party) in the general 

election. Daley has been reelected mayor five times, in 1991, 1995, 1999, 

2003, and 2007. His original voting base was a “white/brown” coalition of 

working-class Democratic Party loyalists and Latinos. Until the mid-1990s 

there were recurring efforts by African-American activists to rejuvenate 

the “Harold Washington coalition” and unite behind an African-American 

candidate for mayor.31 In fact, over the span of Daley’s five reelection 

campaigns he has substantially increased his support among black voters. 

Until the emergence in 2004 of the series of corruption scandals that have 

substantially tarnished his administration, the one sign of Richard M. Daley 

political weakness has been his declining ability to mobilize the electorate.32 

Like his father, Richard M. Daley has been an incumbent whose reelection 

victories have combined impressive winning percentages and diminished 

voter turnouts. In the younger Daley’s “landslide” election of 2007, he drew 

250,000 fewer votes than in his special election victory of 1989.

	 Richard M. Daley—by all accounts—has been a very successful political 

leader. Apart from his string of election victories, he has reasserted mayoral 

control over what had been, in the 1980s, a very fractious city council. 

Moreover, he has extended mayoral control and generated visible results 

from various of the city’s nonmunicipal, independent agencies, including 

the Chicago Public Schools, the Chicago Housing Authority, and the  

Chicago Park District. The national press has frequently and favorably  

commented on his record, and a variety of governmental, civic, and environ

mental groups have honored him. The latter have included the U.S. 

Conference of Mayors, the National Trust for Historic Preservation, and the 

National Arbor Day Foundation. In designating Daley as a Public Official of 
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the Year for 1997, Governing editor Alan Ehrenhalt commented: “He has 

been patient and skillful in mastering the details of local government, and 

remarkably creative in devising pragmatic solutions to the most complex 

problems.”33 As such, Richard M. Daley fits comfortably among the proto-

type post–federal era mayors described by Peter Eisinger.

	 Though Eisinger’s characterization of new-style mayors—which is of 

a piece with Governing’s paean to Richard M. Daley—links their “master-

ing the details” to a withdrawal from the “bully pulpit,” the Richard M. 

Daley administration, over time, has advanced a discernible and far from 

timid mayoral program. The three fundamental components of this pro-

gram include promotion of Chicago as a global city, the reorganization of a 

variety of municipal and independent agency service functions, and social 

inclusivity at the elite level.

	 The Daley administration’s promotion of Chicago as a global or world-

class city is in no way a striking or innovative policy preference. One only 

needs to recall the bright-eyed Flint, Michigan, officials who were inter-

viewed by Michael Moore in Roger and Me (1989) to recognize that the 

dream of postindustrial transcendence to the friendly skies of mass tour-

ism and the leisure economy is an impulse driving many municipal leaders. 

The Daley administration, nevertheless, has pursued this goal in a plausibly 

strategic fashion. On the one hand, efforts to expand both O’Hare Airport 

and the downtown McCormick Place convention complex seek to build 

on demonstrated Chicago assets: geographic and transportation network 

centrality and extensive facilities to support trade shows and conventions. 

Likewise, the Daley administration’s redevelopment of Navy Pier at the north-

eastern end of the downtown area, and the creation of the Millennium Park 

complex, have forged two powerful tourist magnets. Chicago’s unsuccessful 

campaign to host the 2016 Olympic Games nonetheless served to reinforce 

the city’s image as a primary global node.34

	 Less dramatically, but possibly more consequentially, Richard M. Daley 

city planners have implemented numerous small-scale infrastructure and 

beautification improvements, sped up approval processes, and reimagined 

local neighborhood identities in such a fashion so as to add momentum 

to the ongoing industrial to commercial/residential transformation of the 
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city’s Near West and Near South Sides. So far, the gentrification of these 

areas has engendered relatively little neighborhood resistance. From the 

standpoint of Chicago’s image as a global city, this expanded cityscape of 

“upscale boutiques and stylish restaurants” represents both a talent-drawing 

amenity and a marker of Chicago’s progressive, postindustrial character.35

	 Richard M. Daley has also been an aggressive reorganizer of local gov-

ernment bureaucracies. In 1995, he won state legislation enabling him to 

replace the school board and top administration at the Chicago Public 

Schools (CPS). Daley selected his budget director, Paul Vallas, to assume 

the new post as CEO of the schools. Vallas pulled back authority from the 

parent-dominated Local School Councils (elected to govern each Chicago 

public school), moved to standardize the curriculum, and pushed hard 

for improvement in student performance on academic achievement tests. 

Mayor Daley, in turn, poured immense resources into a program of school 

construction and rehabilitation. Since the mid-1990s, Chicago school sys-

tem standardized test performance has generally moved upward, though 

slowly and unevenly across grades and testing fields. In June 2004, Daley 

and then-CPS CEO Arne Duncan (appointed to replace Vallas in 2001) 

announced Renaissance 2010, a proposal to close poorly performing schools 

and to replace them with one hundred new schools. Many of the latter are 

independent charter schools.36

	 No less sweeping has been Daley’s makeover of the Chicago Housing 

Authority (CHA). Following the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 

Development’s takeover of the CHA between 1995 and 1999, Daley appoin-

tees initiated an agency restructuring called the Plan for Transformation. 

This plan aims to reduce the number of local public housing units from 

approximately 40,000 to 25,000 (with 10,000 units reserved for senior 

citizens), rehabilitate or build anew each of those 25,000 units, turn over 

day-to-day property management and social service provision to private 

vendors, and site most public housing in mixed-income developments. As 

a rule, these mixed-income developments adhere to a one-third/one-third/

one-third proportioning of public housing, affordable housing (mainly 

rental, some for sale), and market-rate housing.37
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	 The CHA’s track record in implementing the Plan for Transformation 

has been very mixed. At some developments, resident acceptance of the new 

CHA vision has been forthcoming, at other developments—including the 

famous Cabrini-Green complex on the Near North Side—there has been 

substantial resident resistance. One of the most significant process chal-

lenges involved in a planning effort of this magnitude is resident relocation, 

both temporary moves as developments are rebuilt and permanent reloca-

tions from public housing. On both counts, the CHA’s performance has 

been poor. At developments such as the ABLA Homes on the Near West Side, 

planning and project execution spanned more than a decade, during which 

time the inconveniences visited upon residents were extraordinary. For for-

mer public housing residents across the city, CHA-contracted relocation 

services have been spotty. The findings of researchers who have examined 

where former CHA residents have found new places to live are disturbingly 

uniform: in overwhelmingly African-American neighborhoods nearly as 

poor as the public housing communities from which they departed.38

	 Richard M. Daley’s other major public service reorganization has been 

within the city government. In 1994 the police department implemented a 

citywide program of community policing known as the Chicago Alterna-

tive Policing Strategy (CAPS). The CAPS initiative has put more patrol offi-

cers onto Chicago’s sidewalks, and via nearly three hundred monthly “beat” 

meetings brings together police personnel and community residents to dis-

cuss local, crime-related issues. During the later 1990s and into the current 

decade, Chicago’s crime rate has paralleled the pattern of decline achieved 

in many cities. The Daley administration has not hesitated to attribute the 

local decline to the effective implementation of CAPS.39

	 The third component of the Daley program is elite social inclusivity. As 

mayor, Richard M. Daley has routinely filled important administrative posi-

tions with Latinos, African Americans, and women. Although his 1989 vot-

ing base included few African Americans, since that time Daley has worked 

hard to solidify his relationship with leading black political figures such as 

the late John Stroger, president of the Cook County Board of Commissioners 

from 1994 until 2006. Daley has also cultivated the city’s business and civic 
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leadership, which, for its part, has been warmly grateful to the mayor for 

Chicago’s resurgent reputation. And not least, in a stunning departure from 

his father’s politics, Richard M. Daley has courted formerly marginal con-

stituencies such as gay rights and environmental activists. Richard M. Daley 

most strikingly distinguishes himself from his father—in terms of world-

view, his sense of the city, and his coalition-building inclinations—through 

his appearances at the annual Gay Pride Parade.

	 Nevertheless, the current Mayor Daley’s approach to social inclusivity  

is a matter of communication and consultation at the elite level. In a 1999 

assessment of Daley’s record, journalist David Moberg observed: “The 

mayor has done everything he could to discourage any popular involve-

ment in civic affairs that would compromise his hold on power. Despite 

preserving many of the reforms that emerged during Harold Washington’s 

brief tenure, he has largely rejected Washington’s belief in community par-

ticipation in planning and implementing public policy.”40 Daley planners, 

in effect, dictated the terms of public housing redevelopment, and since the 

mayor’s asserting his control of the Chicago Public Schools in 1995, there 

has been a substantial erosion of influence exercised by the neighborhood-

based, elected local school councils. Even the mayor’s admirers agree that 

he is a reclusive decision maker who relies on the advice of a handful of 

close advisors. In short, Daley promotes Chicago as a prospective home and 

workplace for all, though as the chief executive he has depended on a very 

narrow stream of local information gathering, expertise, and counsel.

	 The preceding review of the basic features of the Richard M. Daley pro-

gram has, in its retrospectiveness and thematization of particular intiatives, 

also tended to exaggerate the program’s coherence and the degree of ratio-

nalistic forethought that shaped it. Daley’s candidacy in 1989 was described 

as a “cautious, scripted campaign,” and his April 1989 inaugural address was 

brief though richly platitudinous:

Our common opponents are crime and ignorance, waste and fraud,  

poverty and disease, hatred and discrimination. And we either rise up as 

one city and make the special effort required to meet these challenges, or 

sit back and watch Chicago decline. As one who loves Chicago, I’m ready 
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to make that special effort—and to ask everyone in our city to do the same. 

Business as usual is a prescription for failure. The old ways of doing things 

simply aren’t adequate to cope with the new challenges we face. In times of 

limited resources, government must be more creative and productive than 

ever before. We must do a better job with the resources we have.41

	 In a subsequent passage—which was also the only section of the speech 

addressing a specific local government function—Daley turned to Chicago’s 

public schools. Education reform, of course, has become a signature  

Richard M. Daley initiative, but his crucial move in this policy area—which 

was to seek state government approval for reorganizing the Chicago Public 

Schools—would wait for another six years, following his reelection to a  

second four-year term as mayor. In the pages to follow, I attempt to explain 

how Richard M. Daley’s program emerged, and in so doing, link his mayor-

alty to recent trends in American mayoral practice and specify some of its 

more individualistic sources.

Richard M. Daley Reconsidered

A generation ago, political scientist John W. Kingdon published a book enti-

tled Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, in which he offered a “loose, 

messy” decision-making model as a more realistic alternative to “the tight, 

orderly process that a rational approach specifies.” Even my unadorned 

summary of Richard M. Daley’s main initiatives suggests a degree of ratio-

nality in policy selection that is at odds with reality. In this reconsidera-

tion of Daley’s program, I propose an interpretive framework that is loosely 

drawn from Kingdon’s triad of public agenda sources: “problems, policies, 

and politics.”42

	 The Richard M. Daley administration’s approach to governing Chicago 

bears the mark of five shaping forces. These forces are a mixed bag, but also 

represent a constellation of influences structuring the action of any big-city 

mayor: broad-scale economic and social conditions; the mayor’s personal 

inclinations as a municipal leader; opportunities presented by emerging 

situations or trends in public policy; the laundry list of prospective projects 
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(usually, physical projects) circulating among local elites and begging the 

mayor’s attention; and what I term “politically usable policies” that emerge 

as priorities due to their strategic constituent appeal. As we walk through 

this funhouse of potential action, I believe we can begin to understand more 

readily both the coherence and incoherences of the Daley program, even as 

we also gain a deeper sense of why his particular program emerged.

	 In terms of understanding the main threads of Richard M. Daley pro-

grammatic action, the simplest of the five shaping forces to identify are the 

pair of basic structural conditions that in 1989 loomed over both Chicago 

and his nascent mayoralty. The first of these was the massive economic 

restructuring that had undermined Chicago’s industrial economy since the 

1960s. The second was carryover racial polarization, initially produced by 

the city’s wrenching neighborhood transitions and the politics of civil rights 

activism and resistance in the 1960s, then reignited during the election of 

1983 and the subsequent Harold Washington mayoralty.

	 In reference to economic restructuring, with the exception of Harold 

Washington—an outlier not just among the ranks of Chicago chief execu-

tives—the dream of every Chicago mayor running back to Richard J. Daley 

has been the transformation of central Chicago into a more formidable cor-

porate management district and upscale residential enclave. This rework-

ing of the central city’s physical environment has been promoted both to 

compensate for the decline of the manufacturing economy and to boost the 

Loop and its environs as generators of tax revenue. In effect, local leaders 

since the 1950s have sought what is literally unspeakable in the proud city of 

Chicago, the Manhattanization of the Loop and the adjoining Near North, 

West, and South Sides. Richard M. Daley’s contribution to the achievement 

of this dream—apart from holding the mayoralty at a time when the real 

estate market was moving very briskly along a parallel course—has been to 

skillfully use public works to environmentally enhance central Chicago and 

deploy an array of planning tools intended to lubricate private investment. 

Mayor Daley’s efforts to expand O’Hare Airport and the McCormick Place 

convention complex, likewise, have sought to boost Chicago advantages as 

a transportation node and tourist/trade show destination.
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	 Traditional infrastructure and central city development initiatives  

have not been Richard M. Daley’s only gambit to economically reposition 

Chicago. In the early 2000s, his CivicNet initiative sought to build a citywide 

fiber optic network, and although the city government was unable to find a 

private-sector partner for CivicNet, the Daley administration has continued 

its efforts to enhance telecommunications access across Chicago.43 Daley’s 

city government has also sought to protect viable portions of the city’s 

residual industrial economy.44 Nevertheless, in terms of resources commit-

ted and publicity generated, not just the rebuilding, but more grandly, the 

reimagining of central Chicago, has grown out of Richard M. Daley’s par-

ticular approach to his city’s long arc of economic transformation running 

back to the 1960s.

	 Also attuned to conditions originating in the 1960s has been Richard M. 

Daley’s commitment to elite social inclusivity. Richard M. Daley is neither a 

political natural—in the sense of embracing crowds and seizing the oppor-

tunity to speak from the stump—nor is he a philosophical populist. Yet  

recognizing the racially divided electorate of the 1980s—and more funda-

mentally, Chicago’s unresolved social conflicts dating from the 1960s—

Daley has moved to co-opt key figures representing various dissident 

constituencies, notably African Americans and anti-Richard J. Daley “inde-

pendent” Democrats. He has also reached out to the city’s corporate and 

civic leadership while cultivating new constituencies such as gays and envi-

ronmentalists. Daley is not a warm politician in the style of a Harold Wash-

ington or Fiorello La Guardia, but through high-level consultation and 

careful observance of the city’s civic protocols he has projected the image of 

a publicly attentive, if not personally accessible chief executive.

	 Then there are Richard M. Daley’s personal inclinations as mayor, 

which admittedly constitute an amorphous subject for analysis. Never- 

theless, various of the mayor’s biographical details do permit a plausible 

explanation of one of his administration’s most persistent commitments,  

its diversified campaign of civic beautification. My cautiously offered  

explanation of this Daley inclination begins by noting his coming of age 

during the 1960s, and more pertinently, during the latter half of his father’s 
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administration. During that period, the Chicago cityscape was badly dam-

aged: by civil unrest that destroyed scores of buildings along major South 

Side and West Side commercial corridors; by fires, housing abandonment, 

and demolitions in many residential areas; by deferred maintenance of  

public structures such as schools, transit stations, and, most notably, public 

housing developments.45

	 Given the proprietorial mindset that Richard M. Daley does seem to 

share with his late father, his persistence in repairing—or rebuilding more 

grandly—basic infrastructure such as roadways, bridges, schools, librar-

ies, and parks buildings brings to mind the heir to a once great estate who 

aspires to restore its past glory. Moreover, Daley has determined that there 

is an economic payoff to urban beautification. The following comment 

drawn from his address to the Urban Parks Institute’s “Great Parks/Great 

Cities” conference in 2001 makes the point quite succinctly: “The nice thing 

is, if you improve the quality of life for the people who live in your city, 

you will end up attracting new people and new employers.”46 Other factors 

that surely have stoked Daley’s commitment to physically restore Chicago 

include his mingling with the likes of John Norquist at U.S. Conference 

of Mayors events, as well as his extensive international travels. Unlike his 

father, the younger Mayor Daley is a geographic and urban cosmopolitan.

	 Among the striking elements of the Richard M. Daley beautifica-

tion campaign is the multitude of small-scale physical improvements one 

observes across Chicago. Much press coverage has been devoted to Daley’s 

big projects such as Millennium Park, but for rank-and-file Chicagoans, 

the mayor’s most lasting contribution to physical Chicago has been the 

installation of hundreds of sidewalk bicycle racks, the planting of perennial 

flowers and shrubs in previously neglected traffic islands, the rebuilding of 

neighborhood public libraries, and the like. Daley’s urban design inclina-

tions, typically street-level in their focus, have clearly been influenced by the 

thinking of celebrated urbanist Jane Jacobs. They are the sorts of microscale 

physical improvements that may often spring to Mayor Daley’s mind as his 

chauffeur-driven automobile navigates Chicago’s streets .

	 Richard M. Daley has also been an opportunistic mayoral leader, respond-

ing in imaginative ways to unforeseen situations or even programmatic 
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setbacks. Political scientist Joel Rast has proposed that the Daley adminis-

tration’s reengagement with a previously dismissed policy option—neigh-

borhood economic development, which was initially viewed as too closely 

associated with Harold Washington’s administration—was just such an 

opportunistic policy selection. Having experienced the political undoing of 

several large-scale public works proposals, notably a South Side airport plan 

and a near-Loop casino project, and having suffered through the embar-

rassing “Loop flood” of 1992 (when tunnels running beneath downtown 

office towers filled with water escaping from the main channel of the Chi-

cago River), Daley and his planners determined that basic infrastructure 

improvements should be given greater attention.47

	 Between 2004 and 2008, the Daley administration signed long-term 

leasing agreements with private vendors to operate several city-owned  

facilities and physical assets: the Chicago Skyway, a South Side toll highway; 

municipal parking garages and parking meters; and Midway Airport. In the 

face of a growing city budget deficit, these lease agreements promised to 

generate more than five billion dollars in immediate revenues. In turn, the 

firms operating the skyway and the city’s parking meter network announced 

plans to substantially increase user fees. In the long run, it is both uncertain 

how responsibly these properties will be managed and physically main-

tained, as well as how the Daley administration will use the cash generated 

by these deals. Also noteworthy was the lack of either public discussion or 

city council involvement as these leasing arrangements were worked out.48

	 Though community policing in Chicago is repeatedly invoked as a 

mayoral initiative, it was, in fact, a grassroots movement—the Chicago  

Alliance for Neighborhood Safety—that initially promoted intensified 

street-patrolling and closer cooperation between the police department  

and neighborhood residents.49 The Daley administration has certainly 

been a leader in promoting public school and public housing restructuring, 

but these are also policy areas in which there had been years of national 

debate preceding the advent of local action.50 Once more, it bears mention-

ing that Richard M. Daley has been an active participant in national organi-

zations whose agendas have, in part, been directed to discussion of just such 

policy innovations.
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	 In years to come, Chicago’s many visitors will principally celebrate 

Richard M. Daley’s accomplishments as an urban builder. In central Chicago, 

his term in office has coincided, most notably, with the redevelopment of 

Navy Pier as a tourist/entertainment attraction, the reconstruction of 

Wacker Drive paralleling the main and south branches of the Chicago River, 

the development of Millennium Park, the rerouting of Lake Shore Drive 

(which permits uninterrupted pedestrian movement between the Field 

Museum, Shedd Aquarium, and Adler Planetarium, the area now known as the 

Museum Campus), the rebuilding of Soldier Field, and several expansions 

of McCormick Place. The Daley administration has won much praise for 

seeing these projects through to completion, but the roots of several of these 

initiatives precede Daley’s mayoralty. Plans to convert the then-derelict 

Navy Pier into a public promenade date from the 1980s.51 From about the 

same time, the Chicago Bears National Football League franchise, Soldier 

Field’s principal tenant, had lobbied for a stadium upgrade.52 Historian 

Timothy Gilfoyle, in his account of the creation of Millennium Park, notes 

that even this public works extravaganza—which is so closely identified 

with Richard M. Daley—grew out of preceding efforts by several of Chicago’s 

civic notables to create a “Lakefront Gardens” performing arts complex.53

	 There is, however, an overriding logic that has yielded this clustering of 

public works initiatives, and which is attributable to Richard M. Daley. In a 

fashion that mimics the approach to civic enhancement—if not invariably 

the classically inspired architectural monumentality—associated with the 

early twentieth-century City Beautiful Movement, Daley has devoted billions 

of dollars to dignifying those portions of his city most accessible to visitors, 

but which might also be considered a civic common ground for Chicagoans. 

And judging by the popularity of these sites, this effort to create a memorable 

civic gathering place for all Chicago has been successful. For Richard M. 

Daley—personally speaking—there is good reason to suppose that this 

mammoth program of civic refurbishment is also a satisfying exercise in 

erasing physical reminders of Chicago’s sad decline in the 1960s and 1970s.

	 In short, Richard M. Daley, the urban builder, has pursued a course of 

action that has general sources—the dreams of nearly all ambitious mayors 



263The Mayor among His Peers

include large-scale public works accomplishments—but is also reflective 

of his proprietorial view of Chicago, and as well, persistent opportunism. 

Practically speaking, the Daley public works program has involved picking 

a group of projects—several of which were already in the civic/municipal 

pipeline—and bringing them to fruition. This taking on and completing 

initiatives that antedate one’s administration is a characteristic feature of 

successful public works execution, but it is a form of action not limited 

to infrastructure and public buildings. Richard M. Daley’s movement into 

public school reform, from the standpoints of political action and pol-

icy choice, has followed an analogous course. Toward the end of Harold  

Washington’s mayoralty, parent groups, a civic/business alliance known as 

Chicago United, and members of the mayor’s administration began to pro-

mote an overhaul of the Chicago Public Schools. Ironically, the fruit of their 

work was state legislation passed in 1989 that dramatically decentralized 

CPS operations by vesting new powers in the local school councils. Daley’s 

“takeover” of the CPS in 1995, in one sense, carried on reform efforts that 

had begun in the previous decade, even as, in another sense, these reforms 

were reversed by Paul Vallas’s recentralization of CPS decision making.54

	 If Rudolph Giuliani can be characterized as an immoderate centrist, 

the equivalent designation for Richard M. Daley might be eccentric relativ-

ist. Among Daley’s arsenal of politically usable policy stances has been a 

bewildering series of moral issue endorsements: neighborhood referenda 

to de-license “problem” taverns, official recognition of same-sex marriages, 

online identification of sex offenders.55 There appears to be little philo-

sophical coherence to Daley’s expressed commitments on these matters, but 

there is a discernible political logic. Over his two-decade mayoralty, Daley 

has persistently sought to broaden his initially white/brown electoral (and 

racially/ethnically inflected) coalition. This strategy has involved reaching 

out to African-American ministers, who are often vigorous proponents of 

strict moral standards, and it has also involved catering to Chicago’s sub-

stantial gay population. It is a strategy that clearly incorporates some of 

the mayor’s particular inclinations, especially his support of urban bicy-

cling and various green measures such as rooftop gardens. Each of these 
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constituencies—socially conservative African Americans, gays and lesbians, 

outdoors enthusiasts and environmentalists—represents a relatively small 

increment of support, but conjoined they have allowed Richard M. Daley to 

expand his base of support well beyond his initial voting coalition.

	 The most encompassing of Richard M. Daley’s politically usable poli-

cies has been his personal identification with managerial innovation. Apart 

from the real policy reorientations evident in the Chicago Public Schools, 

Chicago Housing Authority, and the police department, Daley has stead-

fastly presented himself as a mayor above politics. As he explained to a 

reporter in 1994: “If I had to worry about my election, I’d never make a 

decision here and my role is to make decisions. I don’t consume this politi-

cal stuff . . . I’m not a political junkie. [Working in government] is where 

you get things done.”56 It has been many years since Daley served as 11th 

ward Democratic committeeman, and as a rule, he has adopted a neutral 

pose in the face of internecine Democratic Party disputes. Yet it is also evi-

dent that Daley’s posture as manager rather than politician has served a 

useful political purpose. Until the spate of corruption scandals rocked his 

administration in 2004, Daley routinely deflected criticism by asserting that 

efficiency and calculation of the public good were his first—and only—

executive considerations. The following is his response to criticism that had 

been directed at the Chicago Public Schools in early 2006: 

There is nothing wrong with people giving me their ideas, whether  

Congressman [Luis] Gutierrez or you or anyone else . . . That is what you 

do as a public official. You listen. You take their criticism, you take their 

evaluation . . . I had the vision, I had the will and I had the character to do 

it, and the courage . . . I said we are going to make a difference, and there 

has been a difference. I am the only mayor in the United States who would 

take that political responsibility. Every other mayor ran out left and right.57

	 In this representation by Daley of his own aims and means, executive 

wisdom and courage are contrasted with the small-minded carping that is 

the presumed stock-in-trade of politicians such as Congressman Gutierrez.
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Richard M. Daley and Municipal Neoliberalism
Despite holding Chicago’s mayoralty for two decades, Richard M. Daley 

remains a surprisingly enigmatic figure, the object of widely varying 

appraisals. For some commentators, the scope of his local political domi-

nance combines with certain of his personal attributes—notably his  

colossal temper and maladroit public speaking—to establish a direct link to 

his father. The result is an interpretative stance presenting Richard M. Daley 

as the most recent in Chicago’s long line of political bosses. Almost perfectly 

at odds with Daley-the-boss is another widely circulated image, Richard M. 

Daley the nuts-and-bolts manager and administrative innovator. A variant 

of the latter image is the view of Daley accepted by many of Chicago’s cor-

porate leaders, “The CEO of City Hall.”58

	 The contention that Richard M. Daley is a contemporary political boss 

typically does not come to terms with two fundamental features of Chica-

go’s early twenty-first century political landscape: the decline of most of the 

Democratic Party ward organizations as voter mobilizers; the rise of media-

directed, fund-raising–dependent local campaigning. Richard M. Daley has 

been a tremendously effective fund-raiser and has used his campaign war 

chest to win the loyalty of many subordinate elected officials (notably city 

council members).59 Just as crucially, Daley triumphs in municipal elections 

attracting fewer than 40 percent of the registered voters and in which there 

is no cohesive opposition party. The much-vaunted Cook County Demo-

cratic machine, these days, is a paper tiger, but riding astride this ghost of 

machines past is a mayor who has achieved a powerful personal hold on the 

local electorate and government.

	 In the wake of the overlapping city hall patronage and “Hired Truck” 

contracting scandals between 2004 and 2006, Mayor Daley has himself 

backed off from his previous self-presentation as the ultravigilant man-

ager: “I wish I could be on top of every detail. I’m aware that the prevailing  

perception is that I am. Obviously, in an organization as large and multi

layered as city government, that’s impossible.”60 Ultimately, Daley’s suc-

cess as Chicago’s administrator-in-chief does not appear to be a function 

of anything particularly distinctive in his management style, nor even of 
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an uncanny knowledge of municipal arcana. The mayor has elicited strong 

performance from many subordinates due to some currently unfashion-

able executive strengths: his stranglehold on reelection, which produces the 

widely held presumption that the man at the top will be in charge so long 

as he wishes to be, and ruthlessness in punishing subordinates in the wake 

of publicized performance breakdowns. Even the Daley administration’s 

recent spate of privatization activity—contracting out Chicago Skyway, 

parking garage, parking meter, and Midway Airport operations (the latter 

agreement was subsequently withdrawn)—appears to be an impromptu 

escape from deficit ambush as opposed to a studied reordering of munici-

pal priorities.

	 It is noteworthy that Richard M. Daley’s approach to managing city 

services has also been the source of some of the most pointed criticisms 

of his administration. Sociologist Eric Klinenberg’s study of the mid-1995 

Chicago temperature spike and its deadly aftermath, Heat Wave, identifies 

Daley administration-implemented social service privatization and police 

and fire department emergency services reorganization as amplifiers of 

the temperature-induced health crisis.61 Fellow sociologist David Pellow, 

in Garbage Wars, his examination of Chicago’s since-terminated “blue-

bag” recycling program, reaches conclusions that are directly analogous to 

Klinenberg’s. Chicago’s recycling rate stalled at well below 10 percent, and 

the private firm in charge of the blue-bag program from its initiation in 

1995, Waste Management, Inc., was poorly regarded both in terms of its 

environmental record and labor/management practices. In effect, quite like 

the municipal government’s privatization of social services, favorable pub-

licity for presumably cutting-edge management practice—that is, contract-

ing with private vendors—masked underlying performance deficiencies.62

	 Though Richard M. Daley’s considerable ego does not allow for much 

acknowledgement of influences, he is a mayor who has learned from the 

practice of peers such as Rudolph Giuliani, Ed Rendell, and John Norquist. 

Whereas Daley’s father by the late 1960s had become the self-conscious 

defender of an older urban order—a Chicago in which family and com-

munity allegiances were presumed to be fundamental sources of identity, 

the city of journalist Mike Royko’s primal, ethnic “nation states”—the  
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second mayor Daley is self-consciously an innovator, catching the wave 

of new trends in city management and planning (even if the latter, like 

new urbanism, are themselves explicitly traditionalist). Of particular sig-

nificance—for Chicago, and as an exemplar of the new form of urban 

governance that has taken shape across the United Since in the last two 

decades—is how Richard M. Daley’s administration has recast the aims of 

municipal administration. No longer the direct provider of the full slate 

of essential local services and with no aspiration whatsoever to equalizing 

individual and family opportunity through redistributive means, Daley’s 

municipal government facilitates economic entrepreneurship, neighbor-

hood redevelopment, and privately devised policy innovation (for example, 

charter schools). This redirection of municipal policy has not produced an 

appreciably smaller city government—public works are expensive and over 

the years the Daley administration payroll has dipped only slightly—but 

it has substantially narrowed its aims. In effect, municipal government in 

Chicago has become the collaborator with major firms and key investors in 

advancing their agendas, promoter of the city’s overall image (and in par-

ticular instances, the fortunes of promising neighborhoods), and the pro-

vider of a residue of traditional services such as police and fire protection, 

sanitation, and basic physical infrastructure.

	 By shedding redistributive functions while emphasizing physical 

enhancements, stripped-down municipal custodianship, and attention-

garnering mega-events, Richard M. Daley has turned Chicago’s municipal 

government into a public sector agent in support of corporate investment, 

upscale residential development, and associated arts, entertainment, and 

leisure-sector functions. This basic policy emphasis has been developed 

while on the job, both as a result of local lessons learned and via the shared 

experience of peer mayors and their cities. Given the widespread admiration 

of Richard M. Daley’s mayoralty, and the similarly widespread perception of 

Chicago as a city that has successfully made the industrial-to-postindustrial 

transition, Daley-style mayoring is likely to be carried to other cities in the 

coming years. Yet at root, Daley-style mayoring operates within a politi-

cal economic framework—neoliberalism—whose sources transcend the 

local milieu: “urban policy [that] . . . shift[s] away from an explicit concern 
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with social and spatial equity, full employment and welfare programmes 

and toward initiatives aimed at promoting workforce flexibility and the eco-

nomic competitiveness of the private sector.”63 Richard M. Daley is certainly 

the product of a particular place, but his approach to municipal governance 

is very much a function of his time and the globalized capitalism that shapes 

prevailing understandings of what can and cannot be accomplished by even 

the most efficacious of municipal chief executives.
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William Cronon in his classic Nature’s Metropolis documents Chicago’s 

emergence during the nineteenth century by focusing on the distinct role 

of ecologic and economic changes that aided the city’s ascendance. Utilizing 

an environmental perspective on historical development, Cronon shows the 

dynamism and the powerful influence of Chicago in facilitating the west-

ward expansion and in the process transforming American culture. But this 

unparalleled growth was also fueled by the city’s dominance and control 

over the surrounding region and beyond. In reality, the region was sub-

jugated to Chicago’s economic interests, further aiding its unprecedented 

change. This dominance reveals the importance of “the center” in under-

standing the urban development processes.

	 While late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century downtown Chicago 

had become economically and culturally vibrant, a similar trend can be also 

observed in other cities of the metropolitan area. Nearby satellite, industrial 

cities of the region: Aurora (2006 pop. 170,617), Elgin (2006 pop. 101,903), 

Joliet (2006 pop. 142,702), and Waukegan (2006 pop. 92,066) form part of a 

half-circle and are located between 35 and 40 miles from Chicago’s Loop. All 

of these have had a long history, dating back to the 1850s. Each grew rapidly, 

benefiting from their industrial/manufacturing activities, their proximity to 

Chicago’s robust economic environment, and their location on key trans-

portation routes of regional and national importance.

	 This chapter focuses on the reemergence of the center in urban develop-

ment and stands in contrast to contemporary arguments advanced in recent 
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urban scholarship that have identified an urban landscape devoid of a core, 

guided by sprawl, and characterized by fragmentation, hopelessness, and a 

general disconnect. Based on their observations about the spatial dynamics 

of Los Angeles, scholars associated with the L.A. School have asserted the 

inevitable decline of the downtown. This chapter argues that this assertion 

is geographically and historically limited, and it does not appear to describe 

twenty-first century metropolitan patterns of development.

	 The four midsized peripheral cities covered in this essay benefited by 

supporting Chicago’s economic centrality. That dependency persisted fol-

lowing deindustrialization; as Chicago’s economy declined, so did these 

satellite communities. By the 1990s, Chicago began a remarkable recovery 

based partially on policies to promote culture and tourism. This strategy 

was mirrored by the four cities in this study since their local governments 

explored entertainment-driven modes of redevelopment, aiming to bring 

back their once-dominant downtowns. The result is a strengthening of 

both the urban core and poles of development in the suburbs, a finding that 

directly challenges the theories of the L.A. School.

Centerlessness in Metropolitan Development

Urban scholars have asserted in recent years that a distinct movement has 

occurred in metropolitan areas, away from modern urbanism—exemplified 

by the perspectives and writings of the Chicago School—to postmodern 

urbanism, advanced by the intellectual contributions of the L.A. School. 

My goal here is not to account for the various differences and all the argu-

ments that have come to describe these two broad frameworks. Rather, I am 

interested in the treatment of “the center” by L.A. School social scientists in 

informing contemporary urban development patterns.

	 It is clear that for L.A. School advocates, the center has a diminishing 

importance, and this lack of centrality is reflected in the physical morphol-

ogy of Los Angeles. Edward Soja argues that the old metropolitan forms 

with dominating downtowns do not hold true anymore as these have been 

fundamentally deconstructed, giving rise to new formats that are unpre-

dictable and are hard to characterize since they have taken numerous forms 

and functions. According to Soja:



275Both Center and Periphery

Some have called these amorphous implosions of archaic suburbia “Outer 

Cities” or “Edge Cities”; others dub them “Technopoles,” “Technoburbs,” 

“Silicon Landscapes,” “Postsuburbia,” “Metroplex.” I will name them, col-

lectively, Exopolis, the city without, to stress their oxymoronic ambiguity, 

their city-full non-cityness.1

This highly decentralized environment clearly describes Los Angeles’s recent 

pattern of development. It is appropriately argued that the L.A. region has 

grown without possessing a dominant central city and has evolved into a 

distinct state, beyond the post–World War II period of mass suburbaniza-

tion. Edward Soja and Allen J. Scott refer to this new form as “mass regional 

urbanization.”2

	 This pattern of development lacks coherence and is fragmented; as a 

result, it is also without agency. Michael Dear and Steven Flusty provide the 

following description of the development dynamics that result in the con-

struction of a centerless mode of metropolitan development. They argue that

the relationship between development of one parcel and nondevelopment 

of another is a disjointed, seemingly unrelated affair. While not truly a 

random process, it is evident that the traditional, center-driven agglomer-

ation economics that have guided urban development in the past, no lon-

ger apply. Conventional city form, Chicago-style, is sacrificed in favor of 

a noncontiguous collage of parcelized, consumption-oriented landscapes, 

devoid of conventional centers.3

The outcome of this centerless, decentralized process is the “exopolis,” 

which lacks purpose in its development. Consequently, fragmentation leads 

to intensified social inequality expressed by gated communities, generating 

despair due to fortified landscapes that are uninviting and keep people out, 

especially racial and ethnic minorities, women, and the poor.4

	 The absence of the core is thus a key feature of this postmodern con-

dition found in Los Angeles, which, according to the L.A. School, emerges 

as the paradigmatic city. As such, this prototypical city reflects not only 

the current patterns but also the future direction of urban development. 

According to Soja, “We are predicting that other cities will undergo changes 
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and restructuring like Los Angeles,”5 and Dear and Flusty note that “Los 

Angeles may be a mature form of this postmodern metropolis.”6

	 There are two key questions regarding the role of the center in twenty-

first century patterns of urban development. The first concerns its standing 

and function. Specifically, is the center outmoded, a thing of the past? Is it 

irrelevant, unattended to, and left behind? Secondly, is centerlessness the 

future form of urban development and an appropriate archetypical predic-

tor of future settlement patterns? L.A. School researchers have affirmatively 

responded to these questions. Yet, as I will show, downtowns are actively 

supported by local governments, business interests, and civic organiza-

tions that, for various reasons, are committed to seeing a revitalized and 

reenergized core.

The Return of the Center

The L.A. analysis is problematic in that it is historically and geographically 

limited. Specifically, while Los Angeles serves as an appropriate backdrop of 

the assertions offered, its descriptions are indigenous to its historical devel-

opment processes. Simply put, not all cities are evolving in a similar manner. 

The endless sprawling settings observed in Los Angeles adequately offer an 

advanced state of decentralization, but during the last two decades we can 

observe that downtowns are becoming repopulated with the rebuilding of 

significant infrastructures, signaling new ways of experiencing urban life. 

Cities across the country are refashioning themselves, utilizing culture,  

leisure, entertainment, and tourism around which they are developing a 

new economy, fueling residential growth.

	 As Table 13.1 shows, only four of twenty-two downtowns with a popu-

lation of at least 10,000 residents experienced population decline from 1990 

to 2000. From 1970 to 1980, sixteen of these recorded population decreases. 

This makes the Los Angeles assertions historically limited, as the sprawl is 

largely the outcome of post–World War II conditions of American cities.

	 Globalization, decentralization, economic restructuring, and new poli-

cies of federalism in the 1980s forced cities to aggressively pursue new 

approaches to economic development by becoming active providers of  
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services. The commodification of leisure, increases in disposable income, 

and the overall restructuring of the travel industry, among many other 

forces, offered new economic avenues as cities searched for growth.

		  1990	 2000	 1970–1980	 1990–2000 

EAST

Baltimore 	 28,597 	 30,067	 -13.9%	 5.1% 

Boston	 77,253 	 80,903	 -  3.0%	   4.7% 

Lower Manhattan 	 84,539 	 97,752 	   17.8%	 15.6% 

Midtown Manhattan 	 69,388 	 71,668 	 14.9%	  3.3% 

Philadelphia 	 74,686 	 78,349 	 -8.8%	  4.9% 

Washington, D.C. 	 26,597 	 27,667 	 -18.7%	  4.0% 

SOUTH

Atlanta 	 19,763 	 24,931 	 -21.9%	 26.1% 

Chattanooga	 12,601	 13,529	 -6.3%	 7.4%

Dallas 	 18,104	 22,469 	 -27.7%	 24.1% 

Miami 	 15,143 	 19,927 	 -41.1%	 31.6% 

Orlando	 14,275	 12,621	 -24.7%	 -11.6%

San Antonio 	 19,603 	 19,236	 -21.6%	  -1.9%

MIDWEST

Chicago 	 56,048 	 72,843 	 -3.1%	 30.0% 

Detroit 	 38,116 	 36,871 	 -32.4%	 -3.3% 

Indianapolis 	 14,894 	 17,907 	  21.5%	  20.2% 

Milwaukee 	 14,458 	 16,359 	 -11.6%	  13.1% 

Minneapolis 	 36,334 	 30,299 	 - 7.0%	 -16.6% 

WEST

Los Angeles 	 34,655 	 36,630	  46.7%	  5.7% 

Portland	  9,528	 12,902	 - 2.5%	 35.4% 

San Diego 	 15,417 	 17,894 	   2.2%	  16.1% 

San Francisco 	 32,906	 43,531 	 -19.1%	  32.3% 

Seattle	 12,292 	 21,745 	    2.7%	  76.9% 

Source: Eugenie L. Birch, Who Lives Downtown (The Brookings Institution, November 2005), 5.

Table 13.1 Downtown population change in metropolitan areas with 10,000 minimum 

residents, 1990–2000.
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	 The realization of this direction also requires the creation of an infra-

structure to serve as part of a new production process. Dennis Judd and 

Susan Fainstein document how a new political economy of urban tourism 

has contributed to revisiting local economic development strategies within 

a complex, highly evolving structure of global influences. 7 Infrastructural 

investments in convention centers, festivals, museums, parks, stadiums, and 

outdoor events have resulted in the reorganization of space, in the process 

remaking the urban landscape.8 The creation of “tourism bubbles” and the 

evolution of tourism districts exemplify the value placed on maintaining 

these locales as engines of urban economic growth.9

	 Interestingly, even downtown Los Angeles has experienced consider-

able investment in the last few years. The Staples Center, constructed in 

1999 for $375 million provides numerous entertainment opportunities and 

Frank Gehry’s Walt Disney Concert Hall opened in downtown Los Angeles 

for $274 million. The Cathedral of Our Lady of the Angels underwent a 

$200 million renovation in 2002, a year after Los Angeles City Hall received 

a $300 million refurbishment. In 2007, to support a robust population 

growth, a new supermarket opened in downtown Los Angeles, the first of 

its kind in decades.

	 The local government is also committed to seeing the rebirth of the 

downtown area. In 1999, the Los Angeles City Council approved an adoptive 

reuse ordinance that helped the redevelopment of buildings into residential 

loft living and office conversion. In 2007, the council passed new zoning 

regulations that, over time, will fundamentally restructure the downtown 

area by expanding the core and by aiding dense residential development.10

	 Those downtown developments are dwarfed by current plans, which 

under the L.A. Live initiative will introduce an entirely new entertainment 

destination. At a cost of $2.5 billion, this public-private partnership will 

refashion 27 acres into an entertainment campus. According to L.A. Live, 

the project:

will provide Los Angeles’ residents, commuters . . . a “content campus” and 

THE event center for Southern California . . . L.A. LIVE will expand the 

entertainment content in downtown Los Angeles’ South Park neighborhood 
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with complementing venues, fully functioning broadcast studios, restau-

rants, cafes, cinemas, bowling lanes, music clubs and a cultural museum . . . 

[This will be] a major mechanism in rejuvenating the downtown core, 

[and] will invigorate an emerging high-density urban residential neigh-

borhood and pedestrian district.”11

	 The first phase of this ambitious project opened in October 2007  

and included the 7,100-seat NOKIA Theater, the NOKIA Plaza, and 1,500 

parking spaces. In October 2008, 12 restaurants, the NOKIA Club, a  

bowling facility, a Grammy Museum, ESPN headquarters, and 2,000 addi-

tional parking spaces were completed. The final phase scheduled for 2010 

includes a J.W. Marriott and Ritz-Carlton Hotel, residences, ballrooms, and 

a major cinema.12

	 In addition to the L.A. Live activities, another government-backed  

initiative, the Grand Avenue Project, will help “transform the civic and cul-

tural districts of downtown Los Angeles into a vibrant new regional center 

which will showcase entertainment venues, restaurants, and retail mixed 

with a hotel and up to 2,600 new housing units.” Headlined as “Creating 

a Center for Los Angeles,” this massive $3 billion investment will include 

impressive public spaces and will be managed by the Los Angeles Grand 

Avenue Authority, a county/city unit established in 2003 focusing on 

regional growth.13

	 It is ironic that Los Angeles, the highly celebrated fragmented, center-

less city is undergoing monumental planning at its core. From 2005 to 2008 

there has been a 42 percent increase in the downtown population, and, 

according to city estimates, a 20 percent increase from 2000 to 2006, well 

above the 8 percent overall growth across L.A. According to Carol E. Schatz, 

president of the Central City Association, a downtown business advocacy 

group, “We have created a desirable place to live. As the whole region comes 

out of the downturn, we will speed ahead. There’s no other place you can go 

to the opera, a Lakers game or a world-class concert.”14

	 But the story of downtown Los Angeles is not unique, as similar  

patterns can be observed in cities across America. Investment in down-

town infrastructure, residential growth of the core, culture, tourism, and  
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entertainment are becoming focal points of economic development agendas 

and pro-growth policies aiming to reinvent and refashion city centers. In 

the following pages, I present the case of the Chicago metropolitan area by 

noting how Chicago, Joliet, Waukegan, Aurora, and Elgin (see Figure 13.1) 

have embraced an active redevelopment agenda focusing on their down-

towns, while attracting visitors to their locales and expanding opportunities 

for economic growth through leisure and urban tourism.

Chicago’s New Downtown along the Lakefront

Like many other American cities, Chicago was subjected to considerable 

changes following World War II. Extensive economic restructuring in  

the 1970s and 1980s meant manufacturing decline and population loss. 

The decentralization movement that followed significantly expanded the 

metropolitan area, substantially increasing the region’s population outside 

Chicago’s borders. Since 1950, the city’s population successively declined 

from 3.6 million (1950) to 2.8 million (1990). The 2000 census revealed, 

for the first time, a reversal of this trend when Chicago experienced about a 

113,000 population increase to 2.9 million.

	 The accompanying urban crisis also resulted in considerable social 

problems including unemployment, challenges in managing an increas-

ingly deteriorating and ineffective educational system, housing decay, 

crime, and a general decline of the neighborhoods. Chicago’s civic, corpo-

rate, and political leaders attempted to develop strategies to deal with the 

negative consequences of these developments. As mayor, Richard J. Daley 

(1956–1976) focused on protecting the Loop by supporting an aggressive 

office construction program downtown. New residential developments  

like Marina Towers and Dearborn Park were aimed at retaining existing 

residents and attracting new ones, while the creation of the Water Tower 

Place on Michigan Avenue in 1975 was intended to offer an array of new 

shopping opportunities.

	 While succeeding mayors attempted to meet various urban needs,  

it was Richard M. Daley (1989–present) who advanced a new vision for 
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Chicago. Daley focused on the city’s core, investing more than $5 billion 

on infrastructural development and millions more on urban beautification, 

summer festivals, and year-round events. Navy Pier, Museum Campus, two 

large expansions of the McCormick Place convention center costing nearly 

$2 billion, Soldier Field, Meigs Field, and the half-billion-dollar Millennium 

Park development fundamentally restructured the downtown and their 

presence reimaged the city.

Figure 13.1 Redevelopment in Chicago, Joliet, Waukegan, Aurora, and Elgin.  

Courtesy of Richard Greene and Lenny Walther, Department of Geography, Northern 

Illinois University.
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	 One of the first projects the new mayor tackled was Navy Pier. The 

3,300-foot structure was revamped in 1995 for over $200 million. Attrac-

tions now include the Chicago Children’s Museum, a 32,000-square-foot 

indoor botanical garden, a fifteen-story Ferris wheel, street entertainment 

areas with outdoor stages, an IMAX theater, retail concessions, restaurants, 

food courts, a skyline stage, a festival hall, a huge ballroom, and fifty acres 

of parks and promenades. Over the years, the district has become the most 

popular attraction in the city. According to the Chicago Office of Tour-

ism and the Chicago Convention and Tourism Bureau, 3.5 million visited  

the site when it first opened to the public in 1995. The attendance exceeded 

7 million in 1997. In 2003, 8.7 million visited the pier, generating $45.8 

million. In 2004, 2005, and 2006, attendance was maintained at around  

8.7 million, slightly behind the 9 million-visitor peak attendance achieved 

during 2000.15 The initial boom of the project was so impressive that public 

officials viewed Navy Pier as having a positive effect on the revitalization of 

nearby housing in the Streeterville community.16

	 But as with other types of tourism districts, Navy Pier officials  

recognized the need to unveil plans for additional changes. The goal is  

to boost attendance and revenues, and according to former McPier CEO 

Leticia Peralta Davis, the government agency that operates the site, “Navy 

Pier is a great success today, but we need to make sure that success con-

tinues . . . We hope to see a framework of what Navy Pier might look like 

in the next 10 years. We want to keep things very fresh. An entertainment 

venue like Navy Pier needs to keep things fresh.”17 Plans for this more than 

$1 billion expansion project include additional parking structures, a new 

900-seat venue for the Chicago Shakespeare Theater, a new hotel, a mono-

rail system that will aid visitors’ experience of the pier, and a larger Ferris 

wheel that could be used year round, equipped with access to food and 

drinks during the rides. The most ambitious portion of the plan includes 

an 80,000-square-foot, Great Lakes-themed, family-oriented water park, 

the second largest of its type in the world. In addition, an indoor park with 

rides and a new marina that could provide 250 boat slips would be added 

to the complex.
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	 In the early part of the 1990s, Daley’s focus centered on the south end of 

Grant Park, the location where the successful Century of Progress Exposi-

tion was held some sixty years earlier. Committed to advancing a culturally 

driven redevelopment agenda, the city would focus on four major projects: 

the creation of the Museum Campus, the conversion of Meigs Field, the 

redevelopment of Soldier Field, and a massive addition, McCormick Place 

West, to the already expansive convention center. The vision to join the 

grounds of the Field Museum of Natural History, the Shedd Aquarium, and 

the Adler Planetarium created a unique cultural setting. At a cost of more 

than $120 million, the Metropolitan Pier and Exposition Authority carried 

out the project with city and state financial resources, adding more than 

fifty-seven acres of green space on the lakefront, advancing the image of 

Chicago as a city of culture.18

	 The mayor then focused on adjacent Meigs Field, a small airport used 

by business leaders on Northerly Island next to the museums and down-

town. The goal to transform the space into a public park met with intense 

resistance from then Governor Edgar of Illinois and the corporate com-

munity of Chicago. According to the mayoral proposal, the space would be 

altered to create a ninety-one-acre park at a projected cost of $27.2 million. 

The plan would link the park to the Museum Campus and would include 

botanical gardens, playgrounds, wetlands, a nature center, and a sensory 

garden for the visually and hearing impaired. According to city projections 

the “superpark” would generate over $30 million a year in revenues from 

parking, concessions, souvenirs, and other fees and it would draw more 

than 350,000 visitors annually.19

	 In March 2003, discouraged by delays, Mayor Daley stepped in and in 

the middle of the night ended the controversy over the future of Meigs Field. 

City equipment quickly carved X’s in the airport’s runway and ended the 

transportation function of the lakefront space, setting the stage for its con-

version to a park. While the action created a public outcry, some influential 

civic leaders including the president of the Grant Park Advisory Council 

praised the mayor by noting his “courage and progressive leadership . . . in 

closing Meigs Field.”20
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	 In the summer of 2005, the city organized the opening of the Char-

ter One Pavilion on Northerly Island. The 7,500-seat venue offers outdoor 

concerts and live entertainment to music fans.21 The new space has been 

widely embraced by Chicagoans and quickly evolved into a destination 

spot, receiving praise as critics declared, “It’s hard to argue with a venue 

where a view of the Chicago skyline serves as the backdrop. Lake Michigan 

provides air conditioning.”22

	 The construction of nearby Soldier Field in 2003 for $680 million 

included about $200 million in nearby investments. Extensive underground 

parking has been added and surface parking areas to the south of the  

stadium were landscaped, adding more than fifteen acres of green space. 

Overall, 1,300 trees of forty-five different species were planted, a sledding 

hill was configured, and a children’s garden has been created.23 The new 

facility is in concert with the city’s larger vision of keeping Soldier Field as 

part of the lakefront, positioning it as an additional piece to the available 

entertainment venues along Chicago’s front yard.

	 Yet, it is the construction of the Millennium Park on the north edge 

of Grant Park that would become a signature project of the new Chicago. 

Initially conceived in 1998 at a cost of $150 million, this initiative would 

rely on corporate sponsors and private donations contributing $30 million 

of the total cost. A year later, the Chicago Department of Transportation 

announced an expansion of the previous plan. New additions to this plan 

included a warming house and a restaurant for an ice-skating rink; an 

increase of the planned indoor theater seating, from a 500- to a 1,500-seat 

auditorium; a commuter bicycle center; a glass greenhouse pavilion; and an 

improved music pavilion design with good sight lines. The size of the park 

also increased to 24.6 acres.

	 One of Millennium Park’s central projects was the Frank Gehry band 

shell design of the music pavilion. His signature massive steel trellis, unveiled 

in 1999, was built over a seating area for 11,000 spectators, the new home 

of the Grant Park Symphony Orchestra. Employing similar architectural 

principles, Gehry contributed the design of a nearby bridge connecting the 

Jay Pritzker Pavilion with the Daley Bicentennial Park to the east and across 

Columbus Drive. Over $200 million was raised from ninety-one donors to 
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make this twenty-first century, half-billion-dollar park.24 A few years after 

the unveiling of the park, Crown Fountain and the Cloud Gate sculpture 

have become key attractions for tourists and locals.

	 The park draws about 3.5 million visitors annually. In addition, it has 

had an impact on the surrounding real estate activities: a study commis-

sioned by the city revealed in 2005 that $1.4 billion in residential devel-

opment was attributed to the presence of Millennium Park. Moreover, an 

increase by $100 per square foot in area residential real estate values was 

connected to the new park.25

	 Chicago’s downtown has been restructured in the last fifteen years. 

Extraordinary residential development has populated once again the south 

and west sides, and even downtown has experienced a population boom. 

Tourism has increased despite being briefly interrupted by the September 

11, 2001, terrorist attacks. The extraordinary infrastructure along the lake-

front catapulted Chicago into the global arena as one of the four final cities 

that competed to host the 2016 Olympic Games.

Joliet: Downtown Revival through Entertainment

The City of Joliet is located forty miles southwest of Chicago, and in recent 

years the city boundaries have grown in a rapidly developing Will County 

to also occupy parts of adjacent Kendall County. The city has historically 

relied on its transportation function, which supported its economic growth 

and population expansion. The location of a downtown core along the  

Des Plaines River allowed Joliet an opportunity to create a significant busi-

ness center, as its connection to the Illinois and Michigan Canal offered 

significant growth potential. By the late 1850s, a number of railroad lines 

passed through the city, including the Elgin, Joliet and Eastern, the Santa Fe, 

and the Rock Island, making this an important southwest hub for Chicago.

	 During the second half of the nineteenth century, Joliet relied on man-

ufacturing, housing the Joliet Steel Mill, which became Illinois Steel and, by 

1901, the merged and renamed United Steel South Works. During their heights, 

these steel mills employed as many as two thousand workers. Like other 

industrial midwestern cities, Joliet experienced a significant decline, clearly 
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reflected in demographic trends. U.S. Census data show that the city experi-

enced a population increase from 66,780 (1960) to 78,827 (1970). The popu

lation remained almost constant for the next twenty years at 77,956 (1980) and 

76,836 (1990). In 1982, only sixteen homes were built within the city limits.26

	 The city explored a variety of ways to bring Joliet back and in the early 

part of the 1990s, under the Joliet City Center Development Plan, they 

embraced a revival program that focused on the redevelopment of the 

downtown.27 An integral part of this plan was the integration of the Des 

Plaines River, which was viewed as having enormous potential. According 

to Donald J. Fisher, Joliet planning director, “We’re working very hard to 

promote some of the recreational-type activities that we would like to see 

happen on the river and banks. The river then would be a magnet for other 

types of development, such as housing, commercial, retail, etc. It would 

become a focal point for the rest of the city.”28

	 Numerous projects can be attributed to the Joliet City Center Develop-

ment Plan, all concerned with the revival of the downtrodden core. Specifi-

cally, sports and entertainment have been a key strategy of this regeneration 

effort, helping convert Joliet into a tourism destination spot. Construction 

of the $27 million Silver Cross Field (6,650 spectator capacity), home to the 

minor league baseball Joliet JackHammers of the Northern League, was com-

pleted in 2002. The city provided $25 million of the total construction cost. 

The JackHammers’s rivals in the league include the nearby Schaumburg 

Flyers and the Gary Southshore Railcats, whose fans help fuel downtown 

activity during home games.

	 Another significant addition to transforming Joliet into a destination 

has been the Chicagoland Speedway. The developers completed the $130 

million project in 2000 and chose Joliet over other west suburban locations 

because “the surging city jumped at the chance to build the speed palace.”29 

The city annexed over 1,300 acres for the project, which includes seating for 

75,000 as well as for an additional 20,000 fans watching from the D-shaped 

track infield. Notable auto racing events include the NASCAR Winston  

Cup Series, NASCAR Busch Series, and the IRL IndyCar Series, among  

others. Additionally, the Route 66 Raceway, constructed nearby in 1998, 

accommodates 35,000 fans with thirty-eight luxury skyboxes.30
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	 But it is the riverboat gaming industry that has been credited with the 

turnaround of downtown Joliet, the recipient of two gaming licenses by 

the state, the Empress River Casino in 1992 and Harrah’s Casino in 1993, 

located on the Des Plaines River in the city center. Bob Herrick of the Joliet/

Will County Center for Economic Development notes that “when riverboat 

gaming came along, it was a perfect match for the [downtown redevelop-

ment] plan.”31

	 Concurrently, the city attempted to refashion its downtown into a con-

tinuous entertainment hub by focusing on the addition of high-end dance 

clubs, converted department stores, comedy clubs, ethnic restaurants, the-

ater, symphony, and a dizzying array of indoor and outdoor activities, many 

of them staged along the riverfront. According to Tom Mahalik, vice presi-

dent of City Center Marketing:

After many years and lots of effort in developing the downtown, we are 

delighted our goal of establishing a downtown entertainment center is 

successful. We have worked very hard and with the introduction of four 

new restaurants and entertainment venues over the last year, we are proud 

to make downtown the place to be.32 

These activities have brought additional visitors to the city, as reflected by 

the growth in the construction of hotel rooms and subsequent revenues. 

Specifically, in 1990 the hotel gross receipts were $7.941 million and the 

available guest rooms numbered 1,050. In 2003, sales increased to $19.621 

million (an increase of 147 percent), with 2,255 hotel rooms (an increase 

of 114.76 percent).33 In 2002, the U.S. Census Bureau identified Joliet as 

the tenth fastest-growing city in the United States, a position that Joliet has 

maintained in recent reports (fifteenth in 2005).34With a headline titled “If 

it’s fun . . . it’s in downtown Joliet,” Mayor Arthur Schultz proclaimed in a 

recent city publication:

Joliet has gone through a lot of changes during my time as mayor and 

we are definitely moving forward. We have welcomed NASCAR, IRL and 

NHRA racing, the Joliet JackHammers professional baseball club, Harrah’s 
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and Empress Casinos, a new AutoBahn Country Club, Challenge Park 

Extreme, Splash Station Water Park, the Joliet Area Historical Museum and 

the new west side branch of the Joliet Public Library . . . Baseball games, 

concerts, races, festivals and other special events are the theme as we head 

from spring into summer.35

The city’s home page echoes this sentiment, noting “You don’t have to drive 

to Chicago for quality entertainment, with Joliet’s new entertainment desti-

nation . . . It’s right in your own backyard . . . There’s no need to travel any-

where else!”36 While it is not clear how the next phase of Joliet’s revival will 

fare, it is certain that the city’s future is strongly connected to its culture/

tourism-based development efforts strongly aided by a committed local 

government. As one observer declared: “You have [in Joliet] a pro-growth 

City Council,”37 making the rise of downtown Joliet very impressive, since 

more than $128 million in property valuation has been added to the core.38

Waukegan: Rebuilding the Core along the Lakefront

The city of Waukegan, located about thirty-six miles north of Chicago, has 

benefited from its position on Lake Michigan and its function as a com-

mercial port. The trade/shipping opportunities offered by the city’s location 

on Lake Michigan would attract large numbers of immigrants, helping the 

city’s population grow from 9,426 in 1900 to 33,499 in 1930.

	 The effect of deindustrialization in the 1970s and 1980s became  

most visible during the 1990s. The Johns-Manville Corporation, a major 

Waukegan employer, closed its industrial facility in 1990. The Outboard 

Marine Corporation declared bankruptcy in 2000 and the subsequent owner, 

Bombardier, moved the manufacturing jobs to Wisconsin. Together, these 

companies occupied more than 500 acres of lakefront space.39 The pres-

ence of manufacturing industries had also helped develop Waukegan into 

an ethnically and racially diverse community. In 2000, the city’s population 

boasted 19.2 percent African American and 44.8 percent Hispanic residents.

	 During the latter part of the 1990s, the city focused its energies in revi-

talizing the downtown, though the factory-marred adjacent lakefront would 
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create numerous challenges. Much of the discussion at that time focused on 

an ambitious redevelopment plan that included a performing arts center, 

hundreds of condominiums, and a hotel and a convention center. In 1998, 

the city created a tax increment financing (TIF) district, encompassing 

much of the lakefront area occupied by empty factories.40

	 In August 2003, the Waukegan City Council unanimously approved the 

Waukegan Lakefront–Downtown Master Plan, an ambitious vision aimed 

at reviving the city’s depressed core. While the focal part of the plan was the 

downtown area, the design guidelines included extensive planning for three 

additional districts: the South Lakefront, the Harborfront, and the North 

Harbor. These nearby locales would complement the city center, recasting 

a new urban image following the decline that characterized the lakefront in 

recent decades.

	 The city’s poor economic standing and subsequent disinvestment had 

not only resulted in expansive tracks of unused lakefront property, but the 

deteriorating downtown made the waterfront areas increasingly inaccessi-

ble. Recognizing the need for action, in the early part of 2000, late Mayor 

Dan Drew and city leaders called for a process that would revive the com-

munity by refocusing on its location on Lake Michigan. The Urban Land 

Institute (ULI) was retained to provide guidance on how to ensure effective 

redevelopment outcomes. Led by panel chair William J. Hudnut, former 

mayor of Indianapolis, the ULI considered market potential, planning 

rationales, as well as development and implementation strategies. The over-

all community feedback to the plan proved quite positive and as one resident 

noted: “I’ve lived here for sixty-one years, and this was a real town at one 

time. These are good ideas. Maybe it can be a real town again.”41 Then 

Waukegan Mayor Richard Hyde echoed the sentiment: “This is one of the 

most exciting times in Waukegan. All these plans have revived the city.”42

	 With the assistance of the noted Chicago-based firm Skidmore, Owings 

and Merrill, the Waukegan Lakefront–Downtown Master Plan moved for-

ward to completely refashion 400 acres of downtown area and 3.5 miles 

of lakefront. The redevelopment transformed the space from its existing 

industrial composition to one formulated around residential, cultural, rec-

reational, and entertainment districts. The plan included the construction 
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of 3,752 new residential units on 125 acres, most of those (1,058) located 

in the downtown district. The report conveys this vision: “Downtown uses 

will include a mix of commercial and retail activity in addition to unique 

opportunities such as the historic Genesee Theater. Waukegan’s downtown 

will build on its history and its lakefront location, providing a lively and 

attractive district with diverse uses and users. A significant amount of new 

residential use in the downtown will be balanced by retail, office, entertain-

ment, education and culture areas.”43

	 The massive size of the Waukegan downtown-lakefront redevelopment 

plan is reflected in its estimated cost of $1.2 billion. The city will finance the 

project by attracting $950 million in private investment, with the remaining 

deriving from city, county, state, and federal sources. Tax-increment financ-

ing would contribute an additional $111.3 million.44

	 While the $23 million restoration of the Genesee Theater in 2004  

was welcomed as the first substantial sign of Waukegan’s rejuvenation,  

ensuing development has been sluggish. The much-needed public-private 

partnerships, which would help fuel the activities, proved slow to materi-

alize. The Waukegan Lakefront Corporation, a private development part-

nership, has expressed interest in building a hotel and a 900 housing-unit 

complex called Harbor Place Condominiums along the city’s marina. Land 

acquisition issues with its public partner, the Waukegan Port District, have 

delayed the project. Similarly, while a few new restaurants and other small 

businesses have surfaced in the last few years, the expected residential influx 

has not materialized. New housing units were priced before the current 

recession at a minimum of $300,000.

	 Issues related to the polluted environment brought many of the planned 

development activities along Waukegan’s lakefront to a standstill. The  

city currently plans to expend $35 million (including $23 million in federal 

funds) to clean up PCBs from the area. The project is expected to take years 

to complete. According to a 2003 study by the Northeast-Midwest Insti-

tute in Washington, D.C., when completed, a clean harbor would increase 

the residential property values of Waukegan by $500 million. This will be 

a welcome change as the city tries to negotiate more than $94 million in 
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outstanding bond debt.45 Notwithstanding the numerous challenges facing 

Waukegan, it is clear that the city is attempting to reposition itself within 

the new conditions of a postindustrial economy by focusing on remaking 

its core.

Aurora: Riverboat Gaming and a New Downtown

The City of Aurora, located about thirty-five miles west of downtown  

Chicago, has had a rich history dating back to the early 1830s. Strategically 

located along the Fox River, the city utilized its position to develop busi-

nesses and attract laborers. Following its incorporation in 1845, Aurora 

slowly evolved into a manufacturing center. In the mid-1850s, the Chicago, 

Burlington, and Quincy Railroad Company, which operated from 1849–1970, 

placed its railcar factory and maintenance facilities within Aurora’s borders. 

The facility closed in 1974, largely due to the development of the Eisenhower 

Expressway, which allowed the automobile to provide easy access from the 

western suburbs to the Loop.46

	 The recession of the 1970s further hurt the local economy, forcing 

many of the factories and businesses to shut down. Nearby, large suburban 

malls sprang up, attracting many shoppers and furthering the dilapidating 

condition of downtown Aurora. For example, the 1975 development of  

the Fox Valley Center, adjacent to the city’s eastern Naperville border,  

introduced a sea of trendy, new stores. A bit further east, the self-enclosed 

Oakbrook Center opened in 1962. The Oakbrook megamall complex saw 

successive expansions in 1973 and in 1981, affecting the economic future of 

many western suburban downtowns.

	 During the late 1980s, the Aurora City Council recognized that resur-

recting its core was vital if the community was to rebound from its eco-

nomic decline. Three redevelopment plans were initially pursued. Two of 

those focused on addressing visibly abandoned structures with the intent 

of converting them into usable spaces that could attract visitors to the area. 

A new ordinance encouraged light manufacturing and residential occupan-

cies to be integrated above first-floor uses. With this policy agenda in place, 
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the core of a new downtown district could be created while also encourag-

ing increased pedestrian traffic.47

	 The other key step taken by the local government was the creation of 

a TIF aimed at providing developers with financial assistance. Initiated for 

the first time in 1986, some of the programs under that effort included exte-

rior restoration, interior rehabilitation, and architectural grants. The city 

also maintained an ongoing commitment to visually enhancing the area by 

expending considerable funds on streetscape beautification programs and 

related infrastructural improvements. In addition, an intense program of 

festivals, outdoor street performances, and seasonal entertainment venues 

called Downtown Alive! has been continually expanded. Karen Christensen, 

Aurora’s downtown Riverwalk administrator asserted:

We went through what happened to every [other city] in Illinois: People 

started running to the mall and a lot of local employers were hurt and had 

to move to other places. Things are [improving] now because 15 years ago 

folks sat down and said, “We’ve got to do something to save our city and 

its architectural history and uniqueness.’” We didn’t want to turn into a 

cookie cutter of every other place. Aurora is a city in its own right, and I 

think we are on our way back, big time.48

	 However, many credit Aurora’s revival to riverboat gambling and the 

casino that located in downtown in 1993. Secured by the leadership of the 

Aurora Civic Center Authority, Hollywood Casino, with more than 1,500 

employees (the largest employer in downtown Aurora), generates $13.6 

million in local tax revenue.49 In the context of the ongoing cost/benefits 

debate related to gambling, the Illinois Casino and Gaming Association 

singled out Mayor David L. Stover, who commented:

Riverboat gaming in Aurora has accomplished just what the state legisla-

ture intended. Hollywood Casino-Aurora brings hundreds of thousands 

of people to downtown Aurora. The local share of the gaming tax allows 

us to do significant capital improvements projects throughout the city that 

we could not otherwise afford.50
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	 Downtown historic preservation has also received special attention in 

Aurora. The Paramount Arts Center underwent a $5.6 million update as 

part of a TIF designation.51 Facade restoration of existing historic structures 

and concern with the architectural detail of new developments gained 

extensive support. Between 1999 and 2004, more than 500 projects came 

under review and sixty building owners utilized special finance opportuni-

ties provided by the city to aid in the rehabilitation of the city center. Simi-

larly, the commercial value of building permits issued in the area during 

that period surpassed $50 million. In 2003, the first Downtown Heritage 

Tour and Cell-Phone Guided Walking Tour formally marketed the history 

of downtown Aurora to tourists. That same year, the Midwest Literary  

Festival was introduced, and the Blues on the Fox and Rock on the Fox have 

proved popular events, drawing thousands to downtown.52

	 Parades and children’s activities, musicals and theater productions, 

outdoor performances, a popular Farmers Market, and street vendors have 

focused Aurora on a strategy that utilizes its developing downtown identity 

as a magnet to also entice businesses. A promotional flyer by the Aurora 

Economic Development Commission declares the attractiveness of the loca-

tion by noting the presence of over 130,000 annual visitors to Paramount 

Theater, more than 2 million annual visitors to Hollywood Casino, 52,000 

annual visitors to the SciTech Hands-On Museum, and 80,000 visitors to 

the highly successful Downtown Alive! summer entertainment programs.53 

Many of the city’s recent promotional materials reference the downtown 

area as a “neighborhood” and broadly describe the city as “the Midwest’s 

Newest Urban Lifestyle Community.”

	 The addition of specialty restaurants and attention to formal gather-

ing spaces like the Millennium Plaza, Rotary Park, Tivoli Plaza, and the 

Sesquicentennial Park have helped attract a housing development program 

that is expected to further fuel the vibrancy of the core. For example, the 

newly constructed River Street Plaza Lifestyle Condominiums are a popular 

housing option in the downtown area. Occupied in 2007 and 2008, this 

5.6 acre mixed-use redevelopment provides 200 new units and more than 

80,000 square feet of space. It includes cafes and upscale and casual dining 

along the riverfront. Additionally, a fourteen-story hotel and an adjacent 
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100,000-square-foot convention center by the $100 million Fox River Plaza 

complex have been proposed. The center will host trade shows, concerts, 

and sporting events. The structure includes one of the largest green roofs in 

the country, covering more than a 150,000-square-foot area.54

	 The City of Aurora has embraced a strategy centered on the belief that 

visitors will be attracted to the downtown of the community to work, live, 

and play. In its 2003/2004 report, the Aurora Economic Development Com-

mission declared: 

[Our] City planners continue to look at the opportunities near the Fox 

River for home ownership. Opportunities include upscale residential town 

homes and specialty retail development . . . More residents are discovering 

the Central City when they come to enjoy the summer festivals such as 

Downtown Alive! and patronize the Paramount Theatre as well as down-

town art galleries and historical venues. 55

In an effort to resist the negative consequences of deindustrialization and 

the mega-malls that have sprung up on its outskirts, Aurora envisioned 

its future according to the motto of its celebrated son and local icon, Bud 

Meyer, a business leader and philanthropist, who often publicly explained 

that “The image of the city is its downtown.”56

Elgin: Downtown Leisure and Residential Development

Developed along the Fox River, Elgin, Illinois, is located approximately 

thirty-six miles northwest of downtown Chicago. The city relied on its posi-

tion as a transportation center by not only connecting to north/south routes 

along the river, but also by evolving into a key stop between Chicago to the 

east and Galena to the west. By the middle of the nineteenth century, Galena 

had become a major commercial center near the Mississippi River and the 

effort to develop the Galena and Chicago Union Railroad reached Elgin. 

Elgin’s railroad status would prove critical as Chicago’s economic promi-

nence was elevated in the latter part of the nineteenth and early part of the 

twentieth centuries.
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	 The city continued to take advantage of its railroad center location, 

eventually playing a major role in interurban metropolitan travel. Any trip 

from the far western suburbs to Chicago necessitated travel to the Loop 

through Elgin. A number of manufacturing companies thrived in Elgin, 

among them the Elgin National Watch Company and the Elgin Sweeper 

Corporation. These and other factories drew large numbers of Hispanic 

residents, who found work in the city’s robust economic environment.

	 The post–World War II experience of downtown Elgin mirrored that 

of Aurora. Just as the west suburban Oakbrook Mall pulled visitors away 

from that city’s core, the massive Woodfield Mall, built in Schaumburg in 

1971, had a similar effect on Elgin’s downtown. Just twelve miles east of the 

downtown, the new northwestern shopping center was identified during 

its unveiling as the largest enclosed shopping structure in the world. The 

development of additional strip malls in the outskirts of Elgin in the 1970s 

and 1980s to support new housing subdivisions would further deteriorate 

the center, reducing its commercial function. The early 1980s sealed the 

fate of Elgin’s downtown. In 1980, Sears moved to nearby Spring Hill Mall, 

the Woolworth Company store closed in 1983, and in 1984 the J.C. Penney 

Company facility moved to Spring Hill. According to a city senior planner, 

“We are not looking at the downtown area as the retail core anymore.”57

	 The city would make downtown development a priority in 1999, when 

Mayor Schock announced a new master plan for the core. On that occasion, 

he reflected on the historic importance of the city center by noting that in 

1945 the local leadership wanted to transform the riverfront into the “jewel 

of the Fox Valley.” According to the mayor, “[they] had a vision. But the 

execution has languished for fifty years.”58

	 Recourses for the advancement of the downtown derived from the gam-

ing industry. Like Joliet and Aurora, Elgin pursued the opportunity to locate 

a riverboat casino along the shore of the Fox River. The Grand Victoria Riv-

erboat Casino began operation in 1994 and has since become an entertain-

ment option for thousands across the Chicago metropolitan region. With 

more than 1,200 gaming positions, this $100 million investment is the fifth 

most popular tourist destination in Illinois, attracting 2.3 million visitors 

annually. Understandably, Elgin led the opposition in downstate Springfield 
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when Chicago recently expressed interest in an additional gaming license. A 

Chicago casino would take business away from Elgin, whose revenues from 

gaming in 2007 reached $24.3 million.59

	 In May 2000, the Elgin City Council approved the Riverfront/Center 

City Master Plan: City of Elgin, Illinois. The plan outlined numerous goals 

including recreational opportunities along the Fox River, support for 

mixed-use spaces, civic and cultural activities, historic preservation, as well 

as the creation of a sustainable economic base in downtown. Two of the key 

goals were to promote a twenty-four-hour urban living atmosphere and 

identify ways to develop residential projects that would enhance the core.  

In 2001, the downtown plan received the Planning Award by the Illinois 

chapter of the American Planning Association.

	 The city strategically reached out to developers to expand investment 

in the downtown, not only by pointing out the benefits of the Fox River 

setting but also by expending resources on public infrastructure to produce 

downtown amenities. Recent plans include Water Tower Place, a $53 million 

proposal that will introduce luxury units adjacent to new retail facilities, 

offering shopping opportunities and waterfront restaurants. Fountain 

Square on the River Project is another mixed-use riverfront development 

adding expanded housing and retail space. River Park Place, a $30 million 

mixed-use project will contribute 200 more residential units. A promo-

tional brochure offers the key advantages of this initiative by noting the 

opportunity to “imagine living within the redeveloped streets of historic 

downtown Elgin . . . feel the energy of a revitalized downtown Elgin.”60

	 The plan has been ambitious, since more than $250 million has been 

invested in the downtown during the last ten years. More than 1,000 new 

units will be added in Elgin’s center, supported by a recently completed 

array of infrastructural projects, including a $41 million recreation center, 

a $30 million public library center, and a $10 million redevelopment and 

expansion of the Metra station, providing main suburban commuter rail 

service to Chicago. An $11.5 million Festival Park near the river has become 

a focal point of the revitalization efforts, with year-round parades, festivals, 

and celebrations.
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	 The goal of the City of Elgin is clear–by focusing on culture and enter-

tainment, revive the core once again to its vibrant past. According to a city 

official, “The downtown is really the heart of the area and we want to main-

tain that.”61 Cherie Murphy, marketing officer for the City of Elgin, captures 

the direction of the city and the importance of its downtown: 

Elgin is positioning itself as the “City in the Suburbs” and attracting new 

homebuyers with the wide variety of things we offer for any lifestyle. This 

includes a great park system and cultural arts for all ages, including the 

Youth Symphony, Elgin Children’s Choir and more. The downtown offers 

an urban lifestyle at an affordable price, with access to all the amenities of 

the suburbs close at hand.62

Conclusion

The cases presented in this analysis contradict the position of L.A. School 

scholars that metropolitan development is evolving devoid of downtowns 

and identifiable centers. Chicago’s dominance in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries as an industrial powerhouse helped these periph-

eral cities grow their economies. This essay shows that the depressed 

Chicagoland downtowns left behind following deindustrialization and 

decentralization are rebounding once again. They are reemerging as viable, 

sought-after spaces for living, working, and playing.

	 The recent revitalization of Chicago’s downtown as a city of leisure, 

tourism, and entertainment is emulated by its satellite cities, which have 

embraced similar strategies. It is within this framework that two observations 

can be made regarding the relationship of the center to twenty-first  

century patterns of urban change. The first concerns the presence of 

agency and the second the overall value and role of the core as it relates 

to metropolitan growth. The amorphous development asserted by the L.A. 

School signals a lack of action, focus, and intent. Yet, the cases examined in 

this chapter show that agency is of paramount importance in determining 

the redevelopment efforts. Strong mayors, entrepreneurial business leaders, 
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attentive city councils, committed civic groups, and ordinary citizens all 

converge in a common mission to create city-center revitalization. The 

downtown, arts, and entertainment-oriented initiatives are produced within 

distinct municipal backdrops and the outcomes vary because of this agency.

	 At the same time, the revival of these urban cores offers some unique 

opportunities. A well-coordinated planning action can result in a multi-

centered development, a clear departure from the unstructured format 

presented by the L.A. school. Political scientist Larry Bennett suggests that 

Chicago’s policymakers can “pursue a politics of regional and intergovern-

mental collaboration” as a way to engage in effective planning practices.63 

As residential expansion enters the exurbs, these new developing down-

towns can serve as cultural and entertainment hubs, providing more livable 

environments in settings that otherwise would have been characterized by 

sprawl. It will be interesting to see how these grand plans fare in the cur-

rent economic recession. In Chicago and the suburbs highlighted here, it 

appears that while their growth may slow, as it did in the downtown after 

2001, the rebuilding of the downtown core will succeed in creating a multi-

nuclei pattern of metropolitan development.
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The primary collaborator in the study of the city is the city itself. The essays 

here suggest that the cities of New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles have 

been, and continue to be, instrumental to our understanding of the forces 

and conditions of contemporary urbanism. The key word here is continue 

because they have been driving centers of modernist urbanism for most of 

the past two centuries. As such centers, or what Connell1 calls “metropoles,” 

of the modernist-colonial production of the city’s key economic role, it is 

unsurprising that they are considered integral to scholarship that addresses 

the primacy of global capital and the cities formed by such logic. However, 

in the new century, the most dramatic growth of modern urbanism is evi-

dent in the developing world.2 In the early part of this new century, for the 

first time in the history of the human species, more of us found ourselves 

living in urban settlements than in rural.3 While some of this change cer-

tainly has occurred in major cities like Los Angeles and New York, most 

of it has occurred in the urban centers of the global south, leading in its 

most expansive form to the phenomenon of “mega-cities”—whereby urban 

development extends into city-regions or peri-urban metropolitan enti-

ties4 rather than remaining contained inside tightly drawn city boundaries.5 

Overall, it is estimated that up to 95 percent of all new urban settlers will 

be lodged in these city-regions, such that by 2030, the developing world 

will hold just under 80 percent of the world’s urban population.6 There-

fore, describing this century as a metropolitan one is certainly apt—but the 

notion of metropolitan, in the context of the developing world’s dramatic 

demographics and new relations of urbanism, will require a recasting of our 
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urban “collaborators” with which to produce both the empirics and theory 

of urban study in the metropolitan century.

	 Of course, contemporary urban research should not eschew, as a start-

ing point, first world cities and the conditions that inform them. However, 

in this new century, since many of the most pronounced conditions of 

urban sociospatial, political, and economic change are occurring in the city-

regions of the global south, modern urban theory is better informed when 

the patterns of such urbanism are central to urban scholarship in both the 

first and third worlds. This argument derives in part from Connell,7 who, in 

arguing for a “southern theory” of social science, suggests that the study of 

the cities of the global south should be predicated on what can be learned 

from the native erudition and experience in such cities, not on what can 

be learned about them. Conversely, Connell suggests that if we continue 

to begin our study of modern (urban) society from the perspective of the 

dominant sociospatial and political features of the first world’s global cities, 

our work will be decidedly limited—prone to a flawed theoretical “fit” to 

the intensive urbanization in societies registering the greatest development 

in the contemporary world. However, notwithstanding its limited capac-

ity to appreciate this extraordinary urbanism, the explanatory power of 

conventional urban theory is not without heuristic value. Like Connell, we 

suggest a social-science synthetic, whereby the urban of the global south 

is appropriately studied and linked with the theories of the metropole. In 

this way, both urban and global orders are placed in relevant, albeit clearly 

differentiated, relations. Chatterjee finds such relations not ones of  “copres-

ence” of formal developed world and informal developing world, but rather 

“new products” of the encounter between informal communities and the 

formal institutions of state and market8—relations that are certainly the 

stuff of a deeply contested politics.

	 Here we suggest that a notable condition of urbanism in the develop-

ing world—informality—holds resonance not only for our understanding 

of places registering the greatest amount of urban change, but also for ways 

in which such conditions find contested expression in  first world cities.9 

In discussing the conditions of the “informal city,” we will apply empirical 

examples from a diverse set of urban arenas: in the global south (Kolkata, 
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India, Cape Town, South Africa, and Michoacán, Mexico) and in the first 

world (from the global yet hypersegregated city of Chicago to the deindus-

trial and nationalist-contested city of Belfast).

The City: Informal

The standard notion of the developing world includes a telling condition of 

urbanism: a large share of all urban growth in the new century will, for the 

foreseeable future, be contained in slums, squatter settlements, and other 

communities of urban “informality.” This concept of informality is certainly 

not new. Varied approaches to the term have been offered in the interna-

tional development literature, describing sectors of the workforce,10 hous-

ing,11 and residents’ legal status12 as sources of exclusion from, or exception 

by, the formal regularized relations of market and state.13 Since the urban 

transformation of humanity in this century is going on disproportionately 

both in the global south and in an informalized version of urban human 

settlement, the informal cannot be considered as some kind of marginal 

category. While those who endure such disadvantage are marginal in the 

sense of their social exclusion, this should not be confused with their central 

significance to new urban form.

	 With more than 50 percent of all humans now living in cities, the prog-

nosis is that by 2030, the world’s urban population, as a proportion of total 

population, will get to approximately 60 percent, and a probable 75 percent 

by the middle of this metropolitan century.14 Such intensified urbanization 

ensures that between 2001 and 2030, the lion’s share of all global population 

growth will occur in urban areas, and thereby the world’s slum inhabitants 

will double to around 2 billion, escalating from 32 percent to 41 percent 

of the world’s urban population in the process.15 This entails a remark-

able transformation, given that in 1975, only 27 percent of the developing 

world’s population was urban. By 2030, it is estimated to be 56 percent.16 

Over a longer time frame, from 2007 to 2050, the world’s urban population 

will likely increase almost double, from 3.3 billion to 6.4 billion, surpassing 

the anticipated rise of total world population during this time, and incor-

porating extensive migration from rural to urban settlement.17 Mostly, the 
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newcomers live “in houses and neighborhoods which have been developed 

illegally. In most cities, 70 to 95 percent of all new housing is built ille-

gally.’’18 In short, as expressed by one observer, “the urban future lies neither 

in Chicago nor Los Angeles, it lies in hyper-dense mega ‘Third World’ cities 

like Rio de Janeiro, Mumbai and Hong Kong.”19

	 And further, such demographics suggest that this “third world urban-

ism” is overwhelmingly defined by informality—comprised of illegal squat-

ter settlements beyond the “asphalt world” of the formal planning process 

and statutory recognition,20 yet constituting a major model of contempo-

rary human settlement.21 Mike Davis refers to this profusion of precarious 

habitat as a “planet of slums,” a maze of spatially concentrated impover-

ishment. Unlike predecessor urban forms that were attached to processes 

of industrialization and modernization, these disenfranchised townscapes 

struggle for sustainability often without a similar economic lifeline. But, 

even within the global south, there remain marked asymmetries in depriva-

tion levels. An estimate in 2005 indicated that almost three-quarters of the 

urban populace in the least developed nations were slum dwellers.22

	 Yet, because there is still a tendency to view these places through the 

traditional urban lens, the paradigm for effective intervention in their 

plight is typically misguided. As expressed by Burdett and Rode:23

In many ways, the emerging Urban Age agenda – in favor of the com-

pact, mixed-use, well-connected, complex and democratic city . . . . runs 

contrary to what is happening on the ground in the vast majority of 

urban areas. They are larger than anything we have seen before, and are 

growing at a faster pace, but the shape and the language of the emerging 

urban landscapes are somewhat familiar. They are, in effect, by-products 

of outdated western planning models predicated on separation rather 

than inclusion, propounding single-function zones, elevated motorways 

and gated communities as the answers to rapid urbanization. Despite the 

increasingly mature pro-city debate in the economically advanced coun-

tries of the world, we seem to have dumped these models on to the fragile 

urban conditions of the exploding cities of the Global south.
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	 Expressed differently, our argument is that urban study in the met-

ropolitan century must theorize the city in both the developed and devel-

oping world as both formal and informal. Rather than being considered a 

marginal category of population, market, or land in the city, this notion of 

informality needs to be understood as a mode of urbanization, “an organiz-

ing logic, a system of norms that governs the process of urban transforma-

tion itself.”24 As such, those who live in the city under informal conditions 

are fundamental to contemporary urbanism, their existence representing 

an import going well beyond their place as contingent or day labor, or their 

residential location in marginalized shantytowns. Their significance rests 

in their pivotal urban role in a “series of transactions that connect different 

economies and spaces to one another.”25 Indeed, the demographics of mod-

ern urban growth provide evidence of these “series of transactions” through 

which the informal city is produced via the importance, first, of migrants to 

cities, especially of the developing world; second, of immigrants to cities in 

both developing and developed worlds; and third, of the ways minorities 

in both places are prone to be relegated to stigmatized territories or zones 

of advanced urban marginality.26 Each of these groups of urbanites con-

stitutes, by their very presence and the sociospatial, economic, and politi-

cal relations of their daily lives, both collectively and individually, the city.27 

The character of the informal city varies in different geopolitical parts in 

the world. In the global south particularly, and the developing world more 

generally, the in-migration and birthrates of new urban dwellers have cre-

ated what Martine calls “massive urban growth,”28 or what Hall and Pfieffer 

call “informal hypergrowth.”29 Whatever the characterization, informality 

remains the single most important ingredient in the rate of urbanization. 

As described by Davis, “the exploding cities of the developing world are . . . 

weaving extraordinary new urban networks, corridors and hierarchies.”30 

One ingredient seems to drive the networks and relations of squatters and 

it does not begin with land ownership.31 Rather, the city people of Brazil, 

Kenya, India, or Turkey, for example, do not “go through the tremendous 

struggles of building and improving their homes to liberate their dead  

capital. They (go) through incredible privation and deprivation for one 
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simple reason: because they (need) a secure, stable, decent and inexpensive 

home . . . and title deeds—so natural to those of us who live in the devel-

oped world—can actually jeopardize this sense of security by bringing in 

speculators, planners, tax men and lots of red tape and regulations . . . When 

squatters feel secure in their homes, they build, invest, and prosper—and 

they don’t need a title deed to do so.”32

The Informal City and Migrants

But, the scale of this informal operation—the rising numbers of rural 

migrant squatters and their illegal presence in land, housing, and public 

services—changes the political relations between the formal and the infor-

mal city and induces an entanglement between the two, in what Chatterjee 

calls the “imbrication between elite and subaltern politics.”33 Kolkata, India, 

is an exemplar of such politics. Long known as the dying city, its decline 

has been attributed to the mix of massive deindustrialization and sustained 

influx of population from rural hinterlands and Bangladesh into the city 

that together have burdened the existing physical and social infrastructure. 

Since the British colonial era, the city has been afflicted with intractable 

poverty and congestion. The high-density core city accommodates almost 

five million residents, of whom one-third live in informal settlements of 

two types: (1) the recognized Bastis, which are more formalized, regulated, 

protected, and serviced and (2) the unrecognized, spontaneously created 

squatter settlements. These latter unrecognized habitats can be found along 

rail yards or even between roads and walkways, but they have become 

especially a feature of spontaneous invasions of vacant public and private 

land, found mostly in the peri-urban reaches.34 Clearly important here is 

the fact that, at both the core and the peri-urban, rural in-migration and 

their informal squatter development, recognized or not, have been central 

to the historical urban development of one of India’s and the world’s largest 

metropolitan regions. For example, Kolkata’s City Development Plan 2006 

actually describes its peri-urban fringe as a “twilight zone,” referring to 

the range of the largely informal or “extra-legal” land ownership and local 

development strategies that are key not only to squatter development but 
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also to the practices of the people and state that constitute middle-class new 

town development.

	 Most of the several hundred thousand residents of this peri-urban 

region do not view their place as a twilight zone nor their extralegal devel-

opment as an ephemeral state of living. To them, the practice of creating 

illegal squatter settlements and subsequent appropriation of utilities in 

extralegal ways is simply a normal part of urban life. To accomplish much 

of this, squatter residents are organized into associations, which often act as 

intermediaries between slum dwellers and government in welfare admin-

istration. This entanglement of the informal with the formal—of informal 

settlements with internal formal organization,  of land rights with rights 

to the city—creates a contested politics of capital (mainly in the form of 

land ownership) and identity. However, these associations, generated by the 

slum dwellers’ deprivation, are more than intermediaries. Though they are 

not recognized agencies of government or civic/formal society, they “spring 

from a collective violation of property laws and civic regulations.”35 While 

the state cannot recognize them as having the same legitimacy as formal 

associations pursuing legal objectives, the squatters also admit that their 

occupation of public land is both illegal and contrary to accepted civic/legal 

life. But they make a claim to habitation and a livelihood as a matter of 

right and deploy their associations as the principal collective instrument 

to advance that entitlement. In a Kolkata slum first studied by Asok Sen, a 

settlement of southern Bengali and East Pakistani migrants was established 

along railways, on peri-urban railroad land.36 For several decades, begin-

ning in the late 1940s, the slum was led by an owner of several hundred of 

the shacks in a recurring politics of both resistance to, and collaboration 

with, government leaders to avoid the slum dwellers’ eviction by the formal 

land occupier—the railroad. In the 1980s, a squatters’ welfare association 

attracted support for services to the slum—from health care to utilities—all 

for slum residents bereft of land ownership claims and the requisite mate-

rial assets to legitimately acquire such services. Representing refugees, land-

less people, day laborers, all below the poverty line, the informal association 

was deeply enmeshed in contested space, since its claims could “only be 

made on a political terrain, where rules may be bent or stretched, and not 
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on the terrain of established law or administrative procedure.”37 Between 

1980 and 1996, the association established everything from governmental 

child care services in the association offices to individual shanty electric-

ity hookups and potable water and public toilet facilities—all “on illegally 

occupied public land barely three or four feet away from the railway lines.”38 

This form of urban politics illustrates how state laws and policies obtain, 

at some times, while at other times, they are “stretched or broken,” when 

both “opposition” and “engagement” with the dominant forces of the state 

are practiced by informal urban communities.39 Geographers Sophie Old-

field and Kristian Stooke maintain that this politics of the informal city 

occupies a very narrow political space.40 In their South African example, 

this space rests precariously between the polarized binary of neoliberal pol-

icy and rhetoric and the antistate opposition dominated by post-Marxist 

scholars and activists. Describing a new politics of contestation between the 

neoliberal formalization of state services and the informalized demands of 

Cape Town slum communities and townships, Oldfield and Stooke pro-

duce an account of “political society” not dissimilar to that of Chatterjee’s 

informal centers of urbanization in Kolkata. The contestation mobilized by 

Cape Town’s informal, low-income housing communities is embodied in 

an umbrella organization offering political identity and an image of collec-

tive resistance among twenty-five  different and often internally contested 

community groups, demanding housing, fighting against evictions and 

displacement and for connections of water, electricity, and other services. 

With each community requiring a different mix of services and articulating 

different demands, this politics of the informal is, like the peri-urban slum 

in Kolkata, very localized. A case in point is the slum’s United Front Civic 

Association’s organization of Cape Town’s Valhalla Park community, whose 

successes were built equally on protesting against, and engaging, the formal 

state to stretch policies to attain services that otherwise would not be for-

mally offered to the community.

	 This successful politics of informal urbanism is a product of a strate-

gic mixture of engagement and resistance that has been honed over two 

decades of everyday relations between the government and the civic front. 

The lesson of constant vigilance—to the point that whenever a government 
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operative enters Valhalla Park, residents immediately alert the civic front—

coupled with long-term personal connections between the civic front and 

the government, creates platforms for resistance and service. For example, 

constant surveillance of the electric or water service personnel keeps the 

civic front able to maintain services to the slum. As Oldfield and Stooke 

report, the relations between the police and the civic front are so close that 

crimes are often first reported to the association before the police.41 Along-

side this example of the role of rural migrants in reshaping the urban, there 

is the growing presence of immigrants, particularly in the developed world, 

creating more multiethnic cities, and, in the process, bringing very visible 

manifestations of globalization to first world urbanism.

The Transnational City and Immigrants

While the future growth of developed world cities is estimated at no more 

than 5 percent of the overall growth rate of urbanization, such cities are 

experiencing an increasing transnationalization of their citizens. This pat-

tern of ethnically, religiously, and even illegally new urban residents con-

tributes another informalization through the “operation of social networks 

‘from below’ through the mechanisms of transnational migration and 

political mobilization.”42 Transnational in-migration challenges the city as 

a distinct territory43 and as a site of differentiated political identity44 and 

legal citizenship, “such that it has the potential to render the city, or parts of 

it, ungovernable.”45 The diverse realities of the lived space of transnational 

refugees, migrants, exiles, and diasporas accord a more complex meaning to 

the city, challenge the discursive role of the state in relation to these “others,” 

and ultimately reinforce the political space and meaning of informality and 

contestedness.

	 In this transnational zone of the informal city, daily practices of the 

newcomers are at once full of new possibility and yet layered with formal 

political, economic, and cultural exclusions. Informing the identity of these 

urbanites is the fragile, and perhaps transitory, state of their citizenship and 

residence, reflecting either a politics of return or an illegal state of border-

crosser (with no public space of legitimacy), or a more permanent state 
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of cultural and ethnonationalist ambiguity. Each of these precarious states 

of urban existence requires a “reprocessing of identity by those who once 

saw their lives as more or less predictably constrained by the givenness of 

established orders.”46 The givenness of identity and belonging in one’s home 

state is transformed by the exigencies of everyday life of a very different 

order in the new, receiving state, which often casts the increasing numbers 

of immigrants crossing its borders as threats to its sovereignty. In turn, this 

perception can be presented as the basis of stigmatizing labels such as “cul-

tural aliens,” “illegals,” “undocumented workers,” or the like, and thereby 

explanation of chauvinism can readily become legitimation of exclusionary 

practice. In response, the deterritorialized transmigrants are prompted to 

redefine themselves. For instance, the “politics of return” for those who have 

been thus set adrift can be differentially processed—either as an imagined 

place of home that one dreams of as a place of return, or it can become a 

feature of the city—a site that turns dominant cultural stigma into transna-

tional reterritorialization, whereby the informal city (of transnational oth-

erness) becomes “Little Saigon” or “Korean Town” or “Little San Juan.”47

	 Moving between their natural home city and their city of new resi-

dence, transmigrants often find themselves transforming their identities at 

both ends of their translocal circuit.48 Robert Smith,49 in a study of Mexican 

rural immigrants, found that the transnationals needed to re-create a local-

ized identity for themselves to overcome cultural and racist denigration in 

New York, while they resisted local power structures and created new modes 

of community organization and grassroots politics when they returned 

home. In short, the translocal identity required that they produce new 

urban relations of accommodation in New York and resistance as a form of 

relegitimation in their home state. At a different level, Marcia Farr studied, 

for decades, the circuit of ranchero migration from Michoacán Mexico to  

Chicago—finding that transnationals from Mexico to the United States did 

not see their identity as either “minority,” “racialized,” or even Latino, but 

rather as deeply tied to both their places of origin and the Chicago commu-

nities in which they resided. Thus, the circuit of transmigration reprocessed 

its very own language and set of political and sociocultural activities carried 

out both in the Michoacán villages and the Chicago neighborhoods—best  
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captured in the linguistic identity of “Chicagoacan” and the parallel village 

festivals, mayoral leaders, and celebrations in village-dominant neighbor-

hoods of both Chicago and Michoacán. That Mexico now recognizes such 

reprocessed identities, to the point where political and fiscal transfers of 

votes and monies are now commonly accepted, exemplifies this trans

nationalization of the urban.

	 In May 2006, some 400,000 people, over 90 percent of whom were 

Latino and, by every estimate, most of whom were illegal or undocumented, 

marched in Chicago. Quietly supported by their churches, employers, and 

even their schools, they heard the Chicago mayor proclaim that “we are all 

immigrants” in America. Recasting the notion of America, one participant 

in these protests later explained in a YouTube video: “We are American. 

We are fighting for our rights. We want to work. We want to pay taxes. We 

are American too, because America is a continent. It is not just a state or  

a country.”50 The emergence of these new transnational voices in cities 

produces not only new politics of formal and informal resistance, but also, 

as evident from the avowal of employers, schools, churches, and even the 

Chicago mayor, new responses by the regularized city institutions, that at 

once recognize the exceptional change generated by transnational urbanites 

and also seek to control and regularize it. In such interactions and circuits, 

the transmigrants of the informal city come to inform a new urban politics 

in both developed and developing worlds.

The Hyperghetto and Stigmatized Informality  
in U.S. Cities: Chicago

Another variation of the informal city finds expression in the new ways 

some ethnic groups remain trapped in segregated enclaves that serve to 

deepen both their social exclusion and the challenge to urban cohesion, 

whatever the formal political claims about equal opportunity and equality 

before the law. This form of the informalization of the city derives from the 

socio-spatial relegation of historically segmented, communally ghettoized 

people (of color): from “the communal ghetto of the Fordist-Keynesian era” 

to territorially stigmatized “lawless zones,” such as the notorious “outlaw 
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estates” of the dispossessed residents of first world Paris’s banlieue or  

Chicago’s “hyperghettos.”51 The epitome of such Chicago ghettos were the 

massive public housing projects, whose residents endured poverty rates 

exceeding 60 percent and unemployment rates as high as 90 percent, with 

almost as many having lived in public housing for at least a decade, and 

two-thirds not having finished high school. In short, they constituted part 

of the nine poorest census tracts in the United States.52

	 Yet, the projects did not start out that way. The history of Chicago’s 

public housing and of that in many large U.S. cities is one of institutional 

relegation of racial minorities to distressed (ultimately stigmatized) condi-

tions of urban informality—public housing deteriorated beyond rehabilita-

tion; social conditions of segregation and racialized poverty so acute as to 

be beyond the capacity of the immediate community to redeem; and rising 

threats of gang violence and drug trafficking, uncontainable through nor-

mal policing:

Once a place is publicly labeled a “lawless zone” or an “outlaw estate” . . . it 

is easy for the authorities to justify special measures, deviating from both 

law and custom, which can have for effect—if not for intention—to desta-

bilize and further marginalize their occupants, and to submit them to the 

dictates of the deregulated labour market, render them invisible, or drive 

them out of coveted space.  53

	 Importantly, this sociospatial stigmatization is a complex cultural, 

legal, and political process, whereby the very features of territorial ignominy 

are not simply meant to be an “object of state regulation, but rather are pro-

duced by the state itself.”54 As such, the city, along with the ghetto dweller, 

contributes to the production of informal spaces, and the state accentuates 

the process by casting such places and their people as spaces or states of 

exception. In essence, the state joins with the surrounding dominant cul-

ture to produce planning and legal practices in the ghetto that are, at the 

same time, “outside and inside the juridical order. If the sovereign is truly 

the one to whom the juridical order grants the power of proclaiming a state 

of exception, and therefore, of suspending the order’s own validity, then 



317The City and Its Politics

the sovereign stands outside the juridical order and nevertheless belongs 

to it. ”55 This state of the state, being both inside and outside the law, is cer-

tainly central to Dumper’s concept of “central paradox”56 in identifying the 

state’s role in the production and sustenance of the informal—the territori-

ally stigmatized slums and squatter settlements of the developing world and 

the banlieue or hyperghettos of first world cities. They are, by the poverty, 

ethnoracial identity, and socioeconomic practices of their residents, and 

the increasing state relegation of these life practices as deviant, defined, by 

both culture and state, as urban territories of sociocultural exclusion and 

stigma—or what Wacquant calls “advanced marginality.”

	 Crucial to this designation is a concept of the state/or government as 

not only the agency of law and formality, but also as an institutional source 

of the definition of informality itself. Informality, and the territories of dis-

tress in which it thrives, are not the “chaos that precedes order, but rather 

the situation that results from its suspension.’’57 Such a construction of the 

informal or advanced marginal conditions of slums in cities everywhere is 

linked to the state’s policy, planning, and legal structures, which can help “to 

determine what is informal and what is not, and to determine which forms 

of informality will thrive and which will disappear.”58

	 To examine this contention, it is useful to trace the history of U.S.  

public housing, which started as a multigoal program—from replacing 

unsafe and unsanitary slums with a supply of sound, low-income hous-

ing to supporting the housing industry during the Depression and later the 

postwar period. Most early units were low-rise walk-ups and only after 1945 

did government concede to the building design movement’s penchant for 

dense high-rise buildings that currently typify popular perception of this 

tenure form. Two preeminent examples of this new high-rise construction 

were Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis and a two-mile strip of tower blocks along 

Chicago’s State and Federal Streets that included the nation’s largest proj-

ect—the Robert Taylor Homes, comprising twenty-eight buildings and over 

4,300 units.

	 For much of this era, the public housing programs were “generally seg-

regated and primarily housed white, working–class tenants” transitioning 

from downtown rental to suburban ownership housing.59 The combination 
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of the high-rise era and civil rights legislation designed to combat racial seg-

regation opened up public housing to extremely low-income residents, who 

had either been displaced by other public programs, such as urban renewal, 

or had no market recourse. Inadvertently, this accelerated the concentration 

of very poor, minority tenants in large-city public housing developments. 

Thus, while public housing started out as a place of transition, a pathway 

to home self-sufficiency, it quickly transformed into housing of last resort. 

“Tenant incomes dropped steadily after 1974. By 1991, nearly 20 percent 

of public housing tenants had incomes that were less than 10 per cent of 

the local median. The majority of households received public assistance, 

and approximately two-thirds were headed by single females.”60 Even more 

important was the fact that once such families secured public housing, the 

material distress of their lives virtually guaranteed they were doomed to 

stay—not only was public housing a “last resort,” it was becoming increas-

ingly a final destination. Thus, the U.S. narrative of public housing accords 

with Dumper’s “central paradox,”—even as such developments were pro-

duced to engage residents’ circumstance, no matter what program or level 

of investment was offered, conditions for the most distressed urban minor-

ity families seemed to degenerate rather than regenerate.

	 With this shift in tenants’ material poverty, the federal government 

attempted to cap the fiscal strain on residents by a formula that required no 

more than 30 percent of adjusted income—whether the source was earned 

or welfare shelter. Since rental income was nowhere near what local housing 

authorities needed to maintain the housing, federal funds were essential to 

fill the fiscal gap. However, for over two decades, no funds were forthcoming 

for significant modernization,61 until the 1980 Comprehensive Grant Pro-

gram set a formula for supporting repair costs. But, since it never factored 

in the full upgrading costs for what were, by this stage, severely distressed, 

large public housing units, the sector suffered high vacancy levels along-

side long tenant waiting lists and increasingly severe management issues, 

from accounting to security. Meanwhile, dense, poorly designed high-rise 

developments like Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis and Chicago’s Cabrini Green had 

become national symbols of crumbling buildings, evidencing dangerous, 

often violent environments, controlled as much by gangs as by the local 
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public housing authority serving families distressed as much by their hous-

ing as by their socioeconomic conditions.

	 Unsurprisingly, the implosion of Pruitt-Igoe proved to be one of the 

nation’s most-watched television events of 1972. The event’s popularity pre-

figured the current public policy approach favoring complete dissolution of 

this urban form. The U.S. government, following its fiscal, programmatic, 

and administrative failures to modernize public housing and return it to 

a tradition of socioeconomic transition, created its own version of hous-

ing demolition. Not a criminal destruction like that of gang leaders or a 

maintenance failure like that of public housing managers, this was a pub-

licly approved decade-long demolition program of the large, disintegrat-

ing public housing units that had come to be recognized more for their 

sociospatial segregation and rat-infested, unhealthy, and crime-ridden con-

ditions than as beacons of a responsive welfare state. To accomplish what 

HUD would call “a comprehensive revitalization of severely distressed pub-

lic housing developments by a simultaneous investment in sites, buildings 

and people,”62 the federal government offered a Home Opportunity for 

People Everywhere (HOPE VI) program—specially designed for thirty-two 

of the nation’s largest urban public housing authorities—who managed 37 

percent of the country’s public housing units and served 71 percent of all 

families in pre-1960 developments of more than 300 units (i.e., almost all 

high-rise large urban units suffering the most physical decline and the high-

est rates of poverty and family distress).

	 Integral to this program’s success in most instances were federal-city-

private sector plans to demolish a substantial share of public housing and 

relocate large numbers of residents to other city communities. No city con-

tained more of these aging, distressed units in large developments than Chi-

cago. The final Plan of Transformation in Chicago called for the demolition 

of all fifty-three high-rise and most mid-rise buildings, containing almost 

21,000 of the city’s 39,000 units of public housing, 40 percent of which 

were “legally vacant,” even though 55,000 people were waiting for hous-

ing. Located almost exclusively in the most racially segregated and poorest 

city neighborhoods, estranged from the rest of the city by highways, and so 

mired in poverty and its most destructive impacts, the vast majority of units 
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were considered by Chicago’s housing authority (CHA), in agreement with 

the federal government, to be beyond rehabilitation. With demolition came 

a plan to relocate residents, if they chose, by granting them Housing Oppor-

tunity Certificates (or Section 8 vouchers) to be used to enter the rental 

market, in what was hoped would be new mixed-income, stable neighbor-

hoods. If they qualified, and also chose, ultimately all residents could return 

to a rehabilitated or new unit in the mixed-income housing scheduled to be 

built on the site of the demolished units.

	 According to the CHA’s Plan for Transformation (2000),63 all this 

would be accomplished by 2009—when a total of 25,000 new and rehabbed 

units would be constructed to more than match the 16,000 units legally 

occupied at the time of the old units’ demolition. Ironically, these figures 

exclude the 16,000-plus vacant units that management and maintenance 

limitations and fiscal shortfall in modernization funds found impossible to 

keep habitable. Since 2000, thousands of public housing families have used 

Section 8 vouchers to move to new neighborhoods, or have been resettled 

in new public housing units, either on-site or elsewhere. Others, seniors, 

have been moved to senior units—comprising the greatest share of finished 

rehab housing.

	 One study of residents, following their relocation, shows that while 

they move to marginally less racially segregated and economically depressed 

areas that are safer (for women), they find their new neighbors dispropor-

tionately unsupportive and the overall neighborhoods are still poor and 

filled with multiple housing challenges.64 In short, five years through the 

transformation, the one general conclusion most studies of displacement 

and relocation show is “that poor black people stay in struggling black com-

munities.”65 However mixed the outcomes of the move for those public 

housing residents who can claim a voucher or a spot in a rehabbed unit, 

including ongoing segregation, poverty, and relatively higher levels of crime 

than comparable city neighborhoods, they stand in stark contrast to what 

the future portends for those who cannot move.66 What observers of this 

process find is that those who can get a housing voucher and leave the proj-

ect do so, even if they end up moving into struggling communities. By con-

trast, the predicament of the remaining, and not insignificant number, of 
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“hard-to-house” public housing residents is bleak. This category includes: 

large extended-family units with nontraditional custodial adults, squatters 

in vacant units, lease-uncompliant residents with multiple financial prob-

lems, the poorly educated, victims and perpetrators of domestic violence, 

ex-felons, drug users, the chronically unemployed, jailed or newly released 

prisoners with no housing placement, and the mentally and physically dis-

abled. Any one of these conditions could be grounds for a lease violation 

and cause for eviction under the “one-strike” requirement for public hous-

ing lease compliance.

	 Finding adequate housing for special-needs families, especially those 

with a nontraditional or informal family history, is difficult. For example, 

while households with a single elderly adult as the primary caregiver may 

have been common in the informal community of public housing in the 

past, today the regulations for senior housing do not accommodate cus-

todial nontraditional grandparents.67 Large households remain common, 

but four-bedroom units are not. Thus, a substantial share of the informal, 

or what some call the nontraditional, everyday life of public housing resi-

dents is challenged if not excluded from the requirements for residents 

returning to their homes or even qualifying for a unit. One study estimates 

that no more than 11.4 percent of all residents will be eligible to return to 

their housing, even though it has been reported that 75 percent of resi-

dents report that they would like to return.68 However, the state’s ability 

to “except,” or otherwise exclude, a family is substantial. One housing spe-

cialist working with Cabrini Green tenants observes that “if the CHA is 

so inclined, it can find a reason to except 100 percent of the residents.”69 

But this is certainly not the way either the CHA or housing activists prefer 

to see public housing parsed out. Through first what it called the “social 

connector” program, and later on, through the support of the MacArthur 

Foundation and its LISC-based (Local Communities Support Corporation) 

intermediary, the New Communities Program, the CHA and community 

groups, the city and housing activists are working diligently to create the 

social, educational, job training, and housing counseling programs to make 

public housing residents successful in their foray into the rental housing 

market through vouchers. The successes of such connector or social-service 
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programs have been marginal, in part because the housing goal is in some 

ways the easiest part of the picture. The long-term structural conditions of 

ill health, drug dependency, criminalized street economies, and poor edu-

cational and training opportunities have produced the cultural stigma of 

“advanced marginality.” This, in turn, has relieved the state of fully engag-

ing its foremost obligations to maintain and manage the housing of the 

city’s racially segregated residents (but also of criminally, economically, and 

socially marginal sectors) in the same way that the housing of the dominant 

classes is maintained and managed.

	 Another way of characterizing this larger institutional dilemma raised 

by large-scale urban public housing policy is that the HOPE VI inter-

ventions generate conflict and ambivalence among all the stakeholders 

involved, including the poorest tenants. In a recent ethnographic study of 

the politics of race and class in Chicago, Mary Pattillo is skeptical about the 

entire “mixed-income route” to redressing the compounded social prob-

lems associated with the spatial concentration of race and poverty, arguing 

that its assumed efficacy is really “because it is consonant with urban elites’ 

interests in recapturing the middle class for the city’s tax base.” Nevertheless, 

she notes the complicated feelings involved.70

Poor residents . . . both favor income mixing and desire more low-income 

rental housing; they don’t like the vacant lots but worry about getting 

pushed out once those lots are all filled up, and they have mixed opinions 

on the question of having neighbors with lifestyles similar to their own.

	 Understandably, such assorted views generate a conflicted and 

confusing politics, particularly among the most socially marginalized, who 

have limited options with which to negotiate their urban condition. Thus, 

such processes have produced a paradox of politics—whereby the informal 

city is relegated, by dint of its outcast status to a state of exception and the urban 

politics that frames policy and planning is meant as much to relieve the 

challenges faced by a fiscally limited state as it is to fully address the 

stigmatized conditions of the hyperghetto.71 The challenges of housing and 

lease compliance are tied to exigencies that stem from lack of access to 
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living-wage jobs. Without them, the ranks of the hard-to-house will swell 

and the potential for evictions or loss of right to return will also escalate. 

These tasks are burdensome. They have not been solved anywhere in the 

system. To expect that the CHA and its social connectors can readily achieve 

them is unrealistic. In the formidable task of building new communities, 

public housing administrators act less like formal observant members of 

the lease-compliance requirements and more like what Lipsky has called 

practitioners of street-level bureaucracy. In Chicago today, very few, if any, 

former public housing residents are being turned away—not from housing, 

and especially not from the counseling, training, and requisite work 

development. Like Chatterjee’s examples of the state in the “political society,” 

or Oldfield and Stooke’s analysis of the “politics of engagement/resistance” 

in Cape Town, or Smith’s consideration of transnational urbanism, the 

CHA and public housing residents agree to engage—even if regulations must 

be stretched. For everyone involved, too much is riding on the transformation 

of Chicago’s public housing for anyone to eschew flexible and informal 

routes to that policy objective.

Linking the Informal to City Contestedness

The politics of resistance can arise from those who either defy exceptional 

status and the role of the state in marginalizing or delegitimating their lives, 

or produce an identity out of such exceptionality within which reside rights 

to the city and its services—rights based on their ethnicity, race, class, slum 

status, economic practice, and most importantly, their very presence in the 

city as urbanites.

	 Dumper, as we have suggested earlier, argues that when the state engages 

in the differentiated production of services for those who, by dint of their 

legal status or identity, are living in an urban state of exception, this is prone 

to create the central paradox of government.72 In essence, this means that 

public policy inadvertently exacerbates rather than ameliorates the problem 

it is designed to remedy. Applying this concept, he evidenced the role of  

the modern practices of the Israeli state, whose macro agenda to main-

tain Jewish demographic security has left Palestinians living in the country  
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effectively demoted into a state of exception. So, even when the state for-

mally set out to redress some adversities experienced by Israeli Arabs, its 

nationalist priorities compromised this intervention. Thus, conditions for 

those in this state of exception actually deteriorated, even as certain eco-

nomic and housing conditions were materially altered. This partisan role of 

the state in using legal and planning instruments to subjugate its political 

opponents has been characterized as “ethnocracy.”73 In cities like Belfast, the 

concept of ethnocracy in these terms has little explanatory power. Here, the 

state’s declared role in shaping the city throughout the “Troubles” has veered 

between claims for even-handed neutrality,74 via a technocratic apolitical 

planning system, and a limited compensatory model of positive discrimina-

tion, informed by values of equity and diversity. Yet, the state’s republican 

and loyalist opponents have at times challenged the accuracy of this formal 

characterization of the state as referee between the two tribes while cham-

pion of the disadvantaged. But, on the ground, space and territory have 

been central to the dispute, typical of turf wars in conflict about land.75 

The spark for the Civil Rights Movement, which immediately preceded this 

period of conflict, was housing allocation, and the distribution of housing 

settlement remains at the heart of the divide. In Belfast, overall patterns of 

demographic decline––a reduction of one-third in the two decades since 

1971—have overarched shifts in sectarian geography, whereby the Catholic 

share of the population has risen and the Protestant share has declined, to a 

point where a city that was once two-thirds/one-third in favor of Protestant 

residents is now close to fifty/fifty. As this pattern becomes reflected in the 

political composition of city government, the extent to which these demo-

graphic changes are voluntary or enforced becomes a central part of the 

ongoing contest about “whose Belfast?” It is a contest that has been marked 

as much by informal street politics as by traditional political exchange.76

	 An example of this pattern is to be found in the relationship of West 

Belfast to the rest of the city over recent decades. This republican heart-

land operated for much of the Troubles as a state within a state, developing 

informally a set of initiatives designed to challenge government as an alien 

British state and to prefigure an alternative nationalist polity and culture. 

Thus, following a decision to curtail formal public transport service in the 
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area in response to the intensity of regular rioting, a local community form 

of transport, known as the Black Taxis, was developed. Flexible and afford-

able, this provision offered itself as a superior model of public transport, 

relative to the standard service, whose reduced public subsidy at the time 

compromised its capacity for reliability and economy. Initially, government 

cast the organization as illegal, operating without proper insurance and 

registration. However, over time, its durability and popularity compelled 

the authorities to retreat from outright opposition. Ultimately, the informal 

community service was incorporated into the city’s transport system, an 

arrangement negotiated with the Black Taxi Association, prepared to engage 

around issues such as insurance. The outcome has contributed to a recon-

ceptualization of transport in the city and a more diverse service.

	 In similar vein, in response to persistent high unemployment in the 

area, local groups developed a range of social economy projects that sought 

to link local redundant skills to unmet social need. From such grassroots 

enterprise in such communities, a third economic sector has evolved in 

Northern Ireland, between the orthodox private and public sectors.77 Of 

course, since these schemes in West Belfast were largely associated with a 

political project to subvert the British state in Northern Ireland, there were 

notable linguistic and cultural programs attached to them, such as the 

annual West Belfast Festival, geared to the promotion of Irish arts. Again, 

many of these dimensions, such as the creation of Irish Language Schools, 

where children would be taught through the medium of Gaelic, have since 

become formally endorsed and financially supported by government as 

part of a reshaped pluralist politics to respect diverse identities and cultures 

within a value framework of equity and interdependence.78 Such patterns 

are typical of segregated spaces where conflictive identity formations, and 

the deliberate use of symbolism and idiom as cultural representation, sig-

nificantly shape the urban polity.79

	 Violent conflict came to Belfast in the late 1960s at the exact same time 

as the city was undergoing comprehensive housing redevelopment. In this 

way, issues of space and territory became readily entangled with the ethno

nationalist contest over land ownership and sovereignty. Specifically, the 

republican insurrection against the state and its alter ego in the shape of 
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loyalist paramilitarism provided a backdrop in certain working-class com-

munities to forms of “insurgency” planning, whereby local broad-based 

organizations would resist the “bulldozer” form of demolition and popu-

lation displacement. From such informal campaigns materialized greater 

recognition on the part of the state for the legitimacy of inclusive participa-

tory planning.80 In short, many of these initiatives that started out as infor-

mal and antistatist were adapted and, in reconfigured form, validated by 

government. Interestingly, this ingenuity was emanating from the kind of 

urban communities that by the 1980s were being characterized in terms 

of a dependency culture. Of course, this is not a simple binary narrative 

of dispossessed informal community versus powerful formal state. For one 

thing, places like West Belfast contained many local agencies that were sus-

tained by community development grants and official urban programs. For 

another, the state has responded flexibly and informally at times amid the 

exigency of violent upheaval and the complexity of sharing in a divided 

city. Thus, it exemplifies again the hybridities and latency that derive from a 

combination of resistance and engagement.81

Conclusion

In recent decades, urban theory has seen a retreat from both the positivism of 

spatial science and the overdeterminism of Marxist structuralism. Domi-

nating the debate since the 1980s has been a set of ideas such as structura-

tion and poststructuralism, which accord human consciousness a more 

central role, while acknowledging that the scope for human agency is cir-

cumscribed by both structural context and social contingency. Since the 

1990s, the cultural turn has elucidated the politics of identity and the ways 

identity is constructed through performativity, while the continued elabo-

ration of a postmodern urbanism has offered cities like Los Angeles as pre-

figurative arenas of emergent urban forms and virtual spaces, characterized 

by diffuseness, fluidity, heterogeneity, and fragmentation. This greater rec-

ognition of plurality, differentiation, and complexity is to be welcomed in a 

circumstance where the extent, volume, and velocity of global interaction have 

been increasing. Nevertheless, while the insights of such intellectual lineage 
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remain relevant, it is argued here that a credible theory of the contemporary 

urban should start by forsaking the skewed cultural lens of Western- 

centrism and its habitual exclusion of  “massive urban change” cities in the 

developing world. Given the demographic impetus in the cities of the global 

south, the genesis of an alternative urban praxis should be sought there. 

And there we find, as normal, conditions of informality and differentiated 

citizenship that provide the basis for urban resilience amid acute sociospa-

tial exclusion. In doing so, we need not devalorize the formal as fictional any 

more than we need be dismissive of the informal as a chaotic, even anarchic, 

set of random and incongruent interventions by a marginal public. Indeed, 

reductive and determinist explanations that conflate the informal with 

insurgence of a victim population miss the point, since such populations 

contain both passivity and defiance. Equally, restricted focus on resistance, 

rooted in an oppositional politics of identity or reaction to a status of excep-

tion, misses the dimension of engagement with the formal state. Thus, the 

multispaces of the city have to be recognized, and it is the intersections of 

the formal and informal—embodying orthodox and tacit knowledge, 

modernity, and tradition, manifest and oblique power, inclusion and exclu-

sion—that transmute, often inadvertently, into the interesting hybridities 

and continual reconfigurations that compose the city.

	 Examples of urban relations have been introduced here to emphasize 

the dominance of these both conflictual and unofficial components of 

normal everyday city life. The resourcefulness and resilience nurtured by 

the informal city provide at least a modest balance in this uneven power 

encounter. Thus, perhaps, something significant can be learned about suc-

cessful urban outcomes by examining, for example, the politics of infor-

mality in Cape Town and Kolkata, Chicago and Belfast—revealing ways 

that produce direct services to squatters, townships and hyperghettos, not 

because these parts of the city are illegal or nontraditional or lawless or 

sites of urban outcasts, but because life in these settlements is urban life, 

and engaging this life, in a direct politics based on the right to the city82 

that derives from that life, creates not only practical urban policy, but also a 

theory of urban politics that brings into higher definition the city’s informal 

and contested dimensions.
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Residential Segregation in Latin American Cities

Statistical and empirical research in Chilean cities, as well as clues from 

(the scarce) available data and studies of other cities in Latin America, lead 

us to think that, though varying in speed, composition, and intensity, the  

traditional patterns of residential segregation are undergoing a consistent 

and radical shift throughout urban Latin America: there have been decreases 

in the scale of segregation even while social inequality remains very high. The 

spatial dispersion of the Latin American urban elites from the “affluent cone,” 

where they had gradually concentrated along most of the twentieth century, 

toward different sections of the urban periphery, including those where 

low-income classes had tended to agglomerate, is perhaps the most salient 

change. The building of private housing complexes of unprecedented size 

for the affluent, mainly gated communities located amid low-income settle

ments, and served by freeways connecting to nearby shopping and the 

distant downtown and other centralities, is perhaps the image that best 

summarizes the changing city.

	 The forces behind such spatial inflection have been, most importantly, 

the reform and liberalization of land markets—and of the national economies 

as a whole—and the ever-increasing concentration of real estate capital. 

Two contextual variables helping these changes are, on the one hand, public 

works in roads and communications at a large regional scale, aimed at add-

ing competitiveness to cities, and, on the other hand, economic growth that 

fuels dynamism to the real estate sector.

Understanding Deep Urban Change
Patterns of Residential Segregation in 
Latin American Cities
n  Francisco Sabatini and Rodrigo Salcedo
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	 For all these trends, Santiago seems to be the city that has made the 

earliest and farthest-reaching progress in the region. At present, Santiago’s 

pattern of residential segregation departs from what we still see in most cities 

in the subcontinent. Yet, at the same time, Santiago shows in a neat way 

the transforming power of the structural forces that neoliberal capitalism 

has unveiled in cities across Latin America. That Santiago and urban Chile 

exhibit traits that perhaps will hardly, if ever, materialize in other cities of 

the continent—like the very low percentage of illegal occupation of land—

does not mean that the city is not, at the same time, representative of the 

structural forces shaping contemporary cities, forces that indeed are having 

influence beyond Latin America.

	 These structural transformations tend to generate two contradictory 

and complex outcomes:

1. 	� On the one hand, the gentrification of tracts of the popular urban 

periphery by higher-income residential compounds and shopping and 

office complexes has given rise to new venues for social integration 

(mainly, economic and symbolic) between social groups at the edges 

of the social ladder. This is a fairly new trend clearer only in some cities 

and (still) absent from many others, depending on the advancement 

of economic reform and liberalization of land markets in specific 

countries and cities. Some tracts of the Santiago gentrified “popular” 

periphery seem to show an increasing level of social integration.1 

More work is required to determine if this pattern is appearing else-

where. Conceivably, proximity would not prompt social integration of 

any sort in cities where crime and violence are much higher than in 

Santiago. This is an open question, but an important one.

2. 	� On the other hand, and at the same time, most Latin American cities 

are witnessing the emergence of urban ghettos, a reality that was unfa-

miliar to urban Latin America before the 1980s neoliberal economic 

reform. Ghettos of despair and crime are taking form both in the legal, 

paved, serviced, and adjusted-to-land-use-norm neighborhoods pro-

duced by “social housing” policies in Santiago2 as well as in the typical 

shantytowns that abound in most Latin American cities, which land 
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markets and public policy still structurally tend to produce in all of 

these cities, Santiago included.

	 Data for Santiago we are currently analyzing show the spatial disper-

sion of the elite and upper-middle-income groups (specifically, a decrease 

in segregation as measured by dissimilarity and isolation indexes), and the 

ghettoization of low-income neighborhoods.3 Figures 15.1 to 15.6 show the 

decrease in segregation in the period between the two last censuses (con-

ducted in 1992 and 2002). Table 15.1 summarizes Santiago’s social stratifica-

tion and its variation. “Popular” groups correspond to strata D and E, which 

represent almost 45 percent of the poorest households in the city. Group E 

approximates the poverty level (10.8 percent of Santiago households were 

in poverty as of 2003, according to a nationwide survey conducted by the 

Ministry of Planning). Tables 15.2 and 15.3 show significant correlations 

between segregation (spatial isolation) and selected social problems among 

popular households of Santiago, mainly unemployment and youth inactiv-

ity—the latter being a precursor of crime and youth imprisonment, accord-

ing to police statistics.

	 We believe that the generalized processes of gentrification—and thus 

the fragmentation of the elite urban space—that we observe in Santiago 
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Figure 15.1 Residential segregation in Santiago 1992 (Dimension 1) for different  socio-

economic groups, following Duncan’s index, at different spatial scales. Note: ABC1 corre-

sponds to the elites (10% of the population); C2 and C3 to middle classes (20% and 25% 

of the population), D and E to the popular sectors (35% and 10% of the population).
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Figure 15.3 Change in residential segregation in Santiago 1992–2002 (Dimension 1) for 

different socioeconomic groups, following Duncan’s index, at different spatial scales.

Figure 15.4 Residential segregation in Santiago 1992 (Dimension 2) for different  

socioeconomic groups, using the isolation index, at different spatial scales.
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Figure 15.2 Residential segregation in Santiago 2002 (Dimension 1) for different   

socioeconomic groups, following Duncan’s index, at different spatial scales.
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Figure 15.6 Change in residential segregation in Santiago 1992–2002 (Dimension 2)  

for different socioeconomic groups, using the isolation index, at different spatial scales.

Table 15.1 Distribution of socioeconomic groups, Santiago, Chile, 1992 and 2002.
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Figure 15.5 Residential segregation in Santiago 2002 (Dimension 2) for different   

socioeconomic groups, using the isolation index, at different spatial scales.

Level	 E	 D	 C3	 C2	 ABC1	 Total	 N

1992	 12%	 33%	 24%	 21%	 10%	 100%	 1245812

2002	 9%	 34%	 26%	 20%	 11%	 100%	 1428010

1992–2002 %	 -12,85	 20,21	 20,71	 13,43	 17,12	 14,62
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is also occurring in other Latin American big cities (see, for example, the  

gentrification of the southern zones of Buenos Aires’s metro area). In 

today’s Santiago, gentrification is generalized; it is occurring in many differ-

ent zones and functionally encompasses commercial and office uses and not 

only residential markets. It is spreading down the social ladder and includes 

the poor and the middle class at the periphery. The Americo Vespucio, a 

seventy-kilometer-long beltway the state has gradually built since the early 

1960s, once attracted almost only social housing compounds and politi-

cally organized massive land seizures, but it is now hosting middle- and 

high-income residential developments, large supermarkets and shopping 

Table 15.2 Simple correlations between social problems and residential segregation,  

Santiago, Chile, 2002. Segregation dimension 2 at different spatial scales. Two-tailed 

Pearson correlation. 

Table 15.3 Simple correlations between social problems and residential segregation,  

Santiago, Chile, 1992. Segregation dimension 2 at different spatial scales. Two-tailed 

Pearson correlation. 

		  Census	 Census 
Correlation between percentage of D and E households	 Municipal	 district	 zone 
at each spatial scale with:	 level	 level	 level

Juvenile inactivity E+D (15-24 years) *	 0.902	 0.722	 0.567

Juvenile unemployment E+D (15-24 years) *	 0.57	 0.284	 0.177

Head of household unemployment E+D *	 0.79	 0.847	 0.626

Teenage pregnancy E+D (15-19) 	 0.017	 0.033	 -0.011

* Significant at 0,01.

		  Census	 Census 
Correlation between percentage of D and E households	 Municipal	 district	 zone 
at each spatial scale with:	 level	 level	 level

Juvenile inactivity E+D (15-24 years) *	 0.911	 0.831	 0.734

Juvenile unemployment E+D (15-24 years) *	 0.703	 0.589	 0.374

Head of household unemployment E+D *	 0.792	 0,0.674	 0.555

Teenage pregnancy E+D (15-19) **	 0.214	 0.131	 0.095

* Significant at 0,01; ** Significant at 0,05.
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malls, office complexes, university campuses and other modern facilities 

and developments, such as private graveyards and sporting clubs.4

	 The gentrification of Chilean cities is different from the phenomena 

described by that term in the United States. The expulsion or replacement 

of the poor, a typical component of gentrification is, for the most part, not 

taking place with regard to residential uses of land. The high demographic 

coverage of social housing programs, where dwellings are privately owned 

by low-income families—not rented as in Europe or the United States—

makes up for most of the difference. According to the 2002 Census, 73 

percent of Chilean households occupied a dwelling that was their own, a 

percentage that we estimate to be higher, close to 80 percent, for popular 

groups.

	 In such circumstances, it is difficult for an investor to buy all of the 

properties in a given site so as to replace them with a (gated) complex  

of houses for families of higher social standing. For gentrification to be 

profitable, new complexes in the popular periphery must be of a sizable 

scale. Buyers seek houses in homogenous complexes, and these cannot be 

small. It is improbable that affluent families would be willing to move to 

a small residential development in popular areas. Size of complexes and 

walled designs give feasibility to such a sociospatial shift. One owner unwill-

ing to sell his/her property makes it impossible to assemble large blocks of 

land. This urban and juridical hindrance to social replacement explains why 

most gentrifying gated communities are built on vacant land close to, or 

surrounded by, popular neighborhoods.

	 It might be supposed that the social segregation of space could be 

decreasing in Santiago only because its scale is shrinking, with no social  

mixing taking place at the microlevel scale. Yet, what research and cen-

sus data for Santiago show is that even the last process is materializing.5 

As shown in Figure 15.5, isolation shows a decrease at every single scale, 

even including at a block level. For other big Latin American cities where 

economic growth, reduction of poverty, social housing programs, and  

economic reform have not been as strong as in Santiago, it appears that 

the reduction in the scale of segregation, which seems quite widespread, 

is not coming from a market-driven gentrification of the urban periph-

ery, but mainly from the penetration of elite zones by those in despair and  
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economic insecurity, due to high levels of unemployment and the preva-

lence of unprotected and unstable jobs.

	 While Santiago is experiencing a generalized and fragmented gentrifi-

cation, other big cities in Latin America are undergoing an illegal, irregular 

arm of the same process—one we could recognize as the structural ten-

dency of the unprotected poor to improve their geography of opportunity. 

These marginalized groups tend to move their residences even to risky, ille-

gal spots in the interstices of the formal city. In the last inter-census period, 

the favelas that grew the most in Rio de Janeiro were not those where more 

space was available, but those that were very dense, closer to the beaches, the 

urban center, and near middle- or upper-income neighborhoods. A similar 

trend was observed in Buenos Aires, whose three-million-people city area 

(out of a thirteen-million-person megacity) shrank by almost 7 percent 

between 1991 and 2001 (last two censuses), while the population in villas 

miseria in the city area more than doubled (a 105 percent increase).6

	 Both kinds of gentrification are important elements in the structural 

processes reshaping Latin American cities. They combine in peculiar,  

unrepeatable ways that create unique patterns in different cities. This 

observation probably applies outside of Latin America, too. The reduction 

in the scale of segregation due to gentrification processes seems to be not 

only a Latin American phenomenon, but something that is  gaining weight 

in urban development in cities in other countries as well, like the United 

States, where the degree of residential segregation has also declined, both in 

racial terms7 and in the spatial agglomeration of poor households.8

The L.A. School

Awareness of the social malaise that the restructuring of late capitalism 

has brought about in cities, as well as a sociogeographical description of its 

specific forms (fragmentation of space, decentering of cities at the expense 

of powerful suburbanization processes, disintegration of urban life into 

socially circumscribed layers, increase in violence and fear, and so forth),  

can be seen as the main contributions of the scholars associated (often 

loosely) with the L.A. School. Economic forces, represented by globalization 

and a post-Fordist regime of production and accumulation, have indeed 
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contributed to transform Latin American and other regions’ cities. Urban 

form is subjected to extensive reshaping by real estate markets, and a frag-

mentary urban landscape results. Traditional spatial “ecological” models, 

like those proposed by the old Chicago School, do not any longer describe 

the spatial patterns of today’s cities or of the urban dynamics we are wit-

nessing. The new arguments are more accurate: the “urban periphery orga-

nizes the center in the context of a globalizing capitalism.”9 

	 As we have noted, in Latin America, traditional upper- and middle-

income areas are penetrated by the urban poor looking for better employ-

ment and life opportunities, while the periphery is colonized by the wealthy, 

geographically creating the “wealthy islands in the sea of decay”described 

by Mike Davis.10 In addition, the security measures employed to protect 

the areas recently colonized by the elite, represented in gated communi-

ties and shopping malls, tend to generate in postmodern cities the kind of  

“vigilante paranoia” described by Davis and by Dear and Flusty.11 In fact, 

while crime has remained stable in Santiago in the last few years, fear of 

crime and crime coverage in the news have skyrocketed. Moreover, urban 

ghettos have mushroomed in cities where they were once unknown. The 

increase in ghetto violence in most cities, most notably Sao Paulo and  

Rio de Janeiro, corroborates the negative consequences of the neoliberal 

transformation that the L.A. School describes so well.

	 Writers identified with the L.A. School emphasize that economic 

restructuring and globalization overwhelmingly influence the way different 

cities are developing; thus, they conclude, our primary attention should be 

drawn to the structural conditions of that restructuring: the seamlessness 

of the global economy, new structures of production, changes in the labor 

force and labor conditions, and the like.12 These structural conditions seem 

to represent the common scenario of every city, and Los Angeles, which 

seems to exist at the height of these transformations, necessarily becomes a 

referent to be scrutinized.

	 Another important contribution of the L.A. School is its capacity to 

engage people in a debate about cities and their future. The overtly pes-

simistic tone in the literature of the L.A. School, with its focus on a capital-

ist “urban dystopia,” engages students and scholars in a discussion about 
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the urban future and the (negative) consequences of globalization and 

economic restructuring. As Judd argues, the L.A. School derives much of 

its power from its sweeping and often dramatically bleak interpretation of 

urban life.13 Thus, for example, at the beginning of a class we sometimes 

read paragraphs of Mike Davis’s Fortress L.A. (“Welcome to post-liberal 

L.A., where the defense of luxury lifestyles is translated in a proliferation 

of new repressions in space and movement, undergirded by the ubiquitous 

armed response”14) or Dear and Flusty’s “Postmodern Urbanism.” These 

readings guarantee attention and discussion, especially since all students 

can relate their arguments to their day-to-day experiences. They just need 

to translate East L.A. into Rio’s Rosinha, Santiago’s La Legua, or Buenos 

Aires’s Fuerte Apache, and U.S. gated communities into barrios privados or 

condominios, and look at the appearance of shopping malls and highways, 

to see the transnational character of the phenomena they are witnessing on 

a daily basis. The Angeleno nightmare seems to be approaching their cities 

and neighborhoods.15

	 The tone of the L.A. literature appeals beyond the confines of the class-

room, too. In the academic and policy environments of Latin America, the 

books and articles based on the premises of the L.A. School—for example, 

Teresa Caldeira’s dramatic portrayal of Sao Paulo in City of Walls—have 

generated an almost unified critical consciousness about the modernizing 

process cities are currently experiencing. The structural similarities across 

many contexts explain the popularity of this discourse.

	 However, as noted earlier, empirical research reveals shortcomings in 

the L.A. perspective. The L.A. School’s description of global processes and 

their impacts are close-grained enough to sustain a full understanding of 

urban processes, especially as these play out in particular cities. Despite the 

fact that L.A. School writers, particularly Dear, claim that they have a non-

dogmatic approach and comprise, in any case, a loosely associated group of 

researchers,16 the school’s emphasis on structurally and economically deter-

ministic factors is obvious. The idea that global economic forces determine 

the way cities are developing leads to a tendency to dismiss outcomes that 

do not fit the (theoretically) expectable outcome as anomalies unworthy of 

being studied—a sort of “empirical noise.”
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	 The deterministic approach in L.A. School texts represents, for those 

of us in Latin America, a new version of the tradition initiated in our  

subcontinent by the deterministic dependency theory of the 1960s and 

1970s.17 The world systems theory of the 1980s18 can be considered a bridge 

to the L.A. School. The notions of (a) a world (global) capitalist system 

that moves through phases, whose determining forces and trends are  

pervasive and expansive; (b) new economic structures and social divisions 

that emerge “deductively” at the national, local, and urban levels; (c) new 

problems and social divisions that are deeper and more desolating than 

those in the previous phases of world capitalism;19 and (d) new economic 

and social realities that give rise to new spatial forms: all of these are the 

main elements of the type of analysis that became popular in Latin America 

in the wake of dependency theory. This chain of arguments still provides 

the foundation for the understanding of many scholars and students in the 

urban field in Latin America. Today, we could name it the “globalization 

deterministic chain.”

	 Let us comment on some of the parallels between the dependency 

theory of the 1960s and today’s L.A. School. The assertion that “marginal 

masses” of Latin American cities do not perform the reserve and salary 

functions that Marx assigned in the “industrial reserve army” was one of the 

cornerstones of the marginality theory built by scholars in the shade of the 

dependency theory.20 While Marx’s army was part of the competitive early 

phases of capitalism, irreversible marginality (social exclusion, in today’s 

terminology) was part of monopolistic capitalism, especially in its depen-

dency phase (Latin American economies under imperialistic domination). 

The idea that absolute trends of social exclusion prevail today has turned 

into a sort of uncontested truth. Arguing that things could be more open 

or dynamic may put one at risk of misinterpretation or, bluntly, of being 

accused of ideological laxity or confusion.21

	 The contention that new spatial forms follow directly from the new 

social structures and social divisions is also an important parallel between 

dependency theory and the L.A. School perspective. The contention that 

new social forms correspond to the new spatial structures and social divides 

that economic globalization is bringing about is the last of the parallels we 
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make. “Global cities” (a notion that raises theoretical and empirical doubts) 

become defined, in part, as “dual cities.” This is perhaps one of the most 

pervasive and persistent ideas in the whole structuralist approach of Latin 

American cities that the L.A. School has contributed—knowingly or not— 

to “aggiornate” in the last decades.

	 The idea that spatial forms correspond directly with phases of capital-

ist development has been promoted prominently by Manuel Castells, who 

lived in Latin America in the late 1960s. In his seminal 1971 work Imperial-

ism and Urbanization in Latin America, he was the first to present the “chain 

argument” linking world capitalism trends, dependency, urbanization, and 

marginality.22 Yet, almost every empirical study carried out since then in 

the popular tracts in the periphery of Latin American cities has questioned 

the dual-city insight. It turns out that marginals were not really margin-

als. Despite being exploited, discriminated against, segregated into shanty-

towns, politically repressed, or poor, no small number have shown specific 

forms of integration into the system (defined by these scholars as the one 

built around corporate capitalism). Considerable percentages of dwellers 

were employed in big industries, were unionized, and were politically active 

or integrated into neighborhood organizations. The notion of marginality 

did not fit with what could be observed.23

	 Scholars got around this inconvenient fact by contesting reality itself: 

The “current overlapping between reserve army and marginality,” Anibal 

Quijano argued back in those days, will be cleaned up in the near future 

by the inexorable march of monopolistic capitalism.24 This type of reason-

ing, which is common among adherents of globalization determinism, has 

important epistemological flaws. It is reductionist, in the sense that real-

ity is adjusted to fit theoretical and ideological preconceptions. Consistent 

with these problems is the fact that scientific empirical research—mean-

ing that hypotheses are risked to empirical refutation—is not usual among 

these scholars. For example, those few studying residential segregation tend 

to select those pieces of reality that demonstrate their hypotheses (or pre

established conclusions).25 Much of the reasoning is tautological: What 

better proof that globalization and growing inequalities necessarily fuel 

residential segregation than gated communities?
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	 The postmodern urban dogma, therefore, conforms to a long 

entrenched structuralist intellectual tradition in Latin America. Post-Fordist 

(global) capitalism is said to bring inequality, violence, and segregation to 

any city in any given circumstance. This sweeping homogenization has a 

material, physical expression to it in the multiplication of certain urban arti-

facts, such as gated communities, shopping malls, and electronic cashiers. 

Common to every city, they are presumed to be destroying public spaces 

and local identities.26

	 One important difference between dependency discourse and the cur-

rent L.A. School approach is that while the first was connected to political 

optimism, the second, as we have noted, is deeply pessimistic. The writers 

of the 1960s thought that growing contradictions would undermine capi-

talism and lead to socialist transformation. In contrast, today, the assertion 

that the powers of global capitalism penetrate every single dimension of 

economic and social life and urban process has metamorphosed into a sort 

of admiration. Criticism can combine or give way in awkward ways with 

subtle tones of respect, and the possibilities for social struggles and change 

are reduced merely to personal or small groups’ acts of resistance, such as 

protest by neighborhoods, minorities, and the like. Such reformulation and 

reiteration of the same old schematic notions gives us little help in under-

standing the urban processes of particular cities.

	 Summing up, many Latin American scholars27 make use of the writings 

of the L.A. School to persevere in, and upgrade, their old ways of inter-

preting urban phenomena. The causal chain linking economic globaliza-

tion, which causes social inequality, which causes sociospatial segregation 

has been reinstated as an interpretation of today’s urban reality. Since the 

first two (globalization and inequality) are uncontested facts, the increase 

in segregation is taken for granted, and this way it biases research, direct-

ing attention to supposedly growing segregation, material ostentation, and 

the privileged lives of the gated rich. Garay takes the argument one step 

further and states that social inequality derived from the conditions of the 

new economy has a physical reflection manifested in the social segregation 

of Latin American urban space. This is an elegant idea. Its straightforward, 

almost mechanistic quality illustrates why Latin American scholars who 
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have grown up with dependency theory are so attracted to the theories that 

march under the banners of post-Fordist urbanism and the L.A. School.

Insights from Chicago

In the current urban academic map of Chicago, we may distinguish two dif-

ferent traditions: one coming from the discipline of planning—concerned 

with public housing, poverty, and community development—the other 

coming from political science or sociology, and focusing on the effect of 

culture, social movements, and, especially, local politics in shaping the way 

cities are developed. The first group is represented by academics working at 

the College of Planning and Public Policy Administration at the University 

of Illinois at Chicago, such as Janet Smith, John Betancour, and David Perry, 

while the second is spread throughout the Chicago area at several universi-

ties, and several are contributors to this book. Even considering the differ-

ences in the interests and approaches of the many scholars involved, they 

share enough similarities to make us think that there may be a protoschool 

of urban studies incubating.

	 The main commonality in their research is their stress on human 

agency, as expressed in organizational and neighborhood politics and 

political action. The city is seen as a pluralistic and diverse space28 in which 

different social or ethnic groups attempt to negotiate their differences while 

at the same time maintaining their own identities. The idea that economic 

or structural factors do not overwhelm all else is helpful in understanding 

complex urban phenomena and in supporting research approaches similar  

to those of the old Chicago School. It also provides a basis for analyzing  

particular cities and their deviations from what might be considered “normal” 

effects of economic restructuring and globalization processes. As Clark 

argues, “if every city is unique, it is because general processes combine in 

unique ways in each location. But we can understand a single city better, 

and offer more lessons for others, by attending to the general processes as 

well as how they combine to generate uniqueness.”29

	 Of course there are significant differences in the perspectives of the Chicago 

scholars. For Clark, culture is the most important variable distinguishing 
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different cities. Making the case for the importance of culture, Clark argues 

that the fact that Chicago is mostly a Catholic city has contributed to the 

maintenance of community ties at a neighborhood level and a decentralized 

local political system in which different ethnic groups can keep their tradi-

tions as well as some of their political power. The influence of Catholicism 

seems particularly relevant in the context of Latin American cities, where 

(social or cultural) tolerance for difference appears as a virtue that is not 

observed in many U.S. cities, and where the homogeneously wealthy sub-

urb is a less common phenomenon than in the United States.30 Thus, for 

example, a religious culture that is more open to difference may explain why 

the mere spatial closeness between the poor and the wealthy is enough to 

generate some social integration for the poor, as we have found in the city 

of Santiago,31 and has not been enough in many U.S. cities, with their public 

housing projects located as “islands of decay in a sea of wealth.”

	 The work of other scholars (Judd; Bennett, Smith and Wright;32 

Bennett; and Simpson)33 has considered the way that local political systems 

work in negotiating the differences among interest groups and social and 

ethnic movements. Most of this research has focused on Chicago, but not 

all. Judd, for example, makes the case, using St. Louis as a case study, that 

residential segregation of the African American population is not only 

an economic structural phenomenon but also has been reinforced by the 

actions or omissions of different layers of government.34 This argument 

also resonates in different Latin American cities, where the national state, 

in order to solve the housing deficit for the poor, buys land in the outskirts 

of the cities, where it is cheap, and concentrates the poor population there. 

In this same vein, Bennett argues that public policies have helped Chicago 

combat the structural decay brought about by deindustrialization, and that 

these reflect the influence of a broad range of institutional players in the 

public and private sectors, including community organizations. 35

Insights from New York

Discussing the subject of a real or imagined New York School is a difficult 

task because it is almost impossible to clearly distinguish what ideas they 

share from the ideas that represent only the concerns of certain scholars. 
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Accordingly, it is far easier to analyze individual authors than to character-

ize a distinctive school of thought.

	 David Halle calls Jane Jacobs the “doyenne” of the New York School.36 

Jacobs has been valued by leftist intellectuals for her analysis of the street as a 

place where there is an overlapping of different activities and a rich network 

of interactions.37 For Jacobs, this diversity of the street is the cornerstone 

of urban social life, a street that is not completely determined or appro-

priated by any user or activity. Jacobs’s analysis, however, has been reified 

and conservatively interpreted by different scholars. What is important for 

these scholars is the preservation of the modern diverse street, rather than 

Jacobs’s theoretical contribution, which contributes not only to an under-

standing of the street, but also of the whole city, as a space where there is 

a certain degree of indeterminacy arising from the complex interaction of 

different actors, forces, and land uses. Another New Yorker, Richard Sennett, 

has promoted a similar idea. He states that disorder, and to a certain degree, 

anarchy, are necessary elements in a mature city, a city whose identity and 

the identity of its inhabitants are not threatened by the encounter and con-

flicting interests with a different other.38 A preoccupation with indetermi-

nacy and disorder has been updated by a third New Yorker, the software 

guru Steven Johnson. For Johnson, a system of different relatively simple 

elements may organize spontaneously and without explicit laws and gener-

ate a complex and intelligent system, such as a neighborhood. This is what 

he calls “emergence.”39

	 Our earlier discussion should make it clear that indeterminacy and 

emergence help to explain the late capitalist cities in which we are living; 

cities in which capital, developers, and the restructuring of the economy 

interact with political power, social resistance, culture, and geographical 

conditions to create spaces that are both similar (given the structural condi-

tions) and different, depending on the particular conditions of a place and 

the social struggles that occur there.

	 Other New York authors who provide insights relevant to the current 

Latin American city are Susan Fainstein40 and Sharon Zukin.41 Both have 

described, although from different perspectives, the ways in which develop-

ers and the real estate markets shape the geographies of urban space. In 

these authors’ work, gentrification and city redevelopments are not simple 
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consequences of globalization and economic restructuring, as the L.A. School 

may argue, but instead reflect profound changes both in the real estate mar-

ket (Fainstein) and in the way people construct their cultural identities 

(Zukin). Thus, for example, the development of lofts in urban areas repre-

sents a new form of living related to certain segments of the upper middle 

class who have acquired a sensibility for culture, aesthetics, and lifestyle.42

	 In spite of these important arguments, we believe that the analysis that 

emerges from the particularities of New York must necessarily deempha-

size certain aspects that are central to the understanding of Latin American 

cities—specifically, sprawl, suburbanization, and the changes in economies 

that were never fully industrialized. These metropolitan conurbations are 

transitioning from an incomplete and unequal industrial modernization to 

the service and post-Fordist economy. Accordingly, their spatial develop-

ment shows tendencies both toward more activity at the center and greater 

decentralization.

Conclusion

Urban dynamics are complex; to understand them, we must take structural 

factors, human agency, and the indeterminacy and contingency of urban 

processes into account. Economic structures materialize in different cities 

in specific forms of interaction that play out in politics, culture, and move-

ments of social participation and resistance. Urban dynamics occur on a 

relatively open and contested ground, as can be seen in the Latin American 

context, which promotes social integration and the worst possible ghetto 

scenarios at the same time. The connection between social differentiation 

and spatial segregation is not only dynamic (it has a time dimension that is 

at least as important as its spatial dimension) but is also mediated by forces, 

mechanisms, and processes that define a more open outcome than what is 

usually assumed to prevail, whether the theory stresses structure, agency, or 

urban culture. The idea that social inequality is reproduced on urban space 

in some photographic process is simplistic and misguided.

	 As an example of these complex dynamics, the city of Santiago shows that, 

at least in some cases, and through the gentrification of the poor periphery, 
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private sector developers have helped to reduce residential segregation, and 

the result has sometimes also been an increase in social interaction between 

the classes. The state has also shaped spatial patterns in unexpected and 

unintended—and often in contradictory—ways. On one hand, since the 

recovery of democracy in 1989, left-of-center governments, constrained by 

skyrocketing land prices and by the need to build enormous numbers of 

housing units for the poor, have tended to concentrate public housing com-

plexes in the outskirts of the city, where land is cheaper, or in spaces left 

behind by market forces because of a concentration of poor people or rela-

tive inaccessibility. Ghettoization is thus breaking down, but it is also occur-

ring in segregated public housing complexes rather than in the remnants of 

shantytowns, according to the preliminary findings of our own fieldwork.43 

Thus, while the state may have solved the problem of the shantytown and 

of illegal settlements by providing housing, sewage facilities, drinking water, 

and some minimal infrastructure for the poor, it has contributed to the kind 

of ghetto problematic that is common in developed countries.

	 Moreover, shantytown dwellers living in municipalities that are under-

going gentrification have struggled to remain in those spaces, even if it 

means rejecting new housing units located at the periphery. In the case 

of “la toma de Penalolen,” the last important land seizure in Santiago (in 

1999), located in a traditionally poor and now gentrifying area, its inhabit-

ants organized and fought government attempts to move them out. Finally, 

they cut a deal with authorities, obtaining new housing units in the same 

municipality they were living in. This story makes it clear that one theoreti-

cal size does not fit all.

	 The way the poor are locating in Santiago highlights some of the 

important intermediate factors that need to be incorporated into a theoreti-

cal framework that might explain future developments in Latin American 

cities. Among them we stress the following dimensions:

• �Juridical: Latin American cities show a high level of home ownership of 

state-produced or subsidized dwellings (social housing instead of the 

U.S. public housing). Private ownership of housing units may help the 

ralentization of social displacement that follows gentrification; and thus, 
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planners might be able to stabilize socially mixed areas for long periods 

of time, even decades, even in places being gentrified by aggressive real 

estate capitalism.

• �Economic: The popular periphery as well as middle-income neighbor-

hoods, and suburban as well as urban areas, represent a huge booty for 

real estate interests that could fuel a long-lasting real estate dynamic that 

reduces residential and social-class segregation. Thus, structural eco-

nomic mechanisms may combine with agency to mediate the relation-

ship between social differences and spatial restructuring of the city.

• �Social identities: Latin American classist or uneven societies represent a 

sort of social capital for the possibility of reducing sociospatial segrega-

tion, at times when the latter seems to be pushing low-income neighbor-

hoods into ghettoization. Since class divides are well defined and quite 

static (upward social mobility is not as strong as in the United States), 

there seems to be little need to resort to spatial segregation to build or 

defend those identities. As a consequence, the middle class is willing to 

live close by the poor.

• �Violence and fear: Looking at different countries in Latin America, it is 

possible to argue that the degree of fear and social violence is related to 

the possibilities of generating social integration. While in Latin American 

countries the poor are trying to live closer to the wealthy, and the wealthy 

are colonizing traditionally poor enclaves, the social effects of this reduc-

tion in the scale of segregation are not uniform. Violence and fear are 

determinant factors. In this respect, the lessons of the L.A. School are 

very relevant.

	 It would be too easy and unfair to say that the L.A. School’s theories of 

the city do not match contemporary realities. The assertion we have made 

that contemporary cities are more complex than the available theories 

should not be equated with an antiscientific, commonsense stance that is all 

too common.

	 The processes depicted by writers identified with the L.A. School are 

almost universal; accordingly, they provide crucial insights about cities 

almost everywhere. What is missing, however, is the other side of the story: the 
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mediation of local forms of resistance and accommodation, the inherited 

material structure of cities, and cultural factors. The tendency to overlook 

these local differences in a deductivist, empirically insensitive way has weak-

ened the social sciences, and especially urban research, in Latin America. 

While the geographical map the L.A. School draws of the postmodern city 

(fragmented, class-divided, and in constant sprawl) may, and in fact does fit, 

Latin American cities, the deterministic views of that map’s emergence and 

its consequences seem limited. The complex and dynamic urban scenario in 

which political, cultural, social, and developers’ motivations have an impor-

tant role in the reshaping of urban space, does not match the dual-city 

images so popular among these scholars.

	 While we may agree with the L.A. School’s general geographic descrip-

tion of the postmodern city, we believe the determinist (and pessimist) ten-

dencies of the school do not describe the reality of the majority of cities 

in Latin America. Moreover, what the L.A. School sees as negative urban 

phenomena of late capitalism, such as fragmentation, may be interpreted 

in a completely different fashion. In Latin American cities, and in other cit-

ies of the world, local cultures, land markets, governmental policies, and 

local resistance have created cities that are similar—and thus global—but at 

the same time very different from one another. While capitalist restructur-

ing may contribute to fragmenting the Latin American city, there are other  

processes, less structural in nature, that contribute to give any specific city 

its character, making cities more open and unpredictable. The peculiar, 

unedited combination of structural forces makes every city unique. The  

factors and processes that make up this uniqueness have been better covered 

in the works of both Chicago and New York scholars than by those of the 

L.A. School.
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Twentieth-century urban theory has proven inadequate to tackle urban 

issues of the twenty-first century. Even Chicago, home of the Chicago 

school of urban studies, no longer fits the paradigms of these earlier schol-

ars. These older theories describe cities outside the United States even less 

well. Today’s cities exhibit different patterns of development, economics, 

politics, culture, society, and government from the manufacturing-based 

city of the early twentieth century.

	 The essays in this book do not offer a single uncontested theory that 

fits all cities and metropolitan regions. There is no single paradigm capable 

of replacing the one created by the Chicago School. No single hegemonic 

theory of cities is sufficient for all modern metropolises.

	 The essays in this book demonstrate why the old paradigms are inade-

quate in the twenty-first century. Recent theories, whether they come under 

the label of “schools” or not, may help in understanding cities in Europe, 

Asia, and Latin America, but they are likely to fall short in some key respects. 

We can be confident that these paradigms are useful in helping us to under-

stand important aspects of urban development in the United States; more 

than that it is difficult to say.

The Development of Urban Theory

We believe the essays and empirical evidence presented in this book have 

demonstrated that any adequate theory would account for the following 

characteristics: 

Studying Twenty-first  
Century Cities
n  Dick Simpson and Tom Kelly
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1.	� A metropolitan region in which the center still holds: The twentieth-

century city has metamorphosed into the twenty-first century metrop

olis. Within these metropolitan regions, both the forces of centralization 

and the forces of fragmentation are occurring at the same time. While 

central cities remain important, peripheral growth can be consistent 

with a vibrant center.

2. 	� Multiculturalism: Heterogeneity compels interaction among unlike 

peoples. When race, poverty, and segregation are highly correlated, 

conflict is inevitable and governance becomes difficult. Alternatively, 

multiculturalism is a highly positive feature that confers major advan-

tages in the global economy.

3.	� Globalization: Each region must be examined not only in relation to 

its place in the global system, but in terms of its local responses to 

global forces. The evolution of modern metropolitan regions reflects 

local constraints, choices, and history. New York, Chicago, and Los 

Angeles became cities in different historical periods, which is one of 

the reasons they differ. Accounting for these differences is a central 

task of urban theory. 

4.	 �Comparative research: Where possible, given resource and time limita-

tions, we need to compare cities to fully understand them. Compar-

ing cities allows us to identify both their common characteristics and 

profound differences. Only from comparisons can we develop and test 

useful social science theories and paradigms.

5.	 �Multiple theoretical lenses: We begin this book by describing the 

theories developed by the scholars of the original Chicago School, 

then follow with the schools that have appeared more recently. As 

Janet Abu-Lughod urges in her essay, it is our task to test these theories 

against the empirical realities on the ground. Ultimately, the goal of 

our search is to find explanations for the urban processes taking place 

in many different contexts.

6.	� Politics and governmental institutions: Metropolitan regions are not 

formed solely by impersonal social and economic forces. Human 

agency, operating through established institutions and protest orga-

nizations like Janitors for Justice, which Amy Bridges describes in her 
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essay, helps determine urban policies and urban development. A key 

question, especially in the United States, is whether there is sufficient 

political and governmental capacity at the local level to provide ade-

quate governance and leadership in the twenty-first century.

	 These categories are helpful because they emphasize an inclusive 

approach. In the past, urban theory has often been hampered by the ten-

dency to regard a single city or metropolitan form as the archetype for  

all other places, and by an exclusive focus on cities in the United States. 

Comparative studies that include cities in the United States and in other 

countries are certain to make urban theory more robust and complete.

A Metropolitan Region in Which the Center Still Holds

From the perspective of the United States, it is obvious that the expansion 

beyond formal city boundaries makes it increasingly difficult for local  

governments to govern effectively. In every large metropolitan region  

there are hundreds of towns, villages, and special districts. Nonetheless,  

the center still holds. These metropolitan regions remain anchored by  

central cities geographically, economically, and politically. Just as our solar 

system of planets is organized around a single sun, metropolitan regions  

are organized around central cities. It may be true that there is an urban 

corridor from Boston to Philadelphia or from Los Angeles to the Mexican 

border, but even suburbanites recognize whether their center is Boston, 

New York, Los Angeles, or San Diego. This does not deny that the study  

of middle-sized cities and suburbs is also important. In fact, much  

more careful study of these places needs to be done in developing any  

adequate twenty-first century urban paradigm. Yet, as David Halle and  

Andrew Beveridge demonstrate in their essay, what New York and Los 

Angeles now have in common is population growth at the core. Even as 

centrifugal forces and decentralization continue, the center is becoming 

revitalized. Urban sociology, geography, economics, planning, and politics 

still focus on the central city because even after a century of decentralization 

the center helps to organize the metropolitan region. It is likely to continue 

to do so.
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Multiculturalism

Heterogeneity, which makes personal interaction between unlike people 

compulsory, characterizes the multiracial, multicultural metropolitan 

regions of the twenty-first century. Older models of settlement patterns 

based on race have become inadequate. Some cities still experience stark 

segregation, but the division between black and white no longer describes 

urban development. The importance of embracing multicultural and mul-

tiracial perspectives becomes undeniable when cities are examined on a 

global scale, considering that some of the largest metropolitan regions in 

the world have populations that include only small numbers of either black 

or white people.

	 Beyond race, various ethnicities and religions that cut across racial  

categories are added to the multicultural mix. European and American 

regions are attracting increasing Muslim populations from Asian, Arab, 

and North African countries. Outside the United States, religion often 

overwhelms racial considerations. In Abuja, Nigeria, tensions exist between  

the Muslim and Christian residents. In Belfast, cultural and even physi-

cal barriers have been erected between Catholic Christians and Protestant 

Christians. Such divisions between differing racial, ethnic, or religious 

groups can readily be connected to patterns of wealth and poverty in met-

ropolitan regions. On a metropolitan scale, we can follow these patterns 

of settlement, wealth, and poverty across municipal boundaries and study 

the causes and effects in suburbs that have heavy concentrations of specific 

races, ethnicities, or religions.

	 Complicating things still more, many residents of metropolitan areas in 

developing countries belong to no formal jurisdiction. This is increasingly 

important because already more than half of the world’s population lives 

in cities. In the next few decades, millions more will live there, especially 

in cities of developing nations. By 2030 it is estimated that more than two 

billion people will live in informal shantytowns in the third world nations, 

usually without running water or electricity. Similar living arrangements 

exist in the slums and ghettos of the United States today, although they have 

been generally ignored by urban scholars. Models of formal city structure 

isolated from surrounding municipalities or models of metropolitan areas 
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devoid of illegal or unregistered residents fail to reflect the modern urban 

reality. Several essays in this book focus at least partially on the “informal 

city” and the problems of the permanent underclass. They focus as well on 

often-overlooked events like race riots and their causes. 

	 The increasingly complex structure of the modern metropolis, created 

through global networks, massive migration, incorporation of sprawling 

developments, and the rise of privatized city space, poses challenges for gov-

ernance throughout the world. Concerns arise over the isolated poor, the 

disenfranchised informal residents, and the general lack of coordination for 

the public good under the hodgepodge of localities and authorities. Some 

cities outside the United States, such as Jerusalem, experience vicious strug-

gles for physical space. Others in postwar countries like Freetown, Sierra 

Leone, face the daunting task of providing working electricity, clean water, 

proper sewage disposal, better education, and adequate health care with 

inadequate municipal budgets. A metropolitan framework that accounts 

for multicultural differences may provide insights into the struggles related 

to wealth distribution, physical space, and political legitimacy in cities in 

many different places.

Globalization

While the immediate pressures of global forces may differ from region 

to region, and while local responses to those pressures differ even more 

greatly, the twenty-first century reality is that major urban centers are linked 

through a global network of social and economic forces. If any further proof 

were needed, the experience of cities and metropolitan regions with the cur-

rent recession demonstrates the downside of our global interconnectedness. 

Future urban theory must not only recognize these international forces but 

also include their effects on metropolitan regions inside and outside the 

United States.

	 Even if the Los Angeles, New York, and Chicago schools of thought 

could be effectively combined into a comprehensive paradigm, the new  

paradigm would still miss developments in the majority of the world’s 

urban population. Even if a Beijing School, a Santiago School, and a Cairo 

School were included, naming a school of thought after a single city only 
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makes sense if we use that name to categorize groups of scholars with simi-

lar theoretical perspectives. Proclaiming any single city to be an example of 

future city development is impractical. However, if we can understand the 

forces governing different metropolitan regions we may be able to develop 

theories that help us understand cities in widely varying contexts. Global-

ization is one of those forces, and future theory must account not only for 

the differences between regions due to globalization but also for the simi-

larities that develop among them. It may be that Mexico City is most like 

Los Angeles, that Toronto is most like Chicago, and that London is most 

like New York City. If so, there is much that similar cities can learn from 

each other despite their differences in their national context, histories, and 

cultures. This may take the form of adopting what urban planners call “best 

practices,” policies that seem to work in improving the urban condition.

Comparative Research

Any relevant urban theory must confront the diversity of cultures, histories, 

political structures and processes, geographies, and economic conditions. 

As Abu-Lughod writes, the purpose of theories is “to construct credible nar-

ratives about enormously complex ongoing processes in the real world.” She 

goes on to say that theories become useless “words about words” when they 

are developed without observations from the real world. New urban theo-

ries must be founded on research on specific places to remain coherent and 

relevant to actual events. The focus on the “centerless” metropolis reflected 

the fractured metropolitan landscape of the Los Angeles region. This fact 

itself illustrates why theories derived from the study of a particular place 

must be partial and incomplete.

	 The rise of the Los Angeles School occurred because the old Chicago 

School proved unworkable and no other set of ideas was available to replace 

it. The incomplete nature of the L.A. School, coupled with its failure to pre-

dict revival of the urban core, opened the door for the ideas underpinning 

the New York School and the recent research on Chicago.

	 Several important developments in the urban world slipped through 

the theoretical cracks of all three schools. One is the understanding that extreme 

sprawl and fragmentation are mostly located in United States because of its 
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decentralized urban policy. As the essay by Francisco Sabatini and Rodrigo 

Salcedo demonstrates, gated communities result in greater racial and  

economic segregation in the United States, but not in Latin America. Urban 

scholars did not anticipate the desire for a revived urban culture, which 

explains the resurgence of downtown populations mostly in the United 

States. Theories on globalization and the development of global cities 

reach beyond the borders of the United States but mostly fail to apply to 

the developing world, where the majority of urban residents live. In some 

Latin America cities, for instance, segregation has fallen at the same time 

that social inequality remains high. Differences like this explain how the 

best urban scholarship draws on nuanced comparative analyses across such 

metropolitan regions.

Multiple Theoretical Lens 

Based on his studies of Los Angeles, Michael Dear maintains that five  

principal social dynamics underlie today’s urbanism: globalization, network 

society, polarization between rich and poor, hybridization, and sustain

ability. These categories seem sufficiently broad to suggest that any theory 

of the urban must take them into account. The essays in this book have 

uncovered other social dynamics at work in the twenty-first century cities. 

Perhaps the two most important are: human agency and indeterminacy. 

These two principles suggest that urban processes are not solely determined 

by implacable economic and social forces. Any city is a dynamic place that 

develops from a clash of structural forces, institutions, and people. The out-

comes cannot be fully predetermined. Only comparative analysis will allow 

us to determine how these dynamics interact to shape today’s cities.

	 This observation may seem to suggest that schools are counter

productive. We do not believe that to be the case. Schools tend to evolve 

among scholars working in the same place because of the empirical facts on 

the ground arising from spatial form and local culture. Scholars look out of 

their home and office windows and share some common experiences. That 

means, of course, that the ideas advanced through these schools are bound 

to be limited. Our essays make it clear that past paradigms were never  

completely adequate. For example, the concentric rings of development 
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proposed by Homer Hoyt do not describe today’s realities in Chicago (and 

only approximately reflected yesterday’s). Of course the facts on the ground 

themselves reflect different perspectives even of the same city. As Daphne 

Spain points out, Jane Addams and the settlement workers saw the city  

from a perspective at odds with the one held by most of the scholars at the 

University of Chicago. They documented “factors” that they personally 

observed and experienced, not the “forces” with which the scholars were 

most concerned. She and her colleagues were activists, but in the end they 

were, unavoidably, theorists.

	 However, we should not assume agreement even among people with 

shared experiences. If it is true that a school of thought develops a shared 

perspective, a common research agenda, a sense of membership in a school, 

and residence in the same metropolitan region, then none of the schools 

discussed in our book are completely solidified. This was as true of the 

original Chicago School as it is of the current schools. The L.A. School 

soon splintered, and the New York School has, by the account of Halle and 

Beveridge, disappeared. The scholars now working in Chicago cannot even 

agree on whether they have constituted a school or not. Even so, in all three 

cases a central set of ideas can be identified.

	 When the authors of the essays in this book convened at Hull House 

in Chicago several years ago, our debates made us reconsider carefully our 

assumptions and conclusions. Although our urban symposium revealed that 

a single paradigm of urban development does not exist, what our schools of 

thought do share is a commitment to empirically grounded research. As the 

two essays by Amy Bridges and by Steven Erie and Scott MacKenzie amply 

demonstrate, scholars studying Los Angeles are firmly rooted in an empiri-

cal tradition. The essay by David Halle and Andrew Beveridge is based on a 

great deal of statistical analysis that convincingly shows that recent patterns 

of demographic movement in New York and Los Angeles have converged. 

The recent scholarship on Chicago places a strong emphasis, as did the orig-

inal Chicago School, on empirical evidence and participant observation. 

In the spirit of the Chicago School, some members of the recent group of 

Chicago scholars carry on the older reform tradition that entails the study 

of topics like political corruption and practical reform of city government, 
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public schools, the police department, and the physical development of the 

metropolitan region.

	 Even when it reflects clear normative values, the Chicago scholarship 

is based on a rich trove of empirical evidence. The research is based on  

census data showing where racial groups cluster and where the rich and the 

poor live within the metropolitan region. Economic data provides infor-

mation about the impact of the new global economy. Election results and 

patterns of campaign contributions provide information on politics. The 

voting pattern of the city council provides information on the government 

and the political clashes over policies that shape the region. Studies of the 

new economy are focused on tourism, infrastructure, and strategies of eco-

nomic development.

Politics and Governmental Institutions

Human action, whether deliberate or unintentional, is a primary factor 

affecting metropolitan processes. Even in the global era, politics still matters. 

Residents of a single metropolitan area can do little to control the forces 

of macroeconomics, globalization, technological advancement, or immi-

gration. They can neither control the decisions of higher levels of govern-

ment, nor dictate where international firms will locate their businesses. 

They cannot prevent terrorist attacks nor avoid global economic recessions. 

Individual cities cannot make laws that have jurisdiction outside of their 

physical boundaries. And, of course, all metropolitan areas are subject to 

global forces, even if they are partially sheltered by national governments.

	 But the fortunes of a metropolis or an individual city are not outside 

the control of local politics. Local leaders respond to the forces of globaliza-

tion differently. Each metropolitan region remains to some degree unique 

because of its unique history, development, and responses to these forces. 

Local actors shape the responses to forces outside their control. The Rich-

ard J. Daley machine that governed Chicago from 1955 to 1976 used local 

political muscle to shape the physical, social, and economic development of 

the city in the face of challenging circumstances. The titans of Wall Street 

and Mayors Giuliani and Bloomberg of New York help to shape their city 

and to recover from the September 11, 2001, attacks.
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	 History and politics shape spatial and social dynamics of a city. Political 

considerations decide where public housing will be built, which neighbor-

hoods will be razed for redevelopment, which groups will be marginalized, 

and how local government will ultimately adapt to forces beyond their 

control, such as cutbacks in federal assistance or a natural disaster. A frac-

tured metropolis may result in the ability of residents to vote with their feet,  

but that does not preclude cooperation among localities for development, 

provision of services, or even tax sharing. Even the privatization of public 

space, such as the creation of gated communities, is the result of local deci-

sions to surrender the costs of administering tracts of land while simulta-

neously collecting property taxes. As the literature on Los Angeles makes 

clear, the “spontaneous” development of the Los Angeles area was carefully 

planned and developed by local political forces.

	 The actions of governments at other levels matter too, even in the 

United States, which lacks a coherent urban policy. Recent events indicate 

that it is likely that national policy will become more important. In February 

2009, the Obama administration announced that it was creating the White 

House Office of Urban Affairs. Later, in a speech to urban leaders, Vice 

President Joe Biden reaffirmed that the administration proposes to create 

a metropolitan agenda for urban regions, which house 80 percent of the 

U.S. population, provide two-thirds of the nation’s jobs, and produce three-

fourths of the gross national product.1 As a first step, under the Obama 

administration, the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act poured bil-

lions of dollars into health care research, transportation projects, energy 

improvements, and higher education in our nation’s cities.

The Future of Urban Theory

Directly or indirectly, urban scholars tend to agree on a singular principle: 

we study to advance the goal of a livable, just, and democratic city—or 

as Jane Addams put it, of a “socially just city.” As this book goes to press, 

we are in the midst of a global recession greater than any since the Great 

Depression of the 1930s. But in many places in the world, urban conditions 

are so deep that they are scarcely touched by the global economic crisis.  
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A recent book on the challenges facing cities around the globe reports that 

“within three decades, one of every three human beings will live in near 

total squalor [mostly in cities]—lacking sanitation and clean water, fueling 

the spread of disease.”2 These realities make it imperative that urban theory 

be grounded, and relevant. A book like this cannot do much to map out the 

project of creating a livable, just, and democratic city, but it may help us to 

improve our understanding of the processes that have created the present 

urban condition and those that may point to a different future. 
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