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In order to help you learn about urban social geography
this book incorporates the following features:

➤ At the beginning of each chapter a list of the key
questions that will be addressed.

➤ Each time a new important concept is introduced, it
is outlined in bold.

➤ To enhance your understanding five types of addi-
tional material are included in boxes.

First, there is a guide to key thinkers who have influenced
urban social geography. The evolution of a discipline
such as geography is the result of the efforts of many
thousands of people (indeed some object to the idea of
denoting key thinkers) but there is no doubt that some
people do have a huge influence. These sections are to
remind you that the contents of this book are the works
of living, breathing people who worked in particular
places at particular times. Please remember that we
have not been able to give a comprehensive listing of
key thinkers or to represent their ideas in great detail.
Instead, these boxes are intended to whet your appetite
for further investigation.

Second, there are descriptions of some of the key
debates and controversies that are raging in urban
social geography at the present time. This is to remind
you that the contents of this book are not set in stone
but subject to continuing refinement, negotiation and
change.

Third, there are descriptions of some of the most 
key trends in urban social geography. This is to remind
you of the ever-changing character of city life.

Fourth, we have listed some key films that may be
related to the changing social geography of city life.
Motion pictures are without doubt the most popular
art form in the early twenty-first century. Although they
are often seen primarily as a form of entertainment, they
can provide some interesting and thoughtful insights into
urban social geography. This does not mean that you
will have to concentrate on enigmatic ‘art house’ movies;
while not exactly commercial, ‘no-brainer’ action fodder,
the films highlighted in this book should provide you with
enjoyment as well as intellectual stimulation. However,
some will be difficult to obtain from your local video
shop so you may need to rely on specialist suppliers or
on TV re-runs. We have given a warning where films
show a good deal of violence.

Fifth, we have included lists of novels related to urban
social geography. Some foretell the end of the novel in
a world dominated by electronic media.

We hope that these lists encourage you to explore the
wonderful experiences contained in our suggestions.

➤ At the end of each chapter are the following:

a) a brief summary of the key points;
b) a list of the key concepts used in the chapter;
c) a list of suggested reading.

➤ Together with the discussion in the text, there is a
definition of the key concepts in the Glossary at the
end of the book. The Glossary also contains extensive
cross-referencing to related concepts. It can there-
fore be used as a memory aid after reading a chapter
and also as a way of tracking other related concepts.

..

A guide to using this book
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the key questions that we will be examining in this book.
As many writers now acknowledge, the answer to most
of these questions is ultimately to be found in the wider
context of social, economic and political organization.
It follows that a proper understanding of any city requires
a very broad approach. In the city, everything is con-
nected to everything else; cause and effect are often
difficult to sort out. Within geography as a whole, there
are several different approaches to understanding cities.
Four main approaches have been identifiable in the
recent literature.

1.1 Different approaches
within human
geography

The quantitative approach
First there is the quantitative approach, which attempts
to provide descriptions of the spatial organization of
cities using statistical data represented in the form of
maps, graphs, tables and mathematical equations. Much

Social geography and the
sociospatial dialectic

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ Why are geographers interested in city
structures?

➤ What are the distinctive contributions that
geographers can make to understanding these
structures?

➤ In what ways do city structures reflect
economic, demographic, cultural and political
changes?

Why do city populations get sifted out according to race
and social class to produce distinctive neighbourhoods?
What are the processes responsible for this sifting? Are
there any other characteristics by which individuals and
households become physically segregated within the
city? How does a person’s area of residence affect his 
or her behaviour? How do people choose where to live,
and what are the constraints on their choices? What
groups, if any, are able to manipulate the ‘geography’ 
of the city, and to whose advantage? These are some of
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of the inspiration for this approach has come from neo-
classical economics and functionalist sociology. These
approaches aim to be ‘scientific’, providing objective
descriptions of cities in such a way that the values and
attitudes of the observer do not influence the analysis.
This attempt to separate the observer from the observed
is often termed the Cartesian approach (after the
philosopher Descartes). However, many have questioned
whether such neutrality is possible, since the values of
the researcher will inevitably be reflected in the data that
are chosen and the theoretical frameworks, words and
metaphors which are used to represent this data.

The behavioural approach
Second is the so-called behavioural approach, which
initially emerged as a reaction to the unrealistic norma-
tive assumptions (i.e. theories concerning what ought
to be, rather than what actually exists) of neoclassical-
functional description. The emphasis here is on the study
of people’s activities and decision-making processes
(where to live, for example) within their perceived
worlds. Many of the explanatory concepts are derived
from social psychology although phenomenology, with
its emphasis on the ways in which people experience
the world around them, has also exerted a considerable
influence on behavioural research. Geographers have for
a long time been interested in the relationships between
urban settings and certain aspects of people’s behaviour.
This sort of approach can easily fall into a deterministic
frame of thinking, where ‘space’ is a cause. In fact, 
the relationships between environments and behavi-
our are reciprocal: ‘a neighbourhood takes its character 
from the values and life-styles of its residents; however,
reciprocally, its personality is also a context that acts to
reinforce and narrow a range of human responses’ (Ley,
1983, p. 23). The emphasis of most research in this area,
though, has been on the way in which the ‘personality’
of urban settings influences individual and group
behaviour and, in particular, the way in which ‘deviant’
behaviour is related to urban settings.

The structuralist approach
Third, there is the approach generally known as 
structuralism. Unlike the quantitative and behavioural

approaches, structuralists are very suspicious of every-
day appearances and people’s subjective reactions to,
and interpretations of, the world. Instead, they argue
that to understand society one needs to probe beneath
the obvious external world to apprehend the underlying
mechanisms at work. Since these mechanisms cannot
be observed directly, they must be studied through pro-
cesses of abstract reasoning by constructing theories.
This structuralist approach was initially used to study
‘primitive’ societies. Despite the diversity of cultural
forms that can be found throughout the world, it was
argued that there were underlying universal cultural
structures that govern all human behaviour (such as
prohibitions on incest). However, most geographers have
allied structuralist approaches with Marxian theories,
rather than anthropology. These attempt to update 
the ideas devised by Karl Marx in the context of the
nineteenth-century industrial city (sometimes termed
classical Marxism) in the light of developments in the
twentieth century. These updated Marxian theories are
also sometimes termed neo-Marxist approaches.

Marx argued that the key underlying mechanism in
a capitalist society was a conflict between two major
classes over the issue of value: first, the class made up of
owners of capital and, second, the class of workers who
owned little but their labour power. Of course, much
has changed since Marx was writing in the nineteenth
century. In particular, both the class structure and the
role of the state have become much more complex.
Nevertheless, at root, Marxian perspectives attempt 
to relate contemporary societal developments to the
class struggle over value. Thus, structuralist approaches
stress the constraints that are imposed on the beha-
viour of individuals by the organization of society as 
a whole and by the activities of powerful groups and
institutions within it.

Critics have argued that, in playing down the per-
ceptions of people, Marxian theorists ignore the fact
that there are many different conflicts in society in
addition to those based around class, such as those
based around gender, ethnicity, age, sexuality, religion,
disability, nationality, political affiliation, location of
neighbourhood, and so on. There is growing recogni-
tion that there are many different interests in the city,
many different ‘voices’ and different theories that can
represent these interests.

..
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of the human imagination. The plural, geographies, is
commonly used to reflect the fact that different people
have widely differing notions of geographical areas.
And, of course, our own visions of these spaces can
change over time. This means that there can be no one
urban social geography. The crucial point is that these
imaginative geographies shape the physical structures
of cities and the ways in which we are, in turn, shaped
by these structures.

For example, suburbs have often been portrayed as
socially homogeneous, relatively safe, female-dominated
domestic and private spheres. In sharp contrast, the
central city has been portrayed as a socially hetero-
geneous, male-dominated, relatively dangerous public
space. As will be described in subsequent chapters, there
is undoubtedly a great deal of truth in this characteriza-
tion. However, there is a growing body of research that
highlights the limitations and simplifications of the
public/private, male/female distinctions. Nevertheless,
these ideas or stereotypes have formed a powerful ideo-
logy (i.e. a dominant set of ideas) that has affected urban
planning and design. As we will see in greater detail in
Chapter 3, the material dimensions of the city therefore
reflect our cultural values and at the same time help to
shape them.

Central to these imaginings of cities is the use of 
various metaphors. A metaphor is a way of describing
one thing in a figurative sense by reference to another
thing that is not literally appropriate (e.g. as in the term
urban jungle). Many of the metaphors that have been
used to describe, analyse and comprehend cities have
negative overtones, reflecting the anti-urban feelings
that underlie a great deal of Western thinking about
cities (the city as ‘labyrinth’, ‘nightmare’ or ‘jungle’).
However, the ambiguous role of urban settings is illus-
trated by those metaphors that portray cities as places
of excitement, liberation and enlightenment (the city 
as ‘theme park’, ‘theatre’ or ‘melting pot’). This com-
plexity is revealed in descriptions of inner-city ghetto
areas occupied by ethnic minorities; on the one hand
they are often presented as crime-ridden, decaying zones
but on the other hand they are also often envisaged 
as spaces of cultural resurgence. It follows, therefore,
that these metaphors are not just artistic licence; they
are used to understand cities and can justify different
approaches to urban policy.

It is also argued by critics that Marxian theories also
have a poor sense of human agency (i.e. the capacity 
of people to make choices and take actions to affect
their destinies). Nevertheless, it is undoubtedly true that
many people are relatively defenceless in the face of
economic forces. Furthermore, it is important to note
that Marxian theories are diverse in character and many
scholars have tried to overcome these limitations in
recent years. As we will see later in this book, the basic
principles of structuralist thinking provide us with
powerful tools for understanding contemporary social
change (see also Box 1.1 on David Harvey – the key
exponent of Marxian approaches in human geography).

Poststructuralist
approaches
Poststructuralist approaches are strongly opposed to
the idea that the world can be explained by a single,
hidden, underlying structure, such as class-based conflict.
Instead, it is argued that there are numerous shifting
and unstable dimensions of inequality in society. In
addition, it is argued that these inequalities are reflected
in various forms of representation, including language,
intellectual theories, advertising, popular music and city
landscapes. All of these forms of representation involve
sets of shared meanings – what are called discourses.
Poststructuralism therefore argues that there is no simple
undistilled experience – all our experiences are filtered
through particular sets of cultural values. It follows that
the method by which we represent reality is as import-
ant as the underlying reality itself. Clearly, then, words
are not neutral but have powerful underlying assump-
tions and meanings. This means that analysis of culture
is crucial to understanding language and discourse.
The effect of poststructuralist thinking on urban social
geography has been substantial, to the point where the
subdiscipline has taken a clear ‘cultural turn’.

The study of urban social
geography
The implications of these differing perspectives will be
highlighted in greater detail at various stages through-
out this book. For the present we should note that cities
are not just physical structures – they are also products

1.1 Different approaches within human geography

..
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Related to this is a further crucial point – the
metaphors, theories, concepts and modes of repres-
entation we use to analyse cities cannot be regarded as
neutral, objective and value free. Instead, they tend to
represent particular theoretical perspectives and interest
groups. These interests are not always immediately
obvious. What might appear to be a neutral theory

depicting inequalities in a city as some natural, inevit-
able outcome might serve to support existing conditions 
in society. For example, few studies have been more
influential than that of the Chicago School of Urban
Sociology (see Chapter 7), whose theorists used a bio-
logical metaphor. Although they sought to produce a
‘scientific’ view of the city, their choice of metaphor

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – David Harvey

The career of David Harvey illustrates
the enormous methodological changes
that have taken place in geography
since the 1970s. Indeed, it is difficult
to think of anyone who has had more
influence upon human geography dur-
ing this time.

Harvey began his career in the late
1960s as an advocate of a ‘scientific’
approach, positivism and quantitative
methods, and he made a strong 
case for these approaches in his book
Explanation in Geography (1969).
However, during the early 1970s he
began to feel that geographers were
paying insufficient attention to the
numerous social issues that were
manifest during those troubled times.
His next major text, Social Justice
and the City (1973), charts his shift
from a liberal position (the first half 
of the book using mainstream social
science to analyse problems) towards
a Marxian approach (updating classical
Marxism to explain recent changes).
Cities appear to have played an import-
ant part in Harvey’s radical shift in
perspective. His move in 1969 from
the University of Bristol in the United
Kingdom to Johns Hopkins University
in Baltimore made him conscious of the
enormous scale of poverty endemic 
in many US cities that were suffering
from extensive job losses at that time.

David Harvey has continued to be a
staunch advocate of Marxian interpre-

tations of changes in cities, resisting
the widespread adoption of poststruc-
turalist perspectives. His defence is
expressed in one of the best-selling
social science textbooks of recent years
– The Condition of Postmodernity
(1989b). Harvey’s work has been 
criticized for concentrating on class-
based economic sources of conflict
and for downplaying other sources of
inequality in cities related to factors
such as gender, ethnicity and sexual-
ity (Deutsche, 1991). Harvey (1996)
argues that while there are many
sources of ‘difference’ in society,
underpinning all of these are basic
economic processes that lead to
exploitation.

Key concepts associated
with David Harvey (see
Glossary)

Commodity fetishism, neo-Marxism,
‘spatial fix’, structured coherence,
time–space compression, urban
entrepreneurialism.

Further reading

Castree, N. (2004) David Harvey, 
in P. Hubbard, R. Kitchin and G.
Valentine (eds) Key Thinkers on
Space and Place Sage, London

Castree, N. and Gregory, D. (eds)
(2006) David Harvey: A Critical
Reader Blackwell, Oxford

Deutsche, R. (1991) Boy’s town,
Environment and Planning D:
Society and Space 9, 5–30

Harvey, D. (1996) Justice, Nature
and the Geography of Difference
Blackwell, Oxford

Harvey, D. (2006) A Brief History 
of Neoliberalism Oxford University
Press, Oxford

Links with other chapters

Chapter 2: Marx and the industrial
city, Fordism and the industrial city,
Neo-Fordism

Chapter 5: Structuralist
interpretations of the political
economy of contemporary cities, 
The local state and the sociospatial
dialectic, The question of social
justice in the city

Chapter 6: Builders, developers and
the search for profit, Manipulating
social geographies, Blockbusting and
gentrification

Chapter 9: Constructing place
through spatial practices, Box 9.4
Henri Lefebvre

Chapter 10: Alienation, Structuralist
theory

Chapter 13: Urban Change and
Conflict, The aggregate effects of
aggregate patterns

Chapter 14: Box 14.3 The Wire

Box 1.1
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Because the benefits conferred by proximity to 
these amenities contribute so much to people’s welfare, 
locational issues often form the focus of conflict within
the city, thus giving the spatial perspective a key role 
in the analysis of urban politics. The partitioning of
space through the establishment of de jure (formal,
legal) territorial boundaries also represents an import-
ant spatial attribute that has direct repercussions on
several spheres of urban life. The boundaries of school
catchment areas, for example, have important implica-
tions for community status and housing prices, while
the configuration of electoral districts is crucial to the
outcome of formal political contests in the city.

1.3 The macro-
geographical context

This book is concerned with cities in developed coun-
tries that have ‘postindustrial’ societies (i.e. societies in
which industrial employment has been in decline and
employment in advanced service industries has been
growing). The term postindustrial can be misleading,
in that there are still substantial manufacturing indus-
tries in these cities. However, the ‘post’ label alludes to
the fact that these cities have experienced various changes
which distinguish them from the classic industrialized
cities of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The
societies in which these changes are most advanced are
in Europe and North America, where levels of urban-
ization are among the highest anywhere. References 
to cities elsewhere are included not to redress this bias
but to provide contrasting or complementary examples
and to place arguments within a wider setting.

Even within the relatively narrow cultural and geo-
graphical realm of Europe and North America, however,
there are important differences in the nature of urban
environments. These will be elaborated in the body of
the text but it is important to guard against cultural
myopia from the beginning of any discussion of urban
geography (i.e. assuming that the arrangements in one’s
own country or culture are the only possible set of
arrangements or that these are a superior approach).

It is, therefore, important to acknowledge the prin-
cipal differences between European and North American
cities. For one thing, European cities are generally much

helped to make the existing social order seem natural and
inevitable. All ideas and theories or ‘claims to knowledge’,
then, should be viewed critically.

1.2 The sociospatial
dialectic

Urban spaces are created by people, and they draw their
character from the people that inhabit them. As people
live and work in urban spaces, they gradually impose
themselves on their environment, modifying and adjust-
ing it, as best they can, to suit their needs and express
their values. Yet at the same time people themselves
gradually accommodate both to their physical environ-
ment and to the people around them. There is thus a
continuous two-way process, a sociospatial dialectic
(Soja, 1980), in which people create and modify urban
spaces while at the same time being conditioned in 
various ways by the spaces in which they live and work.
Neighbourhoods and communities are created, main-
tained and modified; the values, attitudes and behaviour
of their inhabitants, meanwhile, cannot help but be
influenced by their surroundings and by the values,
attitudes and behaviour of the people around them. 
At the same time, the ongoing processes of urbaniza-
tion make for a context of change in which economic,
demographic, social and cultural forces are continuously
interacting with these urban spaces.

Space, then, cannot be regarded simply as a neutral
medium in which social, economic and political pro-
cesses are expressed. It is of importance in its own right
in contributing both to the pattern of urban development
and to the nature of the relationships between differ-
ent social groups within the city. Space and distance are
undeniably important as determinants of social net-
works, friendships and marriages. Similarly, territoriality
is frequently the basis for the development of distinc-
tive social milieux which, as well as being of interest 
in themselves, are important because of their capacity
to mould the attitudes and shape the behaviour of 
their inhabitants. Distance also emerges as a significant
determinant of the quality of life in different parts of
the city because of variations in physical accessibility to
opportunities and amenities such as jobs, shops, schools,
clinics, parks and sports centres.

1.3 The macro-geographical context

..
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older, with a tangible legacy of earlier modes of eco-
nomic and social organization embedded within their
physical structure. Another contrast is in the com-
position of urban populations, for in most of Europe
the significance of minority groups has generally been
much less than in North America until recently. A third
major difference stems from the way in which urban
government has evolved. Whereas North American cities
tend to be fragmented into a number of quite separate
and independent municipalities, European cities are less
so and their public services are funded to a significant
level by the central government, making for a potentially
more even-handed allocation of resources within the city
as a whole. This is not unrelated to yet another important
source of contrast – the existence of better-developed
welfare states in Europe. This not only affects the size
and allocation of the social wage within cities but also
has profound effects on the social geography of the city
through the operation of the housing market. Whereas
fewer than 5 per cent of US urban families live in public
housing, over 20 per cent of the families in many British
cities live in what can be termed ‘social housing’ (i.e.
dwellings rented from public authorities or housing
associations operating in the not-for-profit sector).

It is worth noting that in Europe, where the general
ideology of privatism is less pronounced and where
there has for some time been an acute awareness of the
pressures of urban sprawl on prime agricultural land,
the power and influence of city planning is much more
extensive. As a result, the morphology and social struc-
ture of European cities owe much to planning codes and
philosophies. Thus, for example, the decentralization
of jobs and homes and the proliferation of out-of-town
hypermarkets and shopping malls has been much less
pronounced in Europe than in North America, mainly
because of European planners’ policy of urban contain-
ment. The corollary of this, of course, is that the central
business districts (CBDs) of European cities have tended
to retain a greater commercial vitality than many of their
North American counterparts.

Finally, it should be noted that there are important
regional and functional differences in the social geography
of cities. The cities of the American north-east, for
example, are significantly different, in some ways, from
those of the ‘sunbelt’, as are those of Canada and the
United States.

A changing context for
urban social geography

Cities have become impossible to describe. Their
centers are not as central as they used to be, their
edges are ambiguous, they have no beginnings and
apparently no end. Neither words, numbers, nor
pictures can adequately comprehend their complex
forms and social structure.

(Ingersoll, 1992, p. 5)

Just when we’d learned to see, and even love, the
peculiar order beneath what earlier generations 
had dismissed as the chaos of the industrial city . . .
along came a tidal wave of look-alike corporate
office parks, mansarded all-suite hotels, and
stuccoed town houses to throw us for another
monstrous, clover-leaf loop.

(Sandweiss, 1992, p. 38)

It is now clear that cities throughout the developed
world have recently entered a new phase – or, at least,
begun a distinctive transitional phase – with important
implications for the trajectory of urbanization and the
nature of urban development. This new phase has its
roots in the dynamics of capitalism and, in particular,
the globalization of the capitalist economy, the increas-
ing dominance of big conglomerate corporations, and
the steady shift within the world’s core economies away
from manufacturing industries towards service activities.
Yet, as this fundamental economic transition has been
gathering momentum, other shifts – in demographic
composition, and in cultural and political life – have
also begun to crystallize.

Economic change and urban
restructuring
Since the 1970s the economies of Europe and North
America have entered a substantially different phase –
often referred to as a neo-Fordist regime of production
(see Chapter 2) – in terms of what they produce, how
they produce it, and where they produce it. In terms of
what they produce, the dominant trend has been a shift
away from agriculture and manufacturing industries
towards service activities. There have been, however,
substantial differences in the performance of different

..

M01_KNOX7638_06_SE_C01.QXD  20/8/09  13:43  Page 6



  

7

Chapter 2). And a fourth has been the recentralization
of high-order, producer-service employment.

Meanwhile, economic globalization and the influence
of new digital telecommunications technologies have
drawn individual cities and parts of cities into differ-
ent – and rapidly changing – roles in ever-broadening
and increasingly complex circuits of economic and
technological exchange of neo-Fordism (see Chapter 2).
Traditional patterns of urbanization began to be over-
written by a very new dynamic dominated by enclaves
of superconnected people, firms and institutions, with
their increasingly broadband connections to elsewhere
via the Internet, mobile phones and satellite televi-
sion and their easy access to information services. The
uneven evolution of networks of information and com-
munications technologies began to forge new urban
landscapes of innovation, economic development and
cultural transformation while at the same time intensi-
fying social and economic inequalities within cities,
resulting in what Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin
(2001) termed splintering urbanism. These changes have
inevitably led to major changes in the social geography
of every city, affecting everything from class structure
and community organization to urban service delivery
and the structure of urban politics. Meanwhile, economic
restructuring and the transition to neo-Fordism has
produced some important changes in the composition
of urban labour markets, not least of which is a tend-
ency toward economic polarization. One conspicuous
outcome has been a decisive increase in unemployment
in the cities of the world’s industrial core regions. Another
significant outcome has been that the shift away from
manufacturing has resulted in a substantial decrease in
blue-collar employment and a commensurate increase
in white-collar employment. White-collar employment
itself has been increasingly dichotomized between pro-
fessional and managerial jobs on the one hand and 
routine clerical jobs on the other.

Within the manufacturing sector, meanwhile,
advances in technology and automation have begun to
polarize employment opportunities between those for
engineers/technicians and those for unskilled/semi-skilled
operatives. Within the service sector, retailing and con-
sumer services have come to be dominated by part-time
jobs and ‘secondary’ jobs (jobs in small firms or in the
small shops or offices of large firms, where few skills are

types of services. Contrary to the popular view of retail
and consumer services as a driving force in advanced
economies, they have not in fact grown very rapidly.
Rather, it has been producer services (i.e. business 
services), public sector services and non-profit services
(mainly higher education and certain aspects of health
care) that have contributed most to the expansion in
service-sector employment. As we shall see in subsequent
chapters, these economic shifts have been written into
the social geography of contemporary cities in a variety
of ways as labour markets have been restructured.

In terms of how production is organized, there 
have been two major trends. The first has been towards
oligopoly as larger and more efficient corporations have
driven out their competitors and sought to diversify
their activities. The second has been a shift away from
mass production towards flexible production systems for
niche markets. This trend has had much greater signific-
ance for urban social geography, since the flexibility of
economic activity has imprinted itself on to the social
organization and social life of cities, creating new cleav-
ages as well as exploiting old ones.

In terms of where production takes place, the major
trend has been a redeployment of activity at metro-
politan, national and international scales – largely in
response to the restructuring of the big conglomerates.
As the big new conglomerates have evolved they have
rationalized their operations in a variety of ways, elim-
inating the duplication of activities among regions and
countries, moving routine production and assembly
operations to regions with lower labour costs, moving
‘back office’ operations to suburbs with lower rents 
and taxes, and consolidating head office functions and
R & D laboratories in key settings. As a result, a com-
plex and contradictory set of processes has recast many
of the world’s economic landscapes.

One of the major outcomes in relation to urban
social geography has been the deindustrialization of
many of the cities and urban regions of the industrial
heartlands in Europe and North America. Another has
been the accelerated decentralization of both manu-
facturing and service employment within metropolitan
regions. A third has been the transformation of a few of
the largest cities into world cities (also termed global
cities) specializing in the production, processing and
trading of specialized information and intelligence (see

1.3 The macro-geographical context

..
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required, levels of pay are low and there is little oppor-
tunity for advancement. Government services, on the
other hand, tend to have increased the pool of ‘primary’
jobs (jobs with higher levels of pay and security).

One key consequence of these changes, from the point
of view of urban social geography, is that a growing
proportion of both working- and middle-class families
find it increasingly difficult to achieve what they had
come to regard as an acceptable level of living on only one
income. One response to this has been the expansion 
of the two-paycheque household; another has been the
growth and sophistication of the informal economy,
which in turn has begun to create new kinds of house-

hold organization, new divisions of domestic and urban
space, and new forms of communal relations.

Finally, it is important to bear in mind that many 
of the changes emanating from economic transforma-
tion are taking place simultaneously within most large
cities. Thus we see, side by side, the growth of advanced
corporate services and the development of sweatshops
operated by undocumented workers; the emergence of
newly affluent groups of manager–technocrats and the
marginalization of newly disadvantaged groups. As a
result, the emerging geography of larger cities is com-
plex. It is creating distinct new social spheres, yet it has
to link these spheres within the same functional unit.

..

Key debates in urban social geography – what is the impact of the Internet?

One of the most important debates 
in the social sciences in recent years
concerns the impact of the emerging
new socio-economic and cultural
practices associated with the Internet
(or more generally what is termed 
the networked information society
(Benkler, 2006), e.g. all the new tele-
communications technologies such as
mobile phones, electronic organizers
and videoconferencing, together with
software permitting social networking,
online shopping, gambling, open-source
programming, etc.). Geographers are of
course interested in the impact of these
factors on things such as industrial
organization, city life and residential
forms. A big difficulty in evaluating
the impact of the Internet arises from
the fact that some of the effects are
recent, little studied, and the subject
of unsubstantiated hype. An additional
problem is that other effects are likely
to be long term. For example, while
electricity and the internal combus-
tion engine were invented in the late
nineteenth century, it was only in the
later part of the twentieth century that
their impacts were fully realized in
the form of mass suburbanization and

global warming. Thus, while the pace
of technological change seems to be
accelerating, it will be some years
before the full impact of the networked
information society is fully appreciated.

What is clear already is that some of
the early speculation and futurology
associated with the Internet proved to
be far off the mark. For example, the
reports of ‘the death of distance’ were,
in the words of novelist Mark Twain on
his own (premature) obituary, ‘greatly
exaggerated’. While some forms of
codifiable knowledge are now easily
spread throughout the world by elec-
tronic means (e.g. instruction manuals),
other types of knowledge (sometimes
termed tacit knowledge – e.g. how to
really get new gizmos or computer
programs to work!) are increasingly
reliant upon face-to-face contact.
Thus we find that economic sectors
which require the exchange of complex
sets of knowledge, such as high-tech
industries, cluster in industrial suburbs
(such as the famous Silicon Valley in
California). Similarly, the creative indus-
tries such as film, music, design and
advertising, which critically depend on
being ‘in the know’, often flourish in

downtown ‘cultural quarters’ (such as
the Northern Quarter in Manchester).
Consequently we find that in recent
years, far from being made redundant
by new telecommunications techno-
logies, cities have made something of
a comeback.

Also exaggerated were sensationalist
claims that the Internet would lead 
to less intimate social relations, com-
munity life and social capital. With
regard to community and sociality, we
now know the following. First, instant
messaging technologies are enabling
parents to keep a closer eye on their
offspring and there is a general thick-
ening of relations between family
members. At the same time both chil-
dren and younger adults are seeing
the rival influence of increasing links
with their peer groups. Distant family
and friends are also able to keep 
in closer touch through email that
avoids the expense and coordination
needed to communicate by telephone.
In addition, individuals are able to join
increasing numbers of loose-knit ‘virtual
communities’ related to work, leisure
and consumption. Thus, new forms of
highly fluid but still meaningful social

Box 1.2
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household types, and almost one in every three house-
holds consists of a person living alone (Table 1.1).
Similar changes are occurring in most other Western
societies in response to the same complex of factors.

Central to all these changes is the experience of 
the generation born after the Second World War (the 
baby boomers). The baby boom generation – those
individuals born between 1946 and 1964 – has been
one of the most powerful and enduring demographic
influences on European and North American societies.
The post-war baby boom was not about women having
more children. It was, instead, based on more people
marrying overall and having at least two children 
early in the marriage. During the 1950s and early 1960s

The imprint of demographic
change
In the past 30 or so years some important demographic
changes have occurred that have already begun to be
translated into the social geography of the early twenty-
first-century city. The story book family in Dick-and-
Jane readers (with an aproned mother baking cakes 
for the two children as they await father’s return from
a day of breadwinning) has by no means disappeared,
but it is fast being outnumbered by other kinds of 
families. In the United States, for instance, most people
live in households where there are two wage earners.
The single-parent family is the fastest-growing of all

1.3 The macro-geographical context

..

networks are beginning to emerge
(increasing numbers of people are
finding partners online for example).
The bulk of current evidence to date
indicates that while individuals who
use the Internet have more distant
ties, these have not diminished the
number of their local ties (e.g.
DiMaggio et al. 2001). Other factors
seem to be more important in deter-
mining the latter including those
such as personality and length of time
in the neighbourhood.

Nevertheless, many other impacts of
the networked knowledge society are
beginning to emerge:

➤ Many industries that depend
upon the appropriation of certain
types of knowledge, intellectual
or artistic property, are facing
competition from non-marketed
networked distribution systems
(e.g. illegal music downloading is
threatening the music industries;
online blogs are undermining
newspapers).

➤ New software is being developed
by loosely networked individuals
(e.g. LINUX).

➤ The voluntary efforts of 
numerous individuals led to 
the development of Wikipedia
(although the intellectual 
value of this endeavour can 
lead to strong emotions on 
both sides!).

➤ The success of Barack Obama’s
2008 presidential campaign 
was in no small part the result 
of his electoral team’s success 
in appropriating new
telecommunication technologies.

Big questions still remain:

➤ Will these new technologies 
lead to a new era of democratic
accountability and decentralized
cultural production by an
empowered populace?

➤ Or, will they lead to a 
‘dumbed-down’, ‘post-print’
generation disempowered by
superficial levels of ‘amateur’
knowledge?

➤ Will the increasing difficulties 
of enforcing copyright and
proprietary knowledge distribution
undermine the industries upon

which much of the growth 
of Western economies has
depended in recent years?

Key concepts related 
to network analysis 
(see Glossary)

Community, cyberspace, distanciation,
information economy, neighbourhood,
network society, spaces of flows,
splintering urbanism, weightless world.

Further reading

Benkler, Y. (2006) The Wealth of
Networks Yale University Press, 
New Haven, CT

DiMaggio, P. et al. (2001) Social
implications of the Internet, 
Annual Review of Sociology 27,
307–36

Hippel, E. Von (2005) Democratizing
Innovation MIT Press, Cambridge,
MA

Links with other chapters

Chapter 2: Box 2.4 Manuel Castells

Chapter 7: Box 7.4 How useful is
social network analysis?

continued
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young women also married earlier than the previous
generation and had children earlier. The result is that
there is a very large cohort of individuals, currently 
in their mid-40s to their early 60s, who have had, and
will continue to have, tremendous impacts on the rest
of the population.

The advent of reliable methods of birth control in
the mid-1960s fostered the postponement of childbear-
ing in the baby boom generation just as its first cohort
reached marriageable age. Meanwhile, the demise of the
‘living wage’, noted above, prompted still more women
to take up full-time employment and to postpone child-
bearing or to return to work soon after childbirth. The
reduced birth rates resulted in a ‘baby bust’ generation.
Meanwhile, as their boomer parents began to reach
their peak earning years, they were instrumental in an
important cultural shift: a change in lifestyle preferences
away from familism towards consumerism.

These trends have some important consequences for
urban social geography. In addition to the implications
of an increasingly consumerist urban lifestyle, the effects
of reduced birth rates on many aspects of collective
consumption, and the effects of higher proportions of
working women on the demand for child-care facilities,
there are the implications of the ageing of the boomers.
The baby bust generation will, of course, be the gen-
eration that has to ‘mop up’ after the flood of boomers
moves up their career ladders towards retirement and
beyond. The tremendous size of the baby boom cohort
is likely to affect the career and job mobility of the busters,

and as more and more of them reach retirement age so
the burden of financing pension funds will fall increas-
ingly on the busters. Perhaps the most important change
of all is the general, if gradual and incomplete, change
in attitudes towards women that has accompanied 
consumerism, birth control and increased female 
participation in the labour market. Already, changing
attitudes about the status of women have come to be
reflected in improved educational opportunities and 
a wider choice of employment, both of which have 
fostered the development of non-traditional family
structures and lifestyles.

In addition, once the proposition that sex need not
be aimed primarily or solely at procreation had become
generally accepted, further trends were set in motion.
The social value of marriage decreased, with a consequent
decline in the rate of marriage, an increase in divorce
and an increase in cohabitation without marriage – all
conspiring to depress the fertility rate still further and
to create large numbers of non-traditional households
(single-parent households, in particular) with non-
traditional housing needs, non-traditional residential
behaviour and non-traditional demands on urban ser-
vices. Meanwhile, the effects of economic restructuring,
combined with the increased number of female-headed
households and the generally inferior role allocated 
to women in the labour market, has precipitated yet
another set of changes with important implications for
urban social geography: the economic marginalization
of women and the feminization of poverty.

..

Table 1.1 Household composition, United States, 1950–2000 (percentages)

Married couples

Home-making Working Headed by Persons    
wife wife wife living alone Other Total

1950 59.4 19.6 8.4 10.8 1.8 100
1955 54.2 21.7 8.8 12.8 2.5 100
1960 51.2 23.3 8.5 14.9 2.5 100
1965 47.0 25.6 8.7 16.7 2.0 100
1970 41.6 28.9 8.8 18.8 1.9 100
1975 36.6 29.2 10.0 21.9 2.3 100
1980 30.3 30.6 10.8 26.1 2.2 100
1990 23.0 32.2 11.6 29.8 3.4 100
2000 17.5 34.2 12.2 31.9 4.2 100

Source: US Census Bureau.
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years and much of their contemporary diversity emanates
from the descendants of earlier waves of immigration.
This is especially true of US cities with their typical
patchwork of diverse ethnic neighbourhoods. However,
in recent years new waves of immigration have changed
the character of cities. The scale of movement may be
smaller than in the past but the range of peoples is far

One final and important demographic change in
Western cities in recent years has been their growing
cosmopolitanism, i.e. increasing cultural and ethnic
diversity. This is especially noticeable in large cities
such as London (Figure 1.1), Paris, New York and Los
Angeles (see also Box 1.3). Such cities have been recep-
tion areas for peoples from many countries for many

1.3 The macro-geographical context

..

Key trends in urban social geography – growing cosmopolitanism in Western
cities: the example of London

A major trend in Western cities in
recent years has been their growing
cosmopolitanism. This cultural diver-
sity reflects not only the descendants
of previous generations of immigrants,
but also recent migrants such as 
temporary workers, students, refugees,
asylum seekers and long-term tourists.

Few cities illustrate this growing cos-
mopolitanism better than London. As
Hamnett (2003) notes, in the 1960s
ethnic minorities in London were small
in scale and extent. Yet, as illustrated
in the table opposite, by 2001 over
one-third of the population in London,
as measured by the Census, was other
than ‘white British’. Some cities have
larger proportions of individual groups,
such as Latinos and African-Americans
in Los Angeles. Nevertheless, few can
match the sheer range of ethnic origins
to be found in London. This diversity
reflects not only the colonial past of
Britain but also London’s status as a
centre of international finance, busi-
ness services and creative and cultural
industries.

The resulting atmosphere in London
was well captured by the distinguished
social commentator Anthony Sampson:

The capital [London] has 
become the most cosmopolitan 
in the world, from top to bottom,
teeming with Americans,
Europeans, Australians, Asians,

Africans and Arabs . . . The streets
and buses are loud with exotic
languages, full of Muslim veils
and beards and African robes. 
The high street has restaurants
from 30 countries including Iraq,
Iran and Sudan.

It is perhaps hardly surprising there-
fore that in 1999 Newsweek ran a
cover story headlined ‘London: coolest
city on the planet’ (4 November).

Further reading

Hamnett, C. (2003) Unequal City;
London in the Global Arena
Routledge, London

White, P. (1998) The settlement
patterns of developed world 

migrants in London Urban Studies
35, 1725–44

Massey, D. (2007) World City Polity
Press, Cambridge

Links with other chapters

Chapter 3: Postcolonial theory and
the city

Chapter 8: The spatial segregation 
of minority groups, Box 8.1 The
Latinization of US cities

Chapter 12: Box 12.4 The rise of
transnational urbanism

Chapter 13: Box 13.1 The
emergence of clusters of asylum
seekers and refugees

Box 1.3

Ethnic group Numbers (000s) Percentage of total population

White: British 4287 59.8
White: Irish 220 3.1
White: other 595 8.3
Mixed 226 3.2
Indian 437 6.1
Pakistani 143 2.0
Bangladeshi 154 2.1
Other Asian 133 1.9
Black: Caribbean 344 4.8
Black: African 379 5.3
Other black 60 0.8
Chinese 80 1.1
Other ethnic group 113 1.6
All ethnic groups 7192

Source: 2001 census data, National Statistics website: www.statistics.gov.uk.

M01_KNOX7638_06_SE_C01.QXD  20/8/09  13:43  Page 11



  

Social geography and the sociospatial dialectic

..

Figure 1.1 Cosmopolitanism in London: the distribution of ethnic minority clusters in 2004.
Source: After The world in one city, Guardian, G2 Supplement, 21 January 2005 (Benedictus, L.), Copyright Guardian News & Media Ltd. 2005.
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middle classes have come to have their (organic) cake and
eat it too, facilitated by the commercial development 
of products and services geared to liberal/ecological
tastes.

Meanwhile, digital telecommunications, innovative
forms of electronic representation and economic global-
ization have fostered a homogenized cultural main-
stream in which the meaning and distinctiveness of
individual places and communities has become attenu-
ated. The corollary of this, in turn, is an increased 
concern, among some consumers, with conserving and
developing the urban sense of place.

Political change and the
sociospatial dialectic
The trends outlined above are pregnant with problems
and predicaments that inevitably figure among the
dominant political issues. Economic restructuring has
led to a realignment of class relations, with differences
being drawn increasingly along geographical (as well 
as structural) lines. As labour markets become more
segmented, as differential processes of growth and decline
work themselves out, and as shifts in the balance of
economic and social power reshape the political land-
scape, there is a constant stream of political tensions.

Especially significant in this context was the spread
in the 1980s and 1990s of the idea that welfare states
had not only generated unreasonably high levels of 
taxation, budget deficits, disincentives to work and
save, and a bloated class of unproductive workers, but
also that they may have fostered ‘soft’ attitudes towards
‘problem’ groups in society. Ironically, the electoral
appeal of this ideology can be attributed to the very
success of welfare states in erasing from the minds of the
electorate the immediate spectre of material deprivation.
Consequently, the priority accorded to welfare expendi-
tures receded (though the logic and, critically, the costs
of maintaining them did not), displaced by neoliberal
policies that are predicated on a minimalist role for the
state, assuming the desirability of free markets as the
ideal condition not only for economic organization,
but also for political and social life (Brenner, 2002).
The retrenchment of the public sector has already
brought some important changes to the urban scene as,
for example, in the privatization of housing and public

more diverse. No longer is the predominant pattern one
of migration from Europe to the United States, or from
former colonies into European cities, but the movement
of peoples from all around the globe into all the main
Western cities. Whether temporary or permanent, legal
or illegal, these migrants have been attracted by the
economic opportunities offered in Western cities. Some
are an elite group of highly skilled workers operating 
in a global labour market, while others are less skilled
workers prepared to undertake relatively low-paid work.
Yet other migrants are refugees seeking asylum from
political oppression. Others attempt to infiltrate under
the guise of political refugees when they are in reality
economic migrants.

The city and cultural
change
The rise of consumerism and materialistic values has
been one of the dominant cultural trends since 1980.
One reason for this is the lifestyle shift associated with
the baby boom generation, described above. Another 
is that people have been made more materialistic as
capitalism has, in its search for profits, had to turn away
from the increasingly regulated realm of production
towards the more easily exploited realm of consump-
tion. Meanwhile, the relative affluence of the post-war
period allowed many households to be more attentive
to consumerism. For one reason or another, people soon
came to be schooled in the sophistry of conspicuous
consumption. One of the pivotal aspects of this trend,
from the point of view of urban social geography, was
the demand for home ownership and the consequent
emphasis on the home and its accessories as an expres-
sion of self and social identity.

Against the background of this overall trend towards
consumerism there emerged in the 1960s a distinctive
middle-class youth counterculture based on a reaction
against materialism, scale and high technology. These
ideas can be seen, for example, in the politicization of
liberal/ecological values in relation to urban develop-
ment and collective consumption, and in the realm of
postmodernist, neoromantic architecture and urban
design. It should be noted, however, that the spread 
of these values has not, for the most part, displaced
materialism. Rather, they have grown up alongside. The

1.3 The macro-geographical context

..
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services. Meanwhile, deindustrialization and economic
recession mean that sociospatial disparities have been
reinforced. This has changed the dynamics of inner-
city politics, while ‘traditional’ working-class politics,
having lost much of its momentum and even more 
of its appeal, is being displaced by a ‘new wave’ of 

local politics (Chapter 5). Neoliberalism has held sway
in Western economies since the early 1980s and it
remains to be seen whether the massive public inter-
vention in the financial system brought about by the
‘credit crunch’ heralds a radical rethink in other policy
spheres that affect city structures.

Suggested reading
The Sociospatial dialectic
Soja, E. (1980) The socio-spatial dialectic, Annals of the

Association of American Geographers, 70, 207–25
Soja, E. (1989) Postmodern Geographies Verso, London

(Chapter 3)

Urban studies readers
Bridge, G. and Watson, S. (2002) The Blackwell City

Reader Blackwell, Oxford
Bridge, G. and Watson, S. (2003) A Companion to the

City Blackwell, Oxford
Fyfe, N. and Kenny, J.T. (eds) (2005) The Urban

Geography Reader Routledge, London

..

Chapter summary

1.1 Several different approaches – quantitative, behavioural, structural and poststructural – are relevant to an
understanding of contemporary cities.

1.2 Cities reflect a sociospatial dialectic, a two-way process in which people modify urban spaces while at the
same time they are conditioned by the spaces in which they live and work.

1.3 City structures reflect their surrounding economic, demographic, cultural and political backgrounds.
Consequently, North American cities display somewhat different characteristics to European cities.

behavioural approach
Cartesian approach
classical Marxism
collective consumption
cultural myopia
‘cultural turn’
culture
decentralization
deindustrialization
discourse
feminization of poverty

(Note: these will be developed in greater depth later in this book.)

functionalist sociology
global cities
globalization
human agency
Marxian theories
neoclassical economics
neo-Fordism
neoliberal policies
neo-Marxist approaches
normative assumptions
phenomenology

postindustrial society
poststructuralist approaches
privatism
quantitative approach
recentralization
social wage
sociospatial dialectic
splintering urbanism
structuralism
world cities

Key concepts and terms
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• Cultural Geographies*
• Economic Geography*
• Ecumene*
• Environment and Planning A*
• Environment and Planning C (Government and

Policy)*
• Environment and Planning D (Society and Space)*
• Ethics, Place and Environment*
• Ethnicities*
• European Planning Studies*
• Gender, Place and Culture*
• Geoforum*
• Geografiska Annaler*
• Housing Studies*
• International Journal of Urban and Regional Research*
• International Planning Studies*
• Journal of the American Institute of Planners*
• Journal of the American Planning Association*
• Journal of Property Research*
• Journal of Historical Geography*
• Journal of Social and Cultural Geography*
• Journal of Urban Affairs
• Journal of Urban Design
• Journal of Urbanism
• Local Economy*
• Local Government Studies*
• New Community*
• New Zealand Geographer*
• The Planner*

• Planning Practice and Research*
• Policy and Politics*
• Political Geography*
• Population, Space and Place*
• Professional Geographer*
• Progress in Human Geography*†
• Progress in Planning*
• Regional Studies*
• Scottish Geographical Magazine*
• Service Industries Journal*
• Social and Cultural Geography
• Space and Culture*
• Space and Polity*
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• Town and Country Planning*
• Tourism Geographies*
• Transactions of the Institute of British Geographers*
• Urban Affairs Quarterly
• Urban Geography
• Urban Policy and Research
• Urban Research and Practice
• Urban Studies

* Only partially concerned with urban issues.
† This journal is especially useful since it contains many
review articles covering all aspects of human geography.

Note: this list is by no means exhaustive – there are many
other journals containing urban-related material published in
English throughout the world.
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..

capitalist economy, as manifest in the classic industrial
city, and then considers contemporary developments
in the so-called ‘postindustrial’ city. At various times
issues of culture will be considered but these are given
extended treatment in Chapter 3.

2.1 The precapitalist,
preindustrial city

Before the full emergence of capitalist economies in 
the eighteenth century and the advent of the Industrial
Revolution in the nineteenth century, cities were essen-
tially small-scale settlements based on a mercantile
economy and a rigid social order stemming from the
tradition of medieval feudalism. Our knowledge of these
early settlements is fairly patchy but it seems likely that
they varied considerably in structure. Sjoberg (1960)
has provided us with an idealized model of the social
geography of the preindustrial city (see Figure 2.1). In
essence, this is the spatial expression of the division of
the preindustrial city into a small elite and larger groups
of lower classes and outcasts. The elite lived in a (by the

The changing economic
context of city life

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ What were the main characteristics of the
preindustrial city?

➤ In what ways did industrial capitalism affect the
structure of cities?

➤ What is meant by the Fordist city?

➤ How has neo-Fordism influenced city
structures?

➤ What has been the impact of globalization upon
the social geography of cities?

➤ What are the likely effects of new technologies
upon urban form?

This chapter examines the influence of changing eco-
nomic structures upon the structure of Western cities.
The economic context is a useful starting point because
there can be no doubt that economic systems have a
crucial impact on city forms and their social geography.
The discussion traces the impact of the shift from the
early preindustrial economy, through to the rise of the
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standards of the times) pleasant and exclusive central
core while the lower classes and outcasts lived in a sur-
rounding poorly built and garbage-strewn periphery.

According to Sjoberg, the elite group consisted of those
in control of the religious, political, administrative and
social functions of the city. Merchants – even the wealthy

ones – were generally excluded from the elite because 
a ‘pre-occupation with money and other mundane
pursuits ran counter to the religious-philosophical value
systems of the dominant group’ (Sjoberg, 1960, p. 83).
Responding to these values, the elite tended to favour a
residential location close to the administrative, political

..

Figure 2.1 Sjoberg’s idealized model of the social and geographical structure of the preindustrial city.
Source: Radford (1979) p. 394.

The imprint of older urban forms: residential street patterns in Ghent, Belgium. 
Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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find only menial employment (carting, sweeping or
peddling) found themselves pushed to the outskirts of the
city in extensive but densely inhabited tracts of the very
worst housing. Table 2.1 summarizes the key features
of Sjoberg’s idealized model of the preindustrial city.

The idea of a preindustrial social geography char-
acterized by an exclusive central core surrounded by 
a wider area over which status and wealth steadily
diminished with distance from the city centre was ques-
tioned by Vance (1971), who attached much greater
significance to the occupational clusterings arising from
the interrelationships between social and economic
organization promoted by the craft guilds. For Vance,
the early city was ‘many centred’ in distinct craft quarters
– metal working, woodworking, weaving and so on –
each with its own shops, workplaces and wide spectrum

and religious institutions that were typically located in
the centre of the city, thus producing an exclusive, high-
status core. In time, the elite came to be increasingly
segregated from the rest of urban society, partly because
of the repulsiveness of the rest of the city and its inhabit-
ants, and partly because of a clustering reinforced by
bonds of kinship and intermarriage among the elite.

Beyond this core area lived the lower classes, although
not in an undifferentiated mass. Distinct socioeconomic
clusters developed as a result of the spatial association
of craftsmen of different kinds, reinforced by social organ-
izations such as guilds, which fostered group cohesion and
spatial clustering of their members. Less well-organized
groups, including the poor, members of ethnic and reli-
gious minority groups, people engaged in particularly
malodorous jobs (such as tanning) and people who could

2.1 The precapitalist, preindustrial city

..

Table 2.1 Characteristics of Sjoberg’s idealized model of the preindustrial city

➤ Inanimate power base
➤ Dependence upon slave labour
➤ City has small population
➤ City has a small proportion of the total population of the society
➤ City is surrounded by a wall
➤ City has important internal walls
➤ Domination by a feudal elite
➤ Elite is isolated by traditional values
➤ Elite is isolated by lifestyle
➤ Elite is impenetrable
➤ Elite has large households
➤ Elite privileges leisure and despises industry and commerce
➤ Elite women are idle
➤ Education is confined to the elite
➤ The merchant class are excluded from the elite
➤ Merchants are regarded as foreign and suspected of spreading heretical ideas
➤ Successful merchants use wealth to acquire elite symbols
➤ City has three classes
➤ Society has a sovereign ruler
➤ Rigid class structure
➤ Existence of an outcast group
➤ Manners, dress and speech reinforce class divisions
➤ Craft and merchant guilds
➤ Time is unregulated
➤ Credit is poorly developed
➤ Residential status declines with distance from the core
➤ Elite occupies city centre
➤ City centre has symbolic sites
➤ Outcasts are located on the urban periphery
➤ Part-time farmers on the periphery
➤ Ethnic quarters within the city
➤ Residential areas are differentiated by occupation
➤ Lack of functional specialization of land use

Sources: Sjoberg (1960); Radford (1979).
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of inhabitants. The political, social and economic advant-
ages conferred by guild membership reinforced external
economies derived from spatial association, creating
tight clusters of population living under a patriarchal
social system headed by the master craftsmen.

Within each of the occupational districts, dwellings,
workshops and store rooms were arranged with a vertical
rather than horizontal structuring of space, with work-
shops on the ground floor, the master’s family quarters
on the floor above and, higher still, the store rooms and
rooms of the journeymen, apprentices and servants.
Beyond the specialized craft quarters Vance recognized,
like Sjoberg, the existence of a fringe population of the
very poorest of the proletariat and a central core inhabited
by the city’s elite. Unlike Sjoberg, however, Vance inter-
preted these groups as having only a minor impact on
the social geography of the city. The result was a model
of the city in which spatial differentiation is dominated by
a mosaic of occupational districts, with class and status
stratification contributing a secondary dimension that
is more important vertically than horizontally.

As with much social history, we do not yet have enough
evidence from comparative studies to judge which of
these two interpretations of the preindustrial city is more
accurate. For present purposes, however, it is probably
more helpful to stress the points of common agreement.
Both writers portray a city in which everything physical
was at a human scale, a ‘walking city’ in which the dis-
tances between home and work were even more tightly
constrained by the organization of work into patriarchal
and familial groupings. Both portray an immutable
social order based on a traditional and essentially non-
materialistic value system; and both recognize the 
existence (though with different emphasis) of a patrician
elite residing in the core of the city, a number of occu-
pationally distinctive but socially mixed ‘quarters’ in
intermediate locations, and a residual population of the
very poor living on the outskirts of the city.

2.2 The growth of the
industrial city

The industrial city inherited few of the social or morpho-
logical characteristics of the preindustrial city. Some, such
as Bologna, Bruges, Norwich and Stirling, were fortunate

enough to retain their castles, cathedrals, palaces and
other institutional buildings, together, perhaps, with
fragments of the preindustrial residential fabric. Others,
such as Aigues Mortes, Bernkastel and Ludlow, were
bypassed by change and have consequently retained much
of the appearance of the preindustrial city, albeit in a
sanitized, renovated and picture postcard way. Many
more sprang up with virtually no antecedents, products
of a new economic logic that turned urban structure
inside out from the preindustrial model, with the rich
exchanging their central location for the peripheral loca-
tion of the poor. Occupational clustering has given way
to residential differentiation in terms of status, family
structure, ethnicity and lifestyle; power and status in the
city are no longer determined by traditional values but
by wealth; ownership of land has become divorced from
its use; workplace and home have become separated;
and family structures have been transformed.

The cause of this profound realignment was prim-
arily economic, rooted in the emergence of capitalism
as the dominant means of production and exchange
and buttressed by the technologies that subsequently
emerged during the Industrial Revolution. Probably
the most fundamental change to emerge with the rise
of capitalism and its new system of production – the
factory – was the creation of two ‘new’ social groups: the
industrial capitalists and the unskilled factory workers.
These two groups respectively formed the basis of a new
elite and a new proletariat that replaced the old order.
As the accumulation of capital by individuals became
not only morally acceptable but the dominant criterion
of status and power, entrepreneurs introduced a new,
materialistic value system to urban affairs.

Meanwhile, competition for the best and most access-
ible sites for the new factories and the warehouses, shops
and offices that depended on them brought about the
first crucial changes in land use. Land was given over 
to the uses that could justify the highest rents, rather
than being held by a traditional group of users. The 
factory and commercial sites secured, there sprang up
around them large tracts of housing to accommodate
the workers and their families. The new urban struc-
ture became increasingly differentiated, with homes 
no longer used as workplaces, and residential areas
graded according to the rents that different sites could
command. Social status, newly ascribed in terms of

..
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by massive immigration (in response to the cities’
increased range and number of opportunities), the rate
of urban growth surged. Changes in building techno-
logy made it possible for cities to grow upwards as well
as outwards, and the cyclical growth of the capitalist
economy, with successive improvements in urban trans-
port systems, produced a sequence of growth phases
that endowed the industrial city with a series of patchy
but distinctive suburban zones.

Early models of the spatial
structure of industrial cities
For observers in the nineteenth century, one of the most
perplexing aspects of the cities was the spatial separa-
tion of the classes. Nowhere was this more apparent
than in Manchester, the first ‘shock city’ of the age.
Probably the best-known and most succinct description
of this segregation is Engels’ (1844) work on Manchester
in The Condition of the Working Class in England (a
book that provided much of the documentation for the 
theories of his friend Karl Marx). Engels wrote that 

money, became synonymous with rent-paying ability,
so that neighbourhoods were, in effect, created along
status divisions.

Inevitably, since the size and quality of buildings was
positively linked with price, and price with builders’
profits, housing built for the lowest-paid, lowest-status
groups was of the lowest quality, crammed in at high
densities in order to cover the costs of the ground rent.
At the same time, the wealthy moved to new locations
on the urban fringe. Edged out of the inner city by 
factories and warehouses, the wealthy were in any case
anxious to add physical distance to the social distance
between themselves and the bleak misery of the growing
working-class neighbourhoods adjacent to the factories.
Encouraged by the introduction of new transport ser-
vices in the early nineteenth century, they were easily
lured to the fashionable new dwellings being built in the
suburbs by speculators with an eye towards this lucrative
new market.

Later, as the full effects of a dramatic excess of births
over deaths (which largely resulted from improvements
in medical practice and public health) were reinforced

2.2 The growth of the industrial city

..

Key novels related to urban social geography – Chapter 2

In the various boxes such as this one
we have listed some novels that can
be related to the changing social geo-
graphy of city life. These have been
selected to provide you with enjoyment
as well as intellectual stimulation.
Many have been made into films so
you might also like to consult the list
of films in the relevant boxes.

Bonfire of the Vanities (1987) Tom
Wolfe. A critique of the excesses of
neoliberal capitalism and financial
deregulation based around the down-
fall of a New York financial trader who
gets involved in a car accident in the
South Bronx. Shows the ethnic tensions
and class divides in the city.

The Gapes of Wrath (1939) John
Steinbeck. A Pulitzer Prize-winning

book set in rural Oklahoma and
California farm country. Although not
an urban novel, it is worth reading 
for its moving portrayal of the impact 
of unbridled capitalism on the lives of
ordinary people. Interestingly, unlike
the film, which has an upbeat ending,
as the government resettlement camp
provides a haven for the ‘Oakies’, in
the book things get worse for the 
central Joad family.

Hard Times (1954) Charles Dickens.
Dickens’ classic novel on the depriva-
tions inflicted by the early capitalist
cities. Set in the fictional town of
‘Coketown’, it is full of Dickens’
memorable characters.

The Jungle (1906) Upton Sinclair.
Another shocking exposé of unregu-

lated capitalism, in this case the
Chicago meatpacking industry. A now
classic and highly influential novel
that ultimately led to public health
legislation.

Love on the Dole (1933) Walter Green-
wood. A classic novel of Lancashire,
factory-based, working-class life.

North and South (1855) Elizabeth
Gaskell. A novel set in Victorian
England contrasting the affluence of
southern areas with the inequalities
generated by a northern mill town.

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning
(1958) Alan Sillitoe. A ‘kitchen sink’
novel portraying the constraints of
working-class life in 1950s
Nottingham.

Box 2.1
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the commercial centre of Manchester, largely devoid of
urban dwellers, was surrounded by:

unmixed working people’s quarters, stretching like
a girdle, averaging a mile and a half in breadth . . .
Outside, beyond this girdle, lives the upper and
middle bourgeoisie, the middle bourgeoisie in
regularly laid out streets in the vicinity of the
working quarters . . . the upper bourgeoisie in
remoter villas with gardens . . . in free, wholesome
country air, in fine comfortable homes, passed
once every half or quarter hour by omnibuses
going into the city.

(Engels, 1844, p. 80)

This pattern of concentric zones, with the working class
concentrated near the centre, was to become typical 
of many Victorian cities. By 1900, London exhibited
four distinct zones around the largely unpopulated
commercial core of the city. Charles Booth, in his Life
and Labour of the People of London, provided a series 
of ‘social maps’ that showed these zones clearly (Booth,
1903). The innermost zone was characterized by the most
severe crowding and extreme poverty, except in the
west where there was a sector of extreme affluence. The
second zone was slightly less wealthy in this western
sector and rather less crowded and impoverished else-
where, while the third zone was inhabited by the ‘short
distance commuter’ belonging mainly to the lower-
middle class. The fourth zone belonged exclusively to
the wealthy. The overall pattern of zones was, however,
modified by a series of linear features. As competition
for central space drove the price of land up and up,
industry began to edge outward from the commercial
core, following the route of canals, rivers and railways,
and so structuring the city into a series of wedges or
sectors.

North American cities also exhibited a spatial 
structure with a predominantly zonal pattern, but with
important sectoral components. In the United States,
Chicago was the archetypal example. Indeed, the ideal-
ized version of the social geography of Chicago in the
early decades of the twentieth century became, for urban
geographers, ‘the seed bed of theory, the norm, the source
of urban fact and urban fiction’ (Robson, 1975, p. 4).
In Chicago, both sectors and zones were particularly pro-
nounced because of the effects of the massive inflows 

of immigrant workers and the radial development of
the railroads that fanned outwards from the centre of
the city, drawing with them corridors of manufacturing
industry. The residential communities that developed
between the radial corridors during successive phases
of urban growth were graphically documented by the
Chicago ‘School’ of urban sociology, providing the basis
for ecological ideas that have influenced urban studies
ever since (see Chapter 7).

Marx and the industrial city
It was in this rapidly changing context of the nineteenth-
century industrial city that Karl Marx formed his ideas
about capitalist society. The key concept in his analysis
was the underlying economic base of society – the 
system of industrial capitalism – which he termed the
mode of production. This consisted of two further 
elements: the forces of production, the technology
underpinning the production process, and the social
relations of production, the legal system of property
rights and trade union legislation that governed the
system of production.

Marx argued that the forces of production tend to
be held back by the social relations of production – so
that a new set of social relations is required in order 
to release the productive potential of new technologies
when they come along. Preindustrial social relations,
Marx pointed out, could not cope with the new forces
unleashed by the growth of new trading patterns and
industrial technologies. From this perspective, there-
fore, the economic base of society becomes a key driver
of a much wider set of social arrangements (which are
sometimes termed the superstructure).

Marx used his (and Engels’) observations to develop
a critique of capitalism. Because of the ample supplies
of labour in Victorian cities, wages were typically very
low. The prevailing economic orthodoxy of the day
argued that these wages were just and fair because 
they represented the most efficient outcome – the
intersection of supply and demand in an equilibrium
solution. However, Marx argued that price of com-
modities should not be determined by their exchange
value (the amount they could command on the market) 
but by their use value (their capacity to satisfy human
needs). The difference between what workers were paid

..

M02_KNOX7638_06_SE_C02.QXD  20/8/09  13:44  Page 22



  

23

Fordism and the industrial
city
A key concept used to analyse changes in cities from the
1920s through to the mid-1970s is Fordism. The origins
of this concept can be traced back to the Italian com-
munist Gramsci (1973) but the notion has been most
extensively developed by a group of French scholars 
in what is known as regulation theory. This approach
attempts to understand why it is that, despite all their
inherent tensions and contradictions, capitalist econom-
ies manage to survive. Regulation theorists argue that
such tensions and problems are overcome by various
regulatory mechanisms, such as those embodied in 
legislation surrounding commerce, trade and labour
relations, together with the activities of various institu-
tions that govern these spheres. From time to time these
various regulatory mechanisms show some stability, at
which point a mode of regulation gets established. A
crucial feature of the regulation approach is recognition
of the fact that regulatory mechanisms vary consider-
ably from one country to another. Nevertheless, over
time they tend to show certain similarities in different
places.

Furthermore, if we view economic systems from a
broader perspective, it is argued that much more general
sets of arrangements can be seen which serve to link
production and consumption. These broader structures
form what is termed a regime of accumulation, and
Fordism represents one such regime. Fordism is a very
wide-ranging concept that can be used to analyse changes
in at least three different ways: first, changes in the 
way people work; second, changes in the way industrial
production is structured; and third, changes in the organ-
ization of society as whole (in particular the ways in
which production and consumption are coordinated).

Fordism as a way of working and a way of organ-
izing industry is associated with the factory system
developed in the early part of the twentieth century by
Henry Ford in Detroit to mass-produce automobiles.
Ford was an early advocate of Taylorism (named after
an American engineer called Frederick Taylor), a sys-
tem of production in which the planning and control
of work in manufacturing industries are allocated
entirely to management, leaving production workers to
be assigned specialized tasks that are subject to careful

for producing goods and the price that goods could
command on the market, Marx termed the surplus
value. According to his labour theory of value, instead
of market exchange values, the prices of commodities
should reflect the amount of ‘socially necessary labour’
that went into their production. This perspective enabled
Marx to argue that this surplus value was being wrongly
taken away from the new industrial proletariat in the
form of huge profits by factory owners. Rather than a
just reward for taking risks with their investments, these
profits were seen as an immoral appropriation of the
wealth generated by workers.

This exploitative relationship is usually portrayed as
a continuous circuit of production. This begins with
the investment of capital or money in commodities in
the form of labour power, raw materials and the means
of production, which is used to produce more com-
modities, which are then sold to acquire more money.
A key principle of a Marxist approach, therefore, is the
observation that capitalism is not just the ownership 
of wealth, it is a set of social relations, or institutional
arrangements, that affect the relationships between 
two classes that are inevitably in conflict – enabling 
the owners of capital to command labour to produce
further wealth.

The labour theory of value has been extremely con-
troversial and has proven extremely difficult to opera-
tionalize empirically. Furthermore, much has changed
since Marx was writing in the nineteenth century; the
interests of capital are now less easily identifiable with
a class of individuals (despite the ostentatious presence
of the ‘super rich’) since wealth has become more dif-
fused among banks, pension funds and investments trusts.
Companies are now much less likely to be owned by
single individuals; skilled labour and knowledge has
become much more important than unskilled manual
labour in the production system; and the state has
taken on an increasing role in regulating economies. 
In addition, the collapse of communist regimes in the
late twentieth century means that Marxist notions are
widely perceived to have failed, both as a political ideo-
logy and as a system for promoting economic efficiency.
Nevertheless, as we will see in this and subsequent
chapters, some of the basic concepts underlying Marx’s
ideas have proved to be a rich source of inspiration for
scholars of Western cities.

2.2 The growth of the industrial city

..
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analysis – ‘scientific management’ – using techniques
such as time-and-motion studies.

The genius of Henry Ford’s approach was to integrate
these ideas with the moving assembly line on which
each worker did a relatively simple task, often assisted
by specialized machines. It is commonly thought that
Henry Ford got the idea of the moving assembly line
from the method used to transport carcasses of meat
around the slaughter-houses of Chicago, but in reality
it appears that his chief engineer Charles Sorensen
thought up the idea independently and Ford was initi-
ally sceptical (Brandon, 2002). Whatever the source 
of inspiration, this new approach to manufacturing
enhanced productivity to such an extent that Henry
Ford was able to cut the cost of his cars by one-half, while
at the same time paying his workers $5 a day, a sum
that was twice the average industrial wage at the time.

This highly efficient system, combined with the
widespread availability of credit, led to a revolution in
production. On the one hand, the product, the Model
T car, was just what consumers wanted, being reliable
and simple to drive and maintain. On the other hand,
the system of production suited the labour market of
American cities, which at the time were crammed with
migrants from many European countries. The relatively
simple jobs on the assembly line could be undertaken
by immigrants since they required limited training 
or knowledge of English. Henry Ford’s factory system
resulted in a productive linking of the technical division
of labour (the work tasks that need to be done) with
the social division of labour (the skills of the people
available to do the work). The result was an increase in
both supply of, and demand for, the product and the
development of mass production.

Keynesianism and the ‘long
boom’ of Fordism
Although Fordism brought a capacity for vastly increased
outputs of consumer goods in the 1920s and 1930s, the
system faltered during this time because of a lack of
demand, which resulted in the onset of a huge economic
slump known as the Depression. After the Second World
War, however, there emerged a system that, for a quarter
of a century, seemed to create a relatively harmonious
relationship between production and consumption. This

period is often called the ‘long boom’ of Fordism. Under-
pinning this time period was a government policy known
as Keynesianism, based on the economic principles of
the economist John Maynard Keynes. He argued that
governments should intervene to regulate the booms
and slumps that characterize capitalist economies. In
particular, governments should spend in times of reces-
sion to create more effective demand for private goods
and services.

In the United States after the Second World War the
economy was greatly stimulated by government spend-
ing on the interstate and intra-urban highway systems.
These new roads enabled unprecedented numbers of
households to decentralize out of inner-city areas into
surrounding low-density suburban areas. This resulted
in greater distances between home, work and shops
and therefore greatly boosted the automobile industry.
The construction industry was also kept busy building
new suburban dwellings as well as roads and there was
also a huge demand for domestic consumer products
such as televisions, cookers and refrigerators.

Drawing heavily upon the work of the famous French
urban analyst Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey formu-
lated a theory linking these new geographical arrange-
ments with the needs of capitalism. Harvey (1978) argues
that this massive process of suburbanization represented
a shift from the ‘primary circuit’ of capital (investment
in the production system) into the ‘secondary circuit’
(various consumption funds including the built envir-
onment) (see Figure 2.2). This was extremely useful 
for the capitalist system at this time in a variety of ways
(amounting to what he calls a ‘spatial fix’). Harvey
argues that suburbanization stimulated a ‘commodity
fetishism’ – an obsessional tendency for households 
to compete with one another and display their wealth
through consumer products. In addition, since most
families needed to raise a mortgage to purchase their
properties, it was argued that this tended to stabilize
the entire socioeconomic system, producing a class of
debt-encumbered households who were unlikely to
petition for radical change.

In European cities, as noted in Chapter 1, there 
was much less suburbanization during the Fordist era.
Nevertheless, relatively inexpensive European cars such
as the original German Volkswagen Beetle, the French
Citroën 2CV, the Italian Fiat Topolino and the British

..

M02_KNOX7638_06_SE_C02.QXD  20/8/09  13:44  Page 24



  

25

transfers to the less well-off – what is sometimes called
the social wage. As we will see in Chapter 13, Western
governments have in recent years tended to renege on
these arrangements but in the ‘long boom’ of Fordism
they helped to boost consumer demand. Relative afflu-
ence was also boosted by the industrial relations systems
prominent during this time – trade unions and collective
bargaining ensured that workers were relatively well
rewarded for their efforts.

It is important at this stage not to paint an idealized
picture of the ‘long boom’ of Fordism. For example,
while some of the large industrial sectors such as auto-
mobile assembly provided relatively good wages, other
‘sweatshop’ industries did not. Furthermore, women,
ethnic minorities and other marginalized groups were
effectively excluded from certain sectors of the economy.
In addition, there were still periodic booms and slumps
in the economy. In the United States, for example, car
sales boomed in the early 1950s, reaching a peak in

Morris Minor, together with the various autobahn, auto-
route, autostrada and motorway systems of Europe,
played a similar role to the Model T and the interstate
highway system in the United States. However, it was
the development of the welfare state and welfare statism
that helped stimulate demand in European cities. Welfare
states vary enormously in structure and scope but they
shared a common goal of attempting to ameliorate the
inequalities associated with market mechanisms. In British
cities this resulted in state-provided housing (known as
local authority or ‘council’ housing) in suburban areas
as well as in inner-city renewal areas. In continental
European cities less housing was provided directly by
the state, with a greater reliance upon state-supported,
but privately provided, forms of social housing.

Welfare statism involves more than the direct provi-
sion of goods and services by the public sector; it is a
broader set of arrangements to ensure full employment,
minimum wages, safe working conditions and income

2.2 The growth of the industrial city

..

Figure 2.2 David Harvey’s model of the circuits of capital involved in suburbanization.
Source: Harvey (1982), Fig. 21.1, p. 408.
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Key thinkers in urban social geography – Doreen Massey

Apart from David Harvey (see Box
1.1) and Nigel Thrift (Box 9.5), it is
difficult to think of anyone who has 
had a bigger influence upon human
geography than Doreen Massey. Indeed,
a case can be made that, in the United
Kingdom at least, her influence has
been greater than either of these two
key thinkers. Like both Harvey and
Thrift, Massey’s influence on urban
social geography has not emerged
from a particular set of studies of city
life, but instead from her influence 
on the evolution of human geography
as a whole.

Again like Harvey, Massey is best
recognised for her Marxian perspec-
tive on the development of the space
economy. Probably her most influential
work was that undertaken in the 1980s
when she focused on the impacts 
of industrial restructuring upon the
evolving spatial division of labour. In
her now classic text Spatial Divisions
of Labour (Massey, 1984) she argued
that economies were shifting away
from regional sectoral specialization
(in which regions tended to specialise
in all aspects of the production of par-
ticular products, e.g. design, finance
and manufacture) towards regional
functional specialization (in which
regions specialize in particular stages
in the production of a wide range of
products, e.g. just design, finance or
manufacture). In recent years many
would argue that with the growth of
new industrial districts we are seeing
a revival of regional sectoral special-
ization, although the extent of this
trend is controversial.

The most important aspect of Massey’s
approach was that it marked a radical

departure (in all senses) from tradi-
tional regional economic geography,
and also from the more modern loca-
tional analysis inspired by Weberian
industrial geography and preoccupied
with the impact of transport costs 
on economic activity. Instead, Massey
argued that urban and regional 
development should be seen in the
context of broader periods (‘waves’) of
capitalist economic development. She
used her famous geological metaphor
(albeit one she subsequently down-
played) to refer to the ways in which
‘rounds of investment’ left layers of
economic activity deposited like rock
strata, only be to eroded by subse-
quent periods of reinvestment. One 
of the most important, and it turned
out controversial, aspects of Massey’s
analysis was that she did not consider
regions to be merely passive recipients
of capitalist forces. She considered
that there was room for manoeuvre as
people in cities and regions with their
distinctive characteristics reacted to
economic changes while the forces of
capital in turn adapted to these dis-
tinctive characteristics.

Ever at the forefront of developments
in human geography, in recent years
Massey has been one of a group of
leading geographers to advocate a
‘relational’ or ‘non-scalar’ approach
(see Box 10.2). This has led to another
landmark volume, For Space (2005).

Key concepts associated
with Doreen Massey (see
Glossary)

Accumulation, alienation, circuit of
production, feminist geography, gender,
locality studies, Marxian theory, power

geometries, social division of labour,
technical division of labour.

Further reading

Callard, F. (2004) Doreen Massey, 
in P. Hubbard, R. Kitchin and 
G. Valentine (eds) Key Thinkers on
Space and Place Sage, London

Massey, D. (1984) Spatial Divisions
of Labour Macmillan, Basingstoke
(2nd edn 1995)

Massey, D. (1994) Space, Place 
and Gender Polity Press, Cambridge
(contains reprints of many of her
articles)

Massey, D. (2005) For Space Sage,
London

Links with other chapters
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Chapter 5: Structuralist
interpretations of the political
economy of contemporary cities, 
The local state and the sociospatial
dialectic, The question of social
justice in the city

Chapter 6: Builders, developers and
the search for profit, Manipulating
social geographies, Blockbusting and
gentrification

Chapter 9: Constructing place
through spatial practices, Box 9.4
Henri Lefebvre

Chapter 10: Alienation, Structuralist
theory; Box 10.2 What are the merits
of relational geography?

Chapter 13: Urban change and
conflict, The aggregate effects of
aggregate patterns

Box 2.2
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transnational corporations. Fordism and Keynesianism
have been replaced by a ‘new economy’ – a neo-Fordist
(or post-Fordist) system underpinned by information
technologies and networked around the globe – and
neoliberalism – the view that the state should have a
minimal role. National, state and local governments
have found it difficult to regulate and control the new
economy and have shed many of their traditional roles
as mediators and regulators.

Meanwhile, the proponents of neoliberal policies
have advocated free markets as the ideal condition not
only for economic organization, but also for political
and social life. Ideal for some, of course. Free markets
have generated uneven relationships among places and
regions, the inevitable result being an intensification 
of economic inequality at every scale, from the neigh-
bourhood to the nation state. The pursuit of neoliberal
policies and free market ideals has also dismantled a
great deal of the framework for city building and com-
munity development that Western societies used to take
for granted: everything from broad concepts such as
the public good to the nuts and bolts of the regulatory
environment. Globalization has meanwhile contributed
to the emergence of a postmodern culture in which the
symbolic properties of places and material possessions
have assumed unprecedented importance, with places
becoming important objects of consumption.

Neo-Fordism
A crucial problem with the Fordist system was its rigid-
ity in the face of increasing market and technological
change. Flexibility is therefore the key factor under-
lying the numerous changes that have modified the
Fordist system to the point where we now have to think
of a neo-Fordist system (see Table 2.2). In particular,
this involves the capacity of firms to adjust the levels
and types of their output in response to varying market
conditions. One method of increasing flexibility is
through increased use of technology, such as computer-
aided design and manufacture (CAD/CAM). Also of
crucial importance has been flexible use of labour.
Workers are now much more likely to be multiskilled,
rather than committed to just one task as under Fordism.
In addition, the labour force increasingly exhibits numer-
ical flexibility, the capacity to be hired and laid off when

1955, dipping somewhat towards the end of the decade
before soaring again in the 1960s. Nevertheless, within
the conventions of the day, unemployment was relatively
low and there was a ‘virtuous circle’ of arrangements
that brought together production and consumption.
From the mid-1970s onwards, however, the Fordist sys-
tem encountered severe problems and these eventually
impacted upon city structures.

2.3 The contemporary
city

There is a great deal of controversy over how the Fordist
system ran into trouble. A core problem was declin-
ing productivity, which has been linked to a variety of 
factors. Among the most important of these factors are
the following:

➤ A failure to invest sufficiently in research and devel-
opment (a particular problem in the United States
and the United Kingdom).

➤ The increasing costs of raw materials (intensified 
by sharp increases in the price of oil in 1974 and
1979–80).

➤ Market saturation of mass-produced goods and
increasing consumer hostility to uniform, mediocre-
quality goods.

➤ System rigidity stemming from the high capital costs
of establishing production lines under Fordism.

➤ Repetitive, boring, physically demanding assembly
line work leading to alienation among the workforce
and poorly assembled, low-quality products.

➤ Adversarial industrial relations and widespread
labour unrest.

➤ The increasing costs associated with safety and 
environmental legislation.

As a result of these problems, Fordism and Keynesianism
have imploded. In some ways, Fordism was a victim of
its own success, saturated markets for mass consump-
tion having pushed producers towards niche markets,
packaging, novelty and design in the search for profit.
Keynesianism lost its effectiveness when the influence
of organized labour and the authority of national 
governments were short-circuited by the global reach of

2.3 The contemporary city
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Table 2.2 Differences between the ideal types of Fordism and neo-Fordism

Fordism Neo-Fordism

The labour process
Unskilled and semi-skilled workers Multiskilled workers
Single tasks Multiple tasks
Job specialization Job demarcation
Limited training Extensive on-the-job training

Labour relations
General or industrial unions Absence of unions, ‘company’ unions
Taylorism ‘No-strike deals’
Centralized national pay bargaining ‘Human relations management’

Decentralized, local plant-level bargaining

Industrial organization
Vertically integrated large companies Quasi-vertical integration, i.e. subcontracting

Decentralization, strategic alliances, growth of small
businesses

Technology
Machinery dedicated to production of single Flexible production systems, CAD/CAM robotics, 
products information technology

Organizing principles
Mass production of standardized products Small batch production
Economies of scale, resource driven Economies of scope, market driven
Large buffer stocks of parts produced just-in-case Small stocks delivered ‘just-in-time’
Quality testing after assembly Quality built into production process
Defective parts concealed in stocks Immediate rejection of poor-quality components
Cost reductions primarily through wage control Competitiveness through innovation

Modes of consumption
Mass production of consumer goods Fragmented niche marketing
Uniformity and standardization Diversity

Locational characteristics
Dispersed manufacturing plants In spatial Geographical clustering of industries in flexible 
division of labour industrial districts
Regional functional specialization Agglomeration
World-wide sourcing of components Components obtained from spatially proximate 
Growth of large industrial conurbations quasi-integrated firms 

Growth of ‘new industrial spaces’ in rural semi-peripheral areas

Role of the state
Keynesian Welfare State The ‘Workfare State’
Demand management of economy Encouragement of innovation and competition
State funded and state supplied Privatization, deregulation
Protection of the ‘social wage’ Encouragement of self-reliance

Problems
Inflation High rates of unemployment
Market saturation Labour market dualism
Poor-quality products Social polarization, exclusion and associated social tensions
Inflexibility Instability of consumer confidence through economic 
Alienated workforce insecurity
Divergence between rising wages and Market volatility
declining productivity growth
Fiscal crisis of state

Source: adapted from Pinch (1997).

M02_KNOX7638_06_SE_C02.QXD  20/8/09  13:44  Page 28



  

29

this structure; some core workers’ jobs are relatively
insecure while many peripheral workers have job stabil-
ity if they wish.

Urban change under 
neo-Fordism
The consequences for urban change have been significant.
One of the main consequences of neo-Fordist techno-
logies and working practices is that far fewer people are
needed to manufacture things. In addition, the pro-
duction of well-established ‘mature’ products has often
been shifted to low-cost locations outside the Western
countries. The result has been massive deindustrializa-
tion and the consequent transformation of the classic
industrial city. The decline of traditional heavy manu-
facturing industry has been especially pronounced in
the industrial heartlands of Britain – the Midlands, the
North, Wales and Scotland – and in the ‘rustbelt’ of the
United States – including classic industrial cities such
as Chicago, Cleveland, Detroit and Pittsburgh.

necessary, as is the case with part-time, temporary,
agency or subcontract workers (also referred to as 
contingent workers). It has been suggested that this is
leading to a dual labour market, as shown in Figure 2.3.
In post-Fordist economies, firms compete less on the
basis of cost and increasingly on the basis of factors
such as reliability, style, innovation, and branding. Some
have argued that these changes are such that they con-
stitute a new regime of accumulation – often termed
flexible accumulation.

At the core of the labour market are various workers
who are rewarded for their functional flexibility by 
relatively secure well-paid jobs with good working con-
ditions and company benefits. Surrounding this core,
however, are various types of secondary, contingent 
or peripheral workers who exhibit numerical flexibil-
ity with limited rewards, job insecurity and relatively
poor working conditions. Such increased use of ‘non-
core’ workers such as part-timers, agency and temporary
workers is sometimes termed casualization. This is an
idealized model and there are many variations from

2.3 The contemporary city

..

Figure 2.3 An idealized model of the flexible firm in a neo-Fordist economy.
Source: Atkinson (1985), Fig. 2.1, p. 19.
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Parallel with this decline has been the creation of new
industrial clusters, often termed new industrial spaces.
Despite the increased availability of advanced tele-
communications systems there is growing evidence that
many interactions are best undertaken on a face-to-face
basis. This is especially the case when complex items of
knowledge have to be exchanged and where transactions
are dependent upon trust. One way of reducing the costs
of transactions and facilitating face-to-face interactions
is for these interacting organizations to cluster together.
There are many examples of this clustering: Silicon
Valley and Orange County in California and Route 128
around Boston in the United States, the M4 Corridor
and ‘Motor Sport Valley’ in the United Kingdom, the
‘Third Italy’ (Bologna, Emilia and Arezzo), Grenoble in
France and Baden-Württemberg in Germany.

The urbanization associated with these clusters differs
considerably in character depending upon the industries
involved. On the one hand, there are the rapidly grow-
ing ‘sunbelt’ areas of California and the South West of
the United States, characterized by extensive suburban
development and conservative political regimes. Then
there are clusters of industrial sectors such as finance,
design and marketing in major cities such as New York,
Paris, Milan and London. Finally, in Europe there are
regions specializing in products such as shoes, ceramics
and textiles that have left-wing local governments.

Los Angeles is often cited as the exemplar of the
product of urbanization under the new regime of 
flexible accumulation and the harbinger of the future
urban form. Soja (1989) has described variously the
postmodern global metropolis, cosmopolis and post-
metropolis (1997) – a physically and socially fragmented
metropolis (see Figure 2.4). Los Angeles has experienced
a strong process of recentralization in the form of the
command centres linked into the new global economy
together with a strong process of decentralization in the
form of numerous subcentres and edge cities. These
are not the exclusively affluent suburbs of an earlier era
but show enormous variations in character, some being
industrial and commercial, and others being relatively
poor and/or with distinctive ethnic minorities (see also
Box 2.3). Soja (1992) develops this theme into the con-
cept of exopolis – a city that has been turned inside out.
In such an environment it is difficult for individuals to
have a sense of belonging to a coherent single entity.

Another important theme associated with urbaniza-
tion under a regime of flexible accumulation is increas-
ing social polarization and the development of protective
measures by the more affluent sections of society in an
environment in which violence and crime are routine.
One manifestation of these defensive measures is the
growth of so-called bunker architecture (also termed
‘citadel’, ‘fortified’ and ‘paranoid’ architecture): urban
developments with gates, barriers and walls, security
guards, infrared sensors, panic rooms, motion detec-
tors, rapid response links with police departments and
surveillance equipment such as CCTV. These form what
Davis (1990) terms a ‘scanscape’, all designed to exclude
those regarded as undesirable. These systems are often
established in residential areas but exclusionary measures
may also be undertaken in shopping malls and city 
centres. In some central parts of Los Angeles park benches
are curved in such a way as to inhibit people from
sleeping on them over night. It is little wonder that
Davis talks of the ‘militarization’ of city life. However,
it is not just the marginalized who are kept under sur-
veillance in the contemporary city. New technologies
centred around credit and loyalty cards, computers and
pay-for-service facilities mean that corporations and
governments can access vast amounts of information
about people’s travel and consumption habits.

Postindustrial society under
neo-Fordism
A key weakness of the regulationist concepts of Fordism
and neo-Fordism is their neglect of services. Ironically
the postindustrial society thesis emerged from experi-
ence in the 1950s and 1960s when Fordism was at its
zenith. Bell (1973) pointed out that heavy industries
were beginning to decrease in importance while employ-
ment in service industries was growing, especially in
sectors such as finance, business services, retailing, leisure
and entertainment industries. The implications of this
shift, Bell suggested, pointed to profound shifts in social
structure and social relations.

The geographical patterns of this service growth
have been complex but a key trend has once again 
been development away from traditional manufactur-
ing centres. The growth of the service economy has 
had important consequences for the social geography

..
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2.3 The contemporary city

..

Figure 2.4 The transition from the classic industrial city, circa 1850–1945 (upper) to the Fordist
city, circa 1945–1975 (middle) and neo-Fordist metropolis, circa 1975– (lower).
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Key trends in urban social geography – ‘edge cities’

A major change in Western cities in
recent decades has been the creation
of urban development on the fringes
of existing suburbs. These develop-
ments reflect the decentralization,
not only of people, but also employ-
ment, services and retailing from
inner-city areas. In some cases these
urban areas have become functionally
independent of existing central city
areas, effectively creating new settle-
ments. However, such cities often
lack autonomy, being on the fringes
of a number of existing political and
administrative jurisdictions. Typically,
such developments have taken place
on the intersections of major high-
way systems, as in the much-cited
case of Tyson’s Corner on the edge of
Washington, DC.

In the United States public attention
was drawn to the phenomenon of these
‘outer cities’ in a book written by the
journalist Joel Garreau (1992). He
coined the term ‘edge city’, although
various other neologisms have been
used (e.g. ‘stealth city’, ‘technoburb’,
‘suburban downtown’, ‘perimeter city’
and ‘cyberbia’). Garreau defined 
edge cities as having the following
characteristics:

➤ 460 000 square metres 
(5 million square feet) or more 
of leaseable office space;

➤ 56 000 square metres 
(600 000 square feet) or more 
of leaseable retail space;

➤ more jobs than bedrooms (to
indicate that these are more than
dormitory suburbs of commuters);

➤ perceived by the population as
being one place;

➤ nothing like a ‘city’ as recently as
30 years ago.

Garreau’s book celebrated the life-
styles of residents in edge cities whom
he portrayed as innovative pioneers of
new ways of living, combining the best
of urban and rural lifestyles. This might
account for the good sales of the
book, since it gave suburban dwellers
(long derided by many urban com-
mentators as conservative and dull!) 
a flattering view of themselves. More
recently, researchers at Virginia Tech’s
Metropolitan Institute have shown how
metropolitan decentralization has gone
well beyond ‘edge cities’ to produce
‘boom-burbs’ – especially fast-growing
suburban municipalities that lack a
dense business core – and ‘edgeless
cities’ – sprawling swaths of low-
density commercial and residential
development that lack a clear phys-
ical boundary.

Recognizing a different context,
researchers have been cautious in
applying notions of ‘edge cities’ in
Europe, preferring instead to use the
terms ‘edge urban areas’ or ‘peripheral
urban areas’. These terms indicate that
European edge cities are typically less
autonomous than their US counter-
parts. There is much greater planning of
such urban forms in Europe, with local
governments and the public sector
being much more active partners in
their creation (see Phelps and Parsons,
2003). Nevertheless, edge cities are
the subject of intense interest through-
out the Western world, especially since
some of them are the source of innova-
tion in high-technology industries (and
even if they have sometimes been
derided as ‘Nerdistans’!).

Key concepts associated
with edge cities (see
Glossary)

Decentralization, exopolis, metropolitan
fragmentation, multiple nuclei model,
new industrial spaces.

Further reading

Beauregard, R.A. (2003) Edge 
cities: peripheralizing the centre,
Urban Geography 16, 708–21

Garreau, J. (1992) Edge City: Life
on the new frontier Random House,
New York

Lang, R.E. (2003) Edgeless Cities:
exploring the elusive metropolis
Brookings Institution Press,
Washington, DC

Phelps, N.A. and Parsons, N. 
(2003) Edge urban geographies:
notes from the margins of Europe’s
capital cities, Urban Studies 40,
1725–49

Phelps, N.A., Parsons, N., Ballas, D.
and Dowling, A. (2006) Post-
Suburban Europe: Planning and
politics at the margins of Europe’s
capital cities Palgrave Macmillan,
Basingstoke

Links with other chapters

Chapter 9: Suburban
neighbourhoods: community
transformed?, Splintering 
urbanism and the diversity of
suburbia

Chapter 13: Accessibility to 
services and amenities,
Decentralization and accessibility 
to services, Urban social
sustainability

Box 2.3
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systems that facilitate rapid transmission of information
and images around the world. However, there has been
a resistance to these global forces through the assertion
of local cultural identities – most notably in the form of
Islamic fundamentalism and various popular movements
for regional political autonomy.

Globalization has had a number of profound effects
upon urban social geography. Most notably, it has led
to the emergence of so-called world cities – command
centres such as New York, London and Tokyo that are
home to concentrations of key players in the world
financial system together with the business services that
support them (Sassen (2001) has termed these global
cities to denote city development at a particular phase
in history). Sassen argues that one of the main features
of global cities is social polarization. In large measure,
this inequality stems from the characteristics of financial
services; they are dependent upon a narrow stratum of
relatively well-paid workers who require many consumer
services such as restaurants, shops and cleaners, which
in turn utilize large numbers of low-paid workers. This
social inequality is also manifest in the social geography
of global cities. Housing for affluent workers in financial
services may be built in close proximity to poor-quality
housing, as in the revitalized London Docklands. The
social tensions associated with such inequality mean
that the affluent may need to resort to many protective
strategies (see Chapter 3).

While few cities can claim true global status as com-
mand centres in the world economy, there is a sense 
in which all urban centres are now global for they are
all affected by events and decisions outside of their
boundaries. Furthermore, they are all engaged in a fierce
competition to attract capital into their areas. There 
is therefore a close interaction between global and local
forces – a process that has been dubbed glocalization
and which is also referred to as the global–local nexus.

Another important change in city development, 
which has become a new orthodoxy throughout much
of the Western world, and which leads on to issues 
that will be considered in greater detail in Chapter 3, 
is the growth of culturally driven urban regeneration
(Paddison and Miles, 2006). This approach takes many
forms (Mommas, 2004); it may incorporate various types
of support for culture as it is consumed (e.g. in galleries
and exhibition centres) or as culture is produced (e.g.

of cities. One of the most important developments 
has been the tendency to intensify social polarization.
Whereas the traditional manufacturing industries
tended to have substantial proportions of relatively
well-paid, blue-collar, middle-income jobs, services tend
to be characterized by both relatively high-paying and
relatively low-paying jobs.

Another consequence of service growth has been
increasing competition among cities for employment.
It is argued that whereas heavy manufacturing indus-
tries tended to be firmly rooted in particular places
(because of their proximity to certain raw materials, their
dependence upon large amounts of capital investment in
buildings, machinery, equipment and specialized skilled
labour), service industries are much more mobile. The
reason for this mobility is that the basic ingredients for
many routine service industries – suitable office prop-
erties and large supplies of female workers – are much
more geographically dispersed. Consequently, there is
much more locational freedom on the part of service
companies. The result has been vigorous campaigns by
city authorities to attract major service employers.

Globalization
Globalization is usually associated with the growing
importance of multinational (or transnational) corpora-
tions operating in more than one country. In fact, 
large companies such as Ford have long manufactured
outside their home country, producing goods for 
local consumption in distant markets. Globalization is
thus a more recent process in which the operations of
transnationals, both in the spheres of production and
marketing, are increasingly integrated on a global scale.
Thus, products are made in multiple locations from
components manufactured in many different places.

Globalization is also associated with the develop-
ment of a broader global culture. This is a controversial
idea but essentially involves the widespread diffusion of
Western values of materialism. Globalization can also be
seen in the popularity of Hollywood films throughout
the world and the increased popularity of ‘world music’.
It is therefore argued that globalization involves the
homogenization of the culture – the development of
cultural interrelatedness throughout the globe. This pro-
cess has been encouraged by new telecommunications

2.3 The contemporary city

..
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in support for various economic sectors). As manu-
facturing has declined, cities have sought to promote
the so-called cultural industries (e.g. the performing
arts, design, advertising, entertainment, media and pub-
lishing), often in older ex-industrial areas sometimes
known as ‘cultural quarters’ (Bell and Jayne, 2004). The
value of such policies is the source of considerable debate
(Cooke and Lazzeretti, 2008).

Knowledge economies and
the informational city
Some of the newest ideas relating to the changing 
economic context of city development point to the
growing importance of knowledge in contemporary
economies. Various terms have been used to sum-
marize these developments including knowledge-based

capitalism (Florida, 1995); the network society (Castells,
1996); reflexive accumulation (Lash and Urry, 1994);
soft capitalism (Thrift, 1998) and the weightless world
(Coyle, 1997). All these theories point in various ways
to the increasing importance of knowledge in economic
development.

First, there is the ever-increasing and rapidly chang-
ing technological sophistication of both goods and 
services. Thus, products such as computers, cameras,
and mobile phones become superseded by more com-
plex models in a very short period of time. Keeping up
with this rapid pace of change puts a great premium 
on knowledge acquisition by manufacturers. Second,
the design or fashion element of products is becoming
increasingly important, especially in a world in which
there are an increasing number of specialized niche
markets. As in the case of technological change, these

..

A command centre in the global economy: downtown Chicago. Photo Credit: Michael Edema Leary.
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(after the term semiotics – the study of signs – see
Chapter 3). Finally, there is a growing recognition of the
need to integrate design with the engineering and pro-
duction end of manufacturing. All of these processes

fashion changes seem to be taking place at an ever-
increasing rate. This tendency to make products outdated
by changes in fashion, even though they may function
adequately, is sometimes called semiotic redundancy

2.3 The contemporary city

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Manuel Castells

One of the key thinkers in urban
social geography in the past three
decades has been Manuel Castells.
Born in Spain, Castells’ radical act-
ivities as a student forced him to flee
the dictatorship of General Franco and
move to France. However, his partici-
pation in the riots of May 1968 led 
to expulsion by the French govern-
ment (although he was subsequently
pardoned) (Hubbard, 2004). Castells’
ideas on public service provision
(what he termed ‘collective consump-
tion’), as developed in his book The
Urban Question, were enormously
influential in the 1970s (see also
Chapter 5). However, his move to the
University of California, Berkeley, was
associated with less radical work on
local protest groups (The City and the
Grassroots, 1983) and information
technology (The Informational City,
1989). He also undertook some of the
earliest work on gay spaces (Castells
and Murphy, 1982).

Castells was one of the first scholars
to highlight the role of new forms of
information technology in enhancing
inequalities between social groups in
cities. This he did in three volumes
with the general title The Information
Age: Volume 1 was subtitled The Rise
of the Network Society (1996),
Volume 2 was subtitled The Power of
Identity (1997) and Volume 3 was
subtitled End of Millennium (1998).

In these writings Castells argued that
we should not envisage cities as static
places defined by fixed boundaries, but
instead as the sites of what he calls

‘spaces of flows’ – ever-increasing 
circulations of peoples, ideas, images
and consumer goods. Castells’
approach is one of a number of recent
‘fluidity-type’ conceptualizations in
social science that envisage social life
as consisting of movement and flows.
Castells links these ideas with those
who suggest that globalization is erod-
ing the distinctiveness of particular
places. A good example of this erosion
is the bland ‘international style’ that
pervades many ‘postmodern’ city sky-
lines as well as the interiors of many
public buildings such as airports, hotels
and shopping malls.

According to Castells, the global 
‘network society’ consists of three 
levels. First, there is the infrastructural
level, the information technology that
permits rapid knowledge flows around
the world. Second, there are the global
translation centres, the ‘world cities’
that provide the structures for the flow
of knowledge. Finally, there is the
managerial elite that operationalizes
this global economy.

As with many original, influential,
thinkers, Castells’ writings can be chal-
lenging at times. Furthermore, some
of his earlier work on issues such as
collective consumption, though highly
influential in their day, have been
heavily criticized and found wanting.
His recent ideas on the network society
have also been heavily criticized (see
Crang, 2002; Smart, 2000). Never-
theless, Castells’ ideas remain highly
influential and are essential reading
for any serious student of the city.

Key concepts associated
with Manuel Castells 
(see Glossary)

Collective consumption, informational
city, megacities, network society,
spaces of flows.

Further reading

Crang, M. (2002) Between places:
producing hubs, flows and networks,
Environment and Planning A 34,
569–74

Hubbard, P. (2004) Manuel 
Castells, in P. Hubbard, R. Kitchin
and G. Valentine (eds) Key 
Thinkers on Space and Place Sage,
London

Smart, B. (2000) A political
economy of the new times? 
Critical reflections on the 
network society and the ethos 
of informational capitalism,
European Journal of Social Theory
3, 51–65

Susser, I. (ed.) (2001) The Castells
Reader on Cities and Social Theory
Blackwell, Oxford

Links with other chapters

Chapter 7. Box 4 How useful is
network analysis?

Chapter 10: Box 2 what are the
merits of relational geography?

Chapter 11: Homosexuality and 
the city

Chapter 13: Service sector
restructuring

Box 2.4
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mean that firms no longer tend to gain competitive
advantage on the basis of price alone but increasingly
rely upon factors such as quality, performance, design
and marketing.

Closely linked to the above developments has been
the evolution of new technologies in the sphere of tele-
communications – teleconferencing, faxes, email, the
Internet and various other specialized computer network
systems. These new technologies mean that it is now
possible for many routine and ‘back office’ functions 
to be undertaken in low-cost labour areas in peripheral

regions of the Western economies and in less-developed
and newly industrializing countries. However, there is
growing evidence that digital telecommunications tech-
nologies are creating a division between favoured cities
linked into global command centres and less-favoured
cities in older, previously industrialized areas. Within
cities, too, there is evidence of a ‘digital divide’ that
intensifies and reinforces social polarization. Some of
the most influential ideas relating to these new social
processes and their effect on cities have come from
Manuel Castells (see Boxes 1.2 and 2.4).

..

Key films related to urban social geography – Chapter 2

Among Giants (1998) An amusing
comedy written by the author of The
Full Monty dealing with similar issues
– the role of men in a post-Fordist,
subcontracted sector of the economy
characterized by deskilling and tem-
porary work.

Blue Collar (1978) One of the very
few films to show the problems facing
workers on a Fordist assembly line in
Detroit.

Bonfire of the Vanities (1990) Based
on the best-selling novel by Tom Wolfe,
this film highlights the social and 
ethnic segregation that accompanied
economic change in the United States
in the 1980s.

Bread and Roses (2000) A film from
the much-acclaimed veteran left-wing
director Ken Loach dealing with the
exploitation of the Latino underclass
in California.

City of Hope (1991) A film directed
by John Sayles showing the complex
set of conflicts engendered by a city
facing economic decline (in this case
New Jersey City).

The Deer Hunter (1978) The middle
section of this film is an extremely

harrowing portrayal of the Vietnam
War (although the Russian roulette
theme is apparently entirely fictional).
Nevertheless, the first and last sections,
set in a Pennsylvanian steel town,
illustrate the powerful links forged
between industrial workers and their
local milieu.

The Full Monty (1997) An extremely
funny, but also at times touching,
film about the trials and tribulations
facing a group of redundant male
steelworkers seeking new employ-
ment as strippers! Illuminates in a
not too serious manner some of the
challenges to male identities brought
about by deindustrialization and the
rise of the new service economy.

Matewan (1987) This film is not set
in a major city, but instead is located
in a West Virginian coal-mining com-
munity in the 1920s. Nevertheless, a
complex portrayal of class conflict in
the United States.

On the Waterfront (1954) An iconic
movie focusing on the social relations
based around a distinctive locality-
based culture: in this case involving
racketeering among dock workers in

New Jersey. The first of a series of
films categorised as ‘social realism’.

Roger and Me (1989) Controversial
because of what some regard as direc-
tor Michael Moore’s ‘fast and loose’
attitude to the truth, nevertheless, a
documentary portrayal of the social
consequences of deindustrialization
in Flint, Michigan that is at times
extremely funny but also frequently
sad and troubling.

Saturday Night and Sunday Morning
(1960) Another classic ‘kitchen sink’
drama focusing on the constrained
lives of working-class factory workers
in northern England in the 1950s.

Traffic (2002) A brilliant thriller 
dealing with the international drugs
economy but also many of the issues
considered in this book – the illegal
economy, social polarization, violence
and transnational urbanism.

Wall Street (1987) A typical Oliver
Stone film full of melodrama and
‘jumpy’ cinematography, but never-
theless, a watchable portrayal of the
ethos of greed that surrounded the
deregulation of financial services in
the 1980s.

Box 2.5
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city structures in recent years. Cities are no longer single
entities, unified around production and consumption,
linked into elaborate national hierarchies. Instead, 
they are increasingly multicentred phenomena, based
around both producer and consumer services, and are
linked into global networks underpinned by new
telecommunications technologies. These develop-
ments have impacted upon, and have been influenced
by, the cultures of cities – which are considered in the
next chapter.

2.4 Conclusions
It should be clear by now that the contemporary pro-
cesses discussed in this chapter, neo-Fordism, service
sector growth, globalization and new telecommunica-
tions systems, are all highly interrelated. None of these
perspectives in isolation provides a comprehensive
explanation for the changing economic context of city
growth. However, taken together they begin to illumin-
ate some of the factors that have so radically altered 

Chapter summary

..

Chapter summary

2.1 Preindustrial cities were essentially small-scale ‘walking’ cities. Although they displayed an element of
vertical differentiation based on social divisions within the districts of the occupational guilds, their main
division appears to have been that between the elite who lived in the exclusive central core and the mass
of population who lived around the periphery of the city.

2.2 Industrial capitalism inverted the structure of the preindustrial city by forcing the poor into poor-quality,
inner-city districts while the middle and upper classes retreated to the urban periphery. The polarized
class structure of the early industrial cities was gradually replaced by more complex social divisions that
made the capitalist class less easily identifiable.

2.3 The ‘long boom’ of Fordism brought about a relatively harmonious linking of mass production and
consumption that was manifest in extensive suburbanization. The numerous problems associated with the
Fordist economic system led to various neo-Fordist developments that have been manifest in new urban
forms based around agglomerating industries.

2.4 Globalization has had profound impacts upon cities, leading to the emergence of world cities, centres of
corporate and financial control. It has also fostered increased competition between cities and intensified
social polarization.

2.5 New telecommunications systems have allowed the exchange of ever more complex information over
greater distances. However, as yet, they have not been associated with a decline in the strength of cities
as centres for information production and exchange.
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context is that they bring together many different cultures
in relatively confined spaces. Appadurai (1996) calls
the diverse landscape of immigrants, tourists, refugees,
exiles, guest workers and other moving groups to be
found in many contemporary cities an ethnoscape.
This juxtaposition of peoples often leads to innovation
and new cultural forms as cultures interact. But it can
also lead to tensions and conflict, especially if cultural
groups retreat into particular areas of the city.

This chapter provides a guide to understanding the
cultural turn and explains why issues of culture have 
so radically altered our ways of looking at cities. This
will equip us with a series of concepts and perspectives
that we can use to understand the many issues that 
will be considered in following chapters, including: 
citizenship (Chapter 5); ethnic segregation (Chapter 8);
neighbourhood formation (Chapter 9); and sexuality
(Chapter 11).

3.1 What is culture?

Culture is popularly thought of as ‘high art’ in the form
of paintings, sculpture, drama and classical music, as

The cultures of cities

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ What is culture?

➤ Why have the concerns of cultural studies and
postcolonial theory become so important in the
study of cities?

➤ What are the roles of space and place in the
formation of culture?

➤ What is meant by the postmodern city?

Without doubt the most important change in urban
studies in recent years has been the increased attention
given to issues of culture. This development reflects 
a broader trend in the social sciences that has become
known as the ‘cultural turn’. In the last two decades 
the cultural turn has radically influenced the study of
city cultures, affecting both what is studied and the way
cities are examined. As suggested by the sociospatial
dialectic, cities have long had a crucial impact upon, and
have in turn been influenced by, cultural dynamics. What
makes cities especially interesting in the contemporary
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The relationship between material objects and culture
may be encapsulated by the notion of intentionality.
This concept draws attention to the fact that objects have
no meaning in themselves but only acquire meaning
through the uses that people put them to. To sum up,
culture involves much more than high art; indeed, 
in cultural studies a text comprises any form of repres-
entation with meaning and can include advertising, 
popular television programmes, films, popular music
and even food.

Shared meanings
Central to culture are shared sets of understandings –
what are often called discourses or narratives. The study
of the signs that give clues about these meanings is
known as semiology (or semiotics). The things that point
to these wider meanings are termed signifiers, while the
cultural meaning is called the signified. Activities that
are full of cultural symbolism (which includes virtually
all social activity!) are known as signifying practices.
The study of meanings behind urban landscapes is more
generally known as iconography. A good example of
iconography is the downtown corporate headquarters.
The imposing and expensive architectural forms of such
buildings may be seen as signifiers of a discourse of 
corporate power. Large architectural projects that are
full of such symbolism are often called monumental
architecture. Monumental architecture involves impos-
ing buildings and monuments in which an attempt is
made to symbolize particular sets of values. Restricted
access to these buildings is often a key component of
their monumental and imposing status. For example,
Jane M. Jacobs (1996) has documented the imperialist
aspirations underpinning many of the proposals to
redevelop buildings in the financial centre of London
(known as the City of London). Preserving the archi-
tectural heritage of buildings that dated from the time
when the British Empire was at its height is seen as a way
of reinforcing the global status of the City of London.

Diversity and difference
While societies do have dominant value systems, 
these are often resisted by many groups. For example, a
large downtown office block may for some be a symbol

found in museums, art galleries, concert halls and 
theatres. However, in the social sciences culture is 
usually interpreted in a much broader sense. Culture 
is a complex phenomenon, and therefore difficult to
summarize briefly, but may best be thought of as con-
sisting of ‘ways of life’. These ways of life involve three
important elements:

1 The values that people hold (i.e. their ideals and
aspirations). These values could include: the desire
to acquire wealth and material goods; seeking out
risk and danger; caring for a family; helping friends
and neighbours; or campaigning for political change.

2 The norms that people follow (i.e. the rules and prin-
ciples that govern their lives). These include legal
issues such as whether to exceed speed limits when
driving or whether to engage in illegal forms of tax
evasion. Norms also involve issues of personal con-
duct such as whether to be faithful to one’s partner
or whether to put self-advancement over the needs
of others.

3 The material objects that people use. For most people
in relatively affluent Western societies this is an enorm-
ous category, ranging from everyday consumer goods
through to transportation systems, buildings and
urban facilities.

A number of important insights flow from these points.

The materiality of cultures
It should be clear that these elements of culture – 
values, norms and objects – are all highly interrelated.
Culture is not just about ideas: the material objects 
that we use also provide clues about our value systems.
The widespread use of the automobile, for example,
says something about the value placed upon personal
mobility. The same applies to the urban landscape. The
structures of cities – whether they display extensive
motorway networks or integrated public transport sys-
tems, uncontrolled urban sprawl or tightly regulated,
high-density development – provide us with indications
of the wider set of values held by the society.

Because we can attempt to ‘read off ’ people’s values
from the landscapes they inhabit, landscapes can be
regarded as ‘texts’ that can be scrutinized for layers of
inner meaning, in a manner analogous to reading a book.

3.1 What is culture?

..
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of financial strength and influence but others may
regard this as a symbol of unfair working practices 
and corporate greed. One of the most striking and best
documented clashes of urban culture comes from London
– in Docklands, a previously run-down inner-city area
which has been transformed by an urban development
corporation that has provided infrastructure to encour-
age private sector investment. The huge monumental
buildings of Canary Wharf in London’s Docklands are
therefore highly symbolic of this new role for private
capital in urban regeneration. However, the Docklands
office developments have juxtaposed affluence and 
relative poverty as highly paid professional groups have
moved into newly constructed residential areas. Further-
more, the development of Docklands involved bypassing
traditional forms of democratic accountability. While
public meetings were held, giving an aura of consulta-
tion and inclusion, they were typically used to legitimate
planning decisions that had already been taken behind
closed doors. The result has been a deep-rooted hostility
on the part of many local working-class communities.
Such antagonisms have prompted attempts in many
cities to write urban history from the perspective of
local people. These accounts contrast with the sanitized

versions of local history produced by development 
corporations as they attempt to sell inner cities as sites
of potential profit for speculators.

It follows from the above discussion that the values
embodied in landscapes and other material objects 
are not natural and inevitable, but have been created
and are actively fought over by many contesting groups
in society. Nevertheless, the dominant sets of values
will tend to reflect the most powerful forces in society
through advertising, politics, the media, education 
systems and so on. The codings of spaces and people
that are embedded in urban landscapes assume a taken-
for-granted familiarity that is a powerful cultural and
political influence: moral landscapes with a stealthy,
sometimes hallucinogenic normality which both reflects
and reinforces the implicit values that have been written
into the built environment. As Pierre Bourdieu (1977,
p. 188) has observed, ‘The most successful ideological
effects are those that have no words, and ask no more
than complicitous silence.’

A key theme of cultural studies is diversity and 
difference. There are, within the dominant values of a
society, many smaller subgroups with their own dis-
tinctive cultures, known as subcultures (and sometimes

..

Monumental and iconic architecture: the Défense district of Paris. Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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This mingling requires a response on the part of the
city dweller, whether this is indifference, fear, loathing,
incomprehension, admiration or envy. Sometimes these
comparisons are based on stereotypes – exaggerated,
simplified or distorted interpretations – of the group in
question. Indeed, the use of binaries – twofold divisions
– is often central to the creation of these differences
(e.g. male/female, healthy/sick, sane/mad, heterosexual/
homosexual, non-foreigner/foreigner, authentic/fake).
Furthermore, issues of power lie behind many of these
comparisons; we often feel either superior or inferior to
the group we are comparing ourselves with.

The process whereby a group comes to be viewed in
a way that constructs them as being inferior is some-
times termed objectification. Identities and cultural
values do not therefore evolve in isolation but require
opposition from other sets of identities and values that
are excluded and demoted in some sort of hierarchy of
value. These processes leading to identity formation can
have a crucial impact on the social geography of the city
for, as we will see in many following chapters, they help
to create social exclusion and residential differentiation.
The processes of identity formulation may be multiple
and unstable but they are anchored in power relations
and the allocation of material, political and psychological
resources in cities.

3.2 Postcolonial theory
and the city

Some of the most important insights into the process 
of identity formation have come from postcolonial
theory. The focus here is the examination of imperialist
discourses that run through Western representations
of non-Western cities and societies. As such, it attempts
to undermine ethnocentrism – the notion that Western
thought is superior. Those subject to such hegemonic
(i.e. dominant) discourses are often termed the sub-
altern classes or groups. Edward Said (1978) wrote
about the ways in which European thought constructed
views of Oriental peoples in his highly influential book
Orientalism. Said argued that the notion of the Orient
is a Western invention, conjuring up visions of exotic
and sensual peoples. The crucial point is that this con-
ception of the Orient was defined in relation to perceived

termed ‘deviant’ subcultures if the norms are signific-
antly at variance with the majority). The term alterity
is sometimes used to denote a culture which is radic-
ally different from and totally outside that to which it 
is opposed. However, even within these subcultures
there are usually many distinctions and divisions. In the
United Kingdom, for example, what is often referred to
in the local press as the ‘Muslim community’ contains
different sects and groupings. As with landscapes, our
definitions of these groupings are often determined by
the most powerful in society.

Identities
The diversity of cultural values in society raises issues
of identity (i.e. the view that people take of themselves).
There is a perspective, stretching back to the philosopher
Descartes, which assumes that people’s identities are
single, rational and stable. However, this assumption 
is disputed by a cultural studies perspective. To begin
with, it is argued that our identities are shaped by many
factors such as class, age, occupation, gender, sexuality,
nationality, religious affiliation, region of origin and so on.
Surrounding these factors are various discourses about
characteristics and abilities – what are called subject
positions – that affect the way we behave. These subject
positions are described by Dowling (1993, p. 299) as:

certain ways of acting, thinking and being are
implicit in specific discourses and in recognising
themselves in that discourse a person takes on
certain characteristics, thus producing a person
with specific attributes and capabilities.

Identity may therefore be thought of as being shaped by
the intersection of many subject positions. Of course,
to a large extent these views are also shaped by people’s
individual personalities and life experiences. All of these
things combine to form subjectivity – or, since they are
continually changing, subjectivities. One consequence
is that our identities are not fixed, but vary over time and
space. The crucial point is that these unstable identities
and subjectivities depend upon who it is we are com-
paring ourselves with.

Urban environments also have a crucial impact
upon subjectivities because they tend to bring together
in close juxtaposition many different types of people.

3.2 Postcolonial theory and the city

..
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notions of the Occident (the West) as the opposite –
rational, civilized and safe. In other words, the Orient
helped to define the West’s view of itself. However, Said’s
work has been criticized for creating a binary division
between colonizer and colonized and for assuming that

colonial discourse is primarily the product of the 
colonizer. Others have argued that there is a mutual
interaction between the colonizer and the colonized.
The insights from the postcolonial theory are valuable
in studying Western cities because many immigrants

..

Key trends in urban social geography – food as an expression of ethnicity and
cultural hybridization

There are many parallels between
food and music as indicators of cul-
tural values (see also Box 3.2). Both
food and music are central to many
ethnic identities, often playing a 
central role in religious observances
(e.g. halal food for Muslims, kosher
food for Jews and vegetarian cuisine
for Hindus and Buddhists). However,
both food and music have been sub-
ject to complex processes of hybrid-
ization over many years although, in
both cases many attempt to seek pure
authentic forms.

The influence of ‘Asian’ cuisine in
Britain has been much discussed in
recent years with chicken tikka 
massala now alleged to be the most
popular national dish. This is in any
case a Western concoction – although
chicken tikka is a traditional dish from
northern India, simmering chicken in
a massala ‘sauce’ was an innovation
by Bangladeshi chefs (who constitute
a large proportion of workers in UK
Indian restaurants). Although Asian
cuisines have been very diverse, reflect-
ing various geographical origins as
well as Sikhism, Hinduism and Islam,
they have had an impact on the wider
UK population through the growth of
various large food companies selling
rice, spices and prepared foods. While
meat consumption and slaughtering
practices vary somewhat between vari-
ous groups of Asian origin, the under-
lying similarity of spices led into a
wider industry.

However, when Asian migrants started
arriving in Britain in larger numbers
in the 1950s many initially had prob-
lems in finding the ingredients or food
preparation facilities to accommod-
ate their traditional diets. This defici-
ency necessitated compromises. For
example, halal-eating Muslims who
wished to conform to religious rituals
had three options: they could resort to
vegetarianism; they could eat kosher
meat slaughtered in a similar way to
halal and permissible under Islamic
law; or they could slaughter chickens
themselves while reciting the relevant
religious prayers (Panayi, 2008). As
the various ethnic communities con-
solidated in cities such as Leicester
(Gujurati Hindu) or Bradford (Pakistani
Muslim) they were once again able to
conform to more traditional diets. Here
one can see a powerful effect of place
on the consolidation of identity through
the provision of facilities.

As various second and third genera-
tion Asian-British migrants have grown
up, complex processes of hybridization
can be observed in the sphere of food.
For example, it is claimed that some
British Muslims have developed a way
of conforming to the restrictions of
Ramadan (prohibiting the consump-
tion of food during daylight hours) by
eating a ‘full Muslim’; a halal-meat full
English breakfast. This highly calorific
meal (typically a combination of fried
bacon, eggs, bread, pork sausages,
tomatoes, mushrooms, beans and more

recently US-inspired hash browns – but
obviously without pork products in 
the Muslim case) sustains fasting dur-
ing daylight hours (although ironically 
the full English breakfast has been 
in decline in the wider UK population
because of health concerns). Other
signs of cultural adaptation include
the ‘massala burger’ and the ‘chicken
tikka pasty’ (a pasty originates from
the English county of Cornwall and is a
meat and vegetables mixture encased
in pastry).

Key concepts associated
with food as an expression
of ethnicity and cultural
hybridization (see Glossary)

Appropriation, behavioural assimilation,
constitutive otherness, cultural prac-
tices, enculturation, ethnicity, hybrid-
ity, identities, neighbourhood effect,
transculturation.

Further reading

Bell, D. and Valentine, G. (eds)
(1997) Consuming Geographies: We
are where we eat Routledge, London

Panayi, P. (2008) Spicing Up British
Life: The mulicultualization of food
Reaction Books, London

Links with other chapters

Box 3.2: Hybridization: the case of
popular music

Chapter 8: Clustering for cultural
preservation

Box 3.1
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movements. In a different realm, it can be suggested that
the mistaken desire for ‘authentic’, ‘ethnic’ music reflect-
ing some pure, underlying culture, untainted by the
commercialism of Western society, explains much of the
popularity of so-called ‘world’ music (see also Box 3.2).

Often, the hybrid mixing of cultures – especially in 
a colonial context – led to ambivalence, a complex
combination of attraction and repulsion on the part of
the colonizers and the colonized. The colonizers, for
example, were often flattered to have their culture copied
by the colonized but at the same time did not want it 
to be replicated entirely because this would undermine
their feeling of superiority. The colonized often admired
the colonial culture and copied this (a process called
appropriation) but at the same time frequently resented
their subjugated position.

have come from what were previously colonies of the
West. Indeed, many would argue that the distinction
between the West and ‘the Rest’ has been subverted by
this infusion of ideas from throughout the world into
the heart of the major Western cities.

Hybridity
The idea that one culture is superior to another is under-
mined by another key concept in postcolonial theory 
– hybridity – the idea that all cultures are mixtures.
Postcolonial studies therefore dispute the notion of
authenticity – the idea that there is some basic, pure,
underlying culture. Cultures are inevitably hybrid mix-
tures and yet the mistaken notion of authenticity is one
that has fuelled (and continues to fuel) many nationalist

3.2 Postcolonial theory and the city

..

Key trends in urban social geography – hybridization: the case of 
popular music

A good example of cultural hybridiza-
tion is the evolution of popular music
for, as Shuker (1998, p. 228) notes,
‘Essentially, all popular music consists
of a hybrid of musical styles and influ-
ences’. The reason for this is that in
contemporary societies music is highly
transportable, transmissible and re-
producible. Musical forms are highly
vulnerable to manipulation and they
can easily be appropriated, copied and
transformed. As Negus notes, ‘once in
circulation, music and other cultural
forms cannot remain “bounded” in any
one group and interpreted simply as an
expression that speaks to or reflects the
lives of that exclusive group of people’
(Negus, 1992, p. 121). Thus the emer-
gence of rock and roll was a popular-
ized amalgam of white working-class
country music and African-American
rhythm and blues (which was also a
mixture of various black styles of music
– especially blues, jazz and soul). Soul
itself was a secularized form of gospel
music blended with jazz and funk. More

recent forms of hybridization are Tex
Mex (a mixture of rock, country, blues,
R & B and traditional Spanish and
Mexican music) and salsa (music from
Cuba popularized by Puerto Ricans in
New York and incorporating elements
of big band, jazz, soul, rock and funk).

Popular music is today one of the most
widely disseminated of consumer pro-
ducts. Furthermore, it is an important
part of the culture, lifestyle and iden-
tity of many groups – especially youth
cultures upon which it is so heavily
targeted (despite the existence of
‘Dad rock’ for older generations). For
example, surf rock in the early 1960s
celebrated a particular creation of
southern Californian lifestyle based
around sun, sand, surf, sex, hot rods
and drag racing.

This hybridity of musical forms is a
problem for cultural theorists who
would wish to pin down distinctive
musical styles as emerging from 
particular localities. Nevertheless, the

intermixing of musical styles does take
place at particular locations (usually
cities). There is much debate about the
characteristics that give rise to innova-
tion, including some of the following:

➤ the geographical juxtaposition of
differing cultural groups;

➤ the presence of proactive local
record companies;

➤ the involvement of an active
student community;

➤ an active club scene.

Musical innovation often takes place
in ‘marginal’ locations where global
mainstream trends interact with local
subcultures. For example, the Seattle
Sound characterized by grunge is partly
attributed to its distance from Los
Angeles; the Dunedin Sound was per-
haps distinctive because of its relative
isolation in New Zealand, and new
hybrid musical forms including Celtic
elements have emerged on the east
coast of Canada.

Box 3.2

▼
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Bhabha (1994) argued that the colonial culture is
never copied exactly, hence the growth of hybridity.
Indeed, appropriation can sometimes lead to mimicry
– a parody or pastiche of the colonial culture. The 
classic example of the mimic is the Indian civil servant
adopting the manners of the English bureaucrat. This 
is potentially threatening for the colonizers since
mimicry is not far removed from mockery and it has
the potential to undermine colonial authority. The
general point to note here is that these processes con-
tinue in a postcolonial era and that all cultures are the

product of appropriation in some form. Hybridity is
not therefore just a mixing of cultures – it involves a
destabilization of many of the symbols of authority in
the dominant culture.

The social construction 
of culture
Both cultural studies and postcolonial theory draw atten-
tion to the fact that cultures are, above all, social constructs.
In the case of national identities, for example, certain

..

Sources of popular music creativity
are shown in the table above.

Key terms associated with
popular music (see Glossary)

Appropriation, cultural industries,
hybridity.

Further reading

Leyshon, A., Matless, D. and 
Revill, G. (1995) The place of
music, Transactions, Institute of
British Geographers 20, 430–3

Negus, K. (1992) Producing Pop
Edward Arnold, London

Shuker, R. (1998) Key Concepts in
Popular Music Routledge, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 8: Box 8.4 Rap as cultural
expression (and commercialization)

continued

Location Approx. time period Genres Examples of groups/artists

New York 1945–1955 Doo-wop Ravens, Oriels
Chicago 1940s–1960s Electric blues Muddy Waters, BB King, John Lee Hooker
Memphis 1950s and 1960s Rock and roll Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee Lewis
Liverpool, UK Late 1950s–1960s Britbeat Beatles, Gerry and the Pacemakers
Los Angeles Early 1960s Surf rock Beach Boys, Dale and the Del-Tones, Surfaris
San Francisco 1960s Psychedelic rock Jefferson Airplane, The Grateful Dead, Moby

Grape
Bronx, New York Late 1970s, 1980s Early rap
Athens, Georgia 1980s Alternative B-52s, Love Tractor, Pylon, REM
Boston/Amherst 1980s Alternative Dinosaur Jnr, The Pixies, Throwing Muses,

The Lemonheads
Dunedin, 1980s Alternative The Chills, The Verlaines, The Clean,
New Zealand Toy Love
Ireland 1980s, 1990s Celtic-rock/punk/ Van Morrison, Clannad, The Chieftains,

grunge/new age Enya, Corrs, Pogues
East Canadian 1980s, 1990s As above Rawlins Cross, Ashley MacIsaac, The Barra
Coast McNeils, The Rankin Family
Bristol, UK Mid-1990s Trip-hop Massive Attack, Portishead, Tricky
Seattle 1990s Alternative/grunge Nirvana, Pearl Jam, Soundgarden
Manchester, UK 1990s Alternative/Britpop Oasis, Happy Mondays, Stone Roses
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Fordism discussed in Chapter 2), Foucault was con-
cerned with understanding the ways in which consent
is achieved in society (i.e. the processes through which
people agree to have their lives determined by others).

Foucault was opposed to the idea that such con-
sent could be explained by any single, overarching, 
theory. Instead, he argued that consent was achieved 
by various types of discourse. These discourses are a
crucial component in the exercise of power, since they
help to shape the view that people take of themselves.
Foucault thought of power as a crucial component in
daily life that helps to construct the ordinary, everyday,
actions of people. According to Foucault, therefore,
power is not something that some people have and 
others do not; what makes people powerful is not some
individual characteristic, or position in society, but the
recognition by others of their capacity to exercise that
power. Power, then, is a process rather than a thing that
is exercised. Foucault also argued that power was like 
a network of relations in a state of tension. The term
micropowers was used to encapsulate these processes.
In addition, Foucault coined the term carceral city to
indicate an urban area in which power was decentred
and in which people were controlled by these micro-
powers (from the Latin term carcer meaning prison –
hence the English term incarceration).

In this sense people may be envisaged as agents of
their own domination. Foucault used the metaphor of
the Panopticon to describe these processes in what he
termed the disciplinary society. The Panopticon was a
model prison devised by the nineteenth-century thinker
Jeremy Bentham in which inmates could be kept under
observation from a central point. Although the design
was never directly implemented, Foucault’s metaphor
of the Panopticon (panoptic meaning ‘all embracing in
a single view’) has been used to describe the surveillance
practices that take place in contemporary city spaces
such as shopping malls through the use of close circuit
television (CCTV) and private security guards.

Some have argued that Foucault’s concept of power
is too passive and says too little about the capacity of
people to resist disciplinary forces. For example, Warren
(1996) highlights some of the tactics used by people to
subvert the surveillance and control exercised in Disney
theme parks, some of the most intensively controlled
spaces of the contemporary world. Control measures

aspects are usually isolated as being distinct, authentic,
elements. Benedict Anderson (1983) used the term
imagined communities to draw attention to the socially
constructed nature of national identities. He argued that
the formation of national identities involves the use of
a great deal of imagination because, although it is phys-
ically impossible to know everyone in a country, strong
patriotic bonds are forged between large numbers of
people through imaginative projections resulting from
the influence of books, newspapers and television. How-
ever, in previous eras, as in the feudal period in Europe,
for example, national identities were much weaker.

Identification with the nation state developed rather
later, following the French and American Revolutions.
National identities were subsequently constructed by
comparisons with ‘others’, especially colonized peoples.
Thus, British identity was seen as based on ‘reason’,
‘democracy’ and ‘civilization’ compared with the sup-
posed ‘uncivilized’ cultures of the British Empire. The
communities to be found within contemporary cities
also have a socially constructed and imagined character,
for it is only in the smallest of settlements that we have
face-to-face contacts with all the members of a group.
Senses of community within other units such as neigh-
bourhoods, towns and cities all involve imaginative 
elements shaped by many factors such as mass media
and elements of popular culture.

3.3 Space, power and
culture

Another insight that emerges from the cultural studies
movement – and one we have already signalled above –
is the crucial role of space in the formation of culture.
The reason for this connection is that space, like culture,
is a social construct and is therefore intimately bound
up with power and authority.

Foucault and the 
carceral city
Michel Foucault, one of the key figures underpinning
contemporary cultural studies, has been highly influential
in drawing attention to these issues (see also Box 3.3).
Rather like Gramsci (the originator of the notion of

3.3 Space, power and culture

..
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even include guards dressed up in comic costumes as
Keystone Cops or as ‘tourists’ in order that they may
watch both visitors and employees. Nevertheless, such
measures are not able to prevent some tourists and
employees smuggling in drugs and alcohol (considered
by some to be essential to get the best out of the rides
or maybe to endure the boredom of the queues).

The social construction of
space
Space is something that we move through and often
take for granted. It is therefore not surprising that some
are sceptical about the idea that space is something
more than an ‘empty container’, since this notion seems
to run against common sense. However, cities provide
many examples of the relationships between culture,
space and power that help to clarify what is meant by
space as a ‘social construct’. For example, some people
are excluded from public spaces. In contemporary

cities measures are taken to exclude certain groups,
including gangs of youths, drunks, the homeless and
‘deviants’ such as those who appear to be mentally ill
from ‘public’ spaces: Lees (1997), for example, describes
how the public space of Vancouver’s new public library
is policed by security guards to ensure standards of
hygiene among the homeless as well as providing a
sense of security for women and children. The reason
why such groups are excluded is that they disrupt 
certain codes of behaviour: sobriety, cleanliness and 
so on. In many cases it is the perception that these
groups are likely to disrupt these codes of behaviour
that is important.

Spaces therefore reinforce cultures because the 
patterns of behaviour expected within them reflect par-
ticular cultural values. Segregation is therefore crucial
to the creation of landscape and space, creating what
can be termed spaces of exclusion. Power is expressed
through the monopolization of spaces by some groups
and the exclusion of certain weaker groups to other

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Michel Foucault (1926–1984)

In the late twentieth and early twenty-
first centuries French scholars have
had a profound influence upon West-
ern intellectual thought – Barthes,
Baudrillard, Bourdieu, Camus, Deleuze,
Derrida, Fanon, Lacan, Lefebvre,
Lévi-Strauss, Lyotard and Sartre – to
mention but a few! The attitudes of
Anglo-Saxon scholars towards these
thinkers is often polarized – some
seem bewitched and dazzled by their
complex and enigmatic ideas, others
regard them as intellectual charlatans
and impostors.

Whatever stance is adopted, it seems
clear that of all these gurus, the cult
intellectual underpinning the cultural
studies movements in contemporary
social science is Michel Foucault. Both
his life and his work have a complex,
enigmatic, mysterious and colourful
character, and both have been the

subject of numerous books and bio-
graphies (e.g. Macey, 1993; Jones and
Porter, 1998; Falzon, 1998). His style
is certainly difficult at times but his
ideas have been extremely influential.
Indeed, a large ‘Foucault industry’
seems to have evolved, reinterpreting,
criticizing and extending his ideas.

To do them justice, Foucault’s ideas
need a book to themselves. Neverthe-
less, we should note here that his
ideas have generated great interest
among geographers through their 
concern with the role of space in the
exercise of power and the formation
of various types of knowledge.

Key concepts associated
with Michel Foucault 
(see Glossary)

Micropowers, Panopticon, queer theory.

Further reading
Barry, A. Osborne, T. and Rose, N.
(1996) Foucault and Political
Reason UCL Press, London

Crampton, J.W. and Elden, S.
(2007) Space, Knowledge and
Power; Foucault and geography
Ashgate, Oxford

Falzon, C. (1998) Foucault and
Social Dialogue Routledge, London

Jones, C. and Porter, R. (1998)
Reassessing Foucault: Power,
medicine and the body Routledge,
London

Macey, D. (1993) The Lives of
Michel Foucault Vintage, London

McHoul, A. and Grace, W. (1995) A
Foucault Primer UCL Press, London

Links with other chapters
Chapter 11: Sexuality and the city

Box 3.3
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Space and identity

Space is therefore crucial to all the processes of identity
formation, stereotype construction, objectification and
binary construction noted above. The term spatialized
subjectivities is often used to describe the processes
leading to identity formation. And again, cities have
played a crucial part in the formation of such identities.
Most notably, the perception of the working classes 
as dirty, disease-ridden and dangerous was fostered by

spaces. However, these power relations are often taken
for granted as a ‘natural’ part of the routine of everyday
life (see also Box 3.4). This leads to cultural imperial-
ism, whereby the dominant power relations in society
become ‘invisible’ while less powerful groups are marked
out as ‘other’. Cultural imperialism is quite common in
discussions of ethnic identities. The focus is frequently
upon the distinctive characteristics of a minority ethnic
group and not upon the wider society or what ‘whiteness’
means, for example.

3.3 Space, power and culture

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – David Sibley

David Sibley is an example of a geo-
grapher whose ideas have had a big
influence on urban social geography,
albeit somewhat late in his academic
career. This belated recognition would
seem to reflect the fact that his work
was ahead of his time (and this led
him to experience problems in getting
it published earlier in his career).
Although he trained as a quantitative
geographer at the University of Cam-
bridge, Sibley became interested in
psychoanalytic theories relating the
attitudes of adults to their early child-
rearing experiences, theories that have
only recently been taken up on any
scale in human geography.

Significantly, Sibley and his partner
spent some time outside academia
developing a school for gypsy children.
Based on these experiences, Sibley
developed a series of ideas about 
processes of exclusion and their rela-
tionship with space, ideas that were
formulated in his highly influential book
Geographies of Exclusion (1995). He
argued that powerful groups in society
have a tendency to ‘purify’ space by
attempting to exclude what are per-
ceived to be the ‘polluting’ and ‘dirty’
influences of ‘outsiders’. Such exclu-
sionary practices help people to pre-
serve their sense of identity but also

reflect subconscious desires, developed
in early childhood experiences, to main-
tain cleanliness and purity.

The difficulties Sibley experienced in
getting his ideas published led to him
becoming interested in the processes
that lead to certain groups and their
associated intellectual perspectives
being excluded by the types of people
who govern academic life (i.e. mostly
white, middle-aged, middle-class, phys-
ically able men). He therefore high-
lighted the factors that led to the 
denigration of the ideas developed by
the (mostly female) Chicago School 
of Social Service Administration who
were overlooked and overshadowed by
the Chicago School of Human Ecology
(Sibley, 1990; see also Chapter 7).
Although many are sceptical about
theories related to psychoanalysis,
Sibley’s ideas have helped to foster
the recent interest in geographies 
of youth and childhood (see Skelton 
and Valentine, 1998; Holloway and
Valentine, 2000).

Key concepts associated
with David Sibley (see
Glossary)

Exclusion, exclusionary zoning, purified
communities, purified space.

Further reading

Holloway, S.L. and Valentine, G.
(eds) (2000) Children’s Geographies:
Playing, living, learning Routledge,
London

Mahtani, M. (2004) David Sibley, 
in P. Hubbard, R. Kitchin and 
G. Valentine (eds) Key Thinkers on
Space and Place Sage, London

Sibley, D. (1988) Survey 13:
Purification of space, Environment
and Planning D 6, 409–21

Sibley, D. (1990) Invisible women?
The contribution of the Chicago
School of Social Service
Administration to urban analysis,
Environment and Planning A 22,
733–45

Skelton, T. and Valentine, G. (eds)
(1998) Cool Places: Geographies 
of youth cultures Routledge, 
London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 10: Box 10.3 How to
understand geographies of childhood
and youth culture

Box 3.4
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the increased spatial separation of classes that emerged
with the early cities of the Industrial Revolution. Richard
Sennett drew attention to these issues in his highly
influential book, The Uses of Disorder (1971), in which
he used the term ‘purified communities’ to draw atten-
tion to the ways in which groups build walls around
themselves to exclude others.

Once again, we can see the sociospatial dialectic at
work here. On the one hand, an area of a city may serve
as a social setting in which particular cultural values can
be expressed; on the other hand, the neighbourhood
can serve to form and shape those distinctive cultural
values. However, it is crucial to remember at this point
that the cultures of the city do not emerge in these spaces
in isolation. Not only are they defined in relation to cul-
tures in other areas but they also involve a hybrid mixing
of various elements from elsewhere. For example, even
something as traditional as the (once?) staple fare of
English working-class culture – fish and chips – is a
remarkable demonstration of cultural hybridity. The
large English chip (French fry) is a direct descendant 
of the pomme frite first introduced into England by the
Huguenots from France, while battered fried fish were
brought by Russo-European Jews. In fact, recent surveys
show that Britain’s most popular dish is no longer fish
and chips but a ‘curry-style’ dish called chicken tikka
massala, an entirely hybrid concoction that has only a
passing relationship to its assumed Indian heartland.
Indeed, yet another irony is that the popular ‘Indian’
cuisine of the United Kingdom is largely the product of
chefs from Bangladesh (see also Box 3.1).

The history of a particular space is therefore inti-
mately connected with events outside that space. As
Massey noted:

We need to conceptualise space as constructed 
out of sets of interrelations, as the simultaneous
coexistence of social interrelations and interactions
at all spatial scales, from the most local to the most
global.

(Massey, 1992, p. 80)

The socially constructed nature of space means that
cities are, in a sense, texts that are rewritten over time.
The term scripting may therefore be used to describe
this process whereby we ‘produce’ or ‘construct’ cities
through our representations. This does not mean that

they can be anything we choose to make them. Cities
have obvious physical attributes that constrain and
influence how they can be presented but, nevertheless,
these representations are quite malleable. This is well
illustrated by the changing representations over time 
of the impoverished East End of London. In the nine-
teenth century the East End was seen as a dangerous
place but from the 1890s onwards, under the influence
of many factors – urban reform movements, the Labour
Party, the church, state education, housing redevelop-
ment and representations in music halls – the East Enders
became transformed into cheerful, patriotic Cockneys.
With the influx of ethnic minorities, especially from
Bangladesh, and the growth of Thatcherism in the 1980s,
the area became an ‘imagined community’ of self-reliant
entrepreneurs.

Other examples of changing city images can be seen
in the attempts by public agencies to ‘rebrand’ cities and
make them attractive to investors. In the United States
in particular, place promotion (or place marketing) has
become a multibillion-dollar industry as consultants
and public relations firms specialize in the packaging,
advertising and selling of cities. Processes of globaliza-
tion have eroded some of these links between culture
and territory. The reason for this is that new techno-
logies of mass media and telecommunications have
enabled transnational corporations to impose what
Robins (1991) terms an ‘abstract electronic space’ across
pre-existing cultural forms. This is especially noticeable
in the film and music industries, whose stars are viewed
simultaneously throughout the world. Audiences are
constructed around common shared experiences on a
global scale and culture is less dependent upon local
forms of knowledge.

This process whereby local cultures are eroded by the
processes of globalization is sometimes called delocal-
ization (see also Chapter 2). However, many would argue
that this tendency towards homogenization of culture can
be overstated. Indeed, we have recently seen a reaffirma-
tion of local forms of identity through various nation-
alist movements and distinctive cultural expressions in
spaces within cities – perhaps largely as a response to
the perceived threat of some external mass culture.

Culture, then, is not a preserve of elite groups in
society; it is something that is all around us in consumer
goods, landscapes, buildings and places. Furthermore,

..
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values that are embodied in language and other forms of
representation. The crucial point is that our understand-
ings of the world are always filtered through particular
theoretical perspectives. What claims to be a superior
way of understanding the world is therefore often an
attempt by one group to impose their understandings 
on others. Because of this, postmodernism focuses upon
the methods and systems of representation rather than 
the reality itself. Postmodernists therefore argue that 
theories (or ‘knowledge claims’) are bound up with
power – they represent an attempt to impose views on
others. Postmodernism argued that there is not just
one effective way of analysing the world (what is some-
times called a metanarrative or totalizing discourse).
Instead, there are many differing ways of representing
truth, depending upon the power relations involved.

We should note at this stage that the validity of post-
modernism is much questioned. Many have objected
to postmodernism because of its implications of moral
relativism – suggesting at times a complacency towards
the activities, experiences and living conditions of other
people. Giddens, meanwhile, argues that rather than
being postmodern, contemporary societies reflect a 
late modernism, characterized by an intense degree of 
individual reflexivity, whereby people are increasingly
aware of the attitudes they adopt and the choices they
make in their everyday life and are also self-conscious
about their reflexivity.

Postmodernism in the city
A key feature of postmodernist thinking, which is in
keeping with the cultural studies movement, is a recogni-
tion of the diversity of different groups in society. This
diversity of groups and their aspirations is reflected not
only in academic writing but also in popular forms of
representation such as music, advertising and literature.
In terms of the landscape of cities, for example, post-
modernism is reflected in a diversity of architectural styles
rather than the rectilinear appearance of modernist styles.
Postmodern styles may range from ‘high-tech’ to neo-
classical and frequently involve an eclectic blend of many
different motifs. Postmodern design often attempts to
be playful or to allude to layers of meaning. Whereas the
architecture and urban planning of the modernist city
reflected a striving for progress, contemporary buildings

it is not a static thing but is a continually evolving and
disputed realm that is alive in language and everyday
social practices.

3.4 Postmodernism

One way of summarizing recent cultural shifts in cities
is through the concepts of modernism and postmodern-
ism. As with the Fordist/neo-Fordist division noted in
Chapter 2, the concepts of modernism and postmodern-
ism can be used in many complex ways: as a particular
cultural style; as a method of analysis; or as an epoch in
history (Dear, 1999). Harvey (1989b) and Jameson (1984)
both argue that postmodernism is the logical cultural
partner to the regime of flexible accumulation. Not only
does postmodern culture help to produce many diverse
niche markets but it tends to produce a fragmented
populace supposedly bewitched by the glamour of 
consumption and lacking the collective institutions to
mount a challenge to the dominant powers in society.
To understand how these concepts are used we first need
to examine the concept of modernism.

Modernism is usually regarded as a broad cultural
and philosophical movement that emerged with the
Renaissance, coming to full fruition in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries. Above all, it was character-
ized by the belief that the application of rational thought
and scientific analysis could lead to universal progress.
This eventually led to social engineering, the notion that
society could be improved by rational comprehensive
planning and the application of scientific principles.
This philosophy was implicit in comprehensive urban
renewal (i.e. slum clearance) and traffic management
schemes within cities in the 1960s. Modernism may
similarly be regarded as a basic foundation for the
quantitative and behavioural approaches discussed in
Chapter 1. As the twentieth century progressed, however,
wars, famines, political repression and disillusionment
with the social and ecological costs of advanced techno-
logies and attempts at comprehensive planning led to a
significant degree of disillusionment with the concept
of modernism.

A central feature of postmodernism is that there 
is no pure, immediate, undistilled experience – all our
experiences are mediated through sets of cultural 

3.4 Postmodernism

..
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represent consumption, hedonism and the creation of
profit with little regard for the social consequences.
This issue is developed further in Chapter 9.

Another key theme of postmodernist interpretations
of the city therefore is the increasing importance of
signs and images in everyday life. The leading post-
modernist writer Baudrillard (1988) argued that post-
modern culture is based on images or copies of the real
world (known as simulacra) that take on a life of their
own and are difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish
from the reality they imitate.

Another feature of postmodern culture is that advert-
ising and mass media produce signs and images that
have their own internal meanings, producing what is
termed a hyperreality. An environment dominated by
hyperreality may be termed a hyperspace. The theme
parks of Disneyland are perhaps the most extreme and
obvious example of this hyperreality since they present
a non-threatening, sanitized view of the world that extols
patriotism, traditional family values and free enterprise
and that glosses over issues of violence, exploitation and
conflict. This conscious creation of environments has
been termed imagineering.

The ultimate extension of the Disney philosophy is
the creation of Celebration City in Orlando, an integrated,
privatized, residential community in which the tensions
associated with social polarization can be excluded.
Celebration is planned for more than 8000 residential
units and a mixed-use town centre with more than 
2 million square feet of retail space that includes apart-
ments above stores, a school, a branch college campus,
and a hotel as well as office space. There is an imposing
town hall with 28 columns and a gigantic door, but 
no town government – the town manager is a Disney
executive. Architectural conformity in Celebration is
ensured by a 70-page pattern book of house designs
inspired by the kinds of places featured in Southern
Living magazine. Curtains that face the street must 
be white or off-white. The colour of a home, unless it 
is white, must not be duplicated within three homes 
on the same side of the street. At least a quarter of the
front and side gardens must have some vegetation
besides grass; and so on. The town’s many ‘traditions’
have been imagineered by the Disney Corporation, in
true Disney style. These include snow every night from
the day after Thanksgiving until New Year’s Eve – the

..

A typical ‘space of consumption’ in the contemporary city: the Pentagon City shopping mall,
Arlington, Virginia. Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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variety of simulations present a highly distorted view of
the world (a space he terms ageographia). The result is
that the diverse postmodern buildings of the contempor-
ary city present a shallow façade of culture (sometimes
termed Disneyfication) (see also Box 3.5).

‘snow’ consisting of soap bubbles. For two weekends in
October, oak leaves (fabricated from tissue paper) fall
from palm trees downtown.

Sorkin (1992) argues that in a postmodern era the city
as a whole is becoming one big ‘theme park’ in which a

3.4 Postmodernism

..

Key debates in urban social geography – to what extent does the film Blade
Runner represent the dystopian postmodern city?

Few films have received more analysis
in recent years than the cult science
fiction classic Blade Runner. Quite
apart from the content, the history of
the film is in itself fascinating. Based
on the novel by the science fiction
writer Philip K. Dick, entitled Do
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?,
the film was something of a commer-
cial and critical flop on its release in
1982. A mixture of 1940s detective
film noir and science fiction, cinema-
goers expecting an action movie were
confronted with a downbeat vision
underpinned by a mournful and haunt-
ing soundtrack by the Greek composer
Vangelis. Early test audiences found
the film incomprehensible and melan-
cholic and (contrary to the director’s
wishes) a crude voice-over was hastily
added to explain the plot, while film
clips of pastoral mountain scenery from
Stanley Kubrick’s film The Shining
were used to give a rather creaky happy
ending. However, Blade Runner was
in many respects a film ‘ahead of its
time’ and it attracted something of a
cult following among devoted fans who
purchased videos and attended regu-
lar late-night screenings in art-house
cinemas.

A key turning point in the film’s 
fortunes was a screening of director
Ridley Scott’s original version (minus
the voice-over and happy ending) 
at a classic film festival in Venice,
California. It is alleged that spontane-
ous and rapturous applause greeted

the film as it became evident how
emasculated the original released 
version had been. Sensing commer-
cial success at last, Warner Brothers
released a ‘Director’s Cut’ in 1992.
Since then, the film has spawned a
virtual ‘Blade Runner industry’ of
books, articles and films. The visually
stunning character of the film has
also had a crucial impact upon sub-
sequent science fiction movies. One
of the reasons for this extraordinary
amount of attention is that the film
(like Dick’s original paranoid vision)
seems to highlight with remarkable
prescience some of the key elements
of the evolving postmodern city:

Environmental disaster: set in Los
Angeles in 2019, instead of a sun-
bathed land of opportunity, the city 
is portrayed as dark, polluted, cloud-
ridden and rain-soaked (cynics have
joked that this vision more closely
corresponds with that of a bad night
in the industrial city of Gateshead in
the north-east of England where the
film’s director Ridley Scott grew up!).
The crucial point about the film is
that, rather than portray the future as
a place of technological sophistica-
tion and ease, it was one of the first
science fiction films to portray the
future as problematic.

Urban underclass: Los Angeles is a
socially polarized city with a large,
powerless, multi-ethnic underclass 
– although curiously without African-
Americans. (In Blade Runner this

underclass has a strong Japanese
influence – perhaps reflecting the
paranoia about the growing influence
of Japanese economic might in the
early 1980s.)

Corporate domination: Blade Runner
portrays a world in which people 
are dominated by large, faceless, 
corporations.

Genetic engineering: new technologies
are utilized to produce androids –
‘replicants’ – that are virtually indis-
tinguishable from humans. (It is surely
no coincidence that the chief pro-
tagonist, Deckard, seems to be a pun
on Descartes who gave us the famous
phrase ‘I think therefore I am’.)

Postmodern culture: the dominant
discourses in the city are those based
around commercial interests. Con-
sequently, the urban underclass lacks
any sense of collective vision. The pre-
vailing ethos is one of selfishness, the
main priority simply survival in a hostile
world. As in the postmodern city, the
culture of this futuristic city is a hybrid;
the language, food, clothing and
iconography is a mixture of American,
European (mostly Hungarian) and Asian
(mostly Japanese) influences.

Subcontracting: as in a post-Fordist
economy, the Tyrell Corporation sub-
contracts activities (such as eye
design for the replicants) to smaller
companies.

High-tech architecture: another pre-
scient feature of the film is the 

Box 3.5

▼
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Romantic capitalism: 
the aestheticization of
consumption
The concept of a positional good – one that displays
the superiority of the consumer – is well established.
However, it is argued that in postmodern society the act
of consumption has assumed much greater significance.
No longer is position ascribed by birth: rather, people
are able to choose various types of identity through the
goods they consume. This process has been described
as the aestheticization of consumption:

What is increasingly being produced are not
material objects but signs . . . This is occurring not
just in the proliferation of non-material objects
that comprise a substantial aesthetic component
(such as pop music, cinema, video, etc.), but also
in the increasing component of sign value or image
in material objects. The aestheticization of material
objects can take place either in the production or
the circulation and consumption of such goods.

(Lash and Urry, 1994, p. 15)

A classic example of an item that became a branded
fashion icon is the Nike athletic shoe. Initially developed
for wearing when playing sports, the shoe became a
symbol of rejection of the mainstream when adopted by
young people in the Bronx. The Nike marketers were not
slow in exploiting this symbolic cultural value through

the addition of innovations such as air-cushioned soles,
coloured laces and ‘pump-action’ fittings. Together with
a high-profile advertising campaign, this led to large pro-
fits and frequently considerable hardship to relatively
poor families as they struggled to purchase these shoes.
Of course, once it became widespread in society, the
product lost much of its association with transgression
and subversion.

A key element in recent postmodern theorizing
about cities, therefore, is the crucial role of consump-
tion in the shaping of identities. As Jackson and Thrift
(1995, p. 227) note, ‘identities are affirmed and con-
tested through specific acts of consumption’. It is argued
that in purchasing particular products, people not only
differentiate themselves from others but they also find
a means of self-expression in which they can adopt 
and experiment with new subject positions. Thus it 
is argued (somewhat controversially) that people are
increasingly defined by what they consume rather than
by traditional factors such as their income, class or 
ethnic background.

Colin Campbell’s reinterpretation (1987) of the rela-
tionship between capitalism and the Protestant ethic 
is useful here. The conventional view, derived from
Max Weber’s work on nineteenth-century capitalism,
was of a rationalized system infused with a Calvinist
spirit, concerned with economic success but coldly
ascetic, antithetical to mystery, romance and enchant-
ment. Looking back from the late twentieth century,

..

architecture. Many of the buildings
have service functions such as venti-
lation shafts, air-conditioning units
and service ducts on the exterior – 
a feature subsequently adopted by
some postmodern architects.

Key concepts related 
to Blade Runner and
postmodernism (see
Glossary)

Hyperreality, postmodernism, simulacra.

Further reading

Brooker, W. (2005) The Blade
Runner Experience Wallflower Books,
London

Bukatman, S. (1997) Blade Runner
British Film Institute, London

Doel, M.A. and Clarke, D.B. (1997)
From Ramble City to the screening
of the eye: Blade Runner, death and
symbolic exchange, in D.B. Clarke
(ed.) The Cinematic City Routledge,
London

Neuman, D. (1998) Before and after
metropolis: film and architecture 
in search of the modern city, in 
D. Neuman (ed.) Film Architecture:
From Metropolis to Blade Runner
Prestel-Verlag, New York

Sammon, P.M. (1996) Future Noir:
the making of Blade Runner Orion
Media, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 14: Cinema and the city

continued
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shopping, cruise ships, casinos and themed restaurants.
Ritzer, following Baudrillard and others, points to the
importance of spectacle, extravaganzas, simulation, them-
ing and sheer size in contemporary material culture,
and argues that they are all key to enchantment and 
re-enchantment in the consumer world.

One of the most striking manifestations of this
increased role of consumption in contemporary cities
is the increased amount of space devoted to shopping 
– not only in vast suburban malls but also in revital-
ized city centres and festival marketplaces. The internal
architecture of these new spaces of consumption is 
carefully constructed to encourage people to spend
their money. In an attempt to attract people to spend 
in these new shopping malls, special events, street 
theatre and ever more dramatic architectural forms are
employed.

3.5 Conclusions

This chapter has illustrated some of the numerous com-
plex changes in the cultures of Western cities in recent
years. Such is the complexity of these changes that many
have argued it is becoming increasingly difficult to
‘read’ and understand the city as a single cultural land-
scape. There is no longer one urban geography (not that
there ever was) but a whole set of urban geographies. It
is argued that the city has become decentred, not only
spatially and structurally, but also socially and concep-
tually (these elements all being closely bound together).
However, a major criticism of this culturally inspired
work is that it has led to a focus upon numerous ‘local’
forms of knowledge and identity while losing sight 
of the broader structure of political economy in which
these cultures operate.

One important consequence of the concern to avoid
essentializing, objectifying and creating binary dualisms
is that many cultural geographers are suspicious of, and
frequently hostile towards, the sorts of maps and tables
that have traditionally been the staple fare of urban social
geography. These established forms of representation
are distrusted because they are seen as masking power
relations and, indeed, contributing towards the very
stereotypes that cultural geographers seek to subvert.
Instead, the ‘new’ cultural geography places much greater

Campbell charted the transition from this practical
rationality to a ‘spirit of modern consumerism’ that had
its origins in people’s need to establish social metrics of
good taste. Refinement and good character, Campbell
argues, was initially attributed to people who sought
beauty and goodness, and derived pleasure from them.
Soon, pleasure seeking came to be tied to the con-
sumption of beautiful, luxury goods. People’s lives
became infused with illusions, daydreams and fantasies
about consumer objects. Thus emerged the spirit of
modern consumerism, characterized by Campbell as a
‘self-illusory hedonism’. Under the spell of self-illusory
hedonism, people constantly seek pleasure, enchanted
by a succession of objects and ideas, always believing
that the next one would be more gratifying than the
previous one. This is the basis of a ‘romantic capitalism’,
driven more by dreams and fantasies than a Protestant
work ethic.

Romantic capitalism blossomed in the 1950s with 
a post-war economic boom that was boosted by the
widespread availability of credit cards. Traditional iden-
tity groups based on class, ethnicity, and age began to
blur as people found themselves increasingly free to
construct their identities and lifestyles through their
patterns of consumption. In addition to the traditional
business of positional consumption, members of new
class fractions and affective ‘neotribal’ groupings sought
to establish their distinctiveness through individualized
patterns of consumption. Consumption eclipsed produc-
tion as the most important arena for social, cultural and
political conflict and competition. Thanks to Fordism,
consumers’ dreams could be fulfilled more quickly and
more easily. Enchantment sprang from the affordabil-
ity and choice resulting from rationalization and mass
production. But this led inevitably and dialectically 
to disenchantment as novelty, exclusivity, distinction
and the romantic appeal of goods were undermined by
mass consumption. To counter this tendency, product
design and niche marketing, along with the ‘poetics’ 
of branding, have become central to the enchantment
and re-enchantment of things. As George Ritzer (2005)
has pointed out, enchantment is also ensured through
a variety of specialized settings – ‘cathedrals of con-
sumption’ – geared to the propagation and facilitation
of consumption: shopping malls, chain stores, catalogues,
franchises and fast food restaurants, Internet and TV

3.5 Conclusions

..
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emphasis upon ethnographic methods and, in particular,
in-depth interviews to reflect the complexity and diver-
sity of people’s views.

Students of the city vary enormously in their attitudes
towards these issues. At the extremes are those wedded

exclusively to either quantitative or qualitative methods.
However, Anthony Giddens, one of the world’s leading
social commentators, has claimed ‘All social research, in
my view, no matter how mathematical or quantitative,
presumes ethnography’ (Giddens, 1991, p. 219). In this

..

Key films related to urban social geography – Chapter 3

Alice in the Cities (1974) A film by
Wim Wenders which, like all his work,
is difficult to classify. A road movie
(of sorts) set in the United States, the
Netherlands and Germany. A bit slow
at times but full of surprises as it
deals with the impact of US culture
on Europe.

Blade Runner (1984) This is the cult
movie for all fans of science fiction,
film noir and debates concerning the
nature of postmodernism (see also
Box 3.5). Essential viewing for any
student of cities.

La Dolce Vita (1960) A cult classic
from Italian director Fellini showing
the moral decay in post-war Italy. Full
startling city images and memorable
scenes.

Lone Star (1995) A detective story
set on the Tex-Mex border that deals
in a subtle way with issues of history,
identity and cultural hybridity.
Directed by John Sayles, whose other
films are also worth seeking out (e.g.
Matewan, Passion Fish, Sunshine
State).

Network (1976) One of the first films
to highlight the power of the mass
media. It highlights the moral decline
of television news reporting in the
search for sensationalism to boost 
ratings.

The Ploughman’s Lunch (1983) A
disturbing portrayal of the cynicism
and moral bankruptcy surrounding
the role of the media, advertising and
public relations industry in a post-
modern society.

Box 3.6

Key novels related to urban social geography – Chapter 3

Brave New World (1932) Aldous Huxley.
Although in many respects dated, this
is a remarkably prescient novel deal-
ing with a dystopian world dominated
by state surveillance, the commodifica-
tion of sex (together with its removal
from emotional attachments) and the
fetishization of consumption.

Brick Lane (2003) Monica Ali. A best-
selling novel focusing on the experi-
ences of a young Bangladeshi woman
adjusting to life in the East End of
London. Made into a film but criticized
by some in the London Bangladeshi
community for its portrayal of their
lives. The heroine is from a part of
Bangladesh not typical of the London
community (consequently it has been

argued that the book is like typifying
Cockneys by Geordies!). Nevertheless
worth exploration.

City of Glass (1985) Paul Auster.
Although written ostensibly in the style
of a detective novel, the book, together
with Ghosts (1985) and The Locked
Room (1996), forms a trilogy of strange
but compelling novels dealing with the
postmodern urban condition.

Do Androids Dream of Electronic
Sheep? (1968) Philip K. Dick. The
book that inspired the film Blade
Runner (see Box 3.5).

Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1971)
Hunter S. Thompson. A satirical look
at the hedonism of the ultimate post-

modern city as two writers go on a
drug-fuelled spree. Turned into a movie
starring Johnny Depp.

Neuromancer (1984) William Gibson.
A pioneering and prescient science
fiction thriller anticipating the threats
from the growing influence of com-
puters on urban life.

Super-Cannes (2000) J.G. Ballard. A
satirical thriller focusing on surveillance-
dominated, postindustrial corporate
cities.

White Teeth (2000) Zadie Smith. An
extremely popular novel full of vivid
characters dealing with issues of
identity and hybridity in contemporary
postcolonial London.

Box 3.7
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Crucially, the latter – together with insights from the
‘inside’ voices of the city – are needed to effect collective,
coordinated policies for social improvement. Both these
methods are therefore utilized in the next chapter, in
which we consider some of the basic patterns of social
differentiation in cities.

vein it is suggested that a judicious mixture of both
quantitative and qualitative methods is appropriate in
studying urban social geography. Qualitative methods
can reveal the diversity of voices in the city but maps,
graphs and tables, if viewed with sufficient awareness of
their limitations, are crucial to reveal a broader picture.

Key concepts and terms

..

Chapter summary

3.1 Cities play a crucial role in the formation of cultures. These cultures involve ‘ways of life’ including the
values that people hold, the norms that they follow and the material objects that they use.

3.2 All cultures are hybrid mixtures of various influences that change over time and so the notion that there is
some pure authentic culture is a myth.

3.3 Space plays a crucial role in the evolution of cultural values since, like culture, it is a social construct
intimately bound up with power and authority.

3.4 Although postmodernism is a much disputed concept, many of the recent changes in cities such as the
focus upon consumption and growing fragmentation and diversity can be interpreted as a manifestation of
the postmodern condition.

aestheticization
ageographia
alterity
ambivalence
appropriation
authenticity
binaries
carceral city
cultural imperialism
‘cultural turn’
culture
delocalization
deviant subculture
disciplinary society
discourse
Disneyfication
ethnocentrism
ethnoscape
hybridity
hyperreality

hyperspace
iconography
identity(ies)
imagined communities
imagineering
imperialist discourse 
intentionality
metanarrative
micropowers
mimicry
modernism
monumental architecture
moral landscapes
objectification
Panopticon
place marketing
place promotion
positional good
postcolonial theory
postmodernism

public spaces
purified communities
reflexivity
representation
scripting
semiology
signified
signifier
signifying practices
simulacra
social engineering
spaces of exclusion
spatialized subjectivities
subaltern classes
subculture
subjectivities
subject positions
text
totalizing discourse

Key concepts and terms
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..

perspective, the initial objective is to identify areas within
cities that exhibit distinctive characteristics and which
can be shown to be relatively homogeneous. The word
relatively is crucial here for, as Chapter 3 indicated, we
need to be careful, when labelling such areas, not to
assume that all the inhabitants share similar character-
istics, for there is diversity and difference in even the
most homogeneous-looking urban areas. Nevertheless,
cities do display distinctive spatial patterns. In this
chapter, we shall establish the fundamental patterns
that occur in both the physical and the socioeconomic
dimensions of contemporary cities and describe them
from a variety of perspectives.

4.1 Urban morphology
and the physical
structure of cities

The study of the physical qualities of the urban environ-
ment is one of the longest-established branches of urban
geography, especially in Europe, where the study of
‘townscapes’ and ‘morphological regions’ has occupied
a prominent place in urban studies.

Patterns of sociospatial
differentiation

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ What are the main patterns displayed by the
physical structure of cities?

➤ What are the main processes that create and
reshape the urban fabric?

➤ What are the main socio-economic dimensions
of city structure and how are they manifest
geographically?

➤ What are the main differences in the quality of
life in cities?

In parallel with the tradition of regionalization within
the discipline as a whole, urban social geographers have
sought to ‘regionalize’ towns and cities in attempts to
produce high-level generalizations about urban form
and structure. These generalizations can be thought 
of as capturing the outcome, at a particular point in
time, of the sociospatial dialectic. They provide useful
models with which to generate and test hypotheses 
and theories concerning urban growth processes and
patterns of social interaction in cities. Whatever the
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House types, building lots
and street layouts
To a large extent, morphological patterns are based on two
fundamental elements: the size and shape of plots of land,
and the layout of streets. Both vary according to historical
period, economics and sociocultural ideals. Where there
is a shortage of building land, or where as many build-
ings as possible have to be accommodated along a given
frontage (as on a waterfront or around a market square),
small, deep plots tend to result. Elsewhere, the size and
form of the plot tend to be determined by the predomin-
ant house type (for example, the towns of England, the
Netherlands and the north German coast were historically
characterized by small, rational house types that required
small plots with only a narrow (5-metre) frontage; the
standard nineteenth-century tenement building of Amer-
ican cities required only a 9-metre frontage; whereas the
standard apartment house needed 32 metres of frontage).

Morphogenesis
Morphogenesis refers to the processes that create and
reshape the physical fabric of urban form. Over time,
urban morphology changes, not only as new urban fabric
is added but also as existing fabric is modified. Basic
forms, consisting of house, plot and street types of a given
period, become hybridized as new buildings replace old,
plots are amalgamated or subdivided, and street layouts
are modified. Each successive phase of urban growth is
subject to the influence of different social, economic and
cultural forces, while the growth of every town is a twin
process of outward extension and internal reorganization.
Each phase adds new fabric in the form of accretions and
replacements. The process of outward extension typically
results in the kind of annular patterns of accretion shown
in Figure 4.1. The process of reorganization is illustrated
by Figure 4.2, which shows the changes that occurred in
part of Liverpool as institutional land users (including the

..

Figure 4.1 Growth phases in Dublin.
Source: After MacLaran (1993), Fig. 2.9, p. 42.
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4.1 Urban morphology and the physical structure of cities

..

Figure 4.2 Morphological reorganization of the university district in Liverpool, 1890–1980.
Source: After Chandler et al. (1993), Fig. 5.3, p. 112.
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university, the Roman Catholic Cathedral and hospitals
and clinics) encroached into the nineteenth-century street
pattern, replacing the fine grain of residential streets with
a much coarser fabric of towers and slab blocks.

The oldest, innermost zones of the city are especially
subject to internal reorganization, with the result that a
distinctive morphological element is created, contain-
ing a mixture of residential, commercial and industrial
functions, often within physically deteriorating structures.
Small factories and workshops make an important con-
tribution to the ambience of such areas. Some of these
factories may be residual, having resisted the centrifugal
tendency to move out to new sites, but a majority are
‘invaders’ that have colonized sites vacated by earlier
industries or residents. Typically, they occupy old pro-
perty that has become available in side streets off the
shopping thoroughfares in the crowded but decaying
residential zone surrounding the CBD.

Beyond this inner zone, industrial, commercial and
residential morphological elements tend to be clearly
differentiated, although typically arranged in an imper-
fect zonation, interrupted by radial arteries of commer-
cial and industrial development and by major roads and
railway tracks, and distorted by the peculiarities of site
and situation. In addition, a good deal of urban develop-
ment is characterized by the persistence of enclaves of
relict morphological units (e.g. castles, cathedrals, univer-
sity precincts, boulevards, public parks and common
lands, all of which tend to resist the logic of market
forces and so survive as vestigial features amid newly
developed or redeveloped neighbourhoods). These relict
units tend to impair the symmetrical pattern that may
otherwise emerge.

Even in relatively new and homogeneous suburban
residential areas a good deal of morphological reorgan-
ization can take place. Figure 4.3 shows the extent of

..

Figure 4.3 Plot subdivision and redevelopment in low-density residential areas in sample towns in
south-east England, circa 1955–1986.
Source: After Whitehand (1992), Fig. 4.4, p. 141.
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The sociospatial dialectic is indeed an important
aspect of morphogenesis. Over the broader sweep of time,
morphogenesis is caught up in the continual evolution
of norms and aesthetics of power, space and design.
Successive innovations in urban design (Table 4.1) are
not only written into the landscape in the form of exten-
sions and reorganizations but also come to be symbolic
of particular values and attitudes that can be evoked or
manipulated by subsequent revivals or modifications.
Within this context, innovations in transport techno-
logy are of particular importance, since they not only
contribute to the evolution of the norms and aesthetics
of power, space and design (as in the development of
subdivisions based on culs-de-sac and loop roads in
response to the intrusiveness of automobiles) but also
exert a direct influence on the overall physical structure
of urban areas. Major innovations in transport techno-
logy (the railway, the streetcar, rapid transit, automobiles,

morphological reorganization (between the mid-1950s
and the late 1980s) in sample sites taken from both the
inner and the outer reaches of suburban neighbourhoods
of towns in south-east England. In this case, reorganiza-
tion resulted from pressure for more intensive residential
development that arose because of a combination of a
reduction in the average size of households and increases
in population, employment opportunities and incomes
in south-east England. The result, reflected in all of 
the sample sites shown in Figure 4.3, is a considerable
degree of plot subdivision (the truncation of corner
plots, the subdivision of original parcels, or both) and
redevelopment (including the residential development
of previously non-residential land). Such patterns rep-
resent an important dimension of change – piecemeal
infill and redevelopment – that is central to the socio-
spatial dialectic of the ageing suburbs of cities throughout
the developed world.

4.1 Urban morphology and the physical structure of cities

..

Table 4.1 Innovations in urban design

Time Innovation Location

1100–1500 Medieval irregular towns Middle Europe
1200–1400 Medieval regular towns France, south-west Germany, Baltic Sea, 

east of Elbe
1500–1700 Renaissance town concepts Italy, France, Germany, USA
1600–1900 Baroque town concepts Rome, Paris
1800–1830 Classical grid/block reverting to Krefeld, Prussia

Renaissance principles
1800–1880 Geometric town design Middle Europe
1850–1900 Haussmann: axis concept, circus, Paris

triangle, boulevard, point de vue
1857 Ring concept Vienna, Cologne
1889–1930 Sitte, Henrici, Unwin: artistic movement Austria, Germany, UK
1898–1903 Howard, Parker and Unwin: Garden city Letchworth
1902–1970 Garden city movement Worldwide
1900–1930 Modern blocks Netherlands, Germany
1920–1930 Corbusier, Taut, May, Gropius: France, Germany

Rationalism and ‘Neues Bauen’
1930–1945 Fascist neoclassicism Italy, Germany
1945–1975 Flowing space and free
1975 to date Reurbanization: reverting to block systems Europe
1975 to date Postmodernism Worldwide
1985 to date Deconstructivism Western world

Source: Curdes (1993), Table 14.2, p. 287.
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Figure 4.4 Schematic maps of development patterns and age rings in a ‘generic’ high-order
metropolitan area: (a) to 1870; (b) 1870–1920; (c) 1970– .
Source: After Borchert (1991), Fig. 12.21.
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is that of spatial variations in environmental quality.
Implicit in the previous sections is the fact that not only
are different urban sub-areas built to different levels 
of quality and with different aesthetics, but that at 
any given moment some will be physically deteriorat-
ing while others are being renovated and upgraded.
Because they are closely tied in to the sociospatial dia-
lectic through patterns and processes of investment
and disinvestment (Chapter 6) and of social segrega-
tion (Chapter 8), the qualitative dimension of the built
environment tends to exhibit a considerable degree of
spatial cohesion.

Take, for example, the patterns of physical upgrad-
ing and downgrading in Amsterdam (Figure 4.5), where
the stability of the outermost sub-areas contrasts with the
renewal and upgrading of much of the inner, nineteenth-
century residential districts and in most of the central

trucks and buses) have the effect of revolutionizing urban
structure because they allow for radical changes in 
patterns of relative accessibility. The result is a pattern
of physical development that is the product of succes-
sive epochs of transport technology. These have been
identified in US cities (Figure 4.4) as:

➤ the pre-rail (before 1830) and ‘iron horse’ (1830–
1870) epochs;

➤ the streetcar epoch (1870–1920); and

➤ the auto-air–cheap oil epoch (1920–1970) and 
jet propulsion–electronic communication epoch
(1970– ).

Environmental quality
One specific dimension of the built environment that 
is worth special consideration from a social perspective 

4.1 Urban morphology and the physical structure of cities

..

Figure 4.5 Physical upgrading and downgrading in Amsterdam.
Source: After Musterd (1991), Fig. 5, p. 37.
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neighbourhoods along the canals, where private hous-
ing predominates. In this example, downgrading is very
limited in extent, being restricted to four small sub-
areas adjacent to older industrial works. In some cities
and metropolitan areas, however, physical decay and
substandard housing is a serious problem. Figure 4.6
shows the extent to which the north-eastern sector 
of inner Paris is riven with substandard housing; while
Figure 4.7 shows the highly localized impact of urban
decay in New York City, where in parts of the Bronx
(Figure 4.7b) some sub-areas lost between 50 and 80 per
cent of their occupied housing units within a brief 
(ten-year) but devastating period.

The actual condition of streets and buildings is an
aspect of the built environment that has been of increas-
ing interest to town planners and community groups 
as well as to geographers. We should note, though, that
while certain aspects of environmental quality can be
measured objectively, other aspects are quite subjective.
Also, environmental quality is highly income elastic.
The less well-off, with more urgent needs to satisfy, may
well be relatively unconcerned about many aspects of
environmental quality; while the rich, having satisfied
their own material needs, may be particularly sensitive
to environmental factors such as the appearance of
houses, streets and gardens.

..

Figure 4.6 Substandard housing in Paris: street blocks with over 40 per cent of dwellings lacking
their own WCs.
Source: After White and Winchester (1991), Fig. 1, p. 41.
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At one end of Canon St. Road, London E1, you 
can pay £4 for a two-course meal. At the other end
of the street, less than 500 metres away, the same
amount of money will buy a single cocktail in
Henry’s wine bar in a postmodern shopping mall
come upmarket residential development. The very
urban fabric here, as in so many other cities across
the globe, has altered at a feverish rate in the past
decade.

The street runs south from the heartland of the 
rag trade and clutter of manufacturing, retail and
wholesale garment showrooms on Commercial
Road. Residentially, the north end is occupied

4.2 Difference and
inequality: socio-
economic and
sociocultural 
patterns

As might be expected given the increasing complexity
and social polarization of Western cities discussed in
Chapters 2 and 3, a major theme of urban social geography
is the spatial patterning of difference and inequality. 
In detail, such patterns can present a kaleidoscope of
segregation, juxtaposition and polarization:

4.2 Difference and inequality: socio-economic and sociocultural patterns

..

Figure 4.7 Urban decay: (a) census tracts in New York City that each lost 500 or more occupied
housing units between 1970 and 1980; (b) percentage loss of occupied housing units in the Bronx,
1970–1980.
Source: Wallace (1989), Fig. 4 (part), p. 1590; Wallace and Fullilove (1991), Fig. 2, p. 1703.
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almost exclusively by the Bengali community 
in one of the poorest parts of any British city.
Three hundred yards south, the road crosses 
Cable Street, a short distance away from a mural
commemorating a defiant Jewish community
confronting Moseley’s fascist Blackshirts in 1926,
the caption ‘they shall not pass’ now addressed to
the adjacent gentrified terrace. A few hundred
yards further and the microcosm is completed by
Tobacco Dock, cast as the ‘Covent Garden of the
East End,’ although suffering badly in the
depression of the early 1990s.

The leitmotif of social polarization is unavoidable.
Golf GTIs share the streets uneasily with untaxed
Ford Cortinas. Poverty is manifest, affluence 
is ostentatious. Gentrification sits beside the
devalorization of old property. The appeals for
information in the police posters tell of yet another
racist attack, just as the graffiti with which they are
decorated demonstrate the credence given locally
to the powers of police investigation.

(Keith and Cross, 1992, p. 1)

Seen in broader perspective, patterns of inequality and
spatial differentiation exhibit a certain regularity that 
is often consistent from one city to another. In societies
based on the competition and rewards of the market-
place, personal income is probably the single most
significant indicator, implicated as it is with people’s
education, occupation, purchasing power (especially of
housing), and with their values and attitudes towards
others. It has long been recognized that the geography
of income within cities is characterized not only by
steep gradients and fragmented juxtapositions at the
microlevel but also by clear sectors dominated by high-
income households and by sinks of inner-city poverty.
Consider, for example, the map of incomes in the Tucson
metropolitan area (Figure 4.8), where the median family
income in the affluent northern suburbs was between
four and six times the median family income of inner-
city Census tracts.

While socio-economic differentiation is arguably the
most important cleavage within contemporary cities, 
it is by no means the only one. Demographic attributes
such as age and family structure are also of central
importance to social life, yet are only loosely related, 

if at all, to differences in socio-economic status. There
are, however, clear patterns to the geodemographics of
cities – in large part because of the tendency for certain
household types to occupy particular niches within the
urban fabric. Thus, for example, families with pre-school
children are typically found in disproportionately high
numbers in new, peripheral suburban subdivisions and
apartment complexes; the elderly, on the other hand,
typically tend to be concentrated as a residual popula-
tion in older, inner-city residential neighbourhoods.

Embedded in the sociospatial framework delineated
by the major stratifications of money and demographics
are the marginalized subgroups of contemporary society.
The idea of marginality is of course a relative concept,
and depends on some perceived norm or standard.
Hilary Winchester and Paul White (1988) suggested
that these norms and standards can be economic, social
and/or legal.

They identify four groups of the economically marginal:

➤ the unemployed, particularly the long-term 
unemployed;

➤ the impoverished elderly;

➤ students; and

➤ single-parent families.

In addition, they identify another three groups that can
be categorized as both economically and socially marginal,
the two dimensions generally reinforcing one another:

➤ ethnic minorities;

➤ refugees; and

➤ the handicapped (either mentally or physically), and
the chronically sick (notably including people with
AIDS).

The remaining marginalized groups are marked by 
elements of legal as well as economic and/or social
marginality:

➤ illegal immigrants;

➤ down-and-outs;

➤ participants in drug cultures;

➤ petty criminals;

➤ prostitutes; and

➤ homosexuals (both male and female).

..
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Figure 4.8 Median household income by census tract, Tucson, 2000.
Source: www.tucsonaz.gov/planning/maps/census/data/00incct-pdf
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Not surprisingly, these groups also tend to be marginal-
ized spatially, both in terms of their residential locations
and in terms of their activity spaces. In general, this
translates into fractured, isolated and localized clusters
– though with some numerically larger groups, such as
the impoverished lone elderly, the clustering tends to be
somewhat less pronounced. With the possible excep-
tion of some criminals, prostitutes and homosexuals,
this localization is determined by niches of the most
economically and socially marginal housing: older,
residual inner-city blocks, blighted and abandoned
spaces, and lower-grade social (public) housing.

The high degree of localization of female-headed
households within the inner-city areas is largely a pro-
duct of their concentration in inner-city public housing
projects. In many cases, such clusters are in fact shared
spaces for several marginal subgroups (the subgroups
listed above being by no means mutually exclusive, in
any case), so that specific sub-areas can take on a very
definite character – bohemia, ghetto, slum, drug market

– according to the mix of inhabitants (see also Box 4.2).
This, of course, begs the more general question of 
how cities are patterned according to the attributes and
relative homogeneity of their neighbourhoods. It is a
question that is most effectively addressed empirically
through the study of factorial ecology.

Studies of factorial ecology
Factor analysis, together with the associated family of
multivariate statistical techniques that includes prin-
cipal components analysis, has become one of the most
widely used techniques in social research of all kinds. 
It has frequently been used as an inductive device with
which to analyse the relationships between a wide range
of social, economic, demographic and housing charac-
teristics within cities, with the objective of establishing
what common patterns, if any, exist in the data. It is not
within the scope of this book to discuss details of the
methodology of factor analysis and related techniques.

..

An everyday sign of social polarization and inequality in the city: a homeless person in Paris. 
Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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‘ordinary’ variables, can be mapped or used as input data
for other statistical analysis. The relationships and spatial
patterns that the factors describe are known collectively
as a factorial ecology. The usual statistical procedure
produces a series of hybrid variables (factors), each
representing a major dimension of co-variance in the

Essentially, they can be regarded as summarizing or
synthesizing techniques that are able to identify groups
of variables with similar patterns of variation. These 
are expressed in terms of new, hybrid variables called
factors or components. Each factor accounts for measur-
able amounts of the variance in the input data and, like

4.2 Difference and inequality: socio-economic and sociocultural patterns

..

Key trends in urban social geography – the growth of student enclaves

An important trend in many UK cities
in recent years, but one that has so
far received relatively little research,
is the development of residential areas
dominated by young adults (i.e. those
aged between 18 and 24). There is
growing evidence that the geographical
distribution of these age groups is be-
coming more concentrated in British
cities. To a large extent this develop-
ment reflects the increasing proportion
of people entering higher education
in the United Kingdom. In contrast to
many nations, a high proportion of UK
students move out of their parental
homes and away from their immediate
localities to universities and colleges in
other towns and cities. This migration
leads to a demand for accommodation
that cannot be met by purpose-built
university properties, and so about
three-quarters of all students move to
the privately rented sector. Such pro-
perty tends to be overwhelmingly con-
centrated in inner-city areas, although
sometimes these can be relatively
affluent neighbourhoods adjoining uni-
versity campuses (such as Headingly,
a suburb of north-west Leeds).

These patterns have a number of
important consequences. Most notori-
ous is the clash of lifestyles between
older inhabitants and the transient
student population. Late-night parties,
loud music and rowdy behaviour can
lead to bad relationships and the 
exodus of older people. Indeed, as in
the case of certain ethnic minorities,
sometimes a ‘tipping point’ is reached

whereby the proportion of students
reaches such a level that not only is
out-migration of the established popu-
lation intensified, but non-student
households are inhibited from moving
into such areas. Another impact is the
development of city quarters catering
for the needs of students with pubs,
clubs, restaurants, discos and bars.
These areas may cater for all young
adults in a city, although sometimes
hostilities between students and the
indigenous young adult population
can lead to areas that tend to cater
exclusively for students. To cap it all,
some claim that an influx of students
taking up low-paid part-time jobs to
help fund themselves through higher
education can undermine the em-
ployment prospects of locals or else
depress overall wage levels in the
economy.

There is a growing recognition of the
enormous impact that higher educa-
tion can have on urban economies.
Universities and colleges are often
major employers, injecting vast sums
into local economies through the pur-
chase of local services and spending
power of staff salaries. In addition, uni-
versities can be the catalyst for local
economic development through the
exploitation of scientific and techno-
logical assets in the form of new firm
‘spin-offs’. In more general terms, it
seems that the intellectual and cultural
facilities provided by universities forms
an attractive milieu for the talented,
‘creative’ sections of the population

who appear to be increasingly import-
ant in ensuring local economic growth.
Evidence from the United Kingdom 
in 2008 indicated that not only are
house prices above average in univer-
sity towns, but they have also been
less vulnerable to price declines as a
result of the credit crunch.

Key terms associated with
student enclaves (see
Glossary)

Community action, externality, sub-
culture, ‘tipping point’, ‘turf’ politics.

Further reading
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Chapter 13: Externality effects

Box 4.1
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data, each statistically independent of one another and
each successively accounting for a smaller proportion
of the total variance in the input data.

By far the major finding of factorial ecology studies
has been that residential differentiation in the great
majority of cities of the developed, industrial world have
been dominated by a socio-economic status dimen-
sion, with a second dimension characterized by family
status/life cycle characteristics and a third dimension
relating to segregation and ethnic status. Moreover, these
dimensions appear to have been consistent even in the
face of variations in input variables and in the statistical
solution employed; and evidence from the limited num-
ber of studies of factorial ecology change that have been
undertaken shows that these major dimensions have
tended to persist over periods of two or three decades
at least. There also appears to be a consistent pattern in
the spatial expression of these dimensions, both from
city to city and from one census year to the next.

This consistency suggests that socio-economic status,
family status and ethnicity can be regarded as repres-
enting major dimensions of social space that, when
superimposed on the physical space of the city, serve 
to isolate areas of social homogeneity ‘in cells defined
by the spider’s web of the sectoral-zonal lattice’. The
resultant idealized model of urban ecological structure
is shown in Figure 4.9. Yet it should be acknowledged
that these sectors and zones are not simply superimposed
on the city’s morphology: they result from detailed inter-
actions with it. Radial transport routes, for example, are
likely to govern the positioning of sectors and to dis-
tort zonal patterns. Similarly, the configuration of both 
sectors and zones is likely to be influenced by specific
patterns of land use and by patterns of urban growth.
By introducing such features to the idealized model it 
is possible to provide a closer approximation to the 
real world.

It is important to emphasize that this classic 
model represents a high level of generalization and 
that the results of some studies are ambiguous or even
contradictory. Nevertheless, many geographers have
suggested that the classic three-factor model has sub-
stantial generality throughout the Western culture area.
This is certainly borne out by factorial ecologies of
cities in Canada, Australia and New Zealand, but evid-
ence from studies of European cities tends to be less

conclusive. Overall, residential differentiation in con-
tinental European cities does tend to be dominated 
by a socio-economic status dimension, though it is
often associated with housing status and the localiza-
tion of self-employed workers. Continental cities also
tend to conform to the ‘classical’ ecological model in
that family status figures prominently (though often 
in a complex manner) in the factor structure. Ethnicity,
however, does not generally occur as an independent
dimension, partly because of the absence of substantial
ethnic minorities, and partly because those that do exist
appear to be more integrated – at census tract level –
with the indigenous population. British cities, however,
do not conform so closely to the general Western model.
Indeed, British cities exhibit a somewhat distinctive
ecological structure, with the principal dimensions of
the classical model being modified by the construction
and letting policies associated with the relatively large
social housing sector.

..

Figure 4.9 Idealized model of urban ecological
structure.
Source: Murdie (1969), p. 8.
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disappear as the suburbs have become the hub of daily
economic activity and sections of central cities have
been renewed, upgraded or gentrified, bringing some
‘suburban’ socio-economic and demographic profiles
to some inner-city neighbourhoods.

Patterns of social well-being
One of the major shortcomings of traditional factorial
ecology studies is that the mix of input variables over-
looks many important aspects of urban life, including
environmental quality, accessibility to facilities such 
as hospitals, shopping centres, libraries and parks, and 
the local incidence of social pathologies such as crime,
delinquency and drug addiction. The recognition of
quality-of-life indices and ‘territorial justice’ as import-
ant concerns within human geography has meant that
much more attention has been given to such issues,
demanding a rather different perspective on patterns of
socio-economic differentiation.

Interest in patterns of social well-being reflects a
number of factors. First, there is the growing social
inequality in Western societies that we noted in
Chapter 2. Second, following the growing influence 
of continental European intellectual traditions, there 
has been a focus upon ideas of social exclusion. This
approach defines poverty not only in terms of access 
to material resources, but also in terms of issues such 
as social participation and belonging. This approach is
embodied in a redefinition of the concept of citizenship,
which is taken up in Chapter 5. Third, there has been a
resurgence of interest in environmental issues, not least
because of the implications of global warming. This has
encouraged the search for measures of environmental
impact and broader quality-of-life factors in addition
to measures of economic growth.

Territorial social indicators provide a very useful
descriptive device for describing the geography of social
well-being at different spatial scales. Three kinds of
study are of particular interest here: those that attempt
to describe variations in the overall level of local social
well-being – ‘quality of life’ studies, those that attempt
to identify particular sub-areas whose residents are 
relatively disadvantaged – studies of ‘deprivation’ (see
also Box 4.2), and those that identify sub-areas in terms
of material consumption and lifestyle.

More generally, these patterns are dissolving under
the ‘splintering urbanism’ associated with the evolution
of Western economies to a postindustrial basis within 
a global economy. As a result, the classical model of
factorial ecology is in the process of being overwritten.
As we saw in Chapters 1, 2 and 3, cities of the developed
world have entered a new phase as a fundamental eco-
nomic transition has gathered momentum, accompanied
by demographic, cultural, political and technological
changes. Advances in telecommunications have already
begun to remove many of the traditional frictions of
space for households as well as for economic activities,
opening up the possibility of the dissolution of tradi-
tional urban spaces and the irruption of a diversity of
new ones. This is not to suggest that residential differ-
entiation and segregation will disappear, but that they
will be manifest in more complex ways and at a finer
level of resolution than the sectors, zones and clusters
which have been associated with socio-economic 
status, family status and ethnicity.

The implications of economic, technological, demo-
graphic and social change for ecological structure sug-
gest that the increasing complexity of society is likely 
to result in more dimensions of differentiation. Among
these are the following:

➤ the emergence of migrant status as a potent source
of differentiation;

➤ the reinforcement of ethnic differentiation with the
arrival of new immigrant groups;

➤ the emergence of new dimensions of occupational
differentiation related to the expansion of service jobs;

➤ the appearance of significant distinctions in the
degree of welfare dependency;

➤ a relative increase in the importance of poverty and
substandard housing as a result of the consolidation
of the urban underclass;

➤ the increased sociospatial differentiation of young
adults and of the elderly as a result of changes in
household organization;

➤ the emergence of a distinctive social ecology in the
urban fringe.

At the same time, long-standing differences between
suburban and central city areas have already begun to

4.2 Difference and inequality: socio-economic and sociocultural patterns
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Key debates in urban social geography – are Western cities becoming socially
polarized?

A key debate in urban studies centres
around the changing class and occu-
pational structures of Western cities.
Particularly contentious is the issue
of whether these cities are becoming
increasingly polarized. The so-called
‘polarization thesis’ argues that the
decline in relatively well-paid manu-
facturing occupations since 1980,
combined with the rapid expansion 
of both low-paying and high-paying 
service sector jobs, is leading towards
the decline of middle incomes. In other
words, the social structure of Western
societies is moving towards an ‘hour-
glass’ structure. It has been argued
that this trend towards a ‘disappear-
ing middle’ is most pronounced in
‘world’ (Friedmann and Woolff, 1982)
or ‘global’ (Sassen, 1991) cities with
their high-level business and financial
services which tend to be especially
remunerative for senior employees.

The conspicuous consumption of new
urban elite groups, combined with the
growth of destitution on the streets of
major cities in the form of ‘skid rows’,
makes this polarization thesis seem
intuitively appealing and in line with
common sense. However, proving that
social polarization is taking place
raises both conceptual problems and
methodological difficulties (see Pinch,
1993, and Hamnett, 2003, for more
details). For example, the polarization
thesis does not imply simply that the
rich are getting richer and the poor
are getting poorer. Instead, it refers to
the proportions in the occupational
structure. It is therefore possible for
polarization to be leading to increas-
ing inequality of incomes but it could
also mean that, although there are
more poor, they are doing somewhat

better than in the past in relative
terms. Furthermore, there are two fur-
ther theses in opposition to the polar-
ization theory. One argues that there
is an upward reskilling of occupations
in the West (the professionalization
thesis) and the other that there is pro-
gressive deskilling (the proletarianiza-
tion thesis).

Taking the evidence as a whole, there
seems little doubt that the expansion
of financial and business services
sectors, tax cuts for the more affluent,
the decline of relatively well-paid
manufacturing jobs and the decline
in the welfare state, have in combina-
tion all led to growing inequality of
incomes in Western cities. These 
processes are most developed in US
cities where larger immigrant labour
forces and less restrictive employ-
ment legislation have encouraged the
rapid expansion of low-paid service
sector jobs. In Europe, relatively
smaller immigrant workforces, more
restrictive employment legislation and
stronger (though threatened) welfare
states have led to less inequality but
much more unemployment. Neverthe-
less, there is also a general pattern of
an upward shift in the occupational
structures of Western cities.

The credit crunch has of course thrown
into stark relief numerous issues
related to social polarization and in-
equality. On the one hand, the reces-
sion is certain to lead to an increase
in economic destitution, poverty and
hardship, as both individual and firm
bankruptcies, unemployment and
housing repossessions (foreclosures)
all increase. However, the widespread
popular revulsion at the excessive
rewards given to some in the financial

sector, combined with a growing
awareness of the economically dys-
functional nature of incentivized pay
structures that encouraged excessive
financial risk taking, might lead to
increased regulation of the financial
sector, curbs on remuneration and the
reduction in some of the processes
that have led to gross income inequal-
ities in recent years.

Key concepts related to
social polarization (see
Glossary)

Neoliberal policies, professionalization
thesis, proletarianization thesis, residu-
alization, underclass, world cities.
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This conforms neatly with Maslow’s famous sug-
gestion (1970) that human motivation is related to a
hierarchy of human needs, so that as people’s basic
needs – for nutrition, shelter and personal safety – are
satisfied, motivation turns towards higher goals such 
as the attainment of social status, prestige and self-
expression. It follows that people with low levels of
material well-being will attach more importance to
materialistic than to aesthetic, spiritual or cultural aspects
of life. People’s values also vary according to their 
stage in the family life cycle, and to their membership
of particular religious or cultural groups. Moreover, the
social geography of the city is itself likely to generate 
or reinforce differences in values from one neighbour-
hood to another, for the sociodemographic composition
of different neighbourhoods creates distinctive local 
reference groups that contribute significantly to people’s
attitudes to life (see Chapter 7).

The geography of deprivation and
disadvantage

Patterns of deprivation represent a particularly import-
ant facet of the social geography of the city. In this 
context, it is useful to regard deprivation as multi-
dimensional (hence the term multiple deprivation),
directing attention to the spatial configuration and inter-
relationships of different aspects of deprivation. The
tendency within many cities is for the accumulative 
distribution of deprivations, with low-status neighbour-
hoods tending to fare badly on most dimensions of
deprivation and prosperity. In this context, it seems 
fair to aggregate indicators to produce a single index 
of ‘multiple deprivation’. A good example of this
approach is provided by Figure 4.10, which shows the
worst 1 per cent and 5 per cent of enumeration districts
in Glasgow in 2001, based on a composite measure 
of disadvantage derived from a principal components
analysis of ten census indicators of deprivation cover-
ing access to transportation, health, housing tenure,
household composition, overcrowding, social status
and unemployment. In Glasgow, pockets of depriva-
tion are found throughout the city, not only in central
areas of older, private, tenement housing, but also –
and indeed predominantly – in some of the newer,
peripheral public housing estates.

Intra-urban variations in the quality
of urban life

Quality-of-life studies are popular because they offer the
possibility of portraying the essential sociogeographical
expression of urban communities on a conceptual scale
that ranges along a continuum from ‘good’ to ‘bad’, thus
providing a potent index with which to regionalize the
city. The construction of such an index presents a
number of difficulties, however. The first task is to set
out a definition of social well-being that can be trans-
lated into a composite statistical measure: something
that has taxed social scientists a great deal. The range 
of factors that potentially influence people’s well-being
for better or worse is enormous. Moreover, opinions
about the importance of different factors often vary
between sociogeographical groups; and factors that
might be important at one geographical scale can be
completely irrelevant at another. Any search for con-
clusive or universal definitions of social well-being is
therefore futile.

Operationalizing the concept of quality of life typ-
ically relies on measures of welfare dependency, air 
pollution, recreational facilities, drug offences, family
stability and public participation in local affairs – a
marked contrast to the conventional spectrum of vari-
ables deployed in studies of factorial ecology. One of
the major potential weaknesses of this kind of approach,
though, is the problem of weighting the variables accord-
ing to their relative importance to the people whose
well-being is under consideration. It is evident from
social surveys, for example, that British and American
people do not regard housing conditions as being as
important to their well-being as their health, whereas
both factors are felt to be much more important than
accessibility to recreational facilities. Moreover, these
values tend to vary significantly among sociogeogra-
phical groups: in Britain, for example, intra-urban
variations in attitudes to education have become part
of the conventional wisdom of a whole generation of
educationalists. There are plenty of reasons for such
variations. To begin with, some aspects of social well-
being (leisure and material consumption, for example)
are highly income elastic, so that successive increases in
expendable income will bring about marked increases
in the intensity with which they are valued.

4.2 Difference and inequality: socio-economic and sociocultural patterns
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This kind of approach can be criticized on several
grounds, however, including the desirability of 
aggregating indicators of several different aspects of
deprivation and the validity of assigning them equal
weight in the overall index (recall the discussion of
quality-of-life indicators). It is also necessary to guard
against the dangers of the ecological fallacy (i.e. mak-
ing inferences about individuals with data based on
aggregates of people). Thus not everyone in a deprived
area is necessarily deprived and not every deprived 

person in an area of ‘multiple deprivation’ is neces-
sarily multiply deprived.

The development of territorial social indicators was
for some years inhibited by the absence of geograph-
ically disaggregated information on issues related 
to household income, wealth, taxation and welfare
benefits. In the United Kingdom, for example, little
information on income is published below the level of
relatively large regions. Thus most analysis of data on
incomes has been undertaken by economists, who are

..

Figure 4.10 Social deprivation in Glasgow, 2001.
Source: After Pacione (2004).
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Some work has begun to redress this gap in our know-
ledge. For example, the New Policy Institute and the
Joseph Rowntree Foundation devised a set of depriva-
tion indicators based on household poverty, wealth and
social exclusion (Howarth et al., 1998). In addition, 
the UK’s Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM)
commissioned a comprehensive measure of multiple
deprivation that enables measure of disadvantage to be
determined for small-scale areas (wards) in England (see
Table 4.2). Although highly influential, this complex
index has been criticized, not only for the nature of the
data, but the ways in which they are combined. Urban
analysts have begun to develop similar indicators for
small areas within cities. Thus, Bramley and Lancaster
(1998) developed a model that generated income data
for small areas based on the numbers of workers in
household, economic activity rates and household tenure.
Caldwell et al. (1998) have also used micro-simulation
techniques in the US context to show the geography of
wealth, taking into account factors such as financial
assets as well as debts.

Lifestyle patterns
The splintering urbanism that is characteristic of 
contemporary cities has generated a mosaic ecology 
of lifestyles, all of which have been squarely caught in
the crosshairs of corporate market researchers. Euro
RSCG, for example, the world’s fifth-largest advertis-
ing agency and popularizer of the term ‘metrosexual’,
has broken down upscale American mothers into the 
following ‘hot’ advertising categories: Domestic Divas
(who employ nannies to raise flawless kids and house-
keepers to keep their homes gorgeous), Boomerang
Moms (who worked when their kids were small and 
left work when the kids were teens), Yummy Mummies
(staying fabulous at the gym), and Mini-Me Moms
(whose kids are fashion accessories). The Nielsen 
corporation’s Claritas PRIZM®NE marketing system
identifies 14 different social groups that are broken
down into 66 lifestyle segments (such as the ‘Young
Digerati’, ‘Bohemian Mix’ and ‘Cosmopolitans’ of the
‘Urban Uptown’ social group) that can be mapped at
the level of zip (post) code areas.

Based on extensive market research and the analysis
of vast amounts of socio-economic data, the spatial

seldom concerned with the geographical implications
of their studies. However, in recent years this impasse
has been overcome by micro-simulation techniques that
take advantage of recent developments in geographical
information systems (GIS).

These techniques enable the simulation of estimates
of data for small areas based on detailed data published
at larger spatial scales. To illustrate, in the United
Kingdom there is a wealth of complex data relating 
to households in the Sample of Anonymized Records
(SARs). These show the interrelationships between many
variables (known as cross-tabulations); but to maintain
confidentiality this information is published only at large
spatial scales. However, certain statistical techniques
(linear programming and iterative proportional fitting)
can simulate the interrelationships between variables for
small areas such as enumeration districts. Furthermore,
these techniques facilitate the linking of data from a
number of different data sources at new small spatial
scales. The major drawback of such approaches is the
difficulty of validating the newly created data sets. 
Two solutions to this problem are: first, to undertake
some detailed fieldwork for small areas to compare the
results with the microsimulations; or, second, see how
the simulations work by reaggregating the new data to
spatial scales for which there is detailed information.

Micro-simulation holds out the prospect of reassess-
ing our views of area-based urban policy (i.e. urban
policy that is targeted upon specific, high-need areas in
cities). Edwards (1995, p. 710) has argued that these
policies are largely cosmetic, since:

by far the greatest part of the social and economic
needs of inner city residents will not be met by
urban specific policies but by mainline housing,
health, income support and education provision.

However:

we know precious little about the effectiveness of
such programmes either in targeting the deprived,
spatially or otherwise, or in providing for the
(sometime) multiplicity of needs or the different
additional needs that may be found within
individual households.

(Edwards, 1995, p. 711)

4.2 Difference and inequality: socio-economic and sociocultural patterns
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Table 4.2 The UK Office of the Deputy Prime Minister’s Index of Multiple
Deprivation 2004

Income Deprivation Domain (22.5% weighting)
➤ Adults and children in Income Support households (2001)
➤ Adults and children in income-based job-seekers households (2001)
➤ Adults and children in Working Families Tax Credit households whose equivalized income (excluding housing

benefits) is below 60% of median before housing costs (2001)
➤ Adults and children in Disabled Person’s Tax Credit households whose equivalized income (excluding housing

benefits) is below 60% of median before housing costs (2001)
➤ National Asylum Support Services asylum seekers in England in receipt of subsistence only and

accommodation support (2002)

Employment Deprivation Domain (22.5% weighting)
➤ Unemployment claimant count of women aged 18–59 and men aged 18–64 (2001)
➤ Incapacity benefit claimants women aged 18–59 and men aged 18–64 (2001)
➤ Participants in the New Deal for the 18–24s who are not included in the claimant count (2001)
➤ Participants in the New Deal for 25+ who are not included in the claimant count (2001)
➤ Participants in the New Deal for Lone Parents aged 18 and over (2001)

Health Deprivation and Disability Domain (13.5% weighting)
➤ Years of potential life lost (1997–2001)
➤ Comparative illness and disability ratio (2001)
➤ Measures of emergency admissions to hospital (1999–2002)
➤ Adults under 60 suffering from mood or anxiety disorders (1997–2002)

Education Skills and Training Deprivation Domain (13.5% weighting)
Subdomain: children/young people
➤ Average point score of children at Key Stage 2 (2002)
➤ Average point score of children at Key Stage 3 (2002)
➤ Average point score of children at Key Stage 4 (2002)
➤ Proportion of young children not staying on in school or school-level education above 16 (2001)
➤ Proportion of those aged under 21 not entering higher education (1999–2002)
➤ Secondary school absence rate (2001–2002)
Subdomain: skills
➤ Proportions of working-age adults (aged 25–54) in the area with no or low qualifications (2001)

Barriers to Housing and Services Domain (9.3% weighting)
Subdomain: wider barriers
➤ Household overcrowding (2001)
➤ LA percentage receiving assistance for homelessness
➤ Difficulty of access to owner occupation
Subdomain: geographical barriers
➤ Road distance to GP premises (2003)
➤ Road distance to a supermarket or convenience store (2002)
➤ Road distance to a primary school (2001–2002)
➤ Road distance to a post office (2003)

Crime Domain (9.3% weighting)
➤ Burglary (4 recorded crime offence types, April 2002 to March 2003)
➤ Theft (5 recorded crime offence levels, April 2002 to March 2003)
➤ Criminal damage (10 recorded crime offence levels, April 2002 to March 2003)
➤ Violence (10 recorded crime offence levels, April 2002 to March 2003)

The Living Environment Deprivation Domain (9.3% weighting)
Subdomain: the ‘indoors’ living environment
➤ Social and private housing in poor condition (2001)
➤ Houses without central heating (2001)
Subdomain: the ‘outdoors’ living environment
➤ Air quality (2001)
➤ Road traffic accidents involving injury to pedestrians and cyclists (2000–2002)

Source: http://www.odpm.gov.uk/stellent/groups/odpm_urban_policy/documents/page/odpm
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Key debates in urban social geography – how useful is the UK Census?

The first census is believed to be that
made by the Babylonians over 5000
years ago in 3800 BC. It is thought to
have been undertaken every six or seven
years and, as well as measuring people,
it took into account livestock, butter,
honey, milk and vegetables. In the
United Kingdom, with the exception
of 1941 (during the Second World War)
a census has been conducted every
ten years since 1801. The Census now
gathers information on a wide range
of subjects such as age, sex, religion,
ethnic composition, education, socio-
economic class, housing, family
structure, modes of transport and
nature and location of work.

However, a key debate in the UK in
recent years, especially in local gov-
ernment circles, is just how useful is
the Census as a tool for policy mak-
ing? In addition to its role in social
analysis, much of the data gathered
by the Census is used to determine the
allocation of resources to local author-
ities by central government as well as
for planning local services. Although
attempts are made to update the
information with various estimates and
projections, local authorities argue
that the Census increasingly fails to
capture the true extent of the social
issues that they face. Hence the mid-
year estimates of the usually resident
population often fail to include short-
term migrants. The UK Statistics Com-
mission admits that the accuracy of
the Census varies geographically and
that urban areas characterized by large
student populations, migrant popula-
tions, multi-occupancy households
and part-time residents are subject to
greater uncertainty.

At the root of much of the current dis-
quiet over the census is the acceler-
ated increase in immigration into the
United Kingdom in recent years. The
accession of the Eastern European
states to the European Union in 2004
has led to an estimated influx of 
over 600 000 migrants into the UK
(although the exact number is difficult
to determine and many have returned
during the current recession). These
migrants have spread throughout the
nation but have concentrated in par-
ticular towns – Slough to the west of
London is a much-publicized example.
Such local authorities claim that the
influx of Eastern European immigrants
has led to huge strains on local services
that severely stress the tax base and
which are not compensated by central
resources based on the Census.

Slough has been resorting to many
methods to gauge its true population
size and bolster its case for more
resources, including analysis of
National Insurance applications. Other
methods include house-to-house
questionnaires, although these have
limitations when respondents have
poor English, work shifts or for various
reasons do not wish to reveal them-
selves to public authorities. Amazingly
Slough, in a further attempt to bolster
its case, has also analysed the sewer-
age flow in the town, which showed a
10 per cent increase in the year up to
April 2006 (The Economist, 19 May
2007, p. 35)!

Yet another issue facing the Census 
is the ‘missing million’, since recent
Census estimates have typically been
this number short of expectations.

Given that the last Census recorded
94 men for every 100 women it is
thought that most of the missing 
million are young adult men. There is
much speculation as to whether they
are absent from the United Kingdom
because they are backpacking around
the world, working elsewhere in Europe
(such as in Mediterranean beach
resorts) or just reluctant to fill in the
Census, perhaps due to their partici-
pation in the informal economy. Little
wonder then that in a recent EU study
of the degree of the public’s trust 
in the Census the UK came twenty-
seventh out of the 27 states studied!

Key concepts related 
to the UK Census 
(see Glossary)

Area-based urban policy, diaspora,
jurisdictional partitioning, micro-
simulation, territorial social indica-
tors, territorial justice, transnational
urbanism.

Further reading

House of Commons Treasury
Committee (2008) Counting the
Population Eleventh Report of
Session. Vol. 1. HMSO, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 12: Box 12.1: The growth 
of Eastern European communities 
in UK towns and cities, Box 12.4:
The growth of transnational 
urbanism

Chapter 13: Box 13.1: The
emergence of clusters of asylum
seekers and refugees

Box 4.3
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patterns identified through such classifications are argu-
ably the most comprehensive portrayals of contemporary
urban social geography. One of the most sophisticated
approaches to consumer behaviour is that developed by
SRI Consulting Business Intelligence (SRIC-BI), which
offers a taxonomy of consumers based on market
research into their values and priorities. In this system,
consumers are differentiated according to three kinds
of primary motivations: ideals, achievement and self-
expression. Consumers who are primarily motivated by
ideals tend to be guided in their purchasing decisions
by information and principles. Consumers who are
primarily motivated by achievement look for products
that demonstrate success to their peers. Consumers
who are primarily motivated by self-expression have
patterns of expenditure oriented towards social or phys-
ical activity, variety and thrills.

Consumers can also, of course, be differentiated in
terms of their resources. Income and wealth are clearly
important, but SRIC-BI’s VALStm taxonomy also takes
into account people’s resources in terms of health, self-
confidence, energy, and awareness of current ideas,
products and styles. Taking such resources into account,
consumers whose primary motivations are ideals based
are subdivided into two segments: ‘Believers’, who have
fewer resources, and ‘Thinkers’, who have more.
Similarly, consumers whose primary motivation is 
self-expression consist of ‘Makers’ (fewer resources)
and ‘Experiencers’ (more resources). Consumers whose
primary motivation is achievement consist of ‘Strivers’
(fewer resources) and ‘Achievers’ (more resources).
Two other distinctive segments are defined principally
in terms of their resources: ‘Innovators’, who have
abundant resources and are able to indulge all three
primary motivations to varying degrees; and ‘Survivors’,
with so few resources that they must focus on meeting
needs rather than fulfilling desires, and are unable to
express a strong primary motivation through their 
patterns of consumption.

In terms of the material culture of contemporary
urban social geographies, two of the most interesting
segments are Innovators and Achievers. Innovators tend
to be well educated, self-confident, open to innovation

and energetic. They tend to experience more ‘positive
life experiences’ (promotions, salary rises, etc.) than
other groups and, when they do, they often reward
themselves with some form of consumption. Their con-
sumption patterns reflect cultivated tastes for upscale,
niche products and services. Innovators and Achievers
are very sophisticated consumers of place and tend to
want houses that make a clear statement about them-
selves and their lifestyles (basically: ‘I’ve got a big/
bigger/better equipped/more spectacular/more luxuri-
ous one’). But for resource-rich, successful, energetic
and aspirational consumers, a house is just the begin-
ning. It must also be a showcase for the right ‘stuff ’: 
the furnishings, possessions and equipment necessary
for the enactment of their preferred lifestyle and self-
image. Achievers also have relatively high levels of
resources but are characterized primarily by their con-
servatism and the emphasis that they place on status,
structure, stability and predictability. As consumers, they
favour homes, neighbourhoods, products and services
that demonstrate their success to their peers. Achievers
are highly imitative, making purchases similar to those
of others whose opinions they value or of those they
wish to emulate.

Together, Innovators and Achievers make up almost
25 per cent of the adult population in the United States.
Innovators account for one in ten of the adult popula-
tion. They are, however, distributed unevenly across
metropolitan areas. In the Washington, DC, metropolitan
area, for example, high concentrations of Innovators
reflect a distinctive social geography, dominating Fairfax
County (Virginia), along with much of Montgomery
County (Maryland) and Loudoun County (Virginia)
(Figure 4.11). Achievers are localized in a broadly similar
but rather more decentralized pattern (Figure 4.12).
Concentrations of Innovators constitute more than 
50 per cent of the adult population in some zip code
areas, reaching around 58 per cent in Kenilworth
(Cook County, Illinois), Glen Echo (Montgomery
County, Maryland), and Waban (Middlesex County,
Massachusetts). Achievers are somewhat less concen-
trated, with the highest levels at the scale of zip codes
ranging between 30 and 35 per cent.

..
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Figure 4.11 Distribution of zip code areas with a high incidence of Innovators (top quintile),
Washington, DC, Metropolitan Statistical Area.
Source: Knox (2005), Fig. 2, p. 41.

Key novels related to urban social geography – Chapter 4

High Rise (1975) J.G. Ballard. A cri-
tique of high-rise urban living and its
attendant social inequalities.

How Late it Was, How Late (1994)
James Kelman. Controversial because
of its bad language and attempt to
portray Glaswegian dialect, the novel
tells the story of an unemployed worker
and his dealings with the welfare state.

Last Exit to Brooklyn (1957) Hubert
Selby Jnr. A shocking, visceral novel

dealing with the experiences of the
underclass in New York. Not for the
faint-hearted.

London Orbital (2002) Ian Sinclair. A
rambling but intriguing novel that
deliberates on divisions and dilem-
mas posed by new urban forms.

The Motel Life (2006) Willy Vlautin.
Like the song lyrics of the band of
which he is a member (Richmond
Fontaine) this much acclaimed debut

novel is a downbeat account of two
brothers on the run in the seedy side
of the United States.

Trainspotting (1993) Irvine Welsh.
Another path-breaking novel written in
a Scottish dialect, this novel charts the
life styles of Edinburgh drug addicts in
a manner that is both blackly humor-
ous and disturbing. See also the film
guide in Chapter 7.

Box 4.4
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Figure 4.12 Distribution of ZIP Code areas with a high incidence of Achievers (top quintile),
Washington, DC, Metropolitan Statistical Area.
Source: Knox (2005), Fig. 3, p. 42.

Chapter summary

4.1 The physical structures of cities display complex patterns that reflect many processes superimposed over
the years. There are wide variations in environmental quality in cities. Urban areas also have distinctive
characteristics that can often best be captured through subjective written descriptions that reflect the
‘feel’ of a neighbourhood.

4.2 Studies of Western cities reveal interrelationships between groups of variables reflecting three main
dimensions: economic inequalities, family status and ethnicity, which are often reflected respectively 
in sectors, concentric rings and clusters. There are, however, many variations in residential structure
reflecting the distinctive processes to be found within cities. Territorial social indicators also reveal wide
variations in the quality of life in cities. Often these indices overlap to reveal multiple deprivation.
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area-based urban policy
cross-tabulations
ecological fallacy
ethnic status
factor analysis

factorial ecology
family status
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morphogenesis
principal components analysis

quality-of-life indices
Social Area Analysis
social well-being
territorial social indicators
urban social areas

Key concepts and terms
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dialectic described in Chapter 1. These processes are all
played out, moreover, within spatial and institutional
frameworks – electoral districts, school catchment areas,
legal codes, homeowner association deeds and so on –
that are themselves both outcome and medium of social
action. Individually and collectively, we act out our
lives and pursue our interests both in and through these
institutional and spatial frameworks. Our lives and our
lifeworlds are facilitated, shaped and constrained by
these frameworks but we also, consciously and uncon-
sciously, contribute to their shape and character.

5.1 The interdependence
of public institutions
and private life

It was the emergence of capitalist democracies that
forged the basis for modern urban society. The scale,
rhythm and fragmentation of life required by the new

Spatial and institutional
frameworks: citizens, the
state and civil society

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ In what ways are the structures of cities
influenced by legal, governmental and political
structures?

➤ What are the consequences of metropolitan
fragmentation?

➤ In what ways does the institutional structure of
cities affect the functioning of democracy?

➤ How is power distributed in cities?

In this chapter, we explore some fundamental com-
ponents of the sociospatial dialectic: the social, legal
and political structures surrounding citizenship, demo-
cracy and civil society. The physical and socioeconomic
patterns described in Chapter 4 are all outcomes of
complex, interlayered processes in which social and
spatial phenomena are intermeshed: the sociospatial
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logic of industrial capitalism meant that traditional
societies had to be completely restructured. Local and
informal practices had to be increasingly standardized
and codified in order to sustain the unprecedentedly
extensive, complex and rapidly changing economic and
social structures of an urbanized and industrialized 
system. At the heart of this process was the growth and
transformation of public institutions in order to be able
to facilitate and regulate the new political economy.
This was the era when many new nation states were
established and most of the old ones were recast with
modern institutions of governance, democracy and
judicial process.

Yet these institutions did not simply emerge, auto-
nomous, from the flux of change in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries. The public sphere that came to
encapsulate the realms of private life derived its raison
d’être from the changing needs (and demands) of citizens.
According to social theorist Jurgen Habermas (1989),
the public sphere and the citizens who populate it can
be seen as one of four fundamental categories of social
organization characteristic of modern societies. The
others are the economy, civil society and the state. The
meaning of civil society has changed over time but is

generally understood to involve all the main elements
of society outside government. The emergence of these
categories, Habermas points out, requires the working-
through of an established relationship of the public 
to the private spheres of life. He has suggested that in
most instances this relationship has come to rest on the
recognition of three sets of common rights:

1 those related to rational critical public debate (free-
dom of speech and opinion, freedom of the press,
freedom of assembly and association, etc.);

2 those related to individual freedoms, ‘grounded in the
sphere of the patriarchal conjugal family’ (personal
freedom, inviolability of the home, etc.);

3 those related to the transactions of private owners of
property in the sphere of civil society (equality before
the law, protection of private property, etc.).

The way these rights are articulated and upheld in 
particular locales determines, among other things, the
nature of access to economic and political power and 
to social and cultural legitimacy. It follows that issues
of citizenship, legal codes and the roles claimed by (or
given to) urban governments have a great deal to do
with the unfolding of the sociospatial dialectic.

The city as a space for public protest: a student demonstration. Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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The exclusion of minority populations has in general
been more explicit, not least in ante-bellum America,
where black slavery represented the very antithesis of
citizenship. The inherent racism of ‘mainstream’ society
overtly circumscribed the participation of native
American, Chinese and black populations in the full
rights of citizenship all through the ‘melting pot’ of
American urbanization in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, until the Civil Rights legislation 
of the late 1960s. In Europe, racism was focused on
Jews and gypsies until after the Second World War,
when immigration brought large numbers of Asians and
Africans to the cities of Britain, France and Germany.
In addition to the overt and formal limits imposed 
on these immigrants in terms of the civil and polit-
ical rights of citizenship, systematic discrimination has 
circumscribed their social rights of citizenship. We shall
see in Chapter 8 how these consequences of racism
come into play in the social production of space and
the maintenance of sociospatial segregation.

The law and civil society
The law stands as an important link between the 
public and private spheres, and between the state and
the economy. As a key component of the sociospatial
dialectic, the law must be seen as both a product of
social forces and spatial settings and as an agent of
sociospatial production and reproduction. There are
several specific elements to the law in this context. It is
formulated (usually in quite abstract and general ways)
by elected legislatures that in turn draw on citizens’
conceptions of justice, equity, etc. It is subsequently
applied in specific places and circumstances by a variety
of agencies (such as the police, social workers, housing
authorities, etc.) to whom responsibility is delegated 
by the national state. Where problems and disputes
emerge as to the specific meaning of law, it is interpreted
through other mechanisms of civil society, principally
the courts.

It is now acknowledged that each of these ele-
ments is deeply geographical in that they involve the
interpenetration of place and power. Among the best-
documented examples of the interpenetration of law,
civil society and urban geography are the decisions of
the US Supreme Court in cases involving voting rights,

Citizenship, patriarchy and
racism
In contrast to the premodern hierarchies of rights and
privileges tied to the notion of the allegiance of sub-
jects to a monarch (see Chapter 2), citizenship implies
a rationality that is accompanied by mutual obligations.
The citizenship that emerged with the onset of modern-
ity (see Chapter 3) was tied to the territorial boundaries 
of new and reconstituted national states rather than 
to the divine authority of nobility. It was the construct
through which political and civil rights were embedded
in national constitutions. Later, there developed in most
of the economically more developed countries an ideal of
citizenship that embraced social as well as political and
civil rights – the right to a minimum level of personal
security and of economic welfare, for example.

The process of constructing this modern idea of 
citizenship inevitably provoked a running debate over
who is and who is not a citizen, especially in countries
such as Australia and the United States, which drew
demographic and economic strength on the basis of
immigration. The result was that the social construction
of citizenship has been mediated through deep-seated
prejudices and entrenched cultural practices, as intro-
duced in Chapter 3. Sexism and racism, in short, found
their way into conceptions of citizenship and from 
there into the relationship between the public sphere
and private life and to the very heart of the sociospatial
dialectic through which contemporary cities have been
forged.

In the first instance, of course, citizenship was 
available only to white, property-owning males. The
exclusion of women can be traced, in large measure, 
to the patriarchy inherent within Western culture: 
in particular, to certain assumptions about the social 
roles of men and women. The basic assumptions are:
(1) that the dominance of husband over wife is a ‘law
of nature’; and (2) that men by nature are more suited
to the aggressive pursuits of economic and public life
while women by nature are more suited to the nurtur-
ing activities of the domestic sphere. The idea of ‘Public
Man’ (whose corollary was ‘Private Woman’) persisted
even after the franchise was extended to women and
indeed still persists, well after the ‘women’s liberation’
of the 1960s.
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Key debates in urban social geography – the relationships between diversity,
difference and inequality

The enormous material inequalities
that were generated by the Industrial
Revolution led, in most Western societ-
ies, to the development of class-based
political struggles aimed at ameliorat-
ing such differences. These struggles
resulted in social reforms, trade union
recognition and the emergence of vari-
ous forms of welfare state. In recent
years, in the wake of various neoliberal
policies, such material inequalities
have been growing once again and
yet, perhaps surprisingly, apart from a
general envy at the ultra-rich ‘celebrity
class’ or resentment of financial moguls,
class-based politics are no longer
dominant. Instead, they have been
replaced by various forms of ‘cultural’
or ‘identity’ politics based around other
forms of difference than class: gender,
age, sexuality, ethnicity, disability,
nationality, religion and lifestyle.
Hence issues such as abortion, gay
marriage, animal welfare or the wear-
ing of Islamic headdress seem to arouse
more passions and public debate than
poverty.

The rise of these various forms of iden-
tity politics raises complex issues for
social reformers. In particular, what are
the relationships between inequality
and difference? And what types of dif-
ference constitute a legitimate cause for
social concern and reform? Reformers
have tended to focus upon those types
of difference that are associated with
inequalities in resources and power
(e.g. inequalities of pay associated with
gender; domestic violence by men
against women; sexual harassment of
gays in public; various forms of dis-
crimination against ethnic minorities).

However, some degrees of difference
are not so much associated with in-
equality but lifestyle choices that are
different from majority norms. This
raises complex issues of the extent 
to which the state should intervene 
to try and affect lifestyles, especially
where there is behaviour that is seen
to cause self-harm (e.g. smoking,
drug and substance abuse, binge
drinking, junk food consumption and
obesity). While such behaviour prim-
arily affects the individual concerned,
there are also social costs in terms 
of health costs and social breakdown.
Geography plays a key role in these
debates since clashes of values often
occur in particular public spaces.
Hence the bans on smoking in public
spaces currently being introduced
throughout the West have been in
large part prompted by objections from
passive smokers.

Another good example of identity 
politics linked to urban social geo-
graphy is the eruv, a designated space
that allows orthodox Jews to carry or
push objects that would otherwise 
be restricted to the household on the
Sabbath (e.g. pushing wheelchairs 
or prams, carrying keys or prayer
books). Such prohibitions stem from
Old Testament teachings since, under
Orthodox Jewish biblical law, Jews
are not permitted to carry any item in
a public domain on the Sabbath. Many
Jewish homes are, in fact, established
as eruvs to permit Orthodox families
to perform tasks that would otherwise
be forbidden on the Sabbath. While
many eruvs have been implemented
without incident, others have led to

fierce opposition from a variety of
groups ranging from other religious
denominations to secularists. Espe-
cially contentious have been those
cases where the zone is delineated 
by poles, typically of 10 metres
(approximately 30 feet) in height and
linked by lines of wire. However,
some eruvs do not have such poles;
other have boundaries that include
railway tracks, roads and even cliffs
and beaches. Non-Jewish inhabitants
sometimes fear that eruvs will lead 
to an influx of the designated area 
by those of the Jewish faith. As with
many NIMBY (‘not in my backyard’)
protests, objections to eruvs are 
often couched in other terms, such as
fears for nature and wildlife (e.g. fear
of birds getting trapped in wires or 
damage to trees).

Key concepts related to
diversity and difference
(see Glossary)

Class, community action, cultural pol-
itics, difference, exclusionary zoning,
identity politics, NIMBY, residential dif-
ferentiation, structural assimilation,
‘turf’ politics.

Further reading

Cooper, D. (2004) Challenging
Diversity: Rethinking equality and
the value of difference Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge

Links with other chapters

Chapter 3: What is Culture?

Chapter 9: Box 9.3 The development
of new ‘sacred spaces’

Box 5.1
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school desegregation, open housing and land use zon-
ing. To take just a few examples, these include decisions
on Brown v. Board of Education (1954), which declared
school segregation unconstitutional; Shelley v. Kraemer
(1948), which ruled that racially restricted covenants
on property sales are illegal; Euclid v. Ambler (1926),
which established the right of municipalities to zone
land use in order to protect the public interest; and
NAACP v. Mt. Laurel (1972), which struck down an
exclusionary zoning ordinance.

Through such cases, particular social values and
moral judgements are mapped on to the urban land-
scape while others are deflected or eradicated. This, 
of course, is by no means straightforward. Apart from
anything else, the formulation, application and inter-
pretation of law take place not only at the national 
scale but also at the level of the municipality (or ‘local
state’), making for a complex and sometimes con-
tradictory framework of legal spaces that are super-
imposed on, and interpenetrated with, the social spaces 
of the city. At the same time, the continual evolution
and reorganization of society introduces elements of
change that cumulatively modify the tenor of civil 
society itself, alter the relationships between central
and local states, and raise new challenges for law and
urban governance.

The changing nature of
urban governance
As the economic base of cities has shifted, the 
fortunes of different groups have changed, cities them-
selves have thrown up new problems and challenges,
and urban government has attracted different types of
people with different motivations and objectives. The
ethos and orientations of urban government, reflecting
these changes, have in turn provided the catalyst for
further changes in the nature and direction of urban
development. Today, the scope of urban governance
has broadened to the point where it now includes the
regulation and provision of all kinds of goods and 
services, from roads, storm drainage channels, street
lighting, water supplies and sewage systems to law
enforcement, fire prevention, schools, clinics, transport
systems and housing. All these activities have a direct
and often fundamental effect on the social geography

as well as on the physical morphology of cities, as we
shall see in Chapter 13. Moreover, the economic and
legislative power of modern local authorities makes
them a potent factor in moulding and recasting the
urban environment. In general terms, it is useful to 
distinguish five principal phases in the evolution of
urban governance:

1 The earliest phase, dating to the first half of the 
nineteenth century, was a phase of virtual non-
government, based on the doctrine of utilitarianism.
This laissez-faire philosophy rested on the assump-
tion that the maximum public benefit will arise from
unfettered market forces: a classical liberal economic
stance. In practice, an oligarchy of merchants and
patricians presided over urban affairs but did little
to modify the organic growth of cities.

2 The second phase, dating between 1850 and 1910,
saw the introduction of ‘municipal socialism’ by social
leaders in response to the epidemics, urban disorder
and congestion of the Victorian city. The law and
urban governance in this period were based on a
strong ethos of public service and paternalism, and
the result was a wide range of liberal reforms. At the
same time, the increasing power and responsibility
of political office-holders facilitated the widespread
development of corruption in urban affairs.

3 Between 1910 and 1940 there occurred a critical
event – the Depression – that finally swung public
opinion in favour of a permanent and more funda-
mental municipal role in shaping many aspects 
of social life and well-being. The market failures 
that had triggered the Depression undermined the 
legitimacy of classical, laissez-faire liberalism and led
to its eclipse by an egalitarian liberalism that relied
upon the state to manage economic development
and soften the unwanted side effects of free-market
capitalism. Cities everywhere expanded their activ-
ities in health, welfare, housing, education, security
and leisure. At the same time, the composition and
character of city councils shifted once more. In Britain,
the 75 per cent de-rating of industry by the Local
Government Act (1929) and the central govern-
ment’s policy of industrial protection in the 1930s
combined to remove from many businessmen the
incentive to participate in local affairs. In contrast,

..
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been a powerful notion in the ideological shift from
classical liberalism to egalitarian liberalism in the
1930s, so the idea of government failures became a
powerful notion in undermining egalitarian liberal-
ism (and especially the Keynesian welfare state) in the
mid- to late 1970s. Governments, the argument ran,
were inefficient, bloated with bureaucracy, prone to
overregulation that stifles economic development,
and committed to social and environmental policies
that are an impediment to international competitive-
ness. As a result, egalitarian liberalism was eclipsed
by neoliberalism, a selective return to the ideas of
classical liberalism. In the United Kingdom and the
United States, the Thatcher and Reagan administra-
tions of the 1980s dismantled much of the respective
Keynesian welfare states, deregulated industry
(notably including the mortgage finance and real
estate sectors in the United States), ushered in an era
of public–private cooperation in place making and
economic development, and rekindled libertarian
ideas about the primacy of private property rights.

At a more general level, it has been argued by sociologist
Ulrich Beck that the transnationalism, supranationalism,
and cosmopolitanism associated with globalization is
bringing a ‘second modernity’ – a reassertion of the
structural processes of modernity that is at odds with
the managed capitalism and planned modernity of the
twentieth century. This implies a deconstruction and
reconstruction of many of the institutions of governance,
along with our ideas about them. Many of the ideas and
institutions that have their origins in the nineteenth-
century modernization of societies and nation states,
suggests Beck, are ‘zombie categories’, the walking dead
of the present era. According to Beck, ‘Zombie categor-
ies embody nineteenth-century horizons of experience,
horizons of the first modernity. And because these in-
appropriate horizons, distilled into a priori and analytic
categories, still mold our perceptions, they are blinding
us to the real experience and ambiguities of the second
modernity’ (Beck and Willms, 2003, p. 19).

Spaces of neoliberalization
The ascendance of the free-market doctrines of neo-
liberalism has been a circular and cumulative process.
Increased taxation (to fund spending on the casualties

members of the working and lower-middle classes
found a new rationale for being on the council: to
speak for the city’s growing number of salaried officials
and blue-collar employees. These developments led
to the replacement of paternalistic businessmen 
and social leaders by ‘public persons’ drawn from a
wider social spectrum. In addition, representatives
of the working class were installed on city councils
through the agency of the Labour Party, and party
politics soon became an important new facet of
urban governance.

4 Between 1940 and 1975, the many roles of urban
government generated large, vertically segregated
bureaucracies of professional administrators geared
to managing the city and its environment. The pro-
fessional and the party politician came to rule as a
duumvirate, the balance of power between the two
being variable from function to function and from
city to city. By this time, however, a deep paradox
had clearly emerged to confront all those concerned
with urban affairs. The paradox was this. Although
urbanization was the vehicle that capitalism needed 
in order to marshal goods and labour efficiently, it 
created dangerous conditions under which the losers
and the exploited could organize themselves and con-
solidate. Urban governance and management, facing
this paradox, became hybrid creatures, dedicated on
the one hand to humanistic and democratic reform,
but charged on the other with the management of
cities according to a particular kind of economic
and social organization. Inevitably, the demands of
this task led to an escalation in the number of pro-
fessional personnel employed to assist councillors in
their decision making. At the same time, however,
the effective power of councillors to formulate policy
initiatives decreased. As the technical complexities
of municipal finance, public health, educational
administration and city planning increased, coun-
cillors became more and more dependent on the
expertise of professional personnel and their staff.
Consequently, most cities have become permanently
dependent on large bureaucracies staffed by specialist
professionals.

5 The most recent phase, from the mid-1970s, of
neoliberalism. Just as the idea of market failures had

5.1 The interdependence of public institutions and private life
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of deindustrialization), unemployment and inner-city
decline contributed to resentment among more affluent
sections of the taxpaying public, who were caught up in
an ever-escalating material culture and wanted more
disposable income for their own private consumption.
With pressure on public spending, the quality of public
services, public goods and physical infrastructures in-
evitably deteriorated, which in turn added even more 
pressure for those with money to spend it privately.
People’s concern to have their children attend ‘good’
schools intensified demand for housing in upscale
developments with their own community pre-schools
and elementary schools. Increasing numbers of people
began to buy private security systems, enrol their chil-
dren in private extra-curricular lessons and activities,
and spend time at shopping centres rather than the
local playground. It is only human nature that people
paying for private services will tend to resent paying 
for public services which they feel they no longer need.
Also resentful of continued spending on socially and
geographically redistributive programmes, they began
to support the view of certain policy experts and politi-
cians who were demanding ‘fiscal equivalence’ – where
people and businesses ‘get what they pay for’.

The concept of the public good was tarred with 
the same brush as Keynesianism, as government itself
(to paraphrase Ronald Reagan) came to be identified 
as the problem rather than the solution. Globalization
also played a part: Keynesian economic policies and
redistributive programmes came to be seen as an impedi-
ment to international competitiveness. Labour-market
‘flexibility’ became the new conventional wisdom. In the
United States, thanks to the composition and dynamics
of Republican politics in the 1980s and 1990s, this 
economic fundamentalism became inextricably linked
with a moralizing social conservatism, producing the
peculiar mix of conservatism and libertarianism that
became the hallmark of George W. Bush’s America. By
the mid-1990s, neoliberalism had become the conven-
tional economic wisdom, even among mainstream
Democrats.

As Jamie Peck, Adam Tickell and others have
pointed out, all this is part of a continuous process of
political-economic change, not simply a set of policy
outcomes. Peck and Tickell (2002) have characterized
the process in terms of a combination of ‘roll-back’

neoliberalization and ‘roll-out’ neoliberalization. Roll-
back neoliberalization has meant the deregulation of
finance and industry, the demise of public housing pro-
grammes, the privatization of public space, cutbacks in
redistributive welfare programmes such as food stamps,
the shedding of many of the traditional roles of federal
and local governments as mediators and regulators,
curbs on the power and influence of public institutions
such as the labour unions and planning agencies, and a
reduction of investment in the physical infrastructure
of roads, bridges and public utilities. Roll-out neo-
iberalization has meant ‘right-to-work’ legislation, 
the establishment of public–private partnerships, the
development of workfare requirements, the assertion of
private property rights, the encouragement of inner-city
gentrification, the creation of free-trade zones, enter-
prise zones and other deregulated spaces, the assertion
of the principle of ‘highest and best use’ for land-use
planning decisions, public service pricing, educational
competition and the privatization of government services.
So complete is the contracting of services in parts of 
the United States that small municipalities operate 
with only a handful of full-time employees. Weston,
Florida – a city of nearly 70 000 people – has just three
employees, while Sandy Springs, Georgia, an Atlanta-
area baby boomburb of more than 80 000 residents,
has only four public employees who are not involved
with public safety. Except for police and fire, virtually
every government function has been contracted out.
Meanwhile, with neoliberalism established as an ideo-
logical ‘common sense’, it was a short step to what Neil
Smith has called revanchism: reclaiming urban spaces
through the displacement and exclusion of homeless and
low-income people through coercive legal and police
force in the cause of a ‘good business climate’.

The net effect has been to ‘hollow out’ the capacity
of the central governments while forcing municipal
governments to become engaged in civic entrepren-
eurialism in pursuit of jobs and revenues; increasingly
pro-business in terms of their expenditures; and
increasingly oriented to the kind of planning that keeps
property values high. This has fostered a speculative
and piecemeal approach to the management of cities,
with a good deal of emphasis on set piece projects, 
such as downtown shopping centres, festival market-
places, conference and exhibition centres and so on,

..
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that are seen as having the greatest capacity to enhance
property values (and so revivify the local tax base) and
generate retail turnover and employment growth (see
also Box 5.2). Brenner and Theodore (2002, p. 21) 
suggest that the implicit goal of neoliberalization at the
metropolitan scale is ‘to mobilize city space as an arena
both for market-oriented economic growth and for elite
consumption practices’. Indeed, the proponents of neo-
liberal policies have advocated free markets as the ideal
condition not only for economic organization, but also

for political and social life. Ideal for some, of course.
Free markets have generated uneven relationships among
places and regions, the inevitable result being an inten-
sification of economic inequality at every scale, from
the neighbourhood to the nation state. In the vacuum
left by the retreat of the local state, voluntarism has
become a principal means of providing for the needs 
of the indigent, while in more affluent communities
various forms of ‘stealthy’, ‘private’ governments, such
as homeowner associations, have proliferated.

Key trends in urban social geography – the growth of ‘urban entrepreneurship’

In 1989 David Harvey drew attention
to ‘urban entrepreneurialism’ – an
emerging set of changes in the way
cities are governed. Since then, the
trends that he highlighted have inten-
sified and others have undertaken
extensive analyses of the ‘entrepren-
eurial city’ (e.g. Hall and Hubbard,
1996: Jessop, 1997).

Entrepreneurs are people who intro-
duce new goods and services. In a
city context, entrepreneurialism also
refers to both new ways of providing
traditional services and also com-
pletely new policies. Such innovation
has been necessary in response to the
‘hollowing out’ of the central state,
the devolution of responsibilities down
towards smaller units and greater
involvement of the private sector in
the provision of services.

This has involved more than the 
public sector simply behaving in a
more efficient ‘businesslike’ manner,
adopting the private sector language
of targets, markets and customers. It
has also involved engaging in public–
private partnerships, attracting private
sector capital and utilizing private
sector expertise to provide local services
and solve local problems. As a result,
cities have increasingly come into

competition with one another as they
attempt to attract inward investment
from both central government and the
private sector. This has led to a con-
cern with the external image of cities,
‘city branding’ and ‘place marketing’.
Cities have also become involved in
new schemes to transform their neigh-
bourhoods and encourage indigenous
innovation and entrepreneurship.

Despite the emphasis upon cities
behaving in new, innovative ways, in
many respects urban entrepreneurial-
ism involves a new form of orthodoxy
as cities attempt to adopt the most
successful policies of their rivals.
Common themes are the promotion 
of high-technology clusters, gentrified
inner cities, waterfront redevelopment,
the promotion of cultural quarters and
retail-led regeneration. It has also been
argued that such policies circumvent
traditional forms of democratic rep-
resentation, giving greater powers to
private capital.

Key concepts associated
with urban entrepreneurship
(see Glossary)

Governance, ‘hollowing out’, place
marketing, pro-growth coalitions,
property-led development.

Further reading

Harvey, D. (1989a) From
managerialism to entrepreneurialism:
the transformation of urban
governance in late capitalism,
Geografiska Annaler 71B, 3–17

Hall, T. and Hubbard, P. (1996) 
The entrepreneurial city: new urban
politics, new urban geographies,
Progress in Human Geography 20,
153–74

Hall, T. and Hubbard, P. (1998)
The Entrepreneurial City:
Geographies of politics, regime 
and representation John Wiley,
Chichester

Jessop, B. (1997) The
entrepreneurial city: re-imagining
localities, redesigning economic
governance or restructuring capital,
in N. Jewson and S. MacGregor 
(eds) Transforming Cities: Contested
governance and new spatial divisions
Routledge, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 13: Box 13.3 The Rise of
Social Entrepreneurship

Box 5.2
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the sphere of environmental regulation and recycling.
However, critics point to the fact that local policies for
urban sustainability have been patchy and limited in
scope, since in their existing form local authorities lack
power to influence many of the realms affecting the
environment. In addition, it is intended that Agenda 21
be implemented through the notion of subsidiarity –
the devolution of decision making down to the most
appropriate level. However, this raises the issue of just
what is the most appropriate level for decision making;
sustainable policies require local level empowerment
and democratic participation, yet they also need central
coordination across administrative boundaries.

5.2 De jure urban spaces

The geopolitical organization of metropolitan areas is
an important element in the sociospatial dialectic. De
jure territories are geographical areas as enshrined in
law (i.e. with legal powers, as in political and adminis-
trative regions) and can be seen as both outcome and
continuing framework for the sociospatial dialectic. In
this section we examine the evolution of de jure spaces
at the intrametropolitan level and discuss some of the
major implications of the way in which urban space 
has been partitioned for political and administrative
purposes.

Metropolitan fragmentation
and its spatial
consequences
Modern metropolitan areas are characterized by a
complex partitioning of space into multipurpose local
government jurisdictions and a wide variety of special
administrative districts responsible for single func-
tions such as the provision of schools, hospitals, water
and sewage facilities (hence the term jurisdictional 
partitioning). This complexity is greatest in Australia
and North America, where the ethic of local autonomy
is stronger, and it reaches a peak in the United States,
where the largest metropolitan areas each have hundreds
of separate jurisdictions. While never reaching these
levels of complexity, the same phenomenon can be found
in Europe. In Britain, for example, the government of

Green politics
In contrast to these neoliberal impulses, it is perhaps
possible to see an emerging phase of local government
centred around issues of economic sustainability. This
follows increasing public concern over environmental
issues and the 1992 Rio Earth Summit that produced
Agenda 21, a framework for sustainable global develop-
ment. This was followed up by Habitat II, a summit in
Istanbul in 1996 that brought to the fore issues of cities
and sustainability; and, most recently, by widespread
concerns about the implications of global climate change.
In the United Kingdom, for example, although local
authorities have had their powers reduced in the spheres
of water and transport services, and they have been
undermined by the contracting-out of services to the
private sector, they have assumed an increasing role in

An example of iconic architecture as a tool for
‘place branding’: Portsmouth’s 165-metre high
Spinnaker Tower. Photo Credit: Andy Vowles.
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of public goods and services. Not least of these prob-
lems is the sheer confusion resulting from the func-
tional and spatial overlapping of different jurisdictions.
Decentralized decision making leads to the growth of
costly bureaucracies, the duplication of services and the
pursuit of conflicting policies. Of course, not all public
services require metropolitan-wide organization: some
urban problems are of a purely local nature. But for
many services – such as water supply, planning, trans-
port, health care, housing and welfare – economies of
scale make large areal units with large populations a
more efficient and equitable base

The balkanization of general-purpose government
in the United States has also led to the suppression of
political conflict between social groups: Social groups
can confront each other when they are in the same
political arena, but this possibility is reduced when they
are separated into different arenas. This subversion of
democracy means in turn that community politics tends
to be low key, while the politics of the whole metro-
politan area are often notable for their absence. The
balkanization of the city means that it is difficult to make,
or even think about, area-wide decisions for area-wide
problems. The result is a parochial politics in which
small issues rule the day for want of a political structure
that could handle anything larger.

Fiscal imbalance and
sociospatial inequality
One of the most detrimental consequences of metro-
politan fragmentation is the fiscal imbalance that leaves
central city governments with insufficient funds and
resources relative to the demands for the services for
which they are responsible. The decentralization of jobs
and homes, the inevitable ageing of inner-city environ-
ments and the concentration of a residuum of elderly
and low-income households in inner-city neighbour-
hoods has led to a narrowing tax base accompanied by
rising demands for public services. The ageing, high-
density housing typical of inner-city areas, for example,
requires high levels of fire protection; high crime rates
mean higher policing costs; and high levels of unem-
ployment and ill-health mean high levels of need for
welfare services and health-care facilities. As a result of
these pressures, many central cities in the United States

London is still fragmented among 32 boroughs; and 
in every city there are special district authorities that
are responsible for the provision of health services and
water supplies.

Much of this complexity can be seen as the response
of political and administrative systems to the changing
economic and social structure of the metropolis. In
short, the decentralization of jobs and residences from
the urban core has brought about a corresponding
decentralization and proliferation of local jurisdictions.
New local governments have been created to service the
populations of new suburban and ex-urban dormitory
communities, resulting in the ‘balkanization’ of metro-
politan areas into competing jurisdictions. In the United
States, this process has been accelerated by policies that,
guided by the principle of local autonomy, made the
annexation of territory by existing cities more difficult
while keeping incorporation procedures very easy.

New single-function special districts, meanwhile, have
proliferated throughout metropolitan areas, largely in
response to the failure of existing political and admin-
istrative systems to cope with the changing needs and
demands of the population. Between 1942 and 1972, the
number of non-school special districts in the United
States increased from 6299 to 23 885. By 1992, Cook
County, Illinois, contained 516 separate jurisdictions,
one for every 10 000 residents. Special districts are an
attractive solution to a wide range of problems because
they are able to avoid the statutory limitations on fin-
ancial and legal powers that apply to local governments.
In particular, a community can increase its debt or tax
revenue by creating an additional layer of government
for a specific purpose. Special districts also have the
advantage of corresponding more closely to functional
areas and, therefore, of being more finely tuned to local
social organization and participation. Another reason
for their proliferation has been the influence of special
interest groups, including (a) citizen groups concerned
with a particular function or issue and (b) business
enterprises that stand to benefit economically from the
creation of a special district.

Yet although spatial fragmentation can be defended
on the grounds of fostering the sensitivity of politicians
and administrators to local preferences, it can also 
be shown to have spawned administrative complexity,
political disorganization and an inefficient distribution

5.2 De jure urban spaces
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have experienced a fiscal squeeze of the type that led to
the near-bankruptcy of New York City in 1975 (and again
in the early 1990s). Some have suggested that such prob-
lems are aggravated by additional demands for public
services in central city areas that stem from suburbanites
working or shopping there. This is the so-called sub-
urban exploitation thesis. There is no question that the
presence of suburban commuters and shoppers pre-
cipitates higher expenditures on roads, parking space,
public utilities, policing and so on; on the other hand,
it is equally clear that the patronage of downtown busi-
nesses by suburbanites enhances the central city tax base
while their own suburban governments have to bear the
cost of educating their children. The extent to which
these costs and benefits may balance out has never been
conclusively demonstrated.

A more compelling argument has interpreted fiscal
squeeze as a product of the nature of economic change.
In this interpretation, it has been the growth of new
kinds of private economic activity that has imposed
high costs on the public sector. In general, the growth
of new kinds of urban economic activity has been
expensive because it has failed to provide employment
and income for central city residents. The new office
economy drew on the better-educated, better-heeled,
suburban workforce. At the same time, the rising office
economy of the central city has made demands on the
public sector for infrastructure expenditures that were
not self-financing: mass transit, parking, urban renewal
and the more traditional forms of infrastructure.

These infrastructural investments were insulated
from conflict through the exploitation of new forms 
of administration and financing: autonomous special
districts, banker committees, and new forms of revenue
and tax increment bonding. As a result there emerged
two worlds of local expenditure: one oriented to pro-
viding services and public employment for the city’s
residents, the other to constructing the infrastructure
necessary to profitable private development.

Fiscal mercantilism

In a classic economic interpretation of urban public
economies, Tiebout, noting the different ‘bundles’ of
public goods provided by different metropolitan juris-
dictions, suggested that households will tend to sort

themselves naturally along municipal lines according
to their ability to pay for them (Tiebout, 1956). It is now
increasingly recognized, however, that a good deal of
sociospatial sorting is deliberately engineered by local
governments. This unfortunate aspect of metropolitan
political fragmentation arises from the competition
between neighbouring governments seeking to increase
revenue by attracting lucrative taxable land users. 
The phenomenon has been called fiscal mercantilism.
Its outcome has important implications for residential
segregation as well as the geography of public service
provision.

In a fiscal context, desirable households include 
those owning large amount of taxable capital (in the form
of housing) relative to the size of the household and 
the extent of its need for public services. Low-income
households are seen as imposing a fiscal burden, since
they not only possess relatively little taxable capital 
but also tend to be in greatest need of public services.
Moreover, their presence in an area inevitably lowers
the social status of the community, thus making it less
attractive to high-income households. In competing for
desirable residents, therefore, jurisdictions must offer
low tax rates while providing good schools and high
levels of public safety and environmental quality, and
pursuing policies that somehow keep out the socially
and fiscally undesirable.

The most widespread strategy in the United States
involves the manipulation of land use zoning powers,
which can be employed to exclude the fiscally undesir-
able in several ways. Perhaps the most common is
‘large lot zoning’, whereby land within a jurisdiction 
is set aside for housing standing on individual plots of
a minimum size – usually at least half an acre (0.2 ha) 
– which precludes all but the more expensive housing
developments and so keeps out the fiscally and soci-
ally undesirable. It is not at all uncommon, in fact, 
for American suburban subdivisions to be zoned for
occupation at not more than one acre per dwelling.
Other exclusionary tactics include zoning out apart-
ments, the imposition of moratoria on sewage hook-ups,
and the introduction of building codes calling for expen-
sive construction techniques.

The existence of large tracts of undeveloped land
within a jurisdiction represents a major asset, since it can
be zoned to keep out the poor and attract either affluent

..
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households or fiscally lucrative commercial activities such
as offices and shopping centres. Inner metropolitan
jurisdictions, lacking developable land, have to turn to
other, more expensive strategies in order to enhance
their tax base. These include the encouragement of
gentrification and/or urban redevelopment projects
designed to replace low-yielding slum dwellings with
high-yielding office developments – both of which also
have the effect of displacing low-income families to
other parts of the city, often to other jurisdictions. The
end result is that central city populations are left the

privilege of voting to impose disproportionate costs of
social maintenance and control upon themselves.

The conflicts over resources that are embodied in the
issues surrounding metropolitan fragmentation, fiscal
imbalance and fiscal mercantilism are at once the cause
and the effect of significant interjurisdictional disparities
in public service provision. Here, then, we see another
facet of the sociospatial dialectic: spatial inequalities
that stem from legal and institutional frameworks and
sociopolitical processes, inequalities that in turn are
constitutive of the relations of power and status.

Key debates in urban social geography – the significance of New Orleans and
Hurricane Katrina

If you type ‘Hurricane Katrina’ into a
search engine you will soon accumu-
late a huge amount of data about this
‘natural’ disaster that devastated the
historic city of New Orleans – one of
the worst disasters in US history, both
in terms of total cost and lives lost.
However, it is important to get beyond
this mass of detail (together with some
of the simplistic conspiracy theories)
and question what this event says about
US society and its urban policy in par-
ticular. It is also important to remember
that press and media coverage of such
dramatic events (including rioting –
see Box 13.4) often portrays them in
ways that are exaggerated and con-
fined to certain narratives. For example,
reporting of natural disasters tends 
to follow what has been termed the
‘Hollywood Model’ (Couch, 2000). In
this narrative people are revealed to
be at root violent and egotistical but a
hero usually emerges to prevent the
descent into anarchy.

The basic details of Hurricane Katrina
are well known but no less shocking
for all their familiarity. About 1500
people lost their lives in an event that,
unlike earthquakes or volcanic erup-
tions, was fairly predictable. Further-

more, the wealthiest nation on earth
could have easily mitigated the effects
of a hurricane by undertaking engineer-
ing works to prevent flooding. There
were a string of articles published
before 29 August 2005 highlighting
the fact that New Orleans was a ‘dis-
aster waiting to happen’. Little wonder
then that the much-publicized failings
of the Federal Emergency Management
Agency led to it becoming known locally
as ‘Fix Everything My Ass’.

Two weeks after the disaster Presid-
ent George W. Bush proclaimed that,
‘this great city will rise again’ but the
media spotlight eventually moved on
and redevelopment plans have been
scaled down. On 7 September 2005,
while he was an Illinois senator, Barack
Obama claimed, ‘the people of New
Orleans weren’t just abandoned during
the hurricane, they were abandoned
long ago’.

It is difficult to escape the conclusion
that the whole sorry episode is a testa-
ment to the enduring nature of both
class and racial divides in the United
States. The areas that were most
severely flooded were the low-lying
districts south of Lake Pontchartain
inhabited predominatly by poor African-

Americans, and it was these citizens
who experienced the bulk of the casu-
alities. The majority living there lacked
automobiles to escape quickly from the
city or incomes to afford evacuation
to hotels. Furthermore, it is the black
neighbourhoods that are still largely
devastated as redevelopment plans
have so far focused on more affluent
white areas. The poorest areas have the
lowest recovery rates because grants
based on pre-storm market valuations
have been insufficient for rebuilding
and many of these areas now have less
than 50 per cent occupation. Hence
the population of New Orleans is today,
at just over 300 000, roughly two-thirds
of what it was, and it is predominatly
African-Americans who may never
return. Those that do return have experi-
enced high rates of allergies, depres-
sion and suicide.

However, social change is never one
sided or universally bleak; indeed,
there are some signs of social revival.
Appalled by Mayor Ray Nagin’s reli-
ance on market mechanisms for
revival, citizens in New Orleans have
engaged in increased volunteering and
community mobilization to take re-
building into their own hands (aided by

Box 5.3
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neglected or sacrificed by government but who feel
they can do little about it.

Such passivity is clearly undesirable from the stand-
point of civic vitality. But even more serious is the 
consequent lack of sensitivity of the political system to
the interests of all sectors of society, since non-voters
are by no means distributed randomly throughout 
the population. People living in rented accommoda-
tion tend to vote less than home owners; women tend
to vote less than men; young people and retired people
are less likely to go to the polls than are people in inter-
vening age groups; people with lower incomes and
lower educational qualifications tend to vote less than
the rich and the well educated; and recent in-migrants
are less inclined to vote than long-term residents. This
represents another important facet of the sociospatial
dialectic. It amounts to a distortion of the democratic
base that inevitably leads to a bias in the political com-
plexion of elected representatives; and, given the over-
all composition of voters compared with non-voters, 
it is logical to expect that this bias will find expression
in municipal policies that are conservative rather than
liberal.

5.3 The democratic 
base and its spatial
framework

In all Western cities, the political framework is struc-
tured around the democratic idea of power resting,
ultimately, with an electorate in which all citizens have
equal status. A distinctive feature of urban politics in
practice, however, is the low turn-out of voters at 
election time. Seldom do more than 50 per cent of the
registered voters go to the polls in municipal elections:
the more likely figure is 30 per cent, and it is not
uncommon for the vote to drop to less than 25 per cent
of the electorate. Moreover, although data on voting
behaviour at municipal elections is rather fragmentary,
it seems probable that about one-fifth of the electorate
never vote at all. This passivity can be attributed to 
two very different perspectives on life. On the one hand
there are those who feel that their interests are well
served by the existing power structure and who there-
fore do not feel the need to act; and on the other there
are those who feel that their interests are consistently

faith-driven volunteers from outside
the city). Ultimately the scale of the
problems requires government action
and it may be that Katrina, together
with the credit crunch, prompts a
rethink about three decades of neo-
liberalism in US cities.

Key concepts related 
to New Orleans and
Hurricane Katrina 
(see Glossary)

Neoliberalism, race-preference hypo-
thesis, revanchist city, segregation,
social closure.
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The spatial organization of
elections
At the same time, the spatial organization of the elec-
toral process is itself also a source and an outcome of
conflict. Electoral results, in other words, can be influ-
enced by the size and shape of electoral districts in 
relation to the distribution of the electorate. Evaluating
the effects of geopolitical organization on urban affairs
in this context is not easy, since systems of electoral
representation and their associated spatial frame-
works can be very complex. This complexity is com-
pounded by the existence, in most countries, of a 
hierarchy of governments responsible for a variety of
different functions. A further complicating factor is 
the electoral system itself which, for any given set of
constituencies may operate on the basis of: (1) a single-
member plurality system; (2) a multimember plurality
system; (3) a weighted plurality system; (4) preferential
voting in single-member constituencies; (5) preferential
voting in multimember constituencies; or (6) a list sys-
tem in multimember constituencies. It is not possible
to do justice here to the potential effect of each of these
systems on the sociospatial dialectic. Rather, attention
is directed towards two of the more widespread ways in
which the spatial organization of electoral districts has
been engineered in favour of particular communities,
social groups and political parties: malapportionment
and gerrymandering.

Malapportionment and
gerrymandering
Malapportionment refers to the unequal population sizes
of electoral subdivisions. Quite simply, the electorate in
smaller constituencies will be overrepresented in most
electoral systems, while voters in larger-than-average
constituencies will be underrepresented. Deliberate
malapportionment involves creating larger-than-average
constituencies in the areas where opposing groups have
an electoral majority. In the United States, malappor-
tionment of congressional, state senatorial and state
assembly districts was ended by the Supreme Court in
a series of decisions between 1962 and 1965 that began
the so-called ‘reapportionment revolution’. But mal-
apportionment continues to exist at the city council
level, and deviations in constituency size as large as 

30 per cent are not unusual. Deviations of this magni-
tude also exist at the intrametropolitan level in Britain,
effectively disenfranchising large numbers of citizens.
If, as is often the case, the malapportioned group involves
the inner-city poor, the problem assumes an even more
serious nature. Policies such as rent control and garb-
age collection, and questions such as the location of
noxious facilities or the imposition of a commuter tax
will be decided in favour of the outer city.

Gerrymandering occurs where a specific group or
political party gains an electoral advantage through the
spatial configuration of constituency boundaries – by
drawing irregular-shaped boundaries so as to encom-
pass known pockets of support and exclude opposition
supporters, for example; or by drawing boundaries 
that cut through areas of opposition supporters, leaving 
them in a minority in each constituency. Not all gerry-
manders are deliberate, however: some groups may suffer
as a result of any system of spatial partitioning because 
of their geographical concentration or dispersal. Gerry-
mandering by a party for its own ends is usually termed
‘partisan gerrymandering’ and it occurs most frequently
where – as in the United States – the power to redraw
constituency boundaries lies in the hands of incumbent
political parties.

The spatiality of key actors
in urban governance:
elected officials and city
bureaucrats
The formal democracy of urban affairs is also subject to
imperfections in the behaviour of the elected holders of
political office. Although city councillors are ostensibly
representative of their local communities, there are
several reasons for doubting their effectiveness in pur-
suing their constituents’ interests within the corridors
of power. Apart from anything else, councillors are by
no means representative in the sense that their personal
attributes, characteristics and attitudes reflect those of
the electorate at large. Even in large cities the number
of people who engage actively in local politics is small
and they tend to form a community of interest of their
own. Moreover, those who end up as councillors tend
to be markedly more middle class and older than the
electorate as a whole, and a large majority are men.
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It is in any case doubtful whether many councillors
are able – or, indeed, willing – to act in the best interests
of their constituents. Councillors with party political
affiliations, for example, may often find that official party
policy conflicts with constituency feelings. Alternatively,
some councillors’ behaviour may be influenced by the
urge for personal gain or political glory.

Another doubt about the effectiveness of councillors
as local representatives stems from the conflicting
demands of public office. In particular, it is evident that
many councillors soon come to view their public role
mainly in terms of responsibility for the city as a whole
or in terms of their duties as committee members rather
than as a voice for specific communities. It is therefore
not surprising to find that empirical evidence suggests
that there is a marked discrepancy between the prior-
ities and preoccupations of local electorates and those
of their representatives. At least part of this gap between
councillors’ perceptions and those of their constituents
must be attributable to the dearth of mutual contact.
When there is contact between local councillors and
their constituents it tends to take place in the rather
uneasy atmosphere of councillors’ advice bureaux and
clinics, where discussion is focused almost exclusively
on personal grievances of one sort of another – usually
connected with housing.

Bureaucracy and sociospatial
(re)production
In theory, the expert professional is ‘on tap’ but not ‘on
top’, but there are many who believe, like Max Weber,
that the sheer complexity of governmental procedure
has brought about a ‘dictatorship of the official’ (Weber,
1947). The influence of professional personnel can be
so great and the decision rules by which they operate so
complex as to effectively remove the allocation of most
public services from the control of even the strongest
political power groups. The crucial point here is that
the objectives and motivations of professional officers
are not always coincident with the best interests of the
public nor in accordance with the views of their elected
representatives. Although it would be unfair to suggest
that bureaucrats do not have the ‘public interest’ at
heart, it is clear that they are all subject to distinctive 
professional ideologies and conventions; and their success
in conforming to these may be more valuable to them

in career terms than how they accomplish their tasks as
defined by their clientele.

There are several techniques that bureaucrats are
able to use in getting their own way. Among the more
widely recognized are: (1) ‘swamping’ councillors with
a large number of long reports; (2) ‘blinding councillors
with science’ – mainly by writing reports that are full of
technicalities and statistics; (3) presenting reports that
make only one conclusion possible; (4) withholding
information or bringing it forward too late to affect
decisions; (5) rewriting but not changing a rejected plan,
and submitting it after a decent interval; and (6) intro-
ducing deliberate errors in the first few paragraphs of a
report in the hope that councillors will be so pleased at
finding them that they let the rest go through.

But there is by no means common agreement as to
the degree of autonomy enjoyed by professional officers.
There are broad economic and social forces that are
completely beyond the control of any bureaucrat, as
well as strong constraints on their activities which derive
from central government directives. In addition, it can
be argued that the highest stakes in urban politics are
won and lost in the budgetary process, to which few
professional officers are privy. Thus, having set the
‘rules of the game’, politicians ‘can leave the calling of
the plays to the bureaucratic referees’.

The parapolitical structure
Bureaucrats as well as politicians may in turn be
influenced by elements of what has been called the
parapolitical structure – informal groups that serve as
mediating agencies between the individual house-
hold and the machinery of institutional politics. These
include business organizations, trade unions and 
voluntary groups of all kinds, such as tenants’ associ-
ations and conservation societies. Although relatively
few such organizations are explicitly political in nature,
many of them are politicized inasmuch as they occa-
sionally pursue group activities through the medium of
government.

Indeed, there is a school of thought among polit-
ical scientists which argues that, in American cities at
least, private groups are highly influential in raising
and defining issues for public debate. According to this
school of thought, politicians and officials tend to back
off until it is clear what the alignment of groups on 

..
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and the construction of major amenities (such as con-
vention centres and theatres) from public funds.

Labour
Organized labour, in the form of trade unions, represents
the obvious counterbalance to the influence of the busi-
ness elite in urban affairs. But, while organized labour
is a major component of the parapolitical structure 
at the national level, it has traditionally exercised little
influence in urban affairs. It is true that union repres-
entation on civic organizations has been widespread,
and many union officials have been actively engaged 
in local party political activities; but organized labour
in general has been unwilling to use its power (the 
withdrawal of labour) over issues that are not directly
related to members’ wages and conditions. In Britain,
Trade Councils have provided a more community-
based forum for trade unionists and have taken a direct
interest in housing and broader social problems, but
they are concerned primarily with bread-and-butter
industrial issues rather than those related to the size
and allocation of the ‘social wage’.

The point is that organized labour in most coun-
tries (France and Italy being the important exceptions)
is essentially and inherently reformist. Occasionally,
however, union activity does have direct repercussions
on the urban environment. In Australia, for example,
the Builders’ Labourers Federation has organized ‘Green
Bans’ that have held up development projects on the
grounds that they were environmentally undesirable;
construction unions in the United States have resisted
changes to building regulations that threatened to reduce
the job potential of their members; and the pressures 
of local government fiscal retrenchment have drawn
public employee unions directly into the local political
arena.

Citizen organizations and special
interest groups
It is commonly claimed in the literature of political
sociology that voluntary associations are an essential
component of the democratic infrastructure, help-
ing to articulate and direct the feelings of individuals 
into the relevant government channel. But relatively
little is actually known about the number of citizen 

any particular issue will be and whether any official
decision making will be required. In essence, this gives
urban government the role of umpiring the struggle
among private and partial interests, leaving these out-
siders to decide the outcome of major issues in all but
a formal sense.

Business
Business leaders and business organizations have of
course long been active in urban affairs. One of the
more active and influential business organizations in
most towns is the Chamber of Commerce, but it is by
no means the only vehicle for private business interests.
Business itself typically engages in coalition building.
Business executives take a leading part in forming and
guiding a number of civic organizations, they often play
a major role in fund raising for cultural and charitable
activities, and they hold many of the board positions of
educational, medical and religious institutions. Because
of its contribution to the city’s economic health in the
form of employment and tax revenues, the business
community is in an extremely strong bargaining posi-
tion and, as a result, its interests are often not so much
directly expressed as anticipated by politicians and
senior bureaucrats, many of whom seek the prestige,
legitimacy and patronage that the business elite is able
to confer.

The basic reason for business organizations’ interest
in urban affairs is clearly related to their desire to influ-
ence the allocation of public resources in favour of their
localized investments. In general, the most influential
nexus of interests is often the ‘downtown business elite’:
directors of real estate companies, department stores and
banks, together with retail merchants and the owners
and directors of local newspapers who rely heavily on
central city business fortunes for the maintenance of
their advertising revenue.

The policies for which this group lobbies are those that
can be expected to sustain and increase the commercial
vitality of the central city. Given the widespread trend
towards the decentralization of jobs and residences, one
of their chief objectives has been to increase the access-
ibility and attractiveness of the CBD as a place in which
to work and shop, and this has led business interests to
support urban motorway programmes, improvements
to public transport systems, urban renewal schemes

5.3 The democratic base and its spatial framework
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range of organizations, including work-based clubs 
and associations, church clubs, welfare organizations,
community groups such as tenants’ associations and
parents’ associations, sports clubs, social clubs, cause-
oriented groups such as Shelter, Help the Aged and 
the Child Poverty Action Group, groups that emerge
over particular local issues, as well as political organ-
izations per se.

organizations of different kinds in cities, whose interests
they represent, and how many of them are ever polit-
ically active. There have been numerous case studies of
pressure group activity over controversial issues such 
as urban renewal, transportation and school organiza-
tion, but these represent only the tip of the pressure
group iceberg, leaving the remaining nine-tenths 
unexplored. This other nine-tenths encompasses a vast

Key trends in urban social geography – the resurgence of Barcelona

One of the most celebrated examples
of urban entrepreneurialism (see also
Box 5.2) is the case of Barcelona, a
city in the Catalan region of north-east
Spain. In the 1970s Barcelona was 
a decaying, dirty, traffic-congested
port, yet within a few decades it 
had become a prime example of eco-
nomic growth based around cultural
regeneration.

Under the leadership of mayor Pasqual
Maragall, a coalition of liberal middle
classes and working-class immigrants
has enabled Catalonian identity and
regional autonomy to find expression
in a redeveloped and cosmopolitan
city. Not least important in encourag-
ing the renaissance was the hosting 
of the Olympic Games in 1992. This
brought enormous publicity for the
city and encouraged considerable
inward investment from the private
sector. Just as Glasgow has exploited
the architectural heritage left by
Mackintosh, so Barcelona has made
the most of the remarkable buildings
created by the unique and enigmatic
architect Gaudi. These have been
supplemented by a staggering array 
of new architectural forms catering
for museums, art galleries, leisure
centres and offices.

However, as in other resurgent cities,
the regeneration of Barcelona has 
not been without social costs. Many

poorer groups have been dislocated
following the gentrification of inner-
city districts. In addition, the famous
tree-lined boulevard popularly known
as La Rambla has become so popular
that crowds of tourists have begun to
undermine the charms of strolling past
the shops, bars and cafés (McNeill,
2004a). Finally, Port Vell, part of the
gentrified waterfront, has ceased to
be a venue sought out by the affluent.
Instead, a mixture of young adult
tourists, immigrant groups and working-
class citizens has led to social tensions,
sometimes resulting in crime and vio-
lence. Things came to a head following
the drowning of an Ecuadorian immi-
grant who was beaten by door staff after
his ejection from a prominent night-
club (Chatterton and Hollands, 2003).
City authorities have subsequently
developed plans to restrict alcohol con-
sumption and promote greater social
diversity and family-oriented activities.

In recent years the credit crunch has
led many to question the merits of
urban regeneration using the ‘Barcelona
Model’. The reversal of rapidly increas-
ing property values in Spain has led
to the bankruptcy of many Spanish
building firms and the abandon-
ment of architecturally cutting-edge
developments in the city, notably
Richard Rogers’ design to transform
the Las Arenas bullring, Norman

Foster’s development of Barcelona’s
football club stadium and Frank
Gehry’s plans for dramatic new high-
rise office blocks.

Key concepts associated
with Barcelona (see
Glossary)

Civic boosterism, gentrification, growth
coalitions, property-led development,
regime theory, spectacle, urban
entrepreneurialism.

Further reading
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(2003) Urban Nightscapes: Youth
cultures, pleasure spaces and power
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Marshall, T. (ed.) (2005) Transforming
Barcelona Routledge, London

McNeill, D. (2004a) Barcelona as
imagined community: Pasqual
Maragall’s spaces of engagement,
Transactions, Institute of British
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McNeill, D. (2004c) New Europe:
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Links with other chapters

Chapter 10: Box 10.4 The
development of ‘urban nightscapes’

Chapter 11: Box 11.3 The
resurgence of Dublin

Box 5.4
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Their activities involved crude and straightforward legal–
spatial tactics. At first, the most popular instrument
was the racially restrictive covenant. This was a response
to the Supreme Court’s judgment against segregation
ordinances enacted by public municipalities (Buchanan
v. Warley, 1917); it was, in turn, outlawed by a Supreme
Court case (Shelley v. Kraemer, 1948). Later, they turned
to campaigns for incorporation that would enable them,
in their metamorphosis to a public government, to
deploy ‘fiscal zoning’ (e.g. limiting the construction of
multifamily dwellings, raising the minimum lot size 
of new housing) as a means of enhancing residential
exclusivity.

The explosive growth of homeowners’ associations
in recent years has been driven by the logic of the real
estate industry, which saw mandatory membership in
pre-established homeowners’ associations as the best
way to ensure that ever-larger and more elaborately
packaged subdivisions and residential complexes would
maintain their character until ‘build-out’ and beyond.
Initially concerned chiefly with the preservation of 
the aesthetics and overall design vision of ‘high-end’
developments, these common-interest associations
soon moved to defend their residential niches against
unwanted development (such as industry, apartments
and offices) and then, as environmental quality became
an increasingly important social value, against any kind
of development. Complaining about encroachment and
undesirable development, they represent the vanguard
of the NIMBY movement (see also Box 5.1).

The private nature of these associations means that
they are an unusually ‘stealthy’ element of the para-
political structure. In most of the developed industrial
nations, homeowners’ associations have proliferated, but
their numbers and activities remain largely undocu-
mented. In the United States, where the phenomenon
is most pronounced, homeowners’ associations range
in size and composition from a few homes on a single
city street to thousands of homes and condominiums
covering hundreds of acres. Altogether, it is estimated
that there are over 86 000 homeowners’ associations 
in the United States (compared with fewer than 500 in 
the early 1960s and around 20 000 in the mid-1970s),
together covering more than 20 per cent of the nation’s
households and 57 million people. Four out of five 
US homes built since 2000 have been in homeowner

Given the nature of local government decision making,
many of these are able to influence policy and resource
allocation on the ‘squeaky wheel’ principle. This need
not necessarily involve vociferous and demonstrative
campaigns. The Los Angeles system of landscaped park-
ways, for example, is widely recognized as the result of
steady lobbying by Sunset magazine, the official organ
of obsessive gardening and planting in southern
California. But not all organizations are politically active
in any sense of the word. Their passivity is of course a
reflection of the passivity of the community at large. It
should not be confused with neutrality, however, since
passivity is effectively conservative, serving to reinforce
the status quo of urban affairs.

Homeowners’ associations: private
governments
In contrast to this passivity, affluent homeowners have
come to represent an increasingly important element
within the parapolitical structure. This has been
achieved through homeowners’ associations (also known
as residential community associations and property
owners’ associations). Legally, these are simply private
organizations that are established to regulate or manage
a residential subdivision or condominium development.
In practice, they constitute a form of private govern-
ment whose rules, financial practices and other decisions
can be a powerful force within the sociospatial dialectic.
Through boards of directors elected by a group of home-
owners, they levy taxes (through assessments), control
and regulate the physical environment (through coven-
ants, controls and restrictions (CCRs) attached to each
home’s deed), enact development controls, maintain
commonly owned amenities (such as meeting rooms,
exercise centres, squash courts and picnic areas) and
organize service delivery (such as garbage collection,
water and sewerage services, street maintenance, snow
removal and neighbourhood security).

The earliest homeowners’ associations, from the first
examples in the 1920s to the point in the mid-1960s
when a new wave of suburbanization provided the plat-
form for the proliferation of a new breed of associations,
were chiefly directed towards exclusionary segregation.
They were overwhelmingly concerned with the estab-
lishment of racially and economically homogeneous
residential enclaves based on the single-family home.

5.3 The democratic base and its spatial framework
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association-governed subdivisions, and at least half of
all housing currently on the market in the 50 largest
metropolitan areas and nearly all new residential 
development in California, Florida, New York, Texas
and suburban Washington, DC, is subject to mandatory
governance by a homeowners’ association.

The key element of these private governments in US
law is a ‘servitude regime’: the covenants, controls and
restrictions that circumscribe people’s behaviour and
their ability to modify their homes and gardens. They
are typically drafted by developers to preserve land-
scaping and maintain the integrity of urban design but
also to control the details of residents’ homes and their
personal comportment (in order to protect property
values). Developers thus become benevolent dictators,
imposing a bourgeois cultural framework on new sub-
divisions. Servitude regimes are implemented, however,
by homeowner associations, membership of which is
mandatory for every homeowner in the development.

For consumers, these servitude regimes offer a
means of narrowing uncertainty, protecting home
equity values and, above all, establishing the physical
framework for the material consumption that consti-
tutes their lifestyle. Little is left to chance, with CCRs
detailing what is and what is not allowed in terms of
garden fences, decking, hot tubs and clotheslines, the
colour of doors and mailboxes, and so on. Most ban all
signs except for real estate placards, and restrict what
kind of vehicles can be parked outside, even in drive-
ways; some even prescribe how long garage doors can
be left open, the type of furniture that can be seen
through front windows, the colour of Christmas tree
lights and the maximum length of stay for guests. Most
limit the number and types of pets that residents may
keep, as well as the kinds of activities that are allowed
in gardens, driveways, streets and public spaces, and
whether any sort of business can be conducted from
the home. Servitude regimes are often cited as being at
odds with American ideals of individual freedom. As
McKenzie (1994) puts it: ‘No more pink flamingos.’

In terms of community governance, suburban
developments with homeowner associations have been
characterized as fragmented ‘privatopias’, in which 
‘the dominant ideology is privatism; where contract
law is the supreme authority; where property rights 
and property values are the focus of community life;

and where homogeneity, exclusiveness, and exclusion
are the foundation of social organization’ (McKenzie,
1994, p. 1). Privatopias are premium spaces designed to
accommodate the secession of the successful in enclaves
that are legally sequestered by carefully devised servitude
regimes. They are culturally hermetic spaces, ‘purified’
arenas of social reproduction, dominated by material
consumption and social segregation. Administered as
common-interest communities by homeowner associ-
ations, private master-planned communities have an
internal politics characterized by unprecedented issues of
control, democracy, citizenship and conflict resolution.

The trend toward privatized government and neigh-
bourhoods is part of the more general trend of splinter-
ing urbanism in contemporary cities. The resulting loss
of connection and social contact is further undermining
the idea of civil society, leading to ‘civic secession’:

Almost imperceptibly, the societal idea of what 
it means to be a resident of a community seems 
to have changed; it is more common now to 
speak of taxpayers than of citizens . . . In gated
communities and other privatized enclaves, 
the local community that many residents 
identify with is the one within the gates. Their
homeowner association dues are like taxes; and
their responsibility to their community, such as it
is, ends at that gate . . . One city official in Plano,
Texas, summed up his view of the attitude of the
gated community residents in his town: ‘I took care
of my responsibility, I’m safe in here, I’ve got my
guard gate; I’ve paid my [homeowner association]
dues, and I’m responsible for my streets. Therefore, 
I have no responsibility for the commonweal,
because you take care of your own.’

(Blakely and Snyder, 1999, pp. 139–40)

Setha Low (2003) suggests that common-interest com-
munities, with weak social ties and diffuse interpersonal
associations among homogeneous populations, pro-
mote a kind of ‘moral minimalism’ – a reluctance to get
personally involved in any kind of political dispute.
Only when residents can be assured that someone else
will bear the burden of moral authority, enabling them
to remain anonymous and uninvolved, are they likely
to participate in any kind of overt exercise of social
control.

..
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as on disadvantaged and marginalized groups. As a
result, concern over access to hospitals, public trans-
port (especially commuter rail links), schools and so
on, together with frustration at the growing power of
technocratic bureaucracies and disillusionment with
the formal institutions of civil society, gave rise to a
new kind of urban social movement that was based on
a broad alliance of anti-establishment interests.

Nevertheless, urban social movements have gener-
ally been sporadic and isolated, and some observers
have questioned the initial expectation that community
consciousness, activated by issues related to collective
consumption, can in fact lead to the kind of class 

Urban social movements

The impact of affluent homeowner groups raises the
question of whether it is possible for disadvantaged
groups to sidestep the traditional institutions of urban
affairs so that they too can somehow achieve greater
power. The conventional answer has been negative, 
but a distinctive new form of urban social movement
was precipitated in the 1970s by fiscal stress that in 
turn led to crises in the provision of various elements 
of collective consumption. These crises had a serious
impact on many of the skilled working classes and 
the lower-middle and younger middle classes as well 

5.3 The democratic base and its spatial framework

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Mike Davis

A writer who has had a big influence
on urban social geography in recent
years and our view of one city in par-
ticular – Los Angeles – is Mike Davis.
In a similar vein to David Harvey (see
Box 1.1), Davis’s approach is staunchly
in the Marxian tradition, and under-
pinning the diversity of urban forms
in Los Angeles he sees evidence of a
continuing class struggle. However, in
contrast to Harvey’s somewhat abstract
economic theorizing, Davis’s writings
are full of empirical details about Los
Angeles, in particular the rapacious
behaviour of developers, the bigoted
conservatism of suburban homeowners
and the struggles of exploited Latino
and African-American workers.

The popularity and influence of Davis’s
work has been enhanced by a highly
accessible, almost ‘journalistic’ style.
Not that Davis’s work is a pleasant
read: he presents a rather doom-laden
view of Los Angeles that has led some
to label him a latter-day Jeremiah
(McNeill, 2004b; Merrifield, 2002).
Nevertheless, the dystopian vision out-
lined in Davis’s book City of Quartz:
Excavating the Future in Los Angeles

(1990) seemed to chime with the
mood of the times, as manifest in the
subsequent urban riots in Los Angeles
in 1992.

In his follow-up volume Ecology of
Fear: Los Angeles and the Imagina-
tion of Disaster (1998) Davis played
much greater attention to issues of
nature than previous urban scholars.
He portrayed Los Angeles as a city 
in a overstretched ecosystem at the
mercy of various catastrophes of
earthquake, fire and drought. In this
book Davis also outlined the impact
of growing crime, drug trafficking and
violence through measures such as
increased surveillance, private armies
and gated communities.

Contrary to his reputation for gloomy
prognostications on urban develop-
ment, his third major book, Magical
Urbanism: Latinos reinvent the
American city (2000) is a celebration
of the diversity and vitality brought 
to US inner cities by new Latino com-
munities. However, his more recent
book Planet of Slums (2006) rep-
resents a return to apocalyptic form
(see Angotti, 2006).

Key concepts associated
with Mike Davis (see
Glossary)

Bunker architecture, Los Angeles
School, ‘scanscape’.

Further reading

Angotti, T. (2006) Review essay:
Apocalyptic anti-urbanism: Mike
Davis and his planet of slums.
International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research, 30, 961–7

McNeill, D. (2004b) Mike Davis, 
in P. Hubbard, R. Kitchin and 
G. Valentine (eds) Key Thinkers on
Space and Place Sage, London

Merrifield, A. (2002) MetroMarxism:
A Marxist tale of the city Routledge,
New York

Links with other chapters

Chapter 2: Neo-Fordism

Chapter 8: Box 8.1 The Latinization
of US cities

Chapter 14: Los Angeles and the
California School

Box 5.5
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consciousness that is assumed to be a prerequisite to
achieving a degree of power on a more permanent basis.
The answer here seems to be contingent: it depends on
whether a community can mobilize an awareness of the
structural causes of local problems. This caveat is the
basis of the typology of political movements shown in
Figure 5.1. Two of these categories represent urban
social movements. Community-defined movements are
those that are purely local: issue-oriented movements
that are bounded by particular context and circumstance.
Community-based movements are those that transcend
the initial issue, context and circumstance to form the
basis of alliances that are able to achieve a broader and
more permanent measure of power.

5.4 Community power
structures and the
role of the local state

How are the relationships between these various
groups and decision makers structured? Who really
runs the community and what difference does it make
to the local quality of life? These are questions that have
concerned political scientists and urban sociologists 
for some time and have caught the attention of urban
social geographers because of their implications for 
the sociospatial dialectic. There are two ‘classic’ types
of urban power structure – monolithic and pluralistic 
– each of which has been identified in a wide range 
of cities since their ‘discovery’ by Hunter (1953) and

Dahl (1961) respectively. In his study of ‘Regional City’
(Atlanta), Hunter found that nearly all decisions were
made by a handful of individuals who stood at the 
top of a stable power hierarchy. These people, drawn
largely from business and industrial circles, constituted
a strongly entrenched and select group: with their
blessing, projects could move ahead, but without their
express or tacit consent little of significance was ever
accomplished.

In contrast, the classic pluralistic model of commun-
ity power advanced by Dahl in the light of his analysis
of decision making in New Haven, Connecticut, holds
that power tends to be dispersed, with different elites
dominant at different times over different issues. Thus,
if the issue involves public housing, one set of par-
ticipants will control the outcome; if it involves the
construction of a new health centre, a different coalition
of leaders will dominate. In Dahl’s model, therefore,
business elites of the kind Hunter found to be in control
of Atlanta are only one among many influential ‘power
clusters’. Dahl argued that the system as a whole is
democratic, drawing on a wide spectrum of the para-
political structure and ensuring political freedom through
the competition of elites for mass loyalty. When the
policies and activities of existing power structures depart
from the values of the electorate, he suggested, people
will be motivated to voice their concerns and a new
power cluster will emerge. According to the pluralist
model, therefore, we may expect the interplay of views
and interests within a city to produce, in the long run,
an allocation of resources that satisfies, to a degree, the
needs of all interest groups and neighbourhoods: prob-
lems such as neighbourhood decay are seen merely as
short-term failures of participation in the political pro-
cess. On the other hand, we might expect monolithic
power structures to lead to polarization of well-being,
with few concessions to the long-term interests of the
controlling elite.

Regime theory
More recently, it has been suggested that urban politics
should be seen not in terms of monolithic versus plural-
istic power structures but in terms of the evolution 
and succession of a series of regimes. Regime theory
attempts to examine how various coalitions of interest

..

Figure 5.1 A typology of political movements.
Source: Fitzgerald (1991), Fig. 1, p. 120.
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is of course the capitalist mode of production and, 
like other bases, it is characterized by conflict between
opposing social classes inherent in the economic order.
The superstructure of capitalism encompasses every-
thing that stems from and relates to this economic order,
including tangible features such as the morphology of
the city as well as more nebulous phenomena such as
legal and political institutions, the ideology of capitalism
and the counter-ideology of its antithesis.

As part of this superstructure, one of the major func-
tions of the city is to fulfil the imperatives of capitalism,
the most important of which is the circulation and
accumulation of capital. Thus the spatial form of the
city, by reducing indirect costs of production and costs
of circulation and consumption, speeds up the rotation
of capital, leading to its greater accumulation. Another
important role of the city, according to structuralist
theory, is to provide the conditions necessary for the
perpetuation of the economic base. In short, this entails
the social reproduction of the relationship between
labour and capital and, therefore, the stabilization of
the associated social structure. One aspect of this is the
perpetuation of the economic class relationships through
ecological processes, particularly the development of a
variety of suburban settings with differential access to
different kinds of services, amenities and resources.

The role of government is particularly important in
this respect because of its control over the patterns and
conditions of provision of schools, housing, shopping,
leisure facilities and the whole spectrum of collective
consumption. Moreover, it can also be argued that urban
neighbourhoods provide distinctive milieux from which
individuals derive many of their consumption habits,
moral codes, values and expectations. The resulting
homogenization of life experiences within different
neighbourhoods reinforces the tendency for relatively
permanent social groupings to emerge within a relatively
permanent structure of residential differentiation.

The division of the proletariat into distinctive, 
locality-based communities through the process of 
residential differentiation also serves to fragment class
consciousness and solidarity while reinforcing the 
traditional authority of elite groups, something that is
also strengthened by the symbolic power of the built
environment. In short, the city is at once an expression
of capitalism and a means of its perpetuation. It is here

come together to achieve outcomes in cities. Frequently
these are the interests of ‘pro-growth coalitions’ put
together by political entrepreneurs in order to achieve
concrete solutions to particular problems. The crucial
point about regime theory is that power does not flow
automatically but has to be actively acquired. In the
context of economic restructuring and metropolitan
change, city officials seek alliances, it is argued, that will
enhance their ability to achieve visible policy results.

These alliances between public officials and private
actors constitute regimes through which governance
rests less on formal authority than on loosely structured
arrangements and deal making. With an intensification
of economic and social change in the ‘postindustrial’ city,
new sociopolitical cleavages – green, yuppie, populist,
neoliberal – have been added to traditional class- and
race-based cleavages, so that these regimes have become
more complex and, potentially, more volatile. Mean-
while, the scale and extent of economic restructuring has
meant that greater competition for economic develop-
ment investments between municipalities has established
a new dynamic whereby the intensity of political con-
flict within them is muted. Such considerations require
us to take a broader view of urban politics.

Structuralist interpretations
of the political economy of
contemporary cities
Many scholars have turned to structuralist theories 
of political economy in response to the need to relate
urban spatial structure to the institutions of urban
society. At their most fundamental level, structuralist
theories of political economy turn on the contention
that all social phenomena are linked to the prevailing
mode of production discussed in Chapter 2. This is the
material economic base from which everything else –
the social superstructure – derives.

In historical terms, the economic base is the product
of a dialectical process in which the prevailing ideo-
logy, or ‘thesis’, of successive modes of production is
overthrown by contradictory forces (the ‘antithesis’),
thus bringing about a transformation of society to a
higher stage of development: from subsistence tribal-
ism through feudalism to capitalism and eventually, as
Marx believed, to socialism. The base in Western society

5.4 Community power structures and the role of the local state

..
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that we can see the notion of a sociospatial dialectic in
its broadest terms.

Meanwhile, it is also recognized that the structure 
of the city reflects and incorporates many of the 
contradictions in capitalist society, thus leading to local
friction and conflict. This is intensified as the city’s 
economic landscape is continually altered in response to
the ‘creative destruction’ of capital’s drive towards the
accumulation of profits. Residential neighbourhoods are
cleared to make way for new office developments; dis-
investment in privately rented accommodation leads to
the dissolution of inner-city communities; the switch of
capital to more profitable investment in private housing
leads to an expansion of the suburbs; and so on.

This continual tearing down, re-creation and trans-
formation of spatial arrangements brings about locational
conflict in several ways. Big capital comes into conflict
with small capital in the form of retailers, property
developers and small businesses. Meanwhile, conflict
also arises locally between, on the one hand, capitalists
(both large and small) and, on the other, those obtain-
ing important use and exchange values from existing
spatial arrangements. This includes conflict over the
nature and location of new urban development, over
urban renewal, road construction, conservation, land
use zoning and so on: over the whole spectrum, in fact,
of urban affairs.

Underlying most structuralist analyses of the polit-
ical economy of cities is the additional hypothesis
involving the role of the state as a legitimating agent,
helping to fulfil the imperatives of capitalism in a num-
ber of ways. These include defusing discontent through
the pursuit of welfare policies, the provision of a stable
and predictable environment for business through the
legal and judicial system, and the propagation of an
ideology conducive to the operation and maintenance of
the economic base through its control and penetration
of socializing agencies such as the educational system,
the armed forces and the civil service.

We should at this point remind ourselves again of
the major criticism of structuralist theory – that it 
does not give sufficient recognition to the influence of
human agency: the actions of individuals are seen in
structuralist theory as a direct function of economic and
sociopolitical structures. It has been argued, however,
that there are elemental and universal human drives

and behavioural responses that give life and structure
to the city and that people are capable of generating,
independently, important ideas and behaviours. These
ideas are the basis of the poststructuralist approaches
described in Chapter 1; we will encounter them in sub-
sequent chapters. Nevertheless, the overall contribution
of structuralist theory is clearly significant. It provides
a clear break with earlier, narrower conceptions of urban
sociospatial relationships and a flexible theoretical frame-
work for a wide range of phenomena. As we shall see, it
has been deployed in the analysis of a variety of issues.

The local state and the
sociospatial dialectic
Despite the clear importance of local government –
even simply in terms of the magnitude of expenditure
on public services – there is no properly developed and
generally accepted theory of the behaviour and objec-
tives of local government, or the ‘local state’. Within
the debate on this question, however, three principal
positions have emerged:

1 that the local state is an adjunct of the national state,
with both acting in response to the prevailing balance
of class forces within society (the ‘structuralist’ view);

2 that the local state is controlled by officials, and 
that their goals and values are crucial in determining 
policy outcomes (the ‘managerialist’ view);

3 that the local state is an instrument of the business
elite (the ‘instrumentalist’ view).

The managerialist view (also termed managerialism)
has generated widespread interest and support, and it 
is clear that a focus on the activities and ideologies of
professional decision makers can contribute a lot to the
understanding of urban sociospatial processes (as we
shall see in Chapter 6 in relation to the social production
of the built environment). We shall also see, however,
that the managerialist approach does not give adequate
recognition either to the influence of local elites and
pressure groups or to the economic and political con-
straints stemming from the national level.

Because of such shortcomings, attention has more
recently been focused on the structuralist and instru-
mentalist positions, both of which share certain views

..
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Where the structuralist view differs from the instru-
mentalist view is not so much in the identification of the
functions of the state as in the questions of for whom
or for what the functions operate, whether they are class
biased, and the extent to which they reflect external
political forces.

Regulation theory and urban
governance
Some theorists have attempted to reconcile elements of
all three models – managerialist, structuralist and instru-
mentalist. This, in turn, has led to the suggestion that
the regulationist approach (introduced in Chapter 2)
provides the most appropriate framework for under-
standing the local state. Regulation theory is based on
the concept of successive regimes of accumulation that
represent particular organizational forms of capitalism

on the role of the local state. These may be summarized
in terms of three broad functions:

1 facilitating private production and capital accumula-
tion (through, for example, the provision of the urban
infrastructure; through planning processes that ease
the spatial aspects of economic restructuring; through
the provision of technical education; and through
‘demand orchestration’ which, through public works
contracts, etc., brings stability and security to markets);

2 facilitating the reproduction of labour power through
collective consumption (through, for example, sub-
sidized housing);

3 facilitating the maintenance of social order and social
cohesion (through, for example, the police, welfare
programmes and social services, and ‘agencies of
legitimation’ such as schools and public participation
schemes).

5.4 Community power structures and the role of the local state

..

The Barcelona Model of culturally driven urban regeneration: the Museu d’Art Contemporani de
Barcelona. Photo Credit: Michael Edema Leary.
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(e.g. Fordism), with distinctive patterns and structures
of economic organization, income distribution and
collective consumption. Each such regime develops an
accompanying mode of regulation that is a collection
of structural forms (political, economic, social, cultural)
and institutional arrangements that define the ‘rules 
of the game’ for individual and collective behaviour.
The mode of regulation thus gives expression to, and
serves to reproduce, fundamental social relations. It
also serves to guide and to accommodate change within
the political economy as a whole. In this context, the
local state can be seen as both an object and an agent of
regulation, a semi-autonomous institution that is itself
regulated so that its strategies and structures can be
used to help forge new social, political and economic
relations within urban space.

One of the most important regulationist-inspired
concepts of recent years is the notion of governance.
The term is used to indicate the shift away from direct
government control of the economy and society via
hierarchical bureaucracies towards indirect government
control via diverse non-governmental organizations.
The argument is that governance is part of the shift
towards a new mode of regulation dictated by the
demands of the new neo-Fordist regime of accumula-
tion. As introduced in Chapter 2, this new regime is
characterized by continuous innovation to achieve global
competitiveness via economies of scope in specialized
products. This approach, it is argued, is necessary to
compensate for the saturation of mass markets and the
inability of states to engage in Keynesian policies of
demand management in a deregulated global financial

..

Key trends in urban social geography – The growth of culturally driven urban
regeneration

In the last 25 years over 100 major
art galleries have been established in
cities throughout the world, and count-
less scores of other smaller artistic
emporia and exhibition centres have
also been established. These develop-
ments reflect a major planning trend
that has become a new orthodoxy
throughout much of the Western world
as urban authorities attempt to grapple
with the consequences of job losses in
manufacturing and traditional service
centres – culturally driven urban re-
generation. This policy has been
defined as: ‘the encouragement of a
high density mix of creative industry
production and related consumption
activities, often involving the renovation
of historical, commercial and manu-
facturing premises on the edge of city
centres’ (Porter and Barber, 2007, 
p. 1327). The policy takes many forms;
for example, it may incorporate culture
as it is consumed (e.g. in art galleries,
theatres, concert halls and exhibition

centres) or culture as it is produced
(e.g. in support for various economic
sectors).

Culturally driven urban regeneration
reflects the growing importance of 
the ‘cultural industries’ such as the
performing arts, advertising, design,
entertainment, media and publishing.
These cultural industries are hard to
define precisely, and differ in many of
their characteristics, but they have in
common the desire to commercialize
work of ‘expressive value’. These are
spheres that enlarge cultural under-
standing, typically involving aesthetics
and symbolic characteristics, and
include books, films, plays, adverts,
graphic design and video games. Al-
though the cultural industries require
highly talented individuals (often
known as ‘creatives’), there is now
widespread recognition that cultural
creativity depends upon interactions
within complex social networks. Central
to the innovation in the cultural

industries is creative ‘buzz’ – the
exchange of complex forms of know-
ledge that is facilitated by personal
communication on a face-to-face basis.
Despite the growing importance of the
Internet, cities seem to be essential
for such creativity as they bring people
together in many contexts including
firms, institutions, public bodies,
labour markets and myriad social set-
tings. Hence we find that the cultural
industries are heavily concentrated in
major cities, often within distinctive
neighbourhood clusters based around
older industrial premises (sometimes
termed cultural quarters). Some of
these quarters such as the Northern
Quarter in Manchester have grown 
by themselves without any deliberate
planning but more recently they have
deliberately been fostered by planning
authorities.

These initiatives reflect, in part, the
highly influential ideas of Richard
Florida (2004) who argues that central

Box 5.6
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apparatus with collective service responsibilities pre-
viously shouldered by the public sector, administered
outside traditional democratic politics, but yet con-
trolled in formal and informal ways’ (Wolch, 1989, 
p. 201). In Los Angeles County Wolch found over 8500
voluntary bodies including both local neighbourhood
organizations and large trusts and foundations. The
scope of their activities ranged from social welfare to
the arts, and their total spending amounted to a stagger-
ing 60 per cent of per capita municipal expenditures on
public services. In the United Kingdom the shift towards
contracting-out of services has meant that many 
welfare functions are now funded by the public sector
but delivered by private sector organizations. This shift
towards a diverse range of service providers is often
termed welfare pluralism (see also Chapter 13).

system. This requires a new mode of regulation in
which the interests of welfare are subordinated to those
of business. This in turn has required circumventing
many of the traditional democratic institutions such as
local government that are perceived to be resistant to
the new agenda of welfare reductions, flexibility and
private–public partnerships. In addition, governance has
been encouraged by the extensive neoliberal critique 
of the public sector, which sees public bureaucracies as
inherently inefficient and self-seeking. Table 5.1 lists
some new developments in British local governance
following changes in the mode of regulation.

In the welfare sphere, governance has meant a shift
towards increasing use of a diverse range of volunt-
ary and charitable bodies. Wolch has argued that this
had led to the creation of a shadow state: ‘a para state

5.4 Community power structures and the role of the local state

..

to local economic development is 
the attraction of the ‘creative class’
who are central in the ‘new economy’.
This class involves scientists and
engineers as well as members of the
artistic community. Cultural facilities
are necessary to attract the creative
class by fostering a liberal, tolerant
‘people environment’ – which Florida
argues is today even more essential
for economic growth than a favour-
able local ‘business climate’. Although
these ideas have become extremely
popular in planning circles they involve
many flaws and have been subject to
considerable critique (Peck, 2005).
One major criticism concerns direc-
tions of causality; it is questionable
whether the presence of a creative
class is a cause or a consequence of
economic growth. Hence studies show
that people do not generally migrate
to cities that lack jobs. Others argue
that pandering to the needs of the 
relatively well-off creative class may
lead city authorities to ignore the dis-
advantaged who may not experience

the ‘trickle-down’ effects of economic
growth. An early critic McGuigan
(1996, p. 99) argued that such devel-
opments only ‘articulate the interests
and tastes of the postmodern profes-
sional and managerial class without
solving the problems of a diminishing
production base, growing disparities
of wealth and opportunity, and the
multiple forms of social exclusion’. Of
course, some artistic groups are not
wealthy and older industrial premises
have proved to be attractive to them
because of relatively low rents. Para-
doxically, formal policies to enhance
the quality of cultural quarters may
increase rents and undermine the
organic processes of growth that led
to the evolution of such quarters in
the first place.

Key concepts associated
with culturally driven urban
regeneration (see Glossary)

BOBOs, bohemia, creative cities, crea-
tive class, cultural industries, cultural

quarters, culturalization of the eco-
nomy, heritage landscapes.

Further reading

Bell, D. and Jayne, M. (eds) (2004)
City of Quarters: Urban villages in
the contemporary city Ashgate,
Aldershot

Cooke, P. and Lazzeretti, L. (eds)
(2008) Creative Cities: Cultural
clusters and local economic
development Edward Elgar,
Cheltenham

Florida, R. (2004) Cities and the
Creative Class Routledge, London

McGuigan, J. (1996) Culture and the
Public Sphere Routledge, London

Porter, L. and Barber, A. (2007)
Planning the cultural quarter in
Birmingham’s Eastside, European
Planning Studies 15, 1327–48.

Links with other chapters

Chapter 7: Box 7.1 The growth of
Bohemian enclaves

continued
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Redefining citizenship

One of the key elements of the reconfiguration of state
activities around the new agendas of competitiveness,
innovation and flexibility has been the reconstitution
of notions of citizenship. This shift reflects the growing
influence of continental European intellectual traditions
in the sphere of welfare. Unlike the tradition estab-
lished in the United States and United Kingdom in the
nineteenth century (which was rooted in ideas of society
as nothing more than a set of separate individuals), the
European approach envisages society as a collectivity
bound together in a mutual contract by obligations 

as well as rights. The notion of citizenship has there-
fore been expanded beyond the realm of entitlements
to benefits to include reciprocal obligations to aim 
for self-reliance and paid work. This strategy, which is
spreading throughout the Western world, is bound up
with notions of ‘workfare’ that are discussed in greater
detail in Chapter 13. Cynics would argue that this new
version of citizenship is simply a way of saving welfare
budgets by coercing unsuitable people into employ-
ment. Nevertheless, the new focus on social exclusion
recognizes that citizenship involves more than just
material factors and also includes senses of belonging
and democratic empowerment.

..

Table 5.1 New developments in British local governance

Sites of regulation British local governance in Fordism New developments

Financial regime Keynesian Monetarist
Organizational structure of Centralized service delivery authorities Wide variety of service providers
local governance Pre-eminence of formal, elected local Multiplicity of agencies of local  

government governance
Management Hierarchical Devolved

Centralized ‘Flat’ hierarchies
Bureaucratic Performance driven

Local labour markets Regulated Deregulated
Segmented by skill Dual labour market

Labour process Technologically undeveloped Technologically dynamic
(information-based)

Labour intensive Capital intensive
Productivity increases difficult Productivity increases possible

Labour relations Collectivized Individualized
National bargaining Local and individual bargaining
Regulated ‘Flexible’

Form of consumption Universal Targeted
Collective rights Individualized ‘contracts’

Nature of services provided To meet local needs To meet statutory obligations
Expandable Constrained

Ideology Social democratic Neoliberal
Key discourse Technocratic/managerialist Entrepreneurial/enabling
Political forms Corporatist Neocorporatist (labour excluded)
Economic goals Promotion of full employment Promotion of private profit

Economic modernization based Economic modernization based 
on technical advance and on low-wage, low-skill, ‘flexible’ 
public investment economy

Social goals Progressive redistribution/social justice Privatized consumption/active
citizenry

Source: After Goodwin and Painter (1996).
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draws six propositions in relation to just planning and
policy practices:

1 They must confront directly the problem of creating
forms of social and political organization and systems
of production and consumption that minimize the
exploitation of labour power both in the workplace
and the living place.

2 They must confront the phenomenon of marginal-
ization in a non-paternalistic mode and find ways to
organize and militate within the politics of marginal-
ization in such a way as to liberate captive groups
from this distinctive form of oppression.

3 They must empower rather than deprive the oppressed
of access to political power and the ability to engage
in self-expression.

4 They must be sensitive to issues of cultural imperi-
alism and seek, by a variety of means, to eliminate
the imperialist attitude both in the design of urban
projects and modes of popular consultation.

5 They must seek out non-exclusionary and non-
militarized forms of social control to contain the
increasing levels of institutionalized violence with-
out destroying capacities for empowerment and
self-expression.

6 They must recognize that the necessary ecological
consequences of all social projects have impacts on
future generations as well as upon distant peoples,
and take steps to ensure a reasonable mitigation of
negative impacts.

As Harvey recognizes, this still leaves a great deal for us
to struggle with in interpreting the moral geographies
of contemporary cities. Real-world geographies demand
that we consider all six dimensions of social justice
rather than applying them in isolation from one another;
and this means developing some sense of consensus
over priorities and acquiring some rationality in deal-
ing with place- and context-specific oppression.

5.5 The question of social
justice in the city

The issues of citizenship, patriarchy, racism, collective
consumption, the law, the state and civil society reviewed
in this chapter all raise, in one way or another, the ques-
tion of social justice in the city. David Harvey, following
Engels, recognizes that conceptions of justice vary not
only with time and place, but also with the persons con-
cerned (Harvey, 1992). It follows that it is essential to
examine the material and moral bases for the produc-
tion of the lifeworlds from which divergent concepts 
of social justice emerge. This we shall do in subsequent
chapters. Meanwhile, however, it is useful to clarify some
basic concepts and principles with respect to social 
justice: no student of social geography will be able 
to avoid confrontation with the moral (or theoretical)
dilemmas of social justice for long.

There are, as Harvey points out, many competing
concepts of social justice. Among them are: the posi-
tive law view (that justice is simply a matter of law); 
the utilitarian view (allowing us to discriminate
between good and bad law on the basis of the greatest
good of the greatest number); and the natural rights
view (that no amount of greater good for a greater
number can justify the violation of certain inalien-
able rights). Making clear sense of these concepts and
understanding the ‘moral geographies’ of postindus-
trial cities and postmodern societies (which contain
fragmented sociocultural groups and a variety of social
movements, all eager to articulate their own defini-
tions of social justice) is a task that even Harvey finds
challenging. Having wrestled with the fundamental
issues ever since writing the immensely influential 
volume on Social Justice and the City, published in
1973, Harvey avoids the fruitless task of reconciling
competing claims to conceptions of social justice in 
different contexts. Rather, he follows Iris Young (1990)
in focusing on sources of oppression, from which he

5.5 The question of social justice in the city

..
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Chapter summary

5.1 The processes at work in cities have both shaped, and been shaped by, institutional frameworks. The law
is a crucial link between the public and private spheres of city life. The changing economic base of urban
areas has important implications for city life.

5.2 The fragmentation of cities into multiple political and administrative jurisdictions is justified in the
interests of local democracy but often leads to considerable inequalities in resource allocation.

5.3 The functioning of local democracy is influenced by electoral frameworks, elected officials and city
bureaucrats as well as the parapolitical structure of informal groups focused around residents, organized
labour and various business interests.

5.4 Who has most power to effectively control cities is a question that has produced numerous theories
principally: the pluralist, managerialist, instrumentalist and structuralist interpretations. Regulation theory
is seen by some as a way of overcoming the limitations of these previous theories.

5.5 The functioning of institutional frameworks in mediating the activities of citizens and the state raises
crucial issues of social and territorial justice.

Key films related to urban social geography – Chapter 5

Chinatown (1974) A retro detective
story of the film noir genre. Although
a fictionalized account of the expan-
sion of Los Angels (see Chapter 14)
many argue that this film captures the
essence of local politics in the United
States. Another on the ‘must-see’ list
for those interested in relationships
between cinema and the city.

Devil in a Blue Dress (1995) Another
detective story in a genre that has
been termed the ‘New Black Realism’.
Deals with issues of race, identity and

power but in a subtle way in an excit-
ing story.

The Phenix City Story (1955) A semi-
documentary, low-budget film dealing
with political corruption in a city in
Alabama.

Sunshine State (2002) A film by John
Sayles dealing with issues that cross
many chapters in Urban Social Geo-
graphy: politics, racism and neighbour-
hood change. Deals with the pressures
on an older black neighbourhood in
coastal Florida under threat from

developers. Full of interesting and com-
plex characters.

When the Levees Broke: A Requiem
in Four Acts (2006) A documentary
movie by celebrated director Spike
Lee focusing on the devastation
wrought on New Orleans by Hurricane
Katrina. Shows that this was not just
an ‘act of nature’ but a consequence
of governmental neglect at federal
and local levels both before and after
the disaster.

Box 5.7
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accumulation
agency
Balkanization
citizenship
civic entrepreneurialism
civil society
coalition building
collective consumption
decision rules
de jure territories
fiscal imbalance
fiscal mercantilism
gerrymandering
governance
jurisdictional partitioning

laissez-faire
legitimating agent
local state
malapportionment
managerialism
metropolitan fragmentation
mode of regulation
municipal socialism
NIMBY
parapolitical structure
paternalism
pluralistic model
pro-growth coalitions
property-led development
public sphere

racism
regime of accumulation
regime theory
regulation theory
sexism
shadow state
social movements
social reproduction
subsidiarity
suburban exploitation thesis
superstructure
sustainability
voluntarism
welfare pluralism
zoning

Key concepts and terms

M05_KNOX7638_06_SE_C05.QXD  20/8/09  13:46  Page 113



  

Spatial and institutional frameworks: citizens, the state and civil society

114

Leitner, H., Peck, J. and E. Sheppard (eds) (2007)
Contesting Neoliberalism: Urban frontiers Guilford
Press, New York

Mitchell, D. (2003) The Right to the City: Social justice
and the fight for public space Guilford Press, New
York

Smith, M.P. (1988) City, State and Market Blackwell,
Oxford

Teaford, J.C. (1997) Post-suburbia: Government and
politics in the edge cities Johns Hopkins University
Press, Baltimore, MD

Planning and urban policy in the
United Kingdom
Atkinson, R. and Moon, G. (1999) Urban Policy in

Britain: The city, the state and the market Macmillan,
London

Cullingworth, B. and Nadin, V. (2006) Town and Country
Planning in the UK Routledge, London

Healey, P., Cameron, S., Davoudi, S. and Graham, S. 
et al. (eds) (1995) Managing Cities: The new urban
context John Wiley, London

Hill, D.M. (2000) Urban Policy and Politics in Britain
Palgrave, Basingstoke

Imrie, R. and Raco, M. (2003) Urban Renaissance? New
Labour, community and urban policy Policy Press,
Bristol

Imrie, R. and Thomas, H. (eds) (1999) British Urban
Policy and the Urban Development Corporations (2nd
edn) Paul Chapman, London

Oatley, N. (ed.) (1998) Cities, Economic Competition
and Urban Policy Paul Chapman, London

Strom, E. and Mollenkopf, J. (2006) The Urban Politics
Reader Routledge, London

Planning and urban policy in the
United States
Cullingworth, B. and Caves, R. (2003) Planning in the

USA Routledge, London

Governance in EU cities
Herrschel, T. and Newman, P. (2002) Governance of

Europe’s City Regions Spon, London
Slate, W., Thornley, A. and Kreukels, A. (2002) Metro-

politan Governance and Spatial Planning Spon, London

Citizenship
Valentine, G. and Skelton, T. (2007) The right to be

heard: citizenship and language, Political Geography
26, 121–40

Urban Studies (2003) Special Issue on Citizenship, 
Vol. 24, Issue 2

Social justice
Harvey, D. (1992) Social justice, postmodernism, and

the city, International Journal of Urban and Regional
Research 16, 588–601

Smith, D. (1994) Geography and Social Justice Blackwell,
Oxford

Smith, D. (2000) Moral Geographies: Ethics in a world of
difference Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh

Smith, D. (2000) Social justice revisited, Environment
and Planning A, 52, 1149–62

..

M05_KNOX7638_06_SE_C05.QXD  20/8/09  13:46  Page 114



  

115

..

of the broad machinations of economics: supply and
demand, working within (and interacting with) long-
wave economic cycles and conditioned by the evolving
institutional structures described in Chapter 5.

Yet the production of the built environment is not
simply a function of supply and demand played out on
a stage set by broad economic and institutional forces.
It is also a function of time- and place-specific social
relations that involve a variety of key actors (including
landowners, investors, financiers, developers, builders,
design professionals, construction workers, business and
community leaders and consumers). At the same time,
the state – both local and national – must be recognized
as an important agent in its own right and as a regu-
lator of competition between various actors.

These sets of relations represent structures of building
provision through which we can understand the social
production of the built environment. These structures
of building provision need to be understood in terms

Structures of building
provision and the social
production of the urban
environment

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ What are the key processes that affect the
allocation of housing in cities?

➤ In what ways does the operation of housing
markets affect the residential structure of cities?

In this chapter, we explore another of the fundamental
dimensions of the sociospatial dialectic: the intermediate-
level structures and processes associated with the 
production of the built environment. ‘Production’ here
is used in its widest sense – not just the construction 
of the built environment but also the exchange, dis-
tribution and use of the different elements and settings 
that provide the physical framework for the economic,
social, cultural and political life of cities. At one level,
all these aspects of production can be seen in terms 
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of their specific linkages (functional, historical, polit-
ical, social and cultural) with the broader structural 
elements (economic, institutional) of the political
economy. A comprehensive survey of the structures of
building provision is beyond the scope of this book.
We shall, instead, illustrate the social production of 
the built environment: first of all by showing how the
dynamics of housing supply are socially constructed
through the dynamics of the major housing submarkets
and, second, by showing how some of the key actors 
in these submarkets are implicated in the structures of
building provision.

6.1 Housing submarkets

Much of the importance of the structures of building
provision to the sociospatial dialectic has to do with 
the special nature of housing: an essential commodity,
fixed in geographic space, and a form of stored wealth
that is subject to speculative activities in the market.
These qualities make for highly complex urban housing
markets in which the needs and aspirations of differ-
ent socio-economic groups are matched to particular
types of housing through a series of different market
arrangements. In short, there exists in each city a series
of distinctive housing submarkets. To the extent that
these submarkets are localized, they have a direct expres-
sion in the residential structure of the city. At the same
time, the spatial outcome of each submarket is signific-
antly influenced by the actions of key decision makers
and mediators such as landowners, developers, estate
agents and housing managers, whose motivation and
behaviour effectively structures the supply of housing
from which relocating households make their choices.

It is important to bear in mind that the housing
available in any particular submarket is a complex pack-
age of goods and services that extends well beyond the
shelter provided by the dwelling itself. Housing is also
a primary determinant of personal security, autonomy,
comfort, well-being and status, and the ownership of
housing itself structures access to other scarce resources,
such as educational, medical and leisure facilities. The
net utility of these services is generally referred to as 
the use value of housing. This value is fixed not by the
attributes of housing alone, for utility is very much 

in the eyes of the beholder and will vary a good deal
according to life course, lifestyle, social class and so on.
The use value of housing will be a major determinant
of its exchange value in the marketplace, although the
special properties of housing as a commodity tend to
distort the relationship. In particular, the role of hous-
ing as a form of stored wealth means that its exchange
value will be influenced by its potential for reaping
unearned income and for increasing capital.

In general it is useful to think in terms of housing
markets as the focus for a variety of ‘actors’ operating
within the various constraints of political and institu-
tional contexts, the result of which are spatial outcomes
that can be identified in terms of land use changes,
occupancy patterns, social area changes, housing prices
and housing quality (Figure 6.1). Traditional definitions
of housing submarkets have been couched in terms of
the attributes of housing stock (type of dwelling, type
of tenancy and price), household type (family status,
economic status and ethnicity) or location (Figure 6.2).
But it is unusual for housing submarkets to form such
neat, discrete compartments within any given city. In
the remainder of this chapter, detailed consideration 
is given to the housing groups and agencies of housing
supply, beginning with a summary and explanation 
of the major trends in the transformation of urban
housing: the increase in the construction of dwellings
for homeownership, the decrease in the availability of
cheaper, privately rented dwellings, and the increase
(in many countries) and subsequent decline in the con-
struction and letting of dwellings by public authorities.

The growth of home
ownership
The growth of home ownership is characteristic of all
Western countries and it has had a marked effect not
only on residential differentiation but also on the whole
space–economy of urbanized societies. In the United
States, the overall proportion of owner-occupied dwell-
ings rose from 20 per cent in 1920 to 44 per cent in
1940 and 65 per cent in 2005; in Britain, the propor-
tion of owner-occupied dwellings rose steadily from
10.6 per cent in 1914 to 28 per cent in 1953, accelerated
to reach 52 per cent by 1973, and was estimated to be
just under 70 per cent in 2008.

..
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Collectively, realtors systematically developed and
deployed strategies to sell houses that helped to reify
this notion of home and neighbourhood as the ‘normal’
expectation for a ‘middle-class’ American family.

From about 1915 through the 1920s, US realtors
collaborated with various government agencies and civic
groups to promote single-family home ownership. Their
Own-Your-Own-Home campaign sought to reinforce
the idea of the home as a privileged consumer durable,
worth sacrificing and going into debt for. When the
housing market crashed at the onset of the Depression,
the National Association of Real Estate Boards was in 
a position to work closely with President Hoover’s
White House Conference on Home Building and Home
Ownership. In doing so, it secured support for a reduc-
tion of taxes on real estate and endorsement for a 
federal mortgage discount bank to facilitate long-term
mortgages. This became a key element in the ambitious
programmes of the Roosevelt administration’s New Deal,
part of a broad package of Keynesian macro-economic
management in response to the overaccumulation 
crisis of the Depression. Roosevelt’s Federal Housing
Administration (FHA), established in 1934, played a
key role in stimulating the labour-intensive construc-
tion industry by stabilizing the mortgage market and
facilitating sound home financing on reasonable terms.
The immediate effect of Keynesian policy was to reignite

It was the boom in streetcar suburbs at the end of
the nineteenth century that prompted the first real boom
in home ownership, and it was organized in large measure
by the real estate industry, which emerged as a signific-
ant influence on American housing policy by propagat-
ing the powerful notion of the ‘American Dream’. The
term was first coined in 1931 by James Truslow Adams
in his book The Epic of America (1931). The product 
of Depression-era politics, the original notion of the
American Dream built on the idea of American excep-
tionalism, stressing individual freedom, especially the
possibility of dramatic upward social mobility through
ingenuity and hard work, with the promise that successive
generations would enjoy steadily improving economic
and social conditions. It did not take long, though, for
the ideal of home ownership to be grafted on to the
notion. As Jeffrey Hornstein notes (2005, p. 7):

The conception of real estate brokerage as an
occupation-cum-profession depended upon 
the existence of ‘home’ as an intellectual and
cultural object . . . Thanks in large measure to 
real estate brokers’ cultural and political work, 
the single-family home on a quarter-acre lot in a
low-density suburban development became the
‘American Dream,’ and the vast majority of
Americans bought into it.

6.1 Housing submarkets

..

Figure 6.1 Actors and institutions in the housing market.
Source: After Bourne (1981), Fig. 4.8, p. 85.
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Figure 6.2 Intra-urban housing submarkets: traditional definitions.
Source: Bourne (1981), Fig. 4.9, p. 89.
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offering all sorts of packages to help people afford
houses that would otherwise be beyond their reach:
interest-only mortgages, graduated-payment mortgages,
growing-equity mortgages, shared-appreciation mort-
gages and step-rate mortgages which supercharged the
market and contributed to a housing market bubble of
the first half of the 2000s.

Traditionally, banks and savings and loan com-
panies (building societies) had financed their mortgage
lending through the deposits they received from their
customers. Together with the involvement of federal
agencies, this has always limited the amount of mort-
gage lending they could do, creating a natural stabilizing
effect in the market. With the homebuilding boom of
the early 2000s, however, mortgage lenders moved to a
new model, selling the mortgages on to bond markets.
This made it much easier to fund additional borrow-
ing, but it also led to abuses, as banks no longer had 
an incentive to check carefully on the borrowers. The
new types of mortgages included ‘sub-prime’ lending
to borrowers with poor credit histories and weak 
documentation of income, who were shunned by the
‘prime’ lenders underwritten by federal agencies. They
also included ‘jumbo’ mortgages for properties over the
federal mortgage limit of $417 000 (£202 000). Such busi-
ness proved extremely profitable for the banks, which
earned a fee for each mortgage they sold on. Naturally,
they urged mortgage brokers to sell more and more of
these mortgages. By 2005, one in five mortgages was
sub-prime, and were particularly popular among recent
immigrants trying to buy a home for the first time in the
expensive housing markets of big metropolitan areas.

The problem was that these sub-prime mortgages
were ‘balloon’ mortgages, whereby payments were
fixed for two years and then became variable and much
higher. Inevitably, this led to defaults and, as the bad
loans added up, mortgage lenders found themselves, 
in turn, unable to meet their repayments. The inter-
nationalization of finance meant that the first casualty
was a British company, Northern Rock. Meanwhile, a
wave of foreclosures and repossessions began to sweep
America, leaving many neighbourhoods blighted by
empty homes and prompting the first national decline
in house prices since the Depression of the 1930s (see
also Box 6.1). Figure 6.3 shows the distribution of 
sub-prime lending in the Cleveland metropolitan area

suburban growth, creating a ‘spatial fix’ to the over-
accumulation crisis. Whereas housing starts had fallen
to just over 90 000 in 1933, the number of new homes
started in 1937 was 332 000, and in 1941 it was 619 000.

After 1945 there began a second spurt of growth 
in homewnership. There was a backlog of unfulfilled
demand for housing from the Depression and war years,
combined with the post-war baby boom. During the
war there had been a moratorium on new construction,
so that by 1945 there was an accumulated backlog 
of between 3 and 4 million dwellings. In 1944 the
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (the ‘GI Bill’) created
the Veterans Administration, one of the major goals of
which was to facilitate home ownership for returning
veterans. It did so through a programme of mortgage
insurance along the lines of the FHA, whose own lend-
ing powers were massively increased under the terms of
the 1949 Housing Act. The result was a dramatic spurt
in suburban growth. David Harvey (1985) has argued
persuasively that it was part of an overall strategy to
create and maintain a long-term cycle of growth, an
extended ‘spatial fix’ underwritten by massive outlays
for defence and freeway construction and subsidies 
for the suburban real estate sector. The combined effect
was to stimulate jobs not only in defence industries 
and construction but also in automotive industries and
consumer durables. Historian Lizabeth Cohen (2003)
has traced the development of a ‘consumers’ republic’
in the United States in this era: a society based on mass
consumption of automobiles, houses and manufactured
household goods, all celebrated by the new medium of
television.

More recently, the boom in the ‘new economy’ of
the 1980s and 1990s, driven by the growth of indus-
tries based on digital technologies, biotechnology and
advanced business services, fuelled a housing boom,
especially at the top end of the market. This was at a
time when mortgage interest rates hit their lowest levels
in more than four decades. Then, with the collapse of
the dot-com speculative bubble in 2000–2001, property
markets received a further boost as the built environ-
ment became a refuge for capital. The collapse of the
heady dot-com boom made real estate an attractive
investment for affluent households: people traded up
as fast as they could, aided by a credit industry that
became increasingly competitive and increasingly lenient,

6.1 Housing submarkets

..
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between 2005 and 2008, a map that shows a striking
correspondence with the distribution of African-
Americans in the same city (Figure 6.4).

In Britain, a broadly parallel set of events has
resulted in a variety of policy instruments that have
been used to encourage homeownership, including:

➤ grants to building societies in order to keep interest
rates below market rates and to encourage the purchase
of pre-1919 dwellings that were formerly rented;

➤ the abolition of taxation on the imputed income
from property while preserving the taxpayer’s right
to deduct mortgage interest repayments from gross
taxable income (now abandoned);

➤ the exemption of homes from capital gains taxes;

➤ the provision of mortgages by local authorities;

➤ the sale of local authority dwellings to ‘sitting tenants’
or newly married couples at a substantial discount
from the market price;

➤ the introduction of the ‘option mortgage’ scheme to
provide cheap loans for first-time housebuyers from
lower-income groups;

➤ the utilization of public powers of compulsory 
purchase to acquire development land on which
owner-occupier houses could be built;

➤ the underwriting of the ‘voluntary sector’ of house-
building for home ownership through housing 
associations; and

➤ the discounted sale of the stock of public housing.

..

Figure 6.3 The distribution of foreclosures (repossessions) in the Cleveland metropolitan area
between 2005 and 2008.
Source: Western Reserve University, Coulton, C et al. (2008), p. 13.
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Figure 6.4 The distribution of foreclosures (repossessions) and the African-American population in
the Cleveland metropolitan area between 2005 and 2008.
Source: Western Reserve University, Coulton, C et al. (2008), p. 14.

A terrace of older working-class housing in the United Kingdom: the legacy of the industrial city.
Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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Key trends in urban social geography – the sub-prime mortgage lending crisis
(the ‘credit crunch’)

The enduring power of housing and
home ownership to affect Western
economies was vividly illustrated in
2007 through what became known as
the sub-prime mortgage lending crisis
– also commonly known as the ‘credit
crunch’. The root of the problem was
the widespread award of mortgages for
housing in the United States in the
early part of the twenty-first century to
individuals in low-income groups with
risky credit histories (the so-called sub-
prime market – also pejoratively
referred to as the NINJAs – those with
no income, no jobs and no assets). In
fact, most of those awarded mortgages
did have jobs but little diligence was
employed by the lenders in checking
the reliability of these incomes since
they typically relied on self-certification
of crucial employment details. Further-
more, it would seem that unscrupulous
business practices were employed to
entice these groups into home owner-
ship. Initial low-interest ‘teaser’ deals
were offered in the first few years of
the loans but many borrowers did not
realise that interest payments could
rise considerably once the loans shifted
to a variable interest rate. Most US
home loans in the more secure
‘prime’ market are at fixed rates and
so many borrowers – especially the
frail/elderly or less educated – were,
unsurprisingly, unaware of hidden
details in the small print that might
not have been fully explained by the
lenders. In addition, in a period of
(then) rising house prices there were
tremendous pressures on those who
were not home owners to grasp some
of the rising equity in property.

A heady cocktail of circumstances soon
led to economic disaster: increasing
economic uncertainty and unemploy-
ment for low-income groups; rising
interest rates and over-supply of hous-
ing, all precipitating falling house
prices. Between 2005 and 2008
there were massive levels of defaults
of loan repayments and widespread
repossession of housing, usually at
values far less than the initial loans.
The consequences were experienced
at two levels. First, at the macro-
economic level the worldwide banking
industry was thrown into crisis. This
arose because these sub-prime mort-
gages were bundled into packages
known as CDOs (collateralized debt
offerings) or SIVs (structured invest-
ment vehicles) and resold on to other
banks and financial institutions. It was
hoped that this financial re-engineering
could spread the risks associated with
these loans and lenders could escape
the 10 to 1 regulatory limits on their
lending–capital ratios. However, it
appears that few in the financial ser-
vices industries fully understood what
they were buying and the various risk
assessment agencies were seriously
at fault in underestimating the risks
associated with these loans. The
upshot was massive losses in many
banks around the world leading to risk
aversion and a lack of liquidity for
credit – the so-called ‘credit crunch’.

Second, at the micro-level the credit
crunch has had severe impacts on
households and many of these have
been concentrated in particular geo-
graphical areas. As a proportion of all
loans offered, sub-prime loans were

above 40 per cent of the total in two
belts of US states that formed an L
shape, with one arm running down
from North Dakota to Texas, and the
other running across from Texas to
South Carolina (New York Times,
3 November 2007). In terms of abso-
lute numbers California, Illinois and
Ohio were especially hit by the mort-
gage crisis. Cleveland is a city that
was particularly affected by mortgage
defaults, repossessions, housing
abandonment and neighbourhood
decline. Furthermore, it appears that
African-American groups were dis-
proportionately affected by the loans
crisis. In effect, the credit crunch
amounted to a massive redistribution
of wealth away from the African-
American community in the United
States.

Key concepts associated
with the sub-prime
mortgage lending crisis
(see Glossary)

Culture of property, race-preference
hypothesis, ‘redlining’, underclass
hypothesis.

Further reading

Turner, G. (2008) The Credit
Crunch: Housing bubbles,
globalization and the worldwide
economic crisis Pluto Press, 
London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 2: Keynesianism and the
‘long boom’ of Fordism

Chapter 6: Box 6.3 Susan Smith

Box 6.1
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dated government securities. One of the major factors
influencing the relatively low returns on investment 
in rental housing (thus impeding its supply) has been
the existence of rent controls. These were introduced in
many countries to curtail profiteering by landlords in
the wake of housing shortages during the First World
War. Once introduced, however, rent controls have
tended to persist because of government fears of
unpopularity with urban electorates.

The effect of such controls has been to restrict the
ability of landlords to extract an adequate profit in the
face of the costs of covering loan charges, maintenance
and management. This situation has been worsened by
taxation policies that do not allow landlords to deduct
depreciation costs from taxes and by the introduction
and enforcement of more rigorous building standards
and housing codes. Meanwhile, the incomes of tenants
in the privately rented sector have, in general, risen
more slowly than the average. With inflation increas-
ing landlords’ costs sharply, many have responded by
selling their property, either to sitting tenants or to
developers interested in site redevelopment.

The spatial effects of
disinvestment

In some inner-city neighbourhoods, the deterioration
of the housing stock has reached the stage where land-
lords can find no buyers and so are forced to abandon
their property altogether. In other areas, where there is
a high level of demand for accommodation, specialist
agencies have moved in to expedite disinvestment. This
has been especially noticeable in London, where large
numbers of purpose-built flats in inter-war suburbs
such as Ealing, Chiswick and Streatham and in some
central areas – Kensington, Chelsea and Westminster –
have been sold by specialist ‘break-up’ companies on
behalf of large landlords such as property companies
and insurance companies.

Overall, nearly 4 million dwellings have been sold 
by landlords to owner-occupiers in Britain since the
Second World War. Relatively little new property has
since been built for private renting, so that what is left
of the privately rented sector is old (about 70 per cent
of the existing stock in Britain was built before 1950)
and, because of a succession of rent controls, most of it

During the 1970s, tax relief subsidies to mortgagees in
Britain grew fivefold in real terms, and by the early 2000s
state subsidies to owner-occupation were 40 per cent
higher than to public sector housing. Similar develop-
ments have occurred in other countries, though the
policy instruments have sometimes been different. In
many West European countries, for example, direct sub-
sidies to owner-occupation have played a major role in
the expansion of home ownership, with subsidized loans
being made available to lower-income households.

The decline of private
renting
The corollary of the growth in home ownership has
been the decline of privately rented housing. In cities
everywhere in the early to mid-twentieth century,
between 80 and 90 per cent of all households lived in
privately rented accommodation, whereas the equival-
ent figure now stands at between 25 and 35 per cent in
North American cities and between 10 and 20 per cent
in most European and Australian cities. Nowhere has
this decline been more marked than in Britain, where
just over 10 per cent of the housing stock is now rented
from private landlords, compared with around 60 per
cent in 1947 and 90 per cent in 1914.

In general terms, this decline reflects: (1) the response
by landlords to changes in the relative rates of return
provided by investments in rental accommodation; and
(2) the response by households to the artificial finan-
cial advantages associated with home ownership and
(in Europe) public tenure. It is, therefore, unrelated to 
any decline in the demand for privately rented accom-
modation as such: it is the product of wider economic
and political changes.

The effects of rent controls

It is not difficult to understand landlords’ desire to dis-
invest in rental accommodation. Before 1914, investment
in rented property produced income that was almost
double the return of gilt-edged securities, even allow-
ing for maintenance and management costs; but after
the Second World War landlords in Britain could
obtain only around 6 per cent on their investment,
compared with the 9 per cent obtainable from long-

6.1 Housing submarkets
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has deteriorated badly. This deterioration has itself led
to a further depletion of the privately rented stock in
many inner-city areas, as urban renewal schemes have
demolished large tracts of housing.

This decline in the quantity and quality of privately
rented accommodation has affected the social geo-
graphy of the city in several ways:

➤ It has hastened the decay of inner-city areas while
reinforcing the shift of a large proportion of the
lower-middle and more prosperous working classes
to owner-occupied housing in the suburbs.

➤ It has led to a re-sorting and realignment of inner-
city neighbourhoods and populations as the various
groups requiring cheap rented accommodation are
squeezed into a smaller and smaller pool of housing.
These groups encompass a variety of ‘short-stay’
households, including young couples for whom 
private rental accommodation is a temporary but
essential stepping stone either to owner-occupied 
or to public housing. In addition there are the more
permanent residents who have little chance of obtain-
ing a mortgage, saving for a house or being allocated
a house in the public sector. These include some
indigenous low-income households, low-income
migrants, transient individuals, single-parent families
and elderly households on fixed incomes.

➤ Fierce competition for the diminishing supply of
cheap rental housing between these economically
similar but socially and racially very different groups
inevitably results in an increase in social conflict 
that in turn leads to territorial segregation and the
development of ‘defended neighbourhoods’.

Finally, it should be noted that the shrinkage of the 
privately rented sector has been selective. In larger
cities, the demand for centrally situated luxury flats has
been sufficient to encourage investment in this type of 
property. Thus, in cities such as London, Paris, Brussels
and Zurich, the more expensive element of the privately
rented sector has been preserved intact, if not enhanced.
It must also be recognized that in some of the larger
and more affluent cities of Australia and North America
the privately rented sector has maintained its overall
share of the housing stock through the construction 
of new high-income apartments for rent, at about the

same rate as low-income rental accommodation has
been disappearing. Shortages in the supply of land and
capital in the faster-growing cities of North America
have further restored the position of rental housing.

The development of public
housing
Like the other major changes in the long-term pattern
of housing supply, the emergence of public housing is
a product of wider economic and political factors rather
than the result of secular changes in the underlying 
pattern of housing need or demand. Public housing is
supplied in a variety of ways. In Britain, until recently
the bulk of all public housing was purpose built by local
authorities, but the not-for-profit voluntary sector is
now playing the dominant role through the work of
housing associations; in the Netherlands, Denmark 
and Sweden much public housing is supplied by way 
of cooperatives; while in Germany the public housing
programme has been dominated by Neue Heimat, an
adjunct of the trade union movement.

But, whatever the organizational framework, the qual-
ity and extent of public housing supply are ultimately
dependent upon the resources and disposition of central
and local governments and public institutions. For this
reason, it is difficult to make sense of trends in the pro-
vision of public housing without recourse to specific
examples. Here, attention is focused on the example of
public housing in the United Kingdom.

Public housing in the United
Kingdom

Although it has been much reduced in recent years 
by policies of privatization (see below and Box 6.2),
public sector housing still accounts for a large propor-
tion of the housing stock in UK cities: 20 per cent on
average, rising to well over 50 per cent in Scottish cities.
The provision of low-rent public housing dates from the
late nineteenth century, when it emerged as part of the
reformist public health and town planning movements.
Nevertheless, public housing was slow to develop. The
nineteenth-century legislation was permissive: local
authorities could build housing for the poor but were
under no obligation to do so, and there was no question

..
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emergence of neoliberalism. It was accompanied by
cutbacks in public expenditure, reductions in taxation
and the privatization of public services. In practice, the
cuts in Britain were imposed disproportionately on local
government expenditures, and on housing in particular.
The reason for this lopsidedness is that it would have
been much more difficult to implement similar cuts in
social security, defence, education or health: they would
have directly undermined the political constituency of
the governing Conservative Party.

Sociospatial differentiation within
the public sector

The legacy of these public housing policies has had a pro-
found effect on the morphology and social geography
of British cities. Tracts of public housing (or housing
that was previously owned by local authorities and has
been in some way transferred) are to be found through-
out the urban fabric, with particular concentrations 
in suburban locations. In general terms, and certainly 
in comparison with the location of public housing in
North American cities, the location of public housing
in British cities is remarkable for its integration with
owner-occupied housing and for its occupation by a
wide band of the socio-economic spectrum. The former
is partly explained by the extensive planning powers of
British local authorities; and the latter by standards of
construction that compare favourably with those found
at the lower end of the private market – a factor that is
especially important when comparing the costs of rent-
ing public housing versus buying private housing.

This fits conveniently with the proposition that 
societies with a high degree of social stratification 
(such as Britain) require only a symbolic distancing of
social groups, in contrast to the more overt territorial
segregation of social groups required in more ‘open’
societies such as the United States. It is interesting to
speculate on the role of architecture in this respect for,
as many critics have pointed out, the aesthetic sterility
of much local authority housing seems far in excess of
any limitations on design imposed by financial con-
straints alone.

It must also be emphasized that a considerable amount
of differentiation exists within the stock of public housing.
Much of this differentiation can be explained in the 

of financial support from the central government. Not
surprisingly, most local authorities did nothing, pre-
ferring to rely on the activities of philanthropic and
charitable housing trusts.

The first major step towards large-scale public hous-
ing provision came in 1919, when an acute housing
shortage (which had developed because of the virtual
cessation of building during the First World War, 1914–
1918) was made even more pressing by Prime Minister
Lloyd George’s highly publicized election promise of
‘Homes fit for Heroes’. It became politically necessary
to make some effort to control and organize the supply
of new houses, particularly of working-class houses 
to let. The response was to give local authorities the
responsibility and funding to provide such housing.

After the Second World War there was again a back-
log of housing, this time intensified by war damage. In
addition, the incoming Labour government was heav-
ily committed to the public sector and in 1949 passed a
Housing Act that removed the caveat restricting local
authorities to the provision of housing for the ‘working
classes’. From this date, local authorities were free to
gear the supply of public housing to the more general
needs of the community. The immediate result was a
surge in housebuilding to make up the post-war backlog.
Later, with the return of the Conservatives to power, the
supply of public housing was more closely tied to slum
clearance programmes and the needs of specific groups
such as the elderly and the poor. Subsequently, although
public housing became something of a political football,
the level of exchequer subsidies was steadily raised, and
a succession of legislation gave local authorities increas-
ing powers and responsibility to build public housing
for a wider section of the community. By the early
1970s, the housing stock of every British city had been
substantially altered by the addition of large amounts
of public housing.

It was not until the Thatcher governments of the
1980s and the implementation of neoliberal policies that
this growth came to be significantly checked. Simult-
aneously, the stock of existing public housing began to
be dissolved by the Conservatives’ policy of encourag-
ing the sale of local authority housing to sitting tenants
at a discount of up to 60 per cent of the assessed value
of the property. This retreat from public housing was
part of a general ‘recapitalization’ instigated by the

6.1 Housing submarkets
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Key trends in urban social geography – changes in the UK social 
housing stock

The enormous changes made to the
structure of welfare systems in recent
years is emphasized by the actions
taken in the sphere of social hous-
ing by the UK Labour administrations 
between 1997 and 2009. Housing that
is owned and controlled by local
authorities was at one time (together
with the National Health Service) a
‘jewel in the crown’ of the UK welfare
state. However, the right-to-buy legis-
lation, combined with reduced local
authority construction rates, have
meant that local authority housing
has declined from about one-third to
one-fifth of the total UK housing stock.
Furthermore, years of neglect by pre-
vious administrations (social housing
was a prime target for public expendi-
ture cuts by Conservative governments
in the 1980s) has led to an enormous
backlog of repairs. The Labour admin-
istrations have therefore attempted to
introduce private sector capital and
management expertise into transform-
ing the social housing stock.

Local authority tenants are able to vote
for one of three ‘transfer’ options:

➤ transfer the stock to a private
sector registered social landlord
(RSL) – usually a housing
association;

➤ adopt a private finance initiative
(PFI);

➤ vote for an arm’s length
management organization
(ALMOS).

This process of stock transfer is enor-
mously controversial and some resid-
ents and councils have attempted 
to resist the process. Critics argue
that a fourth option of enabling local
authorities to continue managing 
and repairing stock would be much
cheaper. They also argue that the
information given to tenants before
ballots on stock transfer amounts to
propaganda. Rents have often risen
when stock is transferred to an RSL
and there have been greater eviction
rates for tenants in arrears.

Advocates of stock transfer argue 
that it is defenders of traditional local
authority housing who are most prone
to propagate myths and disinforma-
tion. Supporters of change point out
that most RSLs are in any case hous-
ing associations that are heavily regu-
lated by the UK Housing Corporation.
These are not-for-profit social busi-
nesses that plough surpluses back into
homes, services and neighbourhoods.
In addition, new tenancy contracts, it
is argued, allow greater democratic
participation in local decision making
and the development of strategies to
deal with issues such as neighbourhood
decline and antisocial behaviour.

Recently there are signs of a slight
shift in the emphasis of social hous-
ing policy. Faced with a waiting list 
of 1.7 million for social housing, and
rapidly increasing rates of housing
repossession in the wake of the ‘credit
crunch’, plans are afoot to double rates

of local authority housing construction
from under 20 000 units to 45 000
units. In 2008 the Labour government
also introduced a mortgage rescue
scheme in which both local councils
and housing associations will be able
to take a share in the equity of prop-
erties, thus reducing the outgoings for
householders struggling with repay-
ments. Taken as a whole the social
housing sector faces enormous chal-
lenges; it is estimated that about 
5 million people will be on waiting
lists for social housing in the United
Kingdom by 2010 and currently one-
half of all social housing tenants are
out of work.

Key concepts associated
with changes in the UK
housing stock (see
Glossary)

Asset sales, demunicipalization, ‘hol-
lowing out’, housing associations, 
privatization, quasi-state, residualiza-
tion, shadow state, voluntary sector.

Further reading

Hull, A. (2006) Facilitating structure
for neighbourhood regeneration in
the UK: the contribution of Housing
Action Trusts, Urban Studies 43,
2317–50

Links with other chapters

Chapter 13: Service sector
restructuring

Box 6.2

context of the chronology of the supply of public housing.
Six broad periods can be identified in the British case:

1 Early estates (built during the 1920s) consisted
mostly of ‘cottage-style’ semi-detached dwellings.

2 The succeeding generation of council estates built in
the 1930s was dominated by three- and four-storey
walk-up flats built for slum-clearance families. These
acquired a social character quite different from the
earlier estates and have subsequently developed a
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tracts for high-rise buildings in order to recoup the
considerable investment they had made in ‘system’
building.

6 After 1968 there was a rapid retreat from this kind 
of development, partly as a result of the publicity
given to the damaging effects of high-rise living on
family and social life, partly because of shortcom-
ings in the design and construction of high-rise
buildings (the partial collapse of the Ronan Point
flats in East London were crucial in this respect),
and partly because the big construction firms 
began to turn their attention to the ‘office boom’
that began in the late 1960s. Instead of low-
cost, high-rise, high-density living, local authorities
have opted for the development of low-rise, small-
scale housing schemes with ‘vernacular’ architec-
tural touches and the provision of at least some
‘defensible space’.

There is, therefore, a considerable stratification of the
public housing stock that is reflected in the morpho-
logy of the city as a whole. In Newcastle upon Tyne, 
for example, the distribution of flats and maisonettes
reflects the large-scale building schemes undertaken
from the late 1950s through the early 1970s in the city’s
outer fringes and in inner-city redevelopment schemes
(Figure 6.5). Morphological patterns such as these 
are also reflected in social patterns. Within most British
cities there are distinctive and significant patterns of
social segregation within the public sector (though 
they are not as marked as in the private sector), with
particular concentrations of deprived, unskilled and
semi-skilled manual households in older estates. Such
patterns form the basis for further segregation as a
result of the actions of housing managers and other
local authority officials (see below).

During the 1980s the sale of public housing under
the right-to-buy legislation had a profound effect upon
the social geography of British cities. To begin with,
local authority housing declined as a proportion of the
total housing stock, from about one-third to one-fifth.
However, the uptake of owner occupation was highly
uneven, both socially and geographically. Perhaps inevit-
ably, it was the more affluent local authority tenants,
often with multiple household incomes, who were more
likely to purchase their own homes; in contrast, the

poor reputation in the popular imagination, even if
this is not always justified in practice.

3 A different character again was produced by the
post-war boom in public housing construction. The
accommodation provided at this time – in the face
of waiting lists of tens of thousands in every city and
in the context of strict financial constraints and 
a severe shortage of conventional building materials
– created vast tracts of functional but austere 
housing on the outskirts of cities, much of it in the
form of low-rise multifamily units. Because these
peripheral estates were catering for those at the top
of the waiting list (and who were therefore deemed
to be most needy), there developed a sequential segre-
gation along socio-economic lines. The first estates 
to be completed were thus dominated by the
unskilled and semi-skilled who were the least able 
to compete in the private sector, and by large 
families whose previous accommodation was 
overcrowded. As these households were siphoned
from the top of the waiting list, later estates were
given over to relatively smaller and more prosperous
households.

4 After the backlog had been cleared, architectural and
planning experiments provided further differenti-
ation of the public housing stock, leading specific
housing schemes to acquire varying levels of popu-
larity and, therefore, of status.

5 The public housing boom of the 1960s brought
another set of distinctive housing environments, this
time dominated by maisonettes and high-rise blocks
of flats, most of which were located in inner-city
areas on slum-clearance sites. The heavy emphasis
on high-rise developments in the 1960s was the
product of several factors. First was the infatuation
of architects and planners with the ‘Modern move-
ment’ in architectural design and the doctrine of
high-rise solutions to urban sprawl. This was rein-
forced by the feeling on many city councils that large
high-rise buildings were ‘prestige’ developments
with which to display civic pride and achievement.
The pattern of central government subsidies also
favoured the construction of high-density, high-rise
housing schemes. Meanwhile, large construction and
civil engineering companies pushed to obtain con-
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Figure 6.5 Distribution of council flats and maisonettes in Newcastle upon Tyne.
Source: Taylor and Hadfield (1982), Fig. 12.2, p. 248.

The modernist metropolis: extensive high-rise housing in Berlin. Photo Credit: Geoffrey DeVerteuil.
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The voluntary sector: 
the ‘third arm’ of housing
provision
The sale of public housing is just one of a whole raft 
of policies in the sphere of housing in British cities in
recent years that have attempted to shift from collective
public forms of provision towards individualized, 
privatized forms of provision. Figure 6.6 summarizes
the most important of these initiatives and the ways 
in which they comprise new hybrid forms of provision

unemployed, single-parent families and the elderly were
less likely to purchase their council homes. Combined
with general reductions in the construction of local
authority housing, and wider economic forces leading
to growing social inequality, the net effect has been
residualization – the restriction of public sector hous-
ing to deprived minorities. However, the sale of the
more desirable local authority dwellings has meant 
that there is no longer the stepladder of advancement
available for many of these families out of the less 
desirable estates.

6.1 Housing submarkets

..

Figure 6.6 The blurring of housing provision in the UK in the 1980s and 1990s.
Source: Clarke and Bradford (1998), Fig. 1.

M06_KNOX7638_06_SE_C06.QXD  20/8/09  13:46  Page 129



  

Structures of building provision and the social production of the urban environment

130

that cross-cut the divide between the public and private
sectors. One such policy is build-for-sale whereby 
private land is sold to developers at reduced prices. 
The ‘third arm’ of the housing system – the non-profit-
making voluntary sector, has played a crucial role in
this context in extending home ownership to groups
that were previously excluded.

In the United Kingdom this sector comprises hous-
ing associations funded by the public sector through 
a quango known as the Housing Corporation. This 
sector has traditionally built properties for specific 
disadvantaged groups that were previously somewhat
neglected by the local authorities. However, as part of
their new role in a neoliberal political climate they were
encouraged to take over local authority estates whole-
sale. They were also encouraged to buy and improve
properties for sale and to engage in shared ownership
schemes, whereby the housing association retained a
portion of the equity in the property. Under the 1988
Housing Act, introduced by a Conservative govern-
ment, they were required to seek funding from the 
private sector and to charge market rents. While those
on benefits could afford these higher rents, many of
those on low incomes were excluded. This created a
form of ‘poverty trap’ for those on benefits, since tak-
ing a low-paying job would mean that they could no
longer afford the market rents. Housing associations
were also encouraged to bale out private developers 
by purchasing difficult-to-sell private developments.
The net result of these policies has been colonization 
of the voluntary sector by the state and a reduction 
in the provision of affordable housing for the most 
vulnerable in society. Many low-income groups were
tempted (perhaps unwisely) into owner-occupation,
and repossessions of properties among these groups
subsequently rose considerably with the recessions of
the early 1990s and late 2000s.

6.2 Key actors in the
social production of
the built environment

Given the existence of these housing submarkets and
the changing overall structure of housing supply, we
now turn to the way these opportunities are shaped 

and constrained by various agencies and professional
mediators. This focus stems largely from the view of
class relations and social differentiation developed 
by Max Weber in the nineteenth century. Weberian
analysis centres on an ‘action frame of reference’ that
seeks to explain social systems mainly in terms of 
the people who make and sustain them. Institutional
arrangements and key ‘actors’ are therefore studied in
order to explain the outcome of competition between
conflicting social groups.

The development of this approach in relation to the
structures of building provision can be traced to the
work of Ray Pahl. In a provocative and influential essay
he argued that the proper focus of urban research
should be the interplay of spatial and social constraints
that determine opportunities of access to housing and
urban resources. Furthermore, he suggested, the key to
understanding the social constraints could be found in
the activities, policies and ideologies of the managers 
or controllers of the urban system (Pahl, 1969). Very
broadly, this is the basis of what has become known 
as the managerialist thesis and the study of managerial-
ism. In the context of housing, the managers of scarce
resources (or the ‘middle dogs’ or ‘social gatekeepers’
as they are sometimes called) include key personnel
from the following spheres:

➤ Finance capital, e.g. building society and savings and
loan association managers and others engaged in
lending money for house purchase, housing develop-
ment and housing improvements.

➤ Industrial capital, e.g. developers and builders.

➤ Commercial capital, e.g. exchange professionals such
as estate agents, lawyers and surveyors engaged in
the market distribution of housing.

➤ Landed capital, e.g. landowners and rentiers such as
private landlords.

➤ State agencies, e.g. social security agencies.

➤ Agencies of the local state (local government). The
most directly influential managers to be found within
the public sector are housing managers per se and their
related staff of lettings officers and housing visitors.

What these groups have in common is a job at the
interface between available resources and a client (or
supplicant) population. It is in terms of their cumulative

..
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the households they ultimately supply, are not always
‘rational’ in economic terms. The main influence that
landowners can exert is through the imposition of their
wishes as to the type of development that takes place
and, indeed, whether it takes place at all. Some owners
hold on to their land for purely speculative reasons,
releasing the land for urban development as soon as 
the chance of substantial profit is presented. This can
have a considerable effect on the morphology of cities,
not least in the way that plots tied up in speculative
schemes act as barriers to development, and in the
sequence that land is released.

Because of the special properties of land as a com-
modity, many landowners are in fact reluctant to sell 
at all unless they need to raise capital. For many of 
the ‘traditional’ large landholders, land ownership is
steeped in social and political significance that makes its
disposal a matter of some concern. When landowners
do sell, they sometimes limit the nature of subsequent
development through restrictive covenants, either for
idealistic reasons or, more likely, to protect the exchange
value of land they still hold.

Builders, developers and
the search for profit
The profits to be made from property speculation give
developers a strong incentive to insert themselves as
key actors at the centre of structures of building provi-
sion. This incentive is intensified by their interest in the
speed of operation (because they have to finance land
preparation and construction long before receiving
income from the sale of completed projects). Figure 6.7
shows that the development function is pivotal:

It is the developers who initiate the development
process – by recognising an opportunity to profit
from a perceived demand for certain types of
building in particular locations. They negotiate
with landowners for the acquisition of
development rights to sites, either purchasing a
freehold or leasehold interest in the property or
entering into joint development arrangements to
share development profits with the site owner. 
It is the developers who arrange the short-term
financing for construction. They commission

day-to-day decision making that sociospatial differenti-
ation takes place, but their influence can be shown to
extend beyond day-to-day decision making. Such is the
power of the institutions of housing supply that they
not only shape people’s actual opportunities but also
their sense of possibilities. The criteria through which
these groups allocate resources are sometimes called
decision (or eligibility) rules. These rules are necessary
to simplify the frequent and repetitive but often com-
plex and controversial decisions that the managers
have to make. Sometimes the rules are explicit in the
form of policy documents but often they are implicit in
the hidden or tacit understandings that are employed
within organizations.

A succession of empirical studies has left no doubt
that there are, in every sphere of the structures of 
building provision, managers whose activities exert a
considerable impact on the social production of the
built environment – particularly in Europe, where the
expansion of welfare capitalism has produced a power-
ful and easily identifiable bureaucratic influence on the
housing scene.

Yet it is important to set the managerialist per-
spective against the wider sweep of the urban political
economy. This question of the relative power of gate-
keepers is important, and it is essential to recognize: 
(1) that ‘managerial’ decisions are themselves subject
to constraints determined by the wider economic, polit-
ical and ideological structure of society; and (2) that
there are forces completely beyond the control of the
managers that exert a significant influence on urban
patterns. Urban managers, then, must be seen as actors
of significant but limited importance in the context of
a sociospatial dialectic in which economic, social and
political processes set the limits for their activities while
their professional modus operandi determines the
detail of the resulting patterns. The following sections
illustrate the influence of particular types of managers
and social gatekeepers on the social production of the
built environment.

Landowners and
morphogenesis
Landowners stand at the beginning of a chain of 
key actors and decision makers whose activities, like

6.2 Key actors in the social production of the built environment
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architects to devise a scheme, within certain cost
constraints, that will be acceptable to the planning
authorities. It is also they who engage the builders
and use estate agents to seek suitable tenants or
purchasers for the completed development . . .
developers might appropriately be regarded as the
impresarios of the built environment.

(MacLaran, 2003)

Some developers are involved principally with land,
some with buildings, and many with both. Land 
developers typically acquire raw or unimproved land
and improve it with earth grading, roads, utility con-
nections, deed restrictions and entitlements. Building or
project developers acquire improved land or redevelop-

able property and construct new buildings. Historically,
real estate development has been a predominantly local
affair, organized on a project-by-project basis by real
estate promoters, financiers or investors and imple-
mented under contract by small, local construction firms.
In the United States, the stabilization of the mortgage
market and the setting of minimum standards for the
housing financed by the Federal Housing Administra-
tion in the 1930s allowed more and more firms to
become what Marc Weiss (1987) calls ‘community
builders’ – developers who subdivide and improve raw
land and design, engineer, finance, construct and sell
buildings on the extensive sites that they have prepared.
These community builders were the precursors of 
the developer–builder companies that now dominate 

..

Figure 6.7 Major private sector relations within the property development industry.
Source: MacLaran (1993), Fig. 7.1.
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2025. Half the residential structures expected to be 
in place by 2025 did not exist in 2000. Developers’ 
decisions in orchestrating and delivering all this will
not only determine their commercial success but 
also influence the evolution of the form and appear-
ance of cities. The leading edges of suburbia, in par-
ticular, are the product of the decisions of independent
developers with a supply-side aesthetic that is heavily
influenced by the market research and production
decisions of the largest firms in the home-building
industry.

Like other entrepreneurs, developers seek to minimize
risk. In terms of residential development, this con-
servative approach generally translates into housing for
clearly established markets in which there is demon-
strated spending power. Through the 1960s and 1970s
in the United States this approach resulted in a pre-
ponderance of three-bedroom single-family suburban
housing, reflecting the country’s economic and demo-
graphic composition. In 1950, at the start of the post-war
housing boom, more than half of all households had
children, and the average household included 3.4 persons;
single-person households accounted for slightly more
than 10 per cent of all households. Not surprisingly,
there was little provision for atypical households – 
who were, effectively, excluded from new suburban
tracts. Only in the 1980s, when marketing consultants
caught up with social shifts that had made the ‘typical’
household a demographic minority, did developers
begin to cater to affluent singles, divorcees, retirees and
empty-nesters, adding luxury condominiums, town-
houses, artists’ lofts and so on to their standard 
repertoire. Large builders inevitably are concerned pre-
dominantly with construction for high-volume sub-
urban development. Medium-sized firms cannot afford
to pay the interest on large parcels of developed land,
so their preferred strategy is to maximize profits by
building at high densities or by catering to the high-
profit, luxury end of the market. This strategy leaves
small firms to use their more detailed local knowledge
to scavenge for ‘custom’ building contracts and smaller
infill opportunities; at which point they will assemble
the necessary materials and labour and seek to build 
as quickly as possible, usually aiming at the market for
larger, higher-quality dwellings in neighbourhoods with
an established social reputation.

the design and construction of the residential fabric 
of American cities. It was the community builders of
the 1930s and 1940s who pioneered deed restrictions
mandating uniform building lines, front and side
yards, standards for lot coverage and building size, and
minimum construction standards, as well as innovations
in landscaping street layout, and planned provision for
retail and office buildings, parks and recreation facilities,
churches and schools.

There are still around 80 000 home builders in the
United States, most of them tiny, but the biggest builders
are rapidly getting bigger, and taking up an increasing
share of the market. In 1986, the market share of the
100 largest builders (in terms of new home sales) stood
at 24 per cent. In 2006 it was 44 per cent, with the top
ten builders capturing just over 25 per cent on their
own. Recently, the development industry has followed
the trends of other producer and service industries,
with mergers and acquisitions, vertical and horizontal
integration, product diversification, the deployment 
of new technologies, just-in-time delivery and niche
marketing, resulting in a much greater market domin-
ance of big, publicly traded companies with complex and
sophisticated operations. The profitability of smaller
firms has been constrained by the economies of scale
and scope enjoyed by these larger firms. Smaller firms
also find it harder to deal with the dramatic increase in
NIMBYism; with the widespread introduction of impact
fees; and with environmental regulations that are now
more complex and more strictly enforced. Meanwhile,
neoliberal reforms that began with the Reagan admin-
istration have weakened trade unions, radically altered
the system of housing finance, loosened capital markets,
and weakened corporate tax law: for larger firms, it is
still a developers’ utopia.

The housing booms of the 1980s and the late 1990s
to mid-2000s afforded billions in profits for the largest
firms. And, although the housing market cooled down
in late 2006, the long-term prospect for developers is rosy:
the United States will add approximately 28 million
households by 2025, along with about 45 million new
jobs, turbocharging the infinite game of real estate
development. Two million homes will need to be con-
structed each year, and non-residential construction
may top 3 billion square feet annually. Up to $30 tril-
lion will be spent on development between 2000 and

6.2 Key actors in the social production of the built environment
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Discrimination by design:
architects and planners
Members of the design professions have direct respons-
ibility for the production of many aspects of the built
environment, from individual buildings and detailed
landscaping to land use regulations and strategic plans
for urban development. In all of these tasks, they must
work within the parameters set by clients, politicians,
legal codes and so on; but to all these tasks they also
bring a distinctive professional ideology and the 
opportunity to translate social and cultural values into
material form.

The work of architects and planners can, there-
fore, be profitably interpreted in relation to their 
transcription of economic, social, cultural and political
dynamics into the evolving physical settings of the city.
Architects and planners are both products and carriers
of the flux of ideas and power relationships inherent to
particular stages of urbanization. Here, we illustrate the
influential role of architects and planners in the socio-
spatial dialectic through one of the most important 
(if somewhat overlooked) dimensions: the patriarchal
qualities of the built environment.

As a number of feminist theorists have established,
the whole structure of contemporary cities and urban
societies reflects and embodies fundamental gender
divisions and conflicts. More specifically, urban struc-
ture reflects the construction of space into masculine
centres of production and feminine suburbs of repro-
duction. Spaces outside the home have become the 
settings in which social relations are produced, while the
space inside the home has become the setting in which
social relations are reproduced. Suzanne Mackenzie,
for example (1988), interpreted the evolution of urban
structure in terms of a series of solutions to gender
conflicts that are rooted in the separation of home and
work that was necessary to large-scale industrialization
in the nineteenth century. These are important aspects
of the social construction of space and place that we
shall explore in greater detail in Chapter 7. Here, we 
are concerned with the specific roles of architects and
planners as agents of gender coding within the struc-
tures of building provision. Shared systems of belief
about gender roles are created and sustained, in part, at
least, through every aspect of urban design.

Women’s spaces

One well-worn theme in architectural theory has been
the manifestation of ‘masculine’ and ‘feminine’ elements
of design. For the most part, this has involved a crude
anatomical referencing: phallic towers and breast-like
domes. Skyscrapers, for example, can be seen to embody
the masculine character of capital. (Nevertheless, there
are times when, as even Freud admitted, ‘a cigar is just
a cigar’.) As some feminist interpretations of architec-
tural history have shown, however, the silences of
architecture can be more revealing than crude anatom-
ical metaphors. Thus, for example, Elizabeth Wilson
(1991) has pointed to the way that modernist architec-
ture, self-consciously progressive, had nothing to say
about the relations between the sexes. It changed the
shape of dwellings without challenging the functions 
of the domestic unit. Indeed, the Bauhaus School, 
vanguard of the Modern Movement, helped to rein-
force the gender division of labour within households
through Breuer’s functional Modern kitchen.

The internal structure of buildings embodies the
taken-for-granted rules that govern the relations of
individuals to each other and to society just as much as
their external appearance of buildings and the overall
plan and morphological structure of cities. The floor-
plans, decor and use of domestic architecture have in
fact represented some of the most important encodings
of patriarchal values. As architects themselves have so
often emphasized, houses cannot be regarded simply as
utilitarian structures but as ‘designs for living’. The strong
gender coding built into domestic architecture has
been demonstrated in analyses ranging from Victorian
country houses to bungalows and tenements.

Today, the conventional interpretation of suburban
domestic architecture recognizes the way that the ideals
of domesticity and the wholesomeness of nuclear family
living are embodied in the feminine coding given to 
the ‘nurturing’ environments afforded by single-family
homes that centre on functional kitchens and a series of
gendered domestic spaces: ‘her’ utility room, bathroom,
bedroom, sitting room; ‘his’ garage, workshop, study.
The importance of these codings rests in the way that
they present gender differences as ‘natural’ and thereby
universalize and legitimize a particular form of gender
differentiation and domestic division of labour.

..
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garden city idealists and would-be conservers of the
countryside and architectural heritage. For all its
apparent progressivism, however, it was an essentially
reactionary movement, in the sense that it aimed at
containing the city and maintaining a (patriarchal) social
and moral order.

Patrick Geddes, the visionary inspiration of the
emerging planning movement in Britain in the early

Women’s places
City planning has a more overtly patriarchal and 
paternalistic ideology that has found expression in a
number of ways. The key to the relationship between
planning, society and urban structure can be found in
the motivation, ideology and modus operandi, or praxis,
of professional planners. The modern town planning
movement grew from a coalition of sanitary reformers,

6.2 Key actors in the social production of the built environment
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Key thinkers in urban social geography – Susan Smith

Susan Smith has had a notable influ-
ence upon urban social geography in
a number of ways. To begin with she
was a co-author with Peter Jackson of
the influential book Exploring Social
Geography that helped to revive the
ethnographic tradition in urban social
geography. Since then she has under-
taken an extraordinarily wide range 
of pioneering work including research 
on crime, racism, ethnic residential
segregation, health inequalities, gen-
der, citizenship, children at risk, the
changing welfare state and research
methodologies.

For the purpose of this chapter it is
worth drawing attention to Smith’s
work on housing markets. She has
attempted to counter the widespread
view that markets operate (when left
largely unhindered) in a natural and
inevitable way resulting in an equilib-
rium between supply and demand. This
view is an economic equivalent of the
essentialism we encountered in Chap-
ter 3 relating to issues such as identity
or class – the idea that there are some
underlying invariant aspects of human
life. Just to add to the jargon we should
note that essentialism is sometimes
called foundationalism and, when
applied to economics, it is known as
economism! Instead, Smith attempts
to assert a social constructionist view

of housing markets – that they are
above all created by people and under-
pinned by sets of values, institutions
and regulatory norms that vary from
place to place and between societies.

Smith has illustrated these points by
reference to the consumer behaviour
and inequalities associated with the
recent housing bubble. She notes, 
for example, that in the scramble for
accommodation, buyers were not
behaving as rational consumers but
were ignoring price signals and
engaging in what amounted to gamb-
ling or speculation. Furthermore this
boom was not just a natural outcome.
In the United Kingdom and the
United States, two societies in which
neoliberalism has been rampant,
home ownership has been under-
pinned by sets of policies but also by
policy narratives that emphasize ‘self-
reliance’, ‘choice’, ‘flexibility’ and
‘autonomy’ (ideas that of course have
taken a severe battering in the current
recession).

This does not mean that markets are
inherently evil and should be aban-
doned. In any case, the language of
markets is deeply ingrained into our
psyche in Western economies. What
is does mean, however, is that left to
their own devices unregulated markets
can have highly undesirable outcomes.

As is painfully obvious at the present
time, markets need careful regulation.

Key concepts associated
with Susan Smith (see
Glossary)

Anti-essentialism, culture of property,
essentialism, feminism, racism, social
constructionism, welfare state.

Further reading
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1900s, saw cities in the early twentieth century as
‘sprawling man-reefs’, expanding like ‘ink-stains and
grease-spots’ over the ‘natural’ environment, creating
nothing but ‘slum, semislum and super-slum’ with
social environments that ‘stunt the mind’. Cities, there-
fore, were to be thinned out, tidied up, penned in by
green belts, fragmented into ‘neighbourhood units’
and generally made as much like traditional villages 
as possible.

In the subsequent struggle to establish itself as a pro-
fession with intellectual standing as well as statutory
powers, city planning developed a distinctive profes-
sional ideology that now constitutes the basic operating
rationale by which planners feel able to justify their own
activities and to judge the claims of others. This ideo-
logy contains strands of environmentalism, aesthetics,
spatial determinism and futurism as well as a strong
element of paternalism and an evangelical mantle that
enables practitioners to turn a deaf ear to criticism. The
cumulative result has been to transform planning from
an ‘enabling’ to a ‘disabling’ profession.

The patriarchal strand of planning ideology can be
traced back to the formative years of the profession 
and the threat of new metropolitan environments to
the established sociocultural order. Modern cities, in
short, provided women with a potential escape from
patriarchal relations. Part of the task set for themselves
by liberal reformers and members of the early planning
movement, therefore, was to create the physical con-
ditions not only for economic efficiency and public
health but also for social stability and moral order. As 
a result, town planning became ‘an organized cam-
paign to exclude women and children, along with other
disruptive elements – the working class, the poor, and
minorities – from this infernal urban space altogether’
(Wilson, 1991, p. 6).

The cumulative result has been the reinforcement
and policing of the spatial separation of the ‘natural’,
male, public domains of industry and commerce from
the private, female domain of home-making. Women
were ‘kept in their place’ through comprehensive plans
and zoning ordinances that were sometimes hostile,
often merely insensitive to women’s needs. Consequently,
the contemporary city embodies serious gender in-
equalities and contrasting experiences of urban and
suburban living.

Mortgage financiers: social
and spatial bias as good
business practice
The decisions of the senior managers of mortgage
finance institutions – building societies, banks, savings
and loan companies, etc. – represent one of the more
striking examples of gatekeeping within the socio-
spatial dialectic. It should be stressed at the outset 
that mortgage finance managers are not independent
decision makers. Much of their activity is closely cir-
cumscribed by head office policy, while many of their
day-to-day decisions are dependent upon the activities
of lawyers, real estate agents, surveyors, bank managers
and so on. Nevertheless, mortgage finance managers
enjoy a pivotal position in the ‘magic circle’ of property
exchange professionals, and although the self-image 
of the trade is that of a passive broker in the supply 
of housing, the mortgage allocation system ‘exerts a
decisive influence over who lives where, how much
new housing gets built, and whether neighbourhoods
survive’ (Murphy, 1995, p. 136).

In order to be properly understood, the activity of
mortgage finance managers must be seen against the
general background of their commercial objectives. The
success of mortgage companies depends upon financial
growth and security and the maintenance of large
reserve funds. Their chief allegiance, therefore, is to the
investor rather than the borrower. Not surprisingly, they
operate a fairly rigid system of rules to protect their
operations and encourage an ethos of conservative
paternalism among their staff. Indeed, there is some
evidence to support the idea of their managers as a
rather narrowly defined breed: an ‘ideal type’ with a
uniformity of attitudes resulting from the recruitment
of a certain group (white, Anglo-Saxon, Protestant,
moderately educated family men) and the absorption
of company traditions and lending policies through 
a career structure with a high degree of internal pro-
motion that rewards personnel with a ‘clean’ record of
lending decisions.

As a group, then, mortgage finance managers tend
to have good reason to be cautious, investment oriented
and suspicious of unconventional behaviour in others.
Likewise, the ground rules of lending policies are 
cautious, devised to ensure financial security both in

..
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Bias against property
Sociospatial sorting also takes place through managers’
evaluation of the property for which funds are sought.
With any loan, the manager’s first concern is with the
liquidity of the asset, so that if the borrower defaults
and the company is forced to foreclose, the sale of the
property will at least cover the amount advanced. The
assessment of this liquidity ultimately rests with profes-
sional surveyors, but mortgage managers tend to have
clear ideas as to the ‘safest’ property in terms of price
range, size and location, and surveyors tend to anticipate
these criteria in formulating their survey reports.

Many managers evidently assume that market
demand for properties that deviate from their ideal 
(a relatively new suburban house with three or four
bedrooms) is very limited, and therefore regard them
as greater risks and are more cautious about advanc-
ing loans for them. Managers tend to be particularly
concerned with the size of dwellings because of the 
possibility of multiple occupation and the consequent
problem of repossession if the borrower defaults. Their
concern with age is related to the possibility that the
property will deteriorate before the mortgage is fully
redeemed; and their concern with location is related to
the possibility of property values being undermined by
changes in neighbourhood racial or social composition.
Their concern with price reflects their anxiety that applic-
ants should not overstretch themselves financially.

Mortgage finance managers thus effectively decide not
only who gets loans but also what kinds of property they
can aspire to. Households with more modest financial
status, for example, will find it more difficult to buy
older property even though the overall price may not
be beyond their means, since loans for older property
generally have to be repaid over a shorter period, thus
increasing the monthly repayments.

The spatial outcome is often a dramatic contrast in
lending levels for different neighbourhoods. The most
striking aspect of the gatekeeping activities of loan officers
in this context has been the practice of refusing to
advance funds on any property within neighbourhoods
that they perceive to be bad risks – usually inner-city
areas, as in Birmingham (Figure 6.8). This practice is
known as ‘redlining’ and has been well documented in
a number of studies, even though managers are usually
reluctant to admit to redlining policies.

terms of the ‘paying ability’ of potential borrowers and
the future exchange value of dwellings they are willing
to finance.

Bias against people

In operating these ground rules, mortgage finance man-
agers effectively act as social gatekeepers – wittingly or
unwittingly – in a number of ways. With the exception
of the ill-fated sub-prime lending episode described
above, it is normal practice to lend only 80–90 per cent
of the total cost or valuation of a house (whichever is
the less), and for the maximum loan to be computed as
a multiple of the household’s main income (although
some institutions also take into consideration a pro-
portion of a second income, if there is one). It is in the
evaluation of potential borrowers’ ability to maintain
the flow of repayments that the first major stratification
by mortgage finance managers takes place.

Because of their desire for risk minimization, loan
officers tend to give a lot of weight to the general 
creditworthiness of applicants. Credit register searches
are used to reveal previous financial delinquency, evid-
ence of which normally results in the refusal to advance
a loan. If they pass this test, applicants are then judged
principally in terms of the stability of their income 
and their future expectations. This, of course, tends to
favour white-collar workers since their pay structure
commonly has a built-in annual increment and is not
subject to the ups and downs of overtime and short-
time working. Conversely, several groups, including the
self-employed, the low paid and single women, will
find that their chances of obtaining a mortgage are
marginal.

There is also evidence that purely subjective factors
influence mortgage managers’ decisions. Managers
appear to categorize applicants in terms of a set of
operational stereotypes ranging from bad risks to good
ones, although it has proved difficult to pin down these
operational stereotypes in detail and to establish their
generality within the professions. It is clearly difficult
even for the managers themselves to articulate some-
thing that is an unconscious activity. Nevertheless, the
criteria they employ in making subjective judgements
about people seem to be closely related to their values
of financial caution and social conventionality.

6.2 Key actors in the social production of the built environment
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Figure 6.8 The ‘redline’ district in Birmingham in relation to the city’s inner area improvement
programme.
Source: After Weir (1976), p. 111.
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links with mortgage financiers, collecting mortgage
repayments for companies and channelling investment
funds to them. The mortgage financiers reciprocate by
apportioning a quota of mortgage funds to be allocated
by the estate agent and by paying a small commis-
sion on investment funds received through the agent. 
Estate agents then use their quota of mortgage funds 
to expedite the sale of properties on their books. Since
real estate agents’ profits are derived from percentage
commissions on the purchase price of houses, one 
of their chief concerns is to maintain a high level of
prices in the market while encouraging a high turnover
of sales.

In many countries of Europe and in North America,
estate agents account for between 50 and 70 per cent 
of all house sales; in Australia, the sale of houses has
been almost entirely in the hands of estate agents. They
are not simply passive brokers in these transactions,
however; they influence the social production of the
built environment in several ways. In addition to the
bias introduced in their role as mediators of informa-
tion, some estate agents introduce a deliberate bias 
by steering households into, or away from, a specific
neighbourhood in order to maintain what they regard
as optimal market conditions. Existing residents in a
given neighbourhood represent potential clients for an
agent, and if an agent is seen to be acting against their
interests by introducing ‘undesirable’ purchasers to 
the area, the agent may suffer both by being denied 
any further listings and by any fall in prices that might
result from panic selling. Thus the safest response for
realtors is to keep like with like and to deter persons
from moving to areas occupied by persons ‘unlike’
themselves. The most widespread discrimination
undertaken by real estate agents is based on race and
ethnicity, and the segregation resulting from this activ-
ity has been well documented.

Manipulating social
geographies: blockbusting
and gentrification
On the other hand, estate agents have been known to
introduce black families to a white neighbourhood in
the hope that whites will sell up quickly at deflated
prices, allowing the agents to buy houses and then

In the United States, some states have passed anti-
redlining laws, while federal law requires lenders to dis-
close their policies and lending profiles in an attempt to
discourage redlining. Nevertheless, redlining continues
to exist, largely through covert means: discouraging
would-be borrowers with higher interest rates, higher
down payments, lower loan-to-value rates and shorter
loan maturity terms for property in redlined areas.

Although redlining may be an understandable and
(in most countries) legitimate business practice, it has
important consequences for the social geography of the
city. The practice of redlining ‘guarantees that property
values will decline and generally leads to neighbour-
hood deterioration, destruction and abandonment. This
process makes more credit available for the resale and
financing of homes in other neighbourhoods, thus per-
petuating differential neighbourhood quality, growth,
decline and homeownership’ (Darden, 1980, p. 98).
This flow of capital to the suburbs, it should be noted,
is closely tied to the wider operations of mortgage
finance institutions; they are often heavily involved in
financing and controlling the suburban activities of large
construction companies. Such involvement is commonly
reinforced by connections within the overall structures
of building provision: overlapping directorships, for
example, among building societies and housebuilding
companies.

It should also be noted that a substantial proportion
of the capital used to finance suburban house construc-
tion and purchase is derived from small investors in
inner-city areas, so that the net effect of building society
policies is to redistribute a scarce resource (investment
capital) from a relatively deprived area to a relatively
affluent one.

Real estate agents:
manipulating and reinforcing
neighbourhood patterns
Real estate agents are responsible for a wide range of
activities connected with the exchange and management
of residential property. They find houses and sometimes
arrange finance for buyers; they attract purchasers and
transact paperwork for sellers. In addition, they may
also be involved in surveying, auctioneering, valuation,
property management and insurance. They have close

6.2 Key actors in the social production of the built environment
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resell them to incoming black families at a much higher
price: a practice known as ‘blockbusting’. Because the
white residents of targeted neighbourhoods can and 
do distinguish between middle- and lower-class black
families, blockbusters have sometimes resorted to a
variety of tactics in order to give the impression that
the incoming households represent a ‘bad element’:
telephone calls, door-to-door solicitations and the
posting of bogus ‘For Sale’ signs on front lawns; even,
in extreme cases, hiring outsiders to commit petty acts
of vandalism or to pose as indolent ‘welfare cases’.

A similar process involves the purchase of older pro-
perties in prime development sites. These properties
are promptly neglected and, as other residents see the
neighbourhood beginning to deteriorate, more and

more sell up to estate agents, who allow the properties
to deteriorate along with the original ‘seed’ properties.
As deterioration continues, the area becomes a fire 
risk, and as fire insurance companies refuse to renew
insurance policies, more owners are persuaded to sell
out. When a sufficient number of dwellings have been
acquired, the agents themselves are able to sell out at a
considerable profit to developers seeking large plots of
land for redevelopment schemes.

This kind of opportunism has also been shown to 
have been involved in the process of gentrification. 
It has been suggested, for example, that gentrification
in parts of Islington, London, can be attributed as
much to the activities of estate agents as to the incomers
themselves. Estate agents were often the ones who 

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – David Ley

David Ley’s influence upon urban social
geography has not resulted from the
formulation of any one particular view
or theory of the city, but instead from
a series of attitudes and principles that
have been manifest in a series of influ-
ential empirical studies of inner-city
developments in Canadian cities.

Ley has been highly critical of both
positivist spatial science and structur-
alist Marxist interpretations of the city.
Instead, he has championed human-
istic and behavioural approaches that
focus upon local cultures and the
everyday subjective experiences of
city dwellers. These approaches were
manifest in his highly influential text-
book A Social Geography of the City
(1983). Rather than adopt an over-
arching view, Ley has displayed a
desire to draw upon a wide range of
theories in interpreting developments
such as community change.

Ley has also been notable for his com-
bination of both qualitative methods,
such as participant observation and
in-depth interviews, with quantitative
methods such as statistical surveys.

Hamnett (1998) sees Ley’s approach
as in the tradition of ‘grounded the-
ory’, an approach that Locke (2001,
p. 34) defines as ‘research and ‘dis-
covery’ through direct contact with
the social world studied, coupled with
a rejection of ‘a priori theorising’ (see
also Strauss and Corbin, 1998).

Key concepts associated
with David Ley (see
Glossary)

Gentrification, grounded theory, 
phenomenology.
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Inner-city decline and suburban expansion has
therefore led to a rent gap – a disparity between the
potential rents that could be commanded by inner-city
properties and the actual rents they are commanding
(see Figure 6.9). This means that it becomes profitable
for developers to buy up run-down properties cheaply,
pay builders’ costs together with interest charges on
mortgage and construction loans, and sell the renovated
property at a significant profit. Gentrification is there-
fore a back-to-the-city move by capital. Smith sees this
move – together with deregulation, privatization and
other neoliberal reforms – as a form of revenge by the
powerful in society for the moral and economic decline
of city life following the social reforms of the 1960s
(hence the term revanchist city – the French word
revanche meaning revenge; see also MacLeod, 2002).
Figure 6.10 shows some of the manifestations of this
gentrification in New York.

Critics of this interpretation argue that, like other
structuralist explanations, it leaves little room for human
agency or consumer preferences. Thus, by itself, the rent

persuaded mortgage financiers to give loans for the
purchase and renovation of old working-class dwellings.
In addition, some agents purchased and renovated
property themselves before selling to incoming young
professionals.

Evaluating the relative importance of the various
factors associated with gentrification has led to a vigor-
ous debate. On the one hand there is Neil Smith (1996)
who is highly critical of explanations of gentrification
that stress the importance of changing consumption
patterns among new occupational groups or professional
classes. Instead, Smith argues that gentrification must
be seen as part of the process of capitalist economic
development and, in particular, moves by capital to
arrest the declining rate of profit. Underpinning his
analysis is a structuralist perspective that sees socially
necessary labour as the ultimate source of value (see
Chapter 2). However, Smith acknowledges that in city
economies the exchange values of properties is usually
far removed from labour costs by powerful market
forces of supply and demand.

6.2 Key actors in the social production of the built environment

..

Figure 6.9 Neil Smith’s model of the evolution of the rent gap in US cities.
Source: Smith (1996), Fig. 3.2, p. 65.
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gap theory cannot explain which cities, and which areas
within cities, are most likely to be regenerated. Ley (1996),
focusing upon experience in Canadian cities, linked
gentrification of inner-city areas with the growth of
producer services and the development of middle-class
groups with new values and aspirations. These values
are complex and multifaceted. Ley relates them in part
to the cultural rebellion inspired by hippies in the 1960s,
since those seeking lifestyles ‘alternative’ to the con-
formity of suburban areas were among some of the 
first to re-enter inner-city areas. However, subsequent
influxes of middle-class groups have unleashed power-
ful forces for consumption in chic wine bars, coffee

shops, restaurants, bookstores, clothing boutiques and
the various cultural facilities offered by the gentrified
central city. Such developments emphasize the role 
of space in the formation of culture and identities, as
stressed in Chapter 3 (see also Box 6.4).

All writers on gentrification acknowledge that both
economic and cultural processes are at work, so the
crucial issue is which factor is most important. This might
seem like some arcane academic debate but it has
important implications for planning and political action.
If the forces of capital are seen as overwhelmingly 
dominant, as in structuralist explanations, then human
agency can achieve relatively little without wholesale

..

Figure 6.10 The gentrification frontier on the Lower East Side, 1974–1986.
Source: After Smith (1996), Fig. 9.4, p. 205.
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households with least access to public housing in British
cities include young single people without dependants,
newcomers to the area and former owner-occupiers.
Conversely, the letting policies of most authorities 
tend to favour households from slum clearance and
redevelopment areas, households living in overcrowded
conditions, small elderly households, new households
who lack their own accommodation and are living with
parents or in-laws, and households with young children.

Problem families and dump estates
In addition to the question of whether or not a house-
hold is offered accommodation there is the question 
of what sort of accommodation is offered, and in what
neighbourhood. For housing managers it makes sense
not only to allocate households to dwellings according
to size characteristics but also to match ‘good’ tenants
to their best housing in order to minimize maintenance
costs, to ensure that the aged and ‘problem families’ are
easily supervised, and (some would argue) to punish
unsatisfactory tenants (those with records of rent
arrears and unsociable behaviour in their previous
accommodation) by sending them to ‘dump’ estates.

In this situation, problem families are often doubly
disadvantaged by living in low-grade property while
having to pay rent at comparable levels to those paid by
families in more attractive housing schemes. The local-
ization of problem families in this way can be traced to
the policy of housing ‘socially weak’ families in specially
designed austere and durable public housing schemes
in France and the Netherlands in the 1930s. After 1945,
many local authorities in Britain pursued similar, if 
less well-publicized, policies using obsolescent hous-
ing stock rather than purpose-built developments. By
the 1960s, the segregation and localization of ‘problem
families’ as well as grading of other tenants according
to their worthiness for particular housing vacancies
was commonplace, exciting little or no attention. The
‘moralistic’ attitudes of local authorities were con-
demned (in suitably diplomatic language), however, by
the Central Housing Advisory Committee:

the underlying philosophy seemed to be that
council tenancies were to be given only to those
who ‘deserved’ them and that the ‘most deserving’
should get the best houses. Thus, unmarried

reforms of the operation of capital markets. If, how-
ever, one allows more scope for the autonomous role of
cultural movements, then these can influence the nature
of capitalist development itself. What is clear from
research is that the relative importance of economic and
cultural factors varies in different cities; for example,
the rent gap seems to have been much more important
in New York than in Canadian cities.

Public housing managers:
sorting and grading
Within the public sector the principal gatekeepers are
the housing managers and their staff who operate the
housing authority’s admissions and allocation policies.
In Britain, the discretion given to local authorities in
formulating and operating such policies is very broad
and is encumbered by a minimum of legal regulation.
There is a requirement to rehouse families displaced by
clearance or other public action as well as those offici-
ally classed as overcrowded, but otherwise it is only
necessary to give ‘reasonable preference’ to households
in ‘unsatisfactory’ housing conditions. Since demand for
public housing often exceeds supply, housing managers
in most cities are in a position of considerable power
and importance in relation to the spatial outcome of
public housing programmes.

The rationing of available housing is carried out
through a wide variety of eligibility rules and priority
systems. Most local authorities operate waiting lists,
although these vary in practice from a simple first-come,
first-served basis to sophisticated queuing systems
using ‘points schemes’ to evaluate need for a specific
type of dwelling: points may be awarded, for example,
for overcrowding, ill-health or disability, substandard
accommodation, marital status, length of time on the
waiting list and so on, together (in some authorities) with
discretionary points awarded by housing managers to
enable priority to be given to ‘special cases’. A general
representation of the allocation process in public sector
housing is shown in Figure 6.11.

Not surprisingly, different schemes have different
outcomes, and families in identical circumstances may
find themselves with quite different degrees of access 
to council housing, depending on the local authority
within whose jurisdiction they live. In general, those

6.2 Key actors in the social production of the built environment

..
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mothers, cohabitees, ‘dirty’ families and ‘transients’
tended to be grouped together as ‘undesirable’.
Moral rectitude, social conformity, clean living 
and a ‘clean’ rent book . . . seemed to be essential
qualifications for eligibility – at least for new housing.

(Central Housing Advisory Committee, 1969)

It is now recognized by housing managers that the
localization of families in dump estates sets in motion
a labelling process that results in the stigmatization 
of both the estate and its residents. Because of this
stigmatization, accommodation in such areas becomes
difficult to let. The problem is further exacerbated 

..

Figure 6.11 The allocation process for public sector housing.
Source: After Bourne (1981), Fig. 10.2, p. 222.
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Finally, it is important to bear in mind that housing
managers do not have the power to determine the struc-
ture, form and quantity of the resources they distribute,
even though they can control allocation procedures.
Thus, while the basic operating principle in the social
sector is ‘need’, families with the greatest need tend 
to end up in the least desirable accommodation. The 
end result is a hierarchy of council house estates in a
manner not unlike the ranking of private estates by
market mechanisms.

by societal reaction to dump estates, with media 
coverage helping to dramatize the situation and to
reinforce ‘moral panic’ through the creation of sensa-
tional and sometimes distorted stereotypes. This, in
turn, polarizes attitudes and behaviour both inside 
and outside dump estates, leading to an increase in
antisocial behaviour on the part of the inhabitants, 
and therefore to a confirmation of the stereotypes and
a further reinforcement of the area’s undesirable 
character.

Suggested reading

..

Chapter summary

6.1 There are many distinctive housing submarkets in cities that are manifest in the residential structure.
While owner-occupation is a form of housing tenure that has been increasing in most Western societies in
recent years, private renting has been in decline. The fortunes of both of these sectors has been affected
by government policies. Social housing exists in many different forms but has had a profound effect upon
the structure of many cities, especially those in Europe.

6.2 The built environment is not just a reflection of the economics of supply and demand but is affected 
by institutional factors and the interactions of numerous actors: governments (both local and national),
landowners, investors, developers, builders, planners, architects, community activists and consumers.
Social relations of class, gender and ethnicity affect the ways in which these agencies ‘sort’ different 
types of people into different residential areas.

‘blockbusting’
culture of property
decision rules
eligibility rules
exchange value
gentrification
housing associations

housing submarkets
Keynesianism
managerialism
recapitalization
‘redlining’
rent gap

residualization
revanchist city
social gatekeepers
symbolic distancing
use value
welfare pluralism
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..

be a recurring theme in this chapter as we explore the
sociospatial dialectic in close-up.

7.1 Urban life in Western
culture

The traditional view of the relationship between people
and their urban environments has, for the most part,
been negative. It is a view that persists. Public opinion
and social theories about city life, together with the
interpretations of many artists, writers, filmmakers and
musicians, tend to err towards negative impressions.
They tend to be highly deterministic, emphasizing the
ills of city life and blaming them on the inherent attri-
butes of urban environments.

Evidence from attitudinal surveys, for example, sug-
gests that most people believe city environments to be
unsatisfactory. Only one in five Americans thinks that
cities represent the best kind of environment in which to
live; 30 per cent nominate suburban environments, and
44 per cent nominate small town or rural environments.
Data from European surveys show a similar anti-urban

The social dimensions of
modern urbanism

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ What are the principal attitudes towards cities
in Western societies?

➤ How does urban living affect people’s sense of
identity?

➤ How are social networks structured?

➤ What are the main tenets of the Chicago School
of human ecology?

➤ Why has the work of the Chicago School been
so influential despite much criticism?

➤ How have the ideas of Georg Simmel influenced
the study of social relationships in cities?

The spatial order of the city can only be properly under-
stood against the background of the underlying dimen-
sions of social organization and human behaviour in the
city: the urban ‘ultrastructure’. The suggestion is not, of
course, that the spatial order of the city is subordinate
to social factors; the influence of space and distance 
on individual behaviour and social organization will 
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leaning. People’s satisfaction with their overall ‘quality
of life’ and with several major components of well-being
tends to decline steadily from rural to metropolitan
environments. Such data, however, are notoriously diffi-
cult to interpret. A case in point is the apparent ambiguity
of results that show people professing to prefer rural or
small-town living but whose behaviour has brought them
to the city, presumably in pursuit of a higher material
level of living. The city thus emerges as neither good nor
bad, but as a ‘necessary evil’.

This lopsided ambivalence towards the city – a grudg-
ing functional attraction accompanied by an intellectual
dislike – has long been reflected in the literature and 
art of Western society (including the idiom of popular
songs). For every urban thrill and sophistication there
are several urban laments and rural yearnings. Some
writers have been able to demonstrate how the city 
has in addition been regarded as a catalyst, a challenge
and a ‘stage’ for the enactment of human drama and
personal lifestyle by certain schools of thought. Charles
Baudelaire, writing in the mid-nineteenth century, was
among the first to see in modern cities the possibility
for transcending traditional values and cultural norms.

He saw that the city can turn people outward, provid-
ing them with experiences of otherness. The power of the
city to reorient people in this way lies in its diversity. 
In the presence of difference, people at least have the
possibility to step outside themselves, even if it is just
for a short while. It is this quality that makes cities so
stimulating to many of us. Yet the significance of the
diversity of city life goes much further. As we are exposed
to otherness, so our impressions of city life and urban
society and the meanings we draw from them are
modified and renegotiated. In this way, our cultures (i.e.
systems of shared meanings introduced in Chapter 3)
take on a fluidity and a dynamism that is central to the
sociospatial dialectic.

7.2 Urbanism and social
theory

These polarities are also present in the stock of social
theories concerning city life. The strangeness, artificial-
ity, individualism and diversity of urban environments
have been seen by many social scientists as fundamental

..

The Galerie Vivienne (1823); a covered walkway of the nineteenth-century metropolis (Paris) and
forerunner of the contemporary shopping mall. Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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which touch but do not interpenetrate’ (Park, 1916, 
p. 608). He encouraged the ‘exploration’ and empirical
documentation of these social worlds by his colleagues
and, as a result, there developed an influential series of
‘natural histories’ of the distinctive groups and areas of
Chicago in the 1920s: juvenile gangs, hobos, the rooming-
house area, prostitutes, taxi-dancers, the Jewish ghetto
and so on. These studies represented part of an approach
to urban sociology that became known as human ecology,
the principles of which are discussed below.

Urbanism as a way of life
A closely related and equally influential approach to
urban sociology also sprang from Chicago a few years
later: the so-called Wirthian theory of urbanism as a
way of life. Wirth’s ideas, although they contained much
of the thinking inherent to human ecology, synthesized
a wide range of deterministic principles relevant to
individual as well as group behaviour. Wirth, like Park,
had studied under Georg Simmel and was heavily influ-
enced by Simmel’s (1969) work on ‘The metropolis and
mental life’. Putting Simmel’s ideas together with work
from the human ecologists, Wirth produced his classic
essay, ‘Urbanism as a way of life’ (Wirth, 1969), which
became one of the most often quoted and reprinted
articles in the literature of the city. Wirth attributed the
social and psychological consequences of city life (i.e.
‘urbanism’) to the combined effects of three factors that
he saw as the products of increasing urbanization:

1 the increased size of populations;

2 the increased density of populations; and

3 the increased heterogeneity, or differentiation, of
populations.

At the personal level the effect of these factors, Wirth
suggested, is as follows: faced with the abundant and
varied physical and social stimuli experienced in the
large, dense and highly diverse city environment, the
individual has to adapt ‘normal’ behaviour in order to
cope. City dwellers thus become, for example, aloof,
brusque and impersonal in their dealings with others:
emotionally buffered in their relationships. Never-
theless, the intense stimuli of city environments will
sometimes generate what has subsequently been dubbed
a ‘psychic overload’, leading to anxiety and nervous

influences on human behaviour and social organization.
This deterministic and environmentalist perspective
has had a profound effect on the study of urban social
geography as well as on sociology and all the cognate
disciplines. It stems from the writings of European
social philosophers such as Durkheim, Weber, Simmel
and Tönnies, who were seeking to understand the social
and psychological implications of the urbanism and
urbanization associated with the Industrial Revolution
of the nineteenth century.

The kernel of this classic sociological analysis is the
association between the scale of society and its ‘moral
order’. Basically, the argument runs as follows. In pre-
industrial society small, fairly homogeneous populations
contain people who know each other, perform the same
kind of work and have the same kind of interests: they
thus tend to look, think and behave alike, reflecting a
consensus of values and norms of behaviour. In con-
trast, the inhabitants of large cities constitute part of what
Durkheim called a ‘dynamic density’ of population, sub-
ject to new forms of economic and social organization
as a result of economic specialization and innovations
in transport and communications technology.

In this urbanized, industrial society there is contact
with more people but close, ‘primary’ relationships with
family and friends are less easily sustained. At the same
time, social differentiation brings about a divergence of
lifestyles, values and aspirations, thus weakening social
consensus and cohesion and threatening to disrupt social
order. This, in turn, leads to attempts to adopt ‘rational’
approaches to social organization, a proliferation of
formal controls and, where these are unsuccessful, to an
increase in social disorganization and deviant behaviour
(see Box 7.1).

The Chicago School
The impact of these ideas on urban geography came
chiefly by way of their adoption and modification in
the 1920s and 1930s by researchers in the Department
of Sociology in the University of Chicago (the so-called
Chicago School) under the leadership of Robert Park, a
former student of Georg Simmel. Like earlier theorists,
Park believed that urbanization produced new environ-
ments, new types of people and new ways of life. The
net result, he suggested, was ‘a mosaic of little worlds

7.2 Urbanism and social theory

..
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strain. Furthermore, the loosening of personal bonds
through this adaptive behaviour tends to leave people
both unsupported in times of crisis and unrestrained
in pursuing ego-centred behaviour. The net result,
Wirth argued, is an increase in the incidence, on the
one hand, of social incompetence, loneliness and mental
illness and, on the other, of deviant behaviour of all
kinds: from the charmingly eccentric to the dangerously
criminal.

Wirth draws a parallel picture of social change asso-
ciated with the increased size, density and heterogeneity
of urban populations. The specialized neighbourhoods
and social groupings resulting from economic competi-
tion and the division of labour result in a fragmentation
of social life between home, school, workplace, friends
and relatives; and so people’s time and attention are
divided among unconnected people and places. This
weakens the social support and control of primary social

..

Key trends in urban social geography – The growth of Bohemian enclaves

A major change in Western cities in
recent decades has been the growth of
so-called ‘Bohemian enclaves’. Before
considering these areas it is worth
exploring the origin of this terminology.
Bohemia is a region in what is cur-
rently the Czech Republic that over the
years gradually gained a reputation
for liberalism and religious tolerance.
However, in the eighteenth century the
term Bohemian mistakenly became
associated with migrant peoples and
especially with gypsies. The famous
Encyclopédie ou Dictionnaire Raisonne
des Sciences des Arts et des Métiers
edited by Diderot and d’Alembert,
published in Paris in 1775, referred
to Bohemians as ‘the vagabonds who
are professional soothsayers and palm
readers. Their talent is to sing and
dance and steal’ (Blom, 2004).

Later, in nineteenth-century Paris, the
term Bohemian became associated with
various artistic groups (e.g. writers,
poets, intellectuals, painters, sculptors,
musicians, students) who were con-
sidered to be transient, unconventional
and ‘gypsy-like’ in their behaviour.
These artists (together with their asso-
ciates – dealers, publishers, models,
students, friends, mistresses, etc.) con-
gregated in the Montmartre area of
Paris. This was an older, hilly, resid-
ential district, characterized by narrow
streets of cheap rented housing that

had escaped the rebuilding under-
taken elsewhere in the city. The lower
slopes of Montmartre closer to central
Paris were full of facilities that fos-
tered the Bohemian lifestyle: street
cafés, theatres, cabarets, nightclubs
and brothels. This nightlife of fin-
de-siècle Paris was made famous in
the paintings by the artist Toulouse-
Lautrec. Although sometimes roman-
ticized, this was an area plagued by
alcoholism, disease and sexual abuse.
Montmartre also became an area of
transgression by ‘respectable’ upper-
middle class members of society and
as it developed into something of a
tourist attraction it was overtaken by
another Bohemian enclave, Mont-
parnasse, on the left bank of the river
Seine. Although the term Bohemian
is mostly associated with nineteenth-
century Paris, all major European cities
had their Bohemian enclaves; thus 
Dr Johnson referred to the poor writers
of ‘Grub Street’ in London (now the
Barbican area).

In essence, Bohemian lifestyles were
seen as being in opposition to ‘bour-
geois’ values of hard work, thrift and
nuclear family life. However, David
Brooks (2000) has argued that in
recent years the distinction between
bourgeois and Bohemian lifestyles has
diminished. The growth of the ‘cul-
tural industries’ in the late twentieth

century has meant that various non-
conformists, eccentrics and mavericks
have become incorporated into main-
stream capitalist enterprises. Thus, 
it seems that every major city is now
trying to foster its own artistic quarter,
and corporations now tolerate and even
encourage talented, creative, uncon-
ventional employees.

Key concepts associated
with Bohemian enclaves
(see Glossary)

Bohemia, creative cities, creative class,
cultural industries.
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The overall societal response is to replace the sup-
port and controls formerly provided by primary social
groups with ‘rational’ and impersonal procedures and
institutions (welfare agencies, criminal codes supported
by police forces, etc.). According to Wirth, however,
such an order can never replace a communal order
based on consensus and the moral strength of small

groups such as family, friends and neighbours, leading
to a lack of social order and an increase in ‘social dis-
organization’. Moreover, these trends are reinforced by
the weakening of social norms (the rules and conven-
tions of proper and permissible behaviour) resulting
from the divergent interests and lifestyles of the various
specialized groups in the city.

7.2 Urbanism and social theory

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Walter Benjamin

A growing influence upon urban stud-
ies in recent years is the social critic
Walter Benjamin. Born in Germany in
1882, as a Jewish intellectual he was
forbidden a university post by the
Nazi Party in the inter-war period and
forced to flee to Paris where he gained
employment as a journalist as well as
a social critic. Only a small proportion
of his extensive writings were published
during his lifetime (he committed sui-
cide in 1940 close to the safety of the
Spanish border after the Nazi inva-
sion of France) and even today some
of these have not been translated into
English. Furthermore, his writings,
through extremely stimulating, have an
enigmatic, almost poetic, quality. This
ambiguity has led to a lively ‘Benjamin
industry’ reinterpreting what he really
meant. Indeed, some believe that 
his reputation is massively overrated.
Nevertheless, his insights have inspired
many contemporary scholars.

The main reason for this attention is
Benjamin’s famous ‘Arcades Project’,
a description of the throbbing crowds
in the covered shopping passages in the
cities of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries – but most notably
in Paris. Benjamin captured the enorm-
ous impact of the modernist metropolis
upon the individual with his concept of
the urban flâneur – the casual stroller
through the city. According to Benjamin,
the flâneur is enthralled and excited
by the dynamism and diversity of the

city, but he is never overwhelmed by
it. He is engrossed in the spectacle of
the crowd but is incapable of partici-
pating in it fully.

The flâneur was essentially a phenom-
enon of the metropolis, since smaller
urban areas did not display sufficient
diversity to permit such voyeurism.
Hence, the famous boulevards of Paris
designed by Baron Haussmann gave
plenty of scope for flânerie (see also
Box 7.1 on Bohemia). The flâneur is
also a product of the industrial capi-
talist city and the enormous display 
of wealth that it engendered. It is also
generally accepted that the boulevadier
is essentially a male character. In late
nineteenth-century cities middle-class
women, unless chaperoned, were very
much confined to the domestic sphere
– unaccompanied women on the streets
were more likely to be street sellers 
or prostitutes. Benjamin felt that a
supreme example of the flâneur was
the poet Charles Baudelaire, who in
his famous poem ‘To a woman pass-
ing by’ noted his flirtatious glances at
a passing female stranger.

Benjamin saw much beauty in the city
and thought many were blinded to this
by their everyday urban existence. He
was also a deeply troubled person 
and used his observations to uncover
childhood memories, perhaps in the
hope of understanding his younger
experiences. Benjamin’s reputation
as an urban commentator continues

to grow and some have even argued
that the modern surfer of the Internet
is a form of electronic flâneur.

Key concepts associated
with Walter Benjamin (see
Glossary)
Commodification, flânerie, flâneur,
gaze, modernism.
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S. Watson (eds) The Blackwell City
Reader Blackwell, Oxford

Latham, A. (1999) The power of
distraction: distraction, tactility and
habit in the work of Walter Benjamin
Environment and Planning D 17,
451–74

Tester, K. (ed.) (1994) The Flâneur
Routledge, London

Wilson, E. (1995) The invisible
flâneur, in K. Gibson and S. Watson
(eds) Postmodern Cities and Spaces
Blackwell, Oxford

Links with Other Chapters
Chapter 9: Place, consumption and
cultural politics

Box 7.2
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primary groups. As a result, situations develop in which
social norms are so muddled and weak that a social
condition known as anomie develops: individuals,
unclear or unhappy about norms, tend to challenge 
or ignore them, thus generating a further source of
deviant behaviour.

One of the persistent problems associated with
Wirthian theory has been that the results of empirical
research have been ambivalent. Most of the available
evidence comes from four kinds of research: studies of
helpfulness, conflict, social ties and psychological states.
In general, the first two tend to support Wirthian theory,
while the second two undermine it.

Studies of helpfulness have typically involved field
experiments designed to gauge people’s reactions to
‘strangers’ who, for example, reach ‘wrong’ telephone
numbers with their ‘last’ coin, who have ‘lost’ addressed
letters, who ask for directions and so on. The general
drift of the results has been that city dwellers tend to 
be significantly less helpful than small-town residents.
Studies of conflict show that both group conflict –
racial, social and economic – and interpersonal conflict
– certain categories of crime – are disproportionately
likely to occur in large communities.

On the other hand, studies that have attempted to
compare the number or quality of friendships or personal
relations have generally shown no difference between
different-sized communities, or have shown greater
social integration among urbanites. Similarly, studies
of psychological states such as stress and alienation show
that the incidence of such phenomena is just as great, if
not greater, in smaller communities.

The public and private
worlds of city life
Accepting the validity of such findings, how might 
they be reconciled? One way is to re-examine the idea
of urban social settings, recognizing the distinction
between the public and the private spheres of urban
life. The former consists of settings where people are
strangers, which requires a special etiquette: reserved,
careful, non-intrusive. In the public sphere, people
must be, or at least appear to be, indifferent to other
people. Richard Sennett contends that modern cultures
suffer from having deliberately divided off subjective

experience from worldly experience, that we have – 
literally – constructed our urban spaces in order to
maintain this divide:

The spaces full of people in the modern city are
either spaces limited to and carefully orchestrating
consumption, like the shopping mall, or spaces
limited to and carefully orchestrating the experience
of tourism . . . The way cities look reflects a great,
unreckoned fear of exposure. ‘Exposure’ more
connotes the likelihood of being hurt than of 
being stimulated . . . What is characteristic of our
city-building is to wall off the differences between
people, assuming that these differences are more
likely to be mutually threatening than mutually
stimulating. What we make in the urban realm are
therefore bland, neutralizing spaces, spaces that
remove the threat of social contact: street walls
faced in sheets of plate glass, highways that cut 
off poor neighborhoods from the rest of the city,
dormitory housing developments.

(Sennett, 1990, p. xii)

But avoiding ‘exposure’, whether through individual
comportment or through urban design, is situational
behaviour, not a psychological state, and says noth-
ing about people’s attitudes and actions in the private
sphere. While city dwellers do not lose the capacity 
for the deep and long-lasting relationships, they gain
the capacity for the surface, fleeting, restricted relation-
ships. Fischer drew on this distinction, suggesting that
urbanism is not characterized by distrust, estrange-
ment and alienation among neighbours although it 
is associated with estrangement and alienation from
‘other people’ in the wider community. In other words,
‘urbanism produces fear and distrust of “foreign” groups
in the public sphere, but does not affect private social
worlds’ (Fischer, 1981, p. 306). In Wirthian termino-
logy, this means that urbanism accommodates both
‘moral order’ and ‘social disorganization’.

The self: identity and experience in
private and public worlds
Questions about how individuals and social groups
come to identify themselves and ‘others’ require us to
reconsider how human subjects are constructed: how
we come to think of ourselves within our worlds, both

..
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psychoanalytic theory. For some social scientists, this
has carried the attraction of allowing us to admit human
emotions such as love, desire, narcissism, anxiety, hate
and suffering to our models and theories:

These . . . feelings are the core of our being, 
the stuff of our everyday lives. They are the
foundations of all society. They come before
symbolic meaning and value, lead us continually 
to reinterpret, hide from, evade and recreate
thoughts and values. They inspire our practical

public and private. This is a fundamentally geographical
issue: as ‘knowledgeable’ subjects, our intentionality
and subjectivity are grounded in social relations and
direct experiences that are geographically bounded.
They are bounded, moreover, by spaces occupied by
other ‘knowledgeable subjects’, which means that our
‘selves’ are, to a certain extent, constructed by others. We
have to accommodate to meanings, roles and identities
imposed through the expectations of others.

In order to come to grips with this subjectivity we
ought to begin with the ‘unknowing subject’ through

7.2 Urbanism and social theory

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Jane Jacobs

There are two influential thinkers in
the sphere of urban studies called Jane
Jacobs. One, Jane M. Jacobs, is a
notable contemporary urban theorist
(Jacobs, 1996) but this section refers
to an earlier writer of the same name.
Indeed, few writers have been as influ-
ential in urban studies as the earlier
Jane Jacobs. She was one of the few
academics whose work moved beyond
the confines of intellectual circles to
influence planners, politicians and the
general public (see also Boxes 2.2 and
11.2). Furthermore, although her most
famous book The Death and Life of
American Great Cities was published
over 45 years ago (Jacobs, 1961), its
message seems just as relevant today
as when it first emerged.

Jacobs’ work involves two main, inter-
related, themes. First, she presented
a powerful critique of the low-density,
car-dependent, suburban sprawl that
characterized US cities after the
Second World War. She argued that the
powerful zoning policies implemented
in suburbia led to a lack of social diver-
sity or social interaction. Second, she
championed high-density urban living
at a time when many were fleeing the
centres of the major US cities. She
enthused about the vibrant street-
life to be found in high-density cities,

what she termed a ‘sidewalk ballet’
(Jacobs, 1961, p. 50). Rather than
parks or gardens, Jacobs argued that
what made for vibrant city life was
relatively high densities coupled with
social diversity. There were four basic
elements in Jacobs’ blueprint for a
good city: short blocks, mixed land
uses, old building mixed in with
newer structures and densities of at
least 100 units per acre. The role
model for Jacobs’ ideas was Hudson
Street, Greenwich Village, New York,
where she lived for many years, and
where she found all of the four factors
listed above.

Jane Jacobs’ work has had a tremend-
ous influence upon planning and is
manifest in the ‘smart growth’ move-
ment as well as the ‘new urbanism’.
Her emphasis upon downtown living has
found a modern reflection in gentrifica-
tion and the return of the ‘creative
class’ to city centres. However, she
would not approve of the social exclu-
sion that often accompanies such
inner-city developments. Jane Jacobs
survived into her 90s and was living
in Toronto when she died in 2006.
Truly a legend in her own lifetime, 
her work is celebrated in a collected
edition of her writings edited by Max
Allen (1997).

Key concepts associated
with Jane Jacobs (see
Glossary)

Community, ethnic village, gentrification.

Further reading

Allen, M. (1997) Ideas That Matter:
The worlds of Jane Jacobs Ginger
Press, Owen Sound, Ontario.

Jacobs, J. (1961) The Death and Life
of Great American Cities Vintage,
New York Penguin, Harmondsworth.

Jacobs, J. (1986) Cities and the
Wealth of Nations Penguin,
Harmondsworth

Jacobs, J.M. (1996) Edge of Empire:
Postcolonialism and the city
Routledge, London.

Taylor, P.J. (2006) Jane Jacobs
(1916–2006): an appreciation,
Environment and Planning A 38
1981–92

Links with other chapters

Chapter 2: Box 2.3 Edge cities

Chapter 7: Box 7.1 The growth of
Bohemian enclaves

Chapter 9: Neighbourhood and
Community; Box 9.2 New Urbanism

Chapter 13: Urban social sustainability

Box 7.3
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uses of rules and they are the reasons behind 
our reasoned accounts . . . Without feelings, 
there would be no uses for rules, ideas, or social
structures; and there would be none.

(Douglas, 1977, p. 51)

This approach recognizes that people repress and re-
structure their feelings in order to cope with the demands
and expectations of others – ‘the construction of the
false self ’. This can be seen as the first step towards 
the creation of knowledgeable subjects whose personal 
and social identities are conditioned by various dimen-
sions of lived experience such as family life, school,
community, work and class consciousness. It follows that
personal and social identities have to be seen as malle-
able and flexible, continually subject to negotiation. They
are ‘stories told by ourselves about ourselves’ in order
to cope with our experiences and to operate success-
fully in the urban settings in which we find ourselves.
They are also part of what de Certeau (1985) called 
the ‘constant murmuring of secret creativity’ resulting
from individuals’ attributing certain meanings to their
relations with the world(s) around them.

The significance of this ‘murmuring’ is that it
becomes embodied, in time, within cultural practices
that constitute an ‘upward cultural dynamics’ that, in
turn, engages dialectically with the cultural norms and
meanings that are passed ‘downward’ by taste-makers,
educators and all sorts of ‘experts’ in science, moral-
ity and art. In contemporary cities, the significance of
upward cultural dynamics is widely accepted as being
of increasing importance. In part, this can be attributed
to the swing towards a more open social texture and
people’s ability to choose from a multiplicity of lifestyle
options and sociocultural contexts (Giddens, 1991).

7.3 Social interaction and
social networks in
urban settings

Most people are involved in several different social
relationships, some of which are interconnected to
some extent. We not only have friends, but know
friends-of-friends; and kinfolk do not exist in isolation:
we may get to know a complete stranger because he 

or she is a member of the same club or organization as
an uncle, an aunt or a cousin. The way in which these
social linkages are structured is often very complex
and, overall, they represent the foundations of social
organization. Not surprisingly, therefore, the analysis
of these linkages – known as social network analysis –
has attracted a good deal of attention.

Social network analysis
Basically, social network analysis attempts to illustrate
the structure of social interaction by treating persons 
as points and relationships as connecting lines. The
analysis of social networks thus allows the researcher to
map out the complex reality of the interpersonal worlds
surrounding specific individuals, and has the advantage
of not being confined, a priori, to any specific level of
analysis such as the family or the neighbourhood. As
with the analysis of other kinds of network – in trans-
port geography and physical geography, for example 
– this approach facilitates not only the ‘mapping’ of 
the ‘morphology’ of networks (Figure 7.1), but also the
quantification of certain key characteristics such as their
‘connectedness’, ‘centrality’, ‘proximity’ and ‘range’.

Empirical research on social networks has suggested
that the number of potential contacts for interaction 
in the social networks of ‘typical’ urbanites (defined as
white, male, married, about 40 years old, with a child in
elementary school) in North American cities is about
1500, with actual networks averaging about 400 con-
tacts. For the most part, these networks are loosely or
moderately knit, with less than half of any one person’s
network knowing one another independently of that
person. Furthermore, very few of these social ties pro-
vide significant levels of support and companionship.

Any one person may belong to several different and
non-overlapping social networks at the same time, and
each of these networks may well have different properties:
some may be spatially bounded while others are not;
some may have dendritic structures while others are
web-like, with interlocking ties, clusters, knots or sub-
graphs. Early formulations of types of social network
were based on the notion of a continuum of networks
ranging from looseknit (where few members of the 
network know each other independently) to closeknit
(where most members of the network know each other);

..
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are kinsmen are leisure-time companions, and the social
network has a dense structure in that everyone knows
everyone else. B is the situation of idealized urban
anonymous anomie: social relationships are uniplex
(the taxi driver and his fare), fleeting, impersonal and
anonymous, and the social network structure is single-
stranded in that only one person knows the others.

Some researchers have suggested – in contrast to the
assertions of Wirthian theory – that self-help networks
emerge in cities in order to provide help in many dif-
ferent contexts, and that their existence prevents formal
welfare agencies from being swamped. The focus of these
self-help networks is often the ‘natural neighbour’: a
person with a propensity to become involved or make
himself available in resolving the problems of other
people, whether for self-aggrandizement, altruism or
some other motive. They are usually untrained amateurs
who may not consciously recognize their own role in
helping others. Indeed, they may not actually provide
any direct help themselves but act as ‘brokers’, putting
people in touch with someone who can help.

But the study of social networks does not provide
the urban social geographer with a sufficiently holistic
approach: there remain the fundamental questions regard-
ing the extent to which social networks of various kinds
are spatially defined, and at what scales: questions that

but this presents practical difficulties in operational-
izing a definition of linkage. Should it extend beyond
kinship and friendship to acquaintance or ‘knowledge
of ’ another person, or what? And how is friendship, for
instance, to be measured?

In an attempt to minimize such confusion, a typology
of social situations has been proposed that incorporates
the notion of the complexity as well as the structure 
of social networks (Figure 7.2). The typology can be
illustrated by way of the extreme and limiting cases: ‘A’
and ‘B’ in the diagram. A is the traditional community
as normally understood: social relationships are multi-
plex in that, for example, neighbours are workmates

7.3 Social interaction and social networks in urban settings

..

Figure 7.1 The morphology of a husband’s social network.
Source: Smith and Smith (1978), p. 106.

Figure 7.2 A typology of social situations.
Source: Bell and Newby (1976), p. 109.
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have as yet received little attention. This brings us to 
a consideration of the ideas of urban social ecology.
Here, we must return once again to the foundational
ideas of the Chicago School.

Urban ecology as shaper
and outcome of social
interaction
Because the deterministic ideas of Robert Park and his
colleagues in the Chicago School of urban sociology have

been so influential, they merit careful consideration.
The most distinctive feature of the approach adopted
by the human ecologists is the conception of the city as
a kind of social organism, with individual behaviour
and social organization governed by a ‘struggle for 
existence’. The biological analogy provided Park and
his colleagues with an attractive general framework in
which to place their studies of the ‘natural histories’
and ‘social worlds’ of different groups in Chicago. Just
as in plant and animal communities, Park concluded,
order in human communities must emerge through

..

Key debates in urban social geography – How useful is network analysis’?

One of the most important develop-
ments in the social sciences in recent
years is the rise of various types of
network analysis, and these have
gradually begun to have an influence
upon geography. There are two broad
types. First there is relational network
analysis focusing on the nature of the
relationships between people and
institutions. This is the most popular
form of network analysis in geography,
although it is a set of so far rather ill-
defined approaches (see Box 10.2).
Second there is positional network
analysis that concentrates on quanti-
tative analysis of the overall structure
of networks.

Measures of structures include: density:
the number of links (or ties) between
members as a proportion of all possible
links; reachability: the average number
of links between any two members of
the network (the greater is this num-
ber the more cohesive is the network):
and distance: the average number of
ties separating two actors in the net-
work (the lower this number the closer
are the people in the network).

Quite a large component of structural
network analysis concentrates on sub-
structures. For example, cliques are
defined as groups of actors who are
strongly linked to each other. Clans

are less cohesive groups in which
actors are linked together through con-
nections with others. Cut-points are
nodes in the network that link together
both cliques and clans. Unconnected
networks are known as blocks.

Network analysis is promoted as being
‘anti-categorical’, meaning that it gives
great explanatory power to the nature
of relations between people rather than
their ascribed characteristics such as
class, gender, ethnicity or age. It is also
argued that the approach is widely
applicable to a broad range of social
phenomenon ranging from people to
firms. However, critics would argue that
in practice network analysis often sub-
stitutes one category for another (i.e.
linking people by categories of linkage
and these can in any case be affected
by standard social categories).

A further common criticism of posi-
tional network analysis is that it 
concentrates too much on the overall
structure of networks and not enough
on the significance of the linkages and
what sorts of social exchange is being
transacted within them. Relational ana-
lysis on the other hand often focuses
upon the detailed nature of linkages
but frequently without some notion of
their overall significance in the wider
network. One element so far missing in

a great deal of network analysis is its
geographical dimension. Surprisingly,
key questions as yet unanswered are
how important is propinquity and the
characteristics of places on the con-
struction of networks.

Key concepts related to
network analysis (see
Glossary)

Anti-essentialism, essentialism, net-
work society, spaces of flows, urban
villages.

Further reading

Emirbayer, M. and Goodwin, J.
(1994) Network analysis, culture
and the problem of agency American
Journal of Sociology 99, 1411–54

Hanneman, R. (2001) Introduction
to Social Network Analysis
Unpublished file downloadable at:
http://faculty.ucr.edu/~hanneman/
nettext/

Scott, A. (1991) Social Network
Analysis Sage London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 9: Neighbourhood and
community

Chapter 10: Box 10.2 What is the
value of relational geography?

Box 7.4
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areas within each zone – such as the ghetto, Chinatown
and Little Sicily within the zone in transition – were
seen as reflections of symbiotic relationships forged on
the basis of language, culture and race.

The concentric zone model was set out in terms 
of dynamic change as well as the spatial disposition of
different groups. Zones I to V represent, in Burgess’s
words, ‘both the successive zones of urban extension
and the types of areas differentiated in the process 
of expansion’ (Burgess, 1924, p. 88). As the city grew,
the changing occupancy of each zone was related to 
the process of invasion and succession, and Burgess
was able to point to many examples of this in Chicago
in the early 1900s as successive waves of immigrants
worked their way from their initial quarters in the zone
of transition (Zone II) to more salubrious neighbour-
hoods elsewhere. In his diagrammatic model, some 
of the early immigrant groups – the Germans are
explicitly noted – have already ‘made it’ to the area of
superior accommodation in Zone III and become the
dominant group, replacing second-generation American
families who had moved out to colonize the outer 
residential zone (Zone IV).

Within this broad framework three types of study
were produced by the school of human ecologists
(Berry and Kasarda, 1977):

1 Studies focusing on the process of competition,
dominance and succession and their consequences
for the spatial distribution of populations and land
use. Such work is best represented by the early writings
of Park, Burgess and McKenzie described above.

2 Detailed descriptions of the physical features of 
‘natural’ areas along with the social, economic and
demographic characteristics of their inhabitants.
Well-known examples of this type of work include
Wirth’s study of The Ghetto (1928) and Zorbaugh’s
portrayal of Chicago’s ‘near’ North Side in The Gold
Coast and the Slum (1929). Zorbaugh’s work pro-
vides a good example of the intimate portrayal of
individual social worlds set in the framework of
broader ecological theory. The near North Side area
was part of the zone in transition and contained four
distinctive natural areas: the Gold Coast, a wealthy
neighbourhood adjacent to the lakeshore; a rooming
house area with a top-heavy demographic structure

the operation of ‘natural’ processes such as dominance,
segregation, impersonal competition and succession. 
If the analogy now seems somewhat naive, it should 
be remembered that it was conceived at a time when
the appeal of social Darwinism and classical economic
theory was strong. Moreover, ecological studies of plants
and animals provided a rich source of concepts and a
graphic terminology with which to portray the socio-
logy of the city.

One of the central concepts was that of impersonal
competition between individuals for favourable locations
within the city. This struggle was acted out primarily
through market mechanisms, resulting in a characteristic
pattern of land rents and the consequent segregation 
of different types of people according to their ability 
to meet the rents associated with different sites and 
situations. Economic differentiation was thus seen as
the basic mechanism of residential segregation, and the
local dominance of a particular group was ascribed to
its relative competitive power.

Functional relationships between different indi-
viduals and social groups were seen as symbiotic and,
where such relationships could be identified as being
focused within a particular geographical area, the
human ecologists identified communities, or natural
areas: ‘territorial units whose distinctive characteristics
– physical, economic and cultural – are the result of the
unplanned operation of ecological and social processes’
(Burgess, 1964, p. 225). As the competitive power of
different groups altered and the relative attractiveness
of different locations changed in the course of time, these
territories were seen to shift. Once more, ecological
concepts were invoked to describe the process, this time
using the ideas of invasion, dominance and succession
derived from the study of plant communities.

The spatial model
These concepts were all brought together by Burgess in
his model of residential differentiation and neighbour-
hood change in Chicago. Observations on the location
and extent of specific communities formed the basis for
the identification of an urban spatial structure consist-
ing of a series of concentric zones (Figure 7.3). These
zones were seen by Burgess as reflections of the differ-
ential economic competitive power of broad groups
within society, whereas the further segregation of smaller

7.3 Social interaction and social networks in urban settings

..
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and a high population turnover; a bright-lights dis-
trict, Towertown, with brothels, dance-halls and a
‘Bohemian’ population; and a slum area containing
clusters of immigrant groups. Zorbaugh showed how
the personality of these different quarters related to
their physical attributes – the ‘habitat’ they offered –
as well as to the attributes and ways of life of their
inhabitants. Moreover, he was also able to illustrate
the dynamism of the area, charting the territorial
shifts of different groups resulting from the process
of invasion and succession.

3 Studies of the ecological context of specific social
phenomena such as delinquency, prostitution and
mental disorders. A central concern was the investiga-

tion of ecologies that seemed to generate high levels
of deviant behaviour, and typical examples include
the work by Shaw on Delinquency Areas (1929) and
Faris and Dunham’s work on Mental Disorders in
Urban Areas (1939). Much of this work had a clear
‘geographical’ flavour since it often involved mapping
exercises. It also provided the stimulus for a number
of the more recent studies discussed in Chapter 10.

Criticisms of the ecological
approach
Ecological research was neglected during the 1940s 
and 1950s following a series of theoretical and empir-
ical critiques. The most general criticism was directed

..

Figure 7.3 Burgess’s zonal model applied to Chicago.
Source: After Park et al. (1925), p. 53.
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the status and social characteristics of distinctive neigh-
bourhoods such as Beacon Hill, The Common and the
Italian North End could be attributed in large part to
the ‘irrational’ and ‘sentimental’ values attached to them
by different sections of the population (Firey, 1945). 
In short, social values could, and often did, override
impersonal, economic competition as the basis for socio-
spatial organization. Firey’s work is significant in that it
directed the attention of geographers and sociologists
to the importance of the subjective world in the under-
standing of social patterns in cities.

In fairness to the Chicago School, it should be acknow-
ledged that they themselves did not regard their ideas on
human ecology as either comprehensive or universally
applicable. Park, for instance, clearly distinguished two
levels of social organization: the biotic and the cultural.
The former, he argued, was governed by impersonal
competition whereas the latter was shaped by the 

towards the biological analogies, which had been
brought into great disrepute by the parallel concept 
of Lebensraum, part of the theory of geopolitics used to
justify some of the territorial claims of Hitler’s Third
Reich. Other criticisms were more specific, centring on
the excessive reliance on competition as the basis of social
organization, the failure of its general structural con-
cepts (such as the natural area and concentric zonation)
to hold up under comparative examination, and its
almost complete exclusion of cultural and motivational
factors in explaining residential behaviour.

This last criticism was perhaps the most damaging
of all. The first (and therefore best-known) critic of the
Chicago School, on the grounds that they overlooked the
role of ‘sentiment’ and ‘symbolism’ in people’s behaviour,
was Walter Firey, who pointed to the evidence of social
patterns in Boston where, although there were ‘vague
concentric patterns’, it was clear that the persistence of

7.3 Social interaction and social networks in urban settings

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Robert Park (1864–1944)

When most geographers think of the
Chicago School of human ecology,
working in the University of Chicago
in the 1920s and 1930s, they think
of Ernest W. Burgess and his famous
concentric ring model of city structure.
However, there was one person who
arguably had a much bigger influence
on the School during his 30 years in
Chicago – Robert Park. The scholars
who worked in Chicago during the
1920s and 1930s were, in fact, a
highly diverse bunch who it seems at
the time were not so convinced as sub-
sequent generations of interpreters
that they formed a distinctive school!
Nevertheless, Robert Park was the key
scholar who gave the school an over-
arching sense of purpose.

Park studied in Berlin under the 
pioneering German sociologist Georg
Simmel and was greatly influenced by
Simmel’s ideas on the relationships

between territory and behaviour. He was
also influenced by another founding
father of sociology – Ferdinand Tönnies
– but unlike European scholars Park
was hostile to ‘armchair theorizing’.
Instead, he urged his students to walk
the streets and mix with all the diverse
forms of human life to be found in cities,
ranging from the luxurious haunts of the
rich to the skid rows of the destitute.
Significantly, he had worked as a journ-
alist before taking up the academic
life. It is clear from Park’s writings that,
although he recognized that cities had
their dark, dangerous and disordered
sides, he found them exciting, stimu-
lating and liberating places.

Key concepts associated
with Robert Park (see
Glossary)

Biological analogy, biotic forces,
Chicago School, human ecology, 

natural areas, social Darwinism, zone
in transition.

Further reading

Bulmer, M. (1984) The 
Chicago School of Sociology:
Institutionalization, diversity and 
the rise of sociological research
University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago, IL

Entrikin, J. (1980) Robert Park’s
human ecology and human
geography, Annals of the
Association of America Geographers
70, 43–58

Links with other chapters

Chapter 10: The geography of urban
crime

Chapter 12: Residential mobility and
neighbourhood change

Box 7.5
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consensus of social values. These cultural aspects of
social organization clearly encompass Firey’s notions of 
sentiment and symbolism, and Park and his colleagues
were well aware of their influence. Park believed, how-
ever, that it was possible to study the biotic level of
social organization separately, treating social values and
communications as a kind of superstructure of the more
basic level of the community. It is thus not so much the
denial of non-biotic factors as the inadequacy of their
treatment that led to the unpopularity of traditional
human ecology.

Social interaction in urban
environments
A quite different approach to the study of social organ-
ization in urban environments has developed from 
the pursuit of another of Georg Simmel’s suggestions:
that the essentials of social organization are to be found
in the forms of interaction among individuals. For geo-
graphers, it is the qualities of the nature and intensity
of interaction that hold most interest. It is common for
the nature of social interaction to be classified according
to whether it takes place in the context of primary or
secondary settings. Primary relationships include those
between kinfolk – based on ties of blood and duty –
and those between friends – based on ties of attraction
and mutual interest. Beyond this distinction, the nature
of primary relationships may be further qualified. For
example, family relationships may be differentiated
according to whether the setting is a ‘nuclear’ unit – a
couple and their offspring – or an ‘extended’ unit that
includes members of more than two generations. Inter-
action between friends may be differentiated according
to whether the friendship is based on age, culture,
locality and so on.

Secondary relationships are more purposive, involv-
ing individuals who group together to achieve particular
ends. Such relationships are conveniently subdivided
into those in which there is some intrinsic satisfaction
in the interaction involved – known as ‘expressive’
interaction – and those in which the interaction is
merely a means of achieving some common goal –
‘instrumental’ interaction. Both kinds are normally set
within a broad group framework. Expressive interaction,

for example, is typically facilitated by voluntary asso-
ciations of various kinds: sports, hobby and social clubs,
and ‘do-gooding’ associations. Instrumental interaction,
on the other hand, normally takes place within the
framework of business associations, political parties,
trade unions and pressure groups.

Social distance and physical
distance

The difficulties of conceptual and empirical classifica-
tions of different types of interaction are compounded
by the fact that the propensity for, and intensity of, inter-
action of all kinds is strongly conditioned by the effects
of distance: both social distance and physical distance.
There is, however, some overlap in practice between
these two concepts of distance; and a further level of
complexity is introduced by the fact that patterns of
interaction are not only affected by the physical and
social structure of cities but that they themselves also
have an effect on city structure. Unravelling the pro-
cesses involved in this apparently indivisible chain of
events is a central concern of urban social geography.
Before proceeding to a consideration of more complex
situations, however, some initial clarification of the
role of social and physical distance is in order.

The idea of social distance has a long history, and 
is sharply illustrated by Bogardus’s (1962) attempt to
measure the perceived social distance between native-
born white Americans and other racial, ethnic and lin-
guistic groups. He suggested that social distance could
be reflected by a ranked scale of social relationships
which people would be willing to sanction: the further
up the scale, the closer the perceived distance between
people:

1 to admit to close kinship by marriage;

2 to have as a friend;

3 to have as a neighbour on the same street;

4 to admit as a member of one’s occupation within
one’s country;

5 to admit as a citizen of one’s country;

6 to admit only as a visitor to one’s country;

7 to exclude entirely from one’s country.

..
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activities of children and so retards the development of
locality-based friendships from the earliest years of a
person’s life (Ward, 1978). Similarly, Susan Keller has
claimed that there has been a widespread decline of both
organized and spontaneous neighbouring in America
because of the combined effects of changes in economic
organization and social values. She attributes the decline
in neighbouring to four factors:

1 the presence of multiple sources of information and
opinion via mass media, travel, voluntary organiza-
tions and employment away from the local area;

2 better transport beyond local boundaries;

3 increased differentiation in people’s interests and
desires, and greater differentiation in rhythms of work,
resulting in less inclination and ability, respectively,
to interact with neighbours;

4 better social services and greater economic security.

Against such arguments we must set the observation
that the residential neighbourhood continues to provide
much raw material for social life, especially for relatively
immobile groups such as the poor, the aged and mothers
with young children. Even the more mobile must be
susceptible to chance local encounters and the subsequent
interaction that may follow; and most householders will
establish some contact with neighbours from the purely
functional point of view of mutual security.

The most telling argument in support of the role 
of propinquity is the way that residential patterns –
whether defined in terms of class, race, ethnicity, life-
style, kinship, family status or age – have persistently
exhibited a strong tendency towards spatial differ-
entiation. In a pioneering study, Duncan and Duncan
showed that the residential segregation of occupational
groups in Chicago closely paralleled their social distance
and that the most segregated categories were those 
possessing the clearest rank, i.e. those at the top and 
the bottom of the socio-economic scale (Duncan and
Duncan, 1955). Subsequent studies of socio-economic
groups elsewhere and of racial and ethnic groups in 
a wide variety of cities have all reported a significant
degree of residential segregation. The persistence of
such patterns requires us to look more closely at the
sociocultural bases of residential segregation.

It is now generally accepted that the less social distance
there is between individuals, the greater the probability
of interaction of some kind. Similarly, the greater the
physical proximity between people – their ‘residential
propinquity’ – the more likelihood of interaction of some
kind. The exact influence of social and physical distance
depends to some extent on the nature of the interaction
concerned, however. Instrumental interaction related to
trade unions or political parties, for instance, will clearly
be less dependent on physical distance than instrumental
interaction that is focused on a local action group con-
cerned with the closure of a school, the construction of
a power station, or the organization of a block party.

In most cases, of course, the influences of social and
physical distance are closely interwoven and difficult 
to isolate. Membership of voluntary associations, for
example, tends to reflect class and lifestyle, with participa-
tion depending largely on social distance. Middle-class
groups, in particular, have a propensity to use voluntary
associations as a means of establishing and sustaining
social relationships. But, because of the close corres-
pondence between social and residential segregation,
membership of such associations is also strongly cor-
related with locational factors.

Geographers, of course, have a special interest in the
role of distance, space and location. There is, however, no
real consensus on the role of propinquity in stimulating
or retarding social interaction. The constraints of dis-
tance are rapidly diminishing in the ‘shrinking world’ of
modern technology and mass communications. Improve-
ments in personal mobility, combined with the spatial
separation of home, workplace and recreational oppor-
tunities, have released people from neighbourhood ties.
But not everyone, of course, benefits from mobility to
the same extent: some people are ‘localites’, with restricted
urban realms; others are ‘cosmopolites’, for whom dis-
tance is elastic and who inhabit a social world without
finite geographical borders.

This tendency towards an aspatial basis for social
interaction has been seen by others as a result not so
much of increased personal mobility as a product of
modern city planning and social values. Colin Ward,
for example, argued that modern housing estates have
‘annihilated’ community spirit and replaced it with 
a parental authoritarianism that restricts the outdoor

7.3 Social interaction and social networks in urban settings

..
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Key films related to urban social geography – Chapter 7

Diner (1982) An excellent portrayal of
young adults growing up in Baltimore.

The Godfather (1971) Something of 
a soap opera, but nevertheless a com-
pelling depiction of turf wars among
immigrant communities in early 
twentieth-century urban America. The
Godfather 2 (1974) is even better in
this respect.

Grand Canyon (1991) A little con-
trived, but a thought-provoking and
ultimately life-affirming consideration
of issues of race, identity and power
in Los Angeles.

It’s a Wonderful Life (1946) Sickly
and sentimental, but also with very
dark undertones, this is a classic 
portrayal of US suspicion of big-city
life and a celebration of small-town
living.

Magnolia (1999) It is difficult to sum-
marize this ambitious, multiplotted
film except to say that it deals with
many issues in contemporary US city
life. Variously sombre, moving, upset-
ting and amusing, this is a stunning
piece of moviemaking.

Mean Streets (1973) A film dealing
with life in the New York underclass,
plus a path-breaking rock sound
track.

Metropolis (1926) A mixture of sci-
ence fiction and gothic horror, this
early film by Fritz Lang is a night-
marish vision of modernism taken to

extremes in a futuristic city in which
a populace in enslaved. Visually
impressive.

Midnight Cowboy (1969) An Oscar
winner focusing on the plight of the
marginalized in New York in the late
1960s. A much-celebrated film but
one also thought by some to be shallow
and superficial.

Paris Texas (1984) A film dealing
with family life and the sometimes
broken relations between men and
women. Set in Los Angeles, Huston
and the deserts of the South West,
this is a distinctive ‘European’ take
on US cities by German director Wim
Wenders. Very slow at times but visu-
ally stunning, richly atmospheric and
accompanied by a great soundtrack
from guitarist Ry Cooder.

Short Cuts (1993) A movie that is
similar to Magnolia in that it is a 
multiplotted consideration of contem-
porary suburban life in the United
States (in this case the San Fernando
Valley in California). However this
film, directed by the much-acclaimed
director Robert Altman, is a little less
sombre in tone than Magnolia.

A Short Film About Love (1988) A
film by the brilliant Polish director
Krzysztof Kieslowski about the loss 
of community and the difficulty of
finding love in the modern city. It
sounds grim but this is ultimately a
life-affirming movie by a cinematic

genius (hence anything else by this
director is also worth seeing).

Taxi Driver (1976) A now classic 
portrayal of the US urban dystopia.
But beware if you do not like nasty,
violent endings.

Trainspotting (1995) Both comic and
at times very disturbing, a portrayal of
the cynicism surrounding a group of
drug takers. Interesting for a depic-
tion of Edinburgh that is far from the
usual cultural and tourist image.

Tokyo Story (1953) According to
many film critics this is one of the
greatest movies ever made (it is in
many film fans’ top ten). Moving, sad
and poignant, but never sentimental,
the cult director Ozu portrays the 
differences between the values of
older generations in rural Japan and
their modern, urban-dwelling off-
spring. Essential viewing for all true
film buffs.

Wings of Desire (1987) Another 
enigmatic film by Wim Wenders, it
focuses upon the desires of angels
who listen in to the thoughts of city
dwellers. A film that divides opinion
but which is full of memorable images
of Berlin.

Witness (1985) A great thriller but
also a portrait of the Amish, a reli-
gious sect whose puritanism and
communal solidarity is skilfully con-
trasted with the dark side of US city
life.

Box 7.6
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Key novels related to urban social geography – Chapter 7

The Graduate (1963) Charles Webb.
Less famous than the film but never-
theless another readable satire of
1960s US suburbia.

Manhattan Transfer (1925) Dos Passos.
Lacking a conventional plot, this
novel is an amalgam of many urban
dwellers’ experiences of the alienation
engendered by the twentieth-century
metropolis (New York).

Rabbit, Run (1960) John Updike.
This novel, together with the three
sequels (Rabbit, Redux (1971),
Rabbit is Rich (1980) and Rabbit at
Rest (1990) charts the changing for-
tunes of a US suburban male in the
post-war years.

Revolutionary Road (1955) Richard
Yates. Something of a cult novel, 
this is yet another tale documenting

thwarted ambitions in 1950s Fordist
suburbia. Downbeat material but
superbly constructed (and recently
made into an award-winning film).

White Noise (1985) Don DeLillo. A
satirical look at US post-modern sub-
urban culture.

Box 7.7

Chapter summary

7.1 Western attitudes towards urban living are characterized by hostility, yet cities are also seen as centres of
diversity and opportunity.

7.2 The Chicago School of urban sociology interpreted cities through analogy with ideas from plant and animal
ecology. Wirthian ideas stressed the destabilizing effect of increasing size, density and heterogeneity of
population on existing social norms. Subsequent research has stressed that personal identities are
critically influenced by factors such as class, community, work and family.

7.3 People belong to different, non-overlapping social networks that vary in structure and intensity. Although
highly influential, the ideas of the Chicago School failed to adequately reconcile the relationships between
‘economic’ and ‘cultural’ factors in cities. Physical and social distance are intimately connected in urban
areas.

Chicago School
concentric zone model
dominance
‘expressive’ interaction
human ecology
impersonal competition
‘instrumental’ interaction

invasion
natural areas
‘primary’ relationships
‘psychic overload’
secondary relationships
segregation
social Darwinism

social distance
subjectivity
succession
Wirthian theory
zone in transition

Key concepts and terms
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by restricting the number of ‘outside’ contacts. Thus
people tend to marry their equals in social status; neigh-
bours tend to be social equals; and so they marry their
neighbours. There are also, of course, several negative
reasons for the persistence of residential segregation.
Beginning with fear of exposure to ‘otherness’, these
extend to personal and institutionalized discrimination
on the basis of class, culture, gender, sexual orientation,
ethnicity and race.

8.1 Social closure, racism
and discrimination

‘What we are talking about here’, observes Chris Philo,
is ‘the contest of cultures bound up in processes of
sociospatial differentiation’ and ‘the clash of moralities
(of differing assumptions and arguments about worth
and non-worth) which are both constituted through
and constitutive of a society’s socio-spatial hierarchy 
of “winners” and “losers” ’ (Philo, 1991, p. 19).

One concept that is useful here is Frank Parkin’s
(1979) notion of social closure, whereby ‘winners’ are

Segregation and
congregation

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ Which ‘minority groups’ are most residentially
segregated in Western cities?

➤ What are the processes responsible for these
patterns?

There are several rational reasons for segregation
within urban society. The spatial segregation of differ-
ent ‘communities’ helps to minimize conflict between
social groups while facilitating a greater degree of social
control and endowing specific social groups with a more
cohesive political voice. Another important reason for
the residential clustering of social groups is the desire
of its members to preserve their own group identity 
or lifestyle. One of the basic mechanisms by which this
segregation can be achieved is through group norms that
support marriage within the group and oppose marriage
between members of different social, religious, ethnic or
racial groups. The organization of groups into different
territories facilitates the operation of this mechanism
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characterized by their ability to exercise power in a
downward direction, excluding less powerful groups
from desirable spaces and resources. Parkin also calls
this exclusionary closure: an example would be the
explicitly exclusionary practices of housing classes defined
through membership of homeowners’ associations (see
Chapter 6).

Another means of differentiating ‘winners’ from
‘losers’ is through the social construction of racism.
Peter Jackson has defined racism as ‘the assumption,
consciously or unconsciously held, that people can 
be divided into a distinct number of discrete “races”
according to physical, biological criteria and that sys-
tematic social differences automatically and inevitably
follow the same lines of physical differentiation’ (Jackson,
1989, pp. 132–3), a definition that can be extended to
include cultural differences. Racism produces pejorative
associations aimed both at individuals (e.g. sexuality,
criminality) and at social groups (e.g. family structures,
cultural pathologies).

The critical point here is that racism is not a uniform
or invariable condition of human nature but, rather,
consists of sets of attitudes that are rooted in the chang-
ing material conditions of society. We can, therefore,
identify a multiplicity of racisms within contemporary
cities, depending on the particular circumstances of
different places. Susan Smith (1988) adopted this per-
spective in suggesting that the interaction of political
culture with economic contingency produced three dis-
tinctive phases of racism in post-war Britain:

1 1945–1960 : a period during which blacks and Asians,
although frequently regarded as culturally backward
or morally inferior, were regarded as intrinsically
British, sharing equally with whites the status and
privilege of Commonwealth citizenship. ‘It was widely
assumed that immigrant status, like the problems
accompanying it, would be a temporary prelude to
assimilation and absorption’ (Smith, 1988, p. 425).

2 1961–1975: civil unrest in the Notting Hill area of
London (in 1958) marked the turning point at which
blacks and Asians ceased to be regarded as fellow 
citizens and began to be depicted as alien, with alien
cultures, different temperaments, backgrounds and
ways of life. ‘Immutable differences, indexed by colour,
were overlaid on the malleable cultural boundaries

previously assumed to distinguish immigrant from
“host” ’ (Smith, 1988, p. 428).

3 1976– : a period of social authoritarianism, in which
neoliberal economic philosophies have defined issues
of race as being insignificant to the concerns of 
politics and the economy, while at the same time a
resurgence of moral conservatism, in appealing to a
revival of national pride, has reinforced racism, albeit
in the disguised language of ‘culture’ or ‘ethnicity’.

Smith’s emphasis on the interaction of political culture
and economic circumstances is particularly important
to our understanding of racial segregation in societies
(such as Britain and America) where institutional 
discrimination carries racism into the entire housing
delivery system. Such discrimination permeates the legal
framework, government policies (those relating, among
others, to urban renewal, public housing and suburban
development), municipal land use ordinances, and, as
we saw in Chapter 6, the practices of builders, landlords,
bankers, insurance companies, appraisers and real estate
agents. The impersonal web of exclusionary practices
that results from this institutional discrimination has
reinforced the racism and discrimination of individuals
to the point where segregated housing has led to de
facto segregated schools, shopping areas and recreational
facilities. All this spatial segregation, in turn, serves to
reproduce racism and to sustain material inequalities
between racial categories.

8.2 The spatial
segregation of
minority groups

Given these caveats about racism and discrimination,
we can interpret minority group residential congrega-
tion and segregation as being inversely related to the
process of assimilation with the host society, a process
that is itself governed by various forms of group beha-
viour designed to minimize real or perceived threats 
to the group from outsiders. But before going on to
examine this behaviour and its spatial consequences in
detail, it is first necessary to clarify the meaning of terms
such as ‘minority group’, ‘host society’, ‘segregation’
and ‘assimilation’.

..
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example, index values calculated for immigrant minor-
ity groups – Afro-Caribbeans, Pakistanis, Indians and
Africans – at the enumeration district level typically
range between 40 and 70. The major exception is the
Bangladeshi group, which in London, for example, is
highly concentrated in a single borough (Tower Hamlets)
and has indexes of dissimilarity similar to African-
Americans in the United States. The Gastarbeiter (guest
worker) population of continental European cities is
much less segregated: index values for Turks, Greeks,
Spaniards and Portuguese in German, Dutch and Swiss
cities, for example, range between 35 and 50. At more
fine-grained levels of analysis the degree of segregation
can be much higher, with index values of between 80
and 90 for Asians, Afro-Caribbeans, Turks and North
Africans at the scale of individual streets in north-west
European cities. This emphasizes the vulnerability of
statistical indexes, and makes intercity comparisons
difficult.

Another practical difficulty in making precise state-
ments about the degree of residential segregation is 
that minority groups may subsume important internal
differences. Statements about the segregation of Asians
in British cities, for instance, often overlook the tend-
ency for Indians, Pakistanis and Bangladeshis to exist
in quite separately functioning communities, even though
they may appear to outsiders to be part and parcel of
the same territorial community. Muslims are separated
from Hindus, Gujerati speakers from Punjabi speakers,
and East African Asians from all other Asians; and these
segregations are preserved even within public sector
housing.

What is clear enough from the available evidence,
however, is that most minorities tend to be highly 
segregated from the charter group. This segregation has
been shown to be greater than might be anticipated
from the socio-economic status of the groups concerned.
In other words, the low socio-economic status of minor-
ity groups can only partially explain their high levels of
residential segregation. The maintenance of the minor-
ity in-migrant group as a distinctive social and spatial
entity will depend on the degree to which assimilation
occurs.

This process can take place at different speeds for
different groups, depending on the perceived social dis-
tance between them and the charter group. Moreover,

Issues of definition and
measurement
The term ‘minority group’ is widely used to mean any
group that is defined or characterized by race, religion,
language, nationality or culture. Implicit in its use is the
idea that their presence in the city stems from a past or
continuing stream of in-migration. Minority groups in
this sense therefore include African-Americans, Puerto
Ricans, Italians, Jews, Mexicans, Vietnamese and (Asian)
Indians in American cities; Afro-Caribbeans, Asians
and Irish in British cities; Algerians and Spaniards in
French cities; Turks and Croats in German cities; and so
on. While the host society may not be homogeneous, 
it always contains a charter group that represents the
dominant matrix into which new minority groups are
inserted. In North America, Australia and Britain the
charter group in most cities is white, with an ‘Anglo-
Saxon’ culture. The degree to which minority groups are
spatially segregated from the charter group varies a good
deal from city to city according to the group involved.

Segregation is taken here to refer to situations where
members of a minority group are not distributed abso-
lutely uniformly across residential space in relation to the
rest of the population. This clearly covers a wide range
of circumstances, and it is useful to be able to quantify
the overall degree of segregation in some way. Several
indexes of segregation are available, although the sensi-
tivity of all of them depends on the scale of the areal
units employed. One of the most widely used methods
of quantifying the degree to which a minority group is
residentially segregated is the index of dissimilarity,
which is analogous to the Gini index of inequality and
which produces a theoretical range of values from 0 
(no segregation) to 100 (complete segregation).

Index values calculated from census tract data in 
US cities show that African-Americans are generally
the most segregated of the minorities in America, with
index values at the tract level commonly exceeding 80.
Puerto Ricans and Cubans have also been found to be
very highly segregated in American cities, with index
values at the tract level commonly exceeding 60; as
have the new immigrant groups of the 1980s, 1990s and
2000s – Mexicans and Asians (see Box 8.1).

By comparison, minority group residential segrega-
tion in European cities is relatively low. In Britain, for

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups

..
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Key trends in urban social geography – The Latinization of US cities

The most important development in the
evolving social geography of US cities
is their growing Latinization – the evo-
lution of neighbourhoods dominated by
peoples with Latin American cultural
roots (variously referred to as Latin-
Americans, Latinos or Hispanics). The
terminology can be controversial (see
Davis, 2000) but the category includes
those whose ancestry relates back 
to many Central and South American
nations, predominantly Mexico, but
also Puerto Rico, Cuba, El Salvador,
the Dominican Republic, Chile,
Colombia, Ecuador and Guatemala.

Whether by preference or constraint,
Latinos are heavily concentrated in
urban areas, and in many US cities –
especially those in the South-West,
such as Los Angeles, Houston, San
Diego and Phoenix – Latinos have 
displaced African-Americans as the
dominant ethnic minority group. 
Furthermore, as a result of recent in-
migration (both legal and illegal) and
a much higher rate of fertility than the
Anglo population, Latinos are increas-
ing at a much faster rate than most
other sections of US society. Projec-
tions made by the US Census Bureau
in 2008 indicate that Hispanics will
constitute one-third of the total US
population by 2050, rising from 47 to
133 million.

The mix of Latino groups varies from
city to city; in Los Angeles the Latino
population is over three-quarters
Mexican in origin, in Miami it is two-
thirds Cuban and in New York it is
almost one-half Puerto Rican. Mike
Davis (2000) argues that Latino
neighbourhoods (traditionally known
as barrios) broadly conform to one of
four different types:

1 Primate barrio with small
satellites: a simple ethnic wedge
among broad concentric rings, a
pattern typical of Latinos in Los
Angeles before 1970 and in
present-day Washington, DC,

Houston, Atlanta, Philadelphia
and Phoenix.

2 Polycentric barrios: multiple
enclaves as in contemporary
Chicago which has four roughly
equal-sized Latino districts.

3 Multicultural mosaic: a diverse
range of neighbourhoods with
Hispanics of differing
backgrounds, the category refers
exclusively to New York which has
at least 21 major Latino districts.

4 City within a city: Davis reserves
this term exclusively for
contemporary Los Angeles 
with its scores of Latino
neighbourhoods sprawling in 
both rings and sectors around 
the older blue-collar industrial
neighbourhoods of the metropolis.
This pattern reflects the
occupations taken up by Latinos,
predominantly in relatively low-
paying, labour-intensive services
and light industry.

The complex implications of this grow-
ing Latinization of US cities have yet
to be fully appreciated by urban ana-
lysts. There are many different mani-
festations of Latino culture in US cities.
For example, while overwhelmingly
Catholic and Spanish speaking, some
are adherents of Protestant evangelical
religious denominations. Similarly,
Cuban exiles in Miami may have 
differing attitudes to village peoples
uprooted by poverty from Mexico to
Los Angeles. It seems that diverse
new hybrid identities are emerging,
the nature of which depends upon the
blend of differing Latino groups (e.g.
the nature of the national and subre-
gional identities) and their relationship
with main ethnic groups.

Ever hostile to suburban conservatism,
Mike Davis sees the growth of Latino
neighbourhoods as a welcome splash of
cultural diversity regenerating run-down
inner cities. He also envisages Latinos

as heading class-based alliances of
workers fighting for better wages and
employment rights. Although widely
disenfranchised or reluctant to par-
ticipate in electoral politics, Latinos
are overwhelmingly Democratic in
allegiance. Nevertheless, a significant
proportion of Latinos align themselves
with Republican values of self-reliance,
the importance of religion and opposi-
tion to abortion.

Increasing nationalist sentiments in the
wake of 9/11, the economic downturn
and the failure of the Congress to deal
with the issue of illegal immigration
have prompted increasing hostility
towards immigrants (especially illegal
ones of Hispanic origin) in some areas
– especially in small towns. Anti-
immigrant discourse has been associ-
ated with policies to root out illegal
immigrants and the landlords who
accommodate them. FBI data pub-
lished in 2008 point to a threefold
increase in hate crimes against
Latinos in the previous three years.

Key concepts associated
with Latinization (see
Glossary)

Borderlands, heterotopia, hybridity,
liminal space, Mestizo, pariah city,
third space.
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Links to other chapters
Chapter 12: Box 12.4 The growth of
transnational urbanism

Box 8.1
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minority group is large enough to precipitate a much
faster exodus. This is known as the ‘tipping point’. The
precise level of the tipping point is difficult to establish,
although it has been suggested that for whites facing
‘invasion’ by African-Americans, the tipping point may
be expected to occur when African-American occupancy
reaches a level of about 30 per cent. The subsequent
withdrawal of charter group residents to other neigh-
bourhoods effectively resolves the territorial conflict
between the two groups, leaving the minority group
spatially isolated until its next phase of territorial
expansion.

The spatial isolation of minority groups is also con-
trived through discrimination in the housing market,
thus limiting minority groups to small niches within the
urban fabric. Although formal discriminatory barriers
are illegal, minorities are systematically excluded from
charter group neighbourhoods in a variety of ways. As
we have seen in Chapter 6, the role of real estate agents
and mortgage financiers in the owner-occupied sector
is particularly important, while the general gatekeep-
ing role of private landlords also tends to perpetuate
racially segregated local submarkets. There is also a con-
siderable weight of evidence to suggest that immigrants 
and minorities are discriminated against in the public
sector.

In Britain, racial minorities have found themselves
disadvantaged within the public sector in three respects.
First, they initially had more difficulty in gaining access
to any public housing because of their limited period of
residence in a particular local government area; second,
they have often been allocated to poor-quality property,
particularly older flats; and, third, they have been dis-
proportionately allocated to unpopular inner-city
housing estates, thus intensifying the localization of the
non-white population in the inner city. These disadvant-
ages are partly the result of unintentional discrimination
(such as the residential requirements associated with
eligibility rules), and partly the result of more deliber-
ate discrimination through the personal prejudices, for
example, of housing visitors, who may have little or no
understanding of the cultural background and family
life of immigrant households. The effects of this type 
of discrimination are intensified by the discriminatory
policies of city planners. Again, some of this discrimina-
tion is unintentional, as in the omission of minority

behavioural assimilation – the acquisition by the minor-
ity group of a cultural life in common with the charter
group – may take place faster than structural assimilation
– the diffusion of members of the minority group through
the social and occupational strata of the charter group
society. We should recall at this point that assimilation
is not simply the process of one culture being absorbed
into another. Both mainstream and minority cultures
are changed by assimilation through the creation of new
hybrid forms of identity (Chapter 3). Nevertheless, in
general, the rate and degree of assimilation of a minority
group will depend on two sets of factors: (1) external
factors, including charter group attitudes, institutional
discrimination and structural effects; and (2) internal
group cohesiveness. Between them, these factors 
determine not only the degree and nature of conflict
between minority groups and the charter group, but
also the spatial patterns of residential congregation and
segregation.

External factors:
discrimination and 
structural effects

Minority groups that are perceived by members of the
charter group to be socially undesirable will find them-
selves spatially isolated through a variety of mechanisms.
One of the most obvious and straightforward of these
is the ‘blocking’ strategy by existing occupants of city
neighbourhoods as they seek to resist the ‘invasion’ 
of minority groups. Meanwhile, established tightly knit
minority group clusters tend to be the most resistant to
invasion by others, actively defending their own territory
in a variety of ways (ranging from social hostility and
the refusal to sell or rent homes to petty violence and
deliberate vandalism) against intruding members of
minority groups.

Where this strategy of ‘voice’ opposition is unsuc-
cessful, or where the territory in question is occupied
by socially and geographically more mobile households,
the charter group strategy commonly becomes one of
‘exit’. The invasion of charter group territory generally
precipitates an outflow of charter group residents that
continues steadily until the critical point is reached
where the proportion of households from the invading

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups
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neighbourhoods from urban renewal and rehabilitation
schemes; but much is deliberate, as in the manipulation
of land use plans and zoning regulations in order to
exclude non-whites from suburban residential areas of
US cities.

The net effect of this discrimination is to render much
of the housing stock unavailable to members of minority
groups, thus trapping them in privately rented accom-
modation and allowing landlords to charge inflated rents
while providing little security of tenure. In an attempt
to escape from this situation, some householders become
landlords, buying large, deteriorating houses and sub-
letting part of the house in order to maintain mortgage
repayments and/or repair costs. Others manage to pur-
chase smaller dwellings that are shared with another
family or a lodger, but many can only finance the pur-
chase through burdensome and unorthodox means.
Asians, in particular, have been found to exhibit a strong
propensity towards home ownership in preference to
tenancy, notwithstanding the extra financial costs.

The localized nature of cheaper accommodation
(whether for sale or rent) is an important aspect of urban
structure (sometimes referred to as a ‘fabric effect’)
that tends to segregate minority groups from the rest 
of the population by channelling them into a limited
niche. Moreover, since many minority groups have an
atypical demographic structure, with a predominance
of young adult males and/or large, extended families,
their housing needs – single-room accommodation
and large dwellings respectively – can be met only in
very specific locations. In many cities, therefore, the
distribution of clusters of minorities is closely related
to the geography of the housing stock.

Underlying both charter group discrimination and
the localization of minority groups in particular 
pockets of low-cost housing is their position in the
overall social and economic structure of society. In 
this context, discrimination by working-class members
of the charter group is related to the role attributed to
minority groups in job and housing markets as com-
petitors whose presence serves to depress wages and
erode the quality of life. In short, minority groups are
treated as the scapegoats for the shortcomings of the
economic system.

But it is the concentration of minority groups at 
the lower end of the occupational structure that is the

more fundamental factor in their localization in poor
housing. Because of their lack of skills and educational
qualifications, members of minority groups often tend
to be concentrated in occupations that are unattractive
to members of the charter group, that are often un-
pleasant or degrading in one way or another, and that
are usually associated with low wages. The majority of
such occupations are associated with the CBD and its
immediate surrounds, and the dependence of minority
groups on city-centre and inner-city job opportunities
is widely cited as a prime determinant in the location of
minority residential clusters. This factor, in turn, is rein-
forced by the location of inexpensive accommodation
in inner-city neighbourhoods surrounding the CBD.
The isolation of minority groups in this sector of hous-
ing and labour markets was intensified by the massive
deindustrialization of many large cities in the 1970s and
1980s and the suburbanization of new job opportunities
(see Chapter 2). This has effectively trapped many of the
poor in inner-city locations because of their inability to
meet the necessary transportation costs.

Evidence from Britain shows limited but highly uneven
progress in terms of the socio-economic advancement
of ethnic minority groups (Phillips, 1998). Indian men,
for example, display an occupational structure similar
to that for white men and are just as likely to hold pro-
fessional or managerial jobs; but Afro-Caribbean men
are significantly underrepresented in the higher occupa-
tional groups. Similarly, Pakistani and Bangladeshi men
are less likely than whites to be in skilled manual or
professional occupations. In the case of women, how-
ever, there are fewer differences between white and
black employment patterns, largely the result of fewer
women being in professional or managerial groups.
Interestingly, young adult members of ethnic minority
groups reveal somewhat different patterns of occupa-
tional development than their elders. Thus, young black
Caribbean adults have a higher propensity to work in
white-collar occupations than their parents. However,
young adults of Indian descent are less likely than their
parents to be in professional occupations, although they
are well represented in junior white-collar occupations.
Overall, unemployment among ethnic minorities in the
United Kingdom is higher than for the white popula-
tion and this represents a significant impediment to
socio-economic advance and residential relocation.

..
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(congregation) of minority groups into discrete, homo-
geneous territories. Such clusters must also be seen as
defensive and conservative in function, partly in response
to the external pressures outlined above. In short, when
people – especially immigrants and in-migrants – feel
threatened they often have a strong urge to internal

Congregation: internal group
cohesiveness
While charter group attitudes and structural effects 
go a long way towards explaining residential segrega-
tion, they do not satisfactorily explain the clustering

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups
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Key debates in urban social geography – Is ethnic residential 
segregation desirable?

A key debate among urban policy
makers (and urban analysts) in Europe
concerns the desirability of ethnic 
residential segregation. The debate
has been fuelled by images of US
ghettos in which African-Americans
are excluded from the mainstream of
society, coupled with concerns over
racial tensions in Europe following
fundamentalist-inspired terrorist
attacks in London and Madrid.

On the one hand there is the isola-
tionist thesis. This stance argues 
that ethnic residential segregation is
undesirable since it leads to reduced
contact (fewer ‘ethnic bridges’)
between the minority and the majority
population. This in turn leads to re-
duced assimilation both in structural
terms (i.e. education, employment and
access to resources) and also in cultural
terms (i.e. adoption of mainstream
values and norms).

On the other hand there is the eman-
cipation thesis. This viewpoint argues
that ethnic residential segregation can
help the advancement of the minority
group in a host of ways: by acting as
a reception area for newcomers to 
the society; by providing a local social
support system; through fostering social
capital; by providing a focus for the
allocation of resources to compensate
for social disadvantage; and not least
by providing a base for political sup-
port that would be dissipated if the
minority group were dispersed.

Critics of the isolationist thesis argue
that one should beware of transferr-
ing ideas from the United States to
Europe (since levels of segregation
are generally much lower in Europe).
Furthermore, it is argued that in an
age of globalization, transnationalism
and advanced telecommunications the
power of neighbourhood effects can be
overstated. Research in the Nether-
lands (Van der Laam Bourma-Doff,
2007) has confirmed that the greater
the degree of residential segregation
displayed by an ethnic group, the less
the likelihood of informal contacts
with native Dutch people. Furthermore,
the effect is greater for the more
deprived, that is, poorer people are
less likely to make contact even when
less segregated. This might be related
to poorer communications skills among
the poor in ethnic minorities compared
with the more affluent. The effect of
segregation on women was also pro-
nounced, a finding that might be
related to gender roles among the 
ethnic minorities concerned, in the
Netherlands case mostly Turks,
Moroccans and Surinamese.

At a broader societal level there is a
growing debate about whether, as
some assert, ethnic diversity leads to
greater tolerance, cultural hybridity and
innovation (e.g. Florida, 2002) or, 
as others claim, whether it leads to
increasing distrust, lower social capital

and less willingness to pay taxes for
the collective good in the form of a
welfare state (Knack, 2002).

Key concepts related to
ethnic residential
segregation (see Glossary)

Assimilation, behavioural assimilation,
charter group, community, congrega-
tion, enclave, ethnic group, ethnic 
village, multiculturalism, racism, seg-
regation, structural assimilation.
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cohesion, so that the social and cultural coherence of
the group may be retained. Four principal functions
have been identified for the clustering of minority groups:
defence, support, preservation and attack.

Clustering together for defence

The defensive role of minority clusters is most promin-
ent when charter group discrimination is widespread
and intense, so that the existence of a territorial heart-
land enables members of the minority group to with-
draw from the hostility of the wider society. The term
ghetto was first used in Venice in the Renaissance era 
to describe the district in which Jewish people were
forced to reside. The Jewish community made a crucial
contribution to the status of Venice as a centre of trade
and commerce through their money-lending activities.
However, this success eventually bred hostility and Jews
were forced into a small district of the city previously
dominated by foundry activities. Large doors at either
end of the neighbourhood were used to enforce a curfew.
(Today, with a much reduced Jewish population, this
district is crumbling and neglected but tours are avail-
able and plans are afoot for preservation and renewal.)
Jewish ghettos in medieval European cities therefore
functioned as defensive clusters.

Anderson (1988) has shown how ‘Chinatown’
developed in Vancouver in the late nineteenth century
in response to threats of mob rule and riot towards 
the Chinese population on the part of the wider white
populace. Similarly, working-class Catholic and Protest-
ant communities in Belfast have become increasingly 
segregated from one another in response to their need
for physical safety. Nowhere has this phenomenon
been more marked than on the Shankhill–Falls ‘Divide’
between the Protestant neighbourhood of Shankhill and
the Catholic neighbourhood of Clonard-Springfield.
Transitional between the two, and marking the Divide
between the two groups, is the Cupar Street area, which
had acquired a mixed residential pattern in the years up
to 1968. When the ‘troubles’ broke out in 1969, how-
ever, the territorial boundary between the two groups
took on a much sharper definition. It is estimated that
within the following seven years between 35 000 and 
60 000 people from the Belfast area relocated to the 
relative safety of their own religious heartland, thus

reinforcing the segregation of Protestants and Catholics
into what became known in army circles as ‘tribal
areas’. In a very different vein, many of the most recent
examples of clustering for defence involve affluent,
high-status households living in gated communities in
American suburbs.

Clustering for mutual support

Closely related to the defensive functions of minority
clusters is their role as a haven, providing support for
members of the group in a variety of ways. Such sup-
port ranges from formal minority-oriented institutions
and businesses to informal friendship and kinship ties.
Clustered together in a mutually supportive haven,
members of the group are able to avoid the hostility and
rejection of the charter group, exchanging insecurity
and anxiety for familiarity and strength. This ‘buffer’
function of minority clusters has been documented in
a number of studies. The existence of ethnic institutions
within the territorial cluster is one of the most import-
ant factors in protecting group members from unwanted
contact with the host community. Sikh temples and
Muslim mosques in British cities, for example, have
become the focus of Sikh and Pakistani local welfare
systems, offering a source of food, shelter, recreation
and education as well as being a cultural and religious
focus.

More generally, most minority groups develop
informal self-help networks and welfare organizations
in order to provide both material and social support for
group members. In addition, the desire to avoid outside
contact and the existence of a local concentration of a
minority population with distinctive, culturally based
needs serve to provide protected niches for ethnic
enterprise, both legitimate and illegitimate. Minority
enterprise is an important component of community
cohesion in minority neighbourhoods everywhere, pro-
viding an expression of group solidarity as well as a means
of economic and social advancement for successful entre-
preneurs and an alternative route by which minority
workers can bypass the white-controlled labour market.

In their classic study of the African-American com-
munity in Chicago, Drake and Cayton described the
doctrine of the ‘double-duty dollar’, according to which
members of the community should use their money

..
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A classic example of cultural expression within a 
residential area is the Harlem district of New York.
Previously inhabited by German-Jewish immigrants,
from the 1920s onwards the area became occupied by
African-Americans. Musicians, entertainers and artists
of many kinds flocked to the area and there emerged a
world-famous expression of African-American culture
that, over the years, Harlem has continued to reinter-
pret and express. However, one must be careful not to
over-glamorize such areas: together with cultural expres-
sion there is another side to Harlem – one of poverty,
racial discrimination and urban decay.

Spaces of resistance: clustering to
facilitate ‘attacks’

The fourth major function of minority spatial concentra-
tion is the provision of a ‘base’ for action in the struggle
of its members with society in general in what are often
termed spaces of resistance. This ‘attack’ function is
usually both peaceful and legitimate. Spatial concentra-
tions of group members represent considerable electoral
power and often enable minority groups to gain official
representation within the institutional framework of
urban politics. This has been an important factor in 
the political power base of African-Americans in the
United States – to the extent that African-American
politicians now constitute an important (and some-
times dominant) voice in the urban political arena. Gay
neighbourhoods also represent a potentially effective
electoral base. Perhaps the best-known illustration of
this is West Hollywood, where voters elected in 1984 to
create a self-governing municipality and subsequently
elected a city council dominated by gays.

Minority clusters also provide a convenient base for
illegitimate attacks on the charter group. Insurrectionary
groups and urban guerrillas with minority affiliations
are able to ‘disappear’ in their own group’s territory,
camouflaged by a relative anonymity within their own
cultural milieu and protected by a silence resulting
from a mixture of sympathy and intimidation. An
obvious example of this is the way in which the IRA
and Loyalist para-military organizations took advant-
age of their respective territorial heartlands in Belfast 
in the 1980s and 1990s; and, indeed, the way in which
the IRA used Irish communities in Birmingham,

not only to satisfy their personal needs but also to
‘advance the race’ by making their purchases in African-
American-owned businesses (Drake and Cayton, 1962).
In Britain, the most distinctive manifestations of minority
enterprise are the clusters of banks, butchers, grocery
stores, travel agencies, cinemas and clothing shops that
have developed in response to the food taboos, specialized
clothing styles and general cultural aloofness of Asian
communities combined with the economic repression
of British society.

Clustering for cultural preservation

This brings us to a third major function of minority
residential clustering: that of preserving and promoting
a distinctive cultural heritage. Minority group conscious-
ness sometimes results from external pressure, as in the
use of Jamaican Creole by young Afro-Caribbeans in
London as a private language to shut out the oppressive
elements of the white world. But for many groups there
exists an inherent desire to maintain (or develop) a 
distinctive cultural identity rather than to become com-
pletely assimilated within the charter group (see also
Box 8.4). Residential clustering helps to achieve this not
only through the operation of ethnic institutions and
businesses but also through the effects of residential
propinquity on marriage patterns.

Many commentators have emphasized the self-
segregating tendencies of Asian communities in British
cities in this context, while the persistence of Jewish
residential clusters is often interpreted as being closely
related to the knowledge among Jewish parents that
residence in a Jewish neighbourhood confers a very high
probability of their children marrying a Jewish person.
The residential clustering of some minority groups is
also directly related to the demands of their religious
precepts relating to dietary laws, the preparation of food
and attendance for prayer and religious ceremony. Where
such mores form an important part of the group’s cul-
ture, they are followed more easily where the group is
territorially clustered. On the other hand, where group
consciousness is weak and the group culture is not
especially distinctive, ties between group members tend
to be superficial – sentimental rather than functional –
with the result that residential clustering as well as group
solidarity is steadily eroded.

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups
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Liverpool, London and Southampton as bases for 
terrorist attacks.

Colonies, enclaves and
ghettos
The spatial expression of segregation and congregation,
then, is determined by the interplay of discrimination,
fabric effects and the strength of internal group cohesion.

Where the perceived social distance between the minor-
ity group and the charter group is relatively small, the
effects of both charter group discrimination and internal
cohesion are likely to be minimized and so minority
residential clusters are likely to be only a temporary stage
in the assimilation of the group into the wider urban
sociospatial fabric. Such clusters may be termed colonies.
They essentially serve as a port of entry for members 
of the group concerned, providing a base from which

..

Key trends in urban social geography – Changing patterns of segregation in
the United States

Although there is a great deal of work
on the residential segregation of ethnic
groups within cities, very few studies
have compared, in any detailed fashion,
the changing degree of segregation over
time across an entire urban system.
One recent exception is the work of
Johnston, Poulsen and Forrest on the
United States (Johnston et al., 2004).
They examined the degrees of segre-
gation of the three largest ethnic groups
self-identified in the 1980 and 2000
US Censuses – Blacks (African-
Americans), Hispanics (Latinos) and
Asians (see also Johnston et al., 2002,
2003).

The results are complex but may be
summarized as follows:

➤ The larger the ethnic group the
greater the degree of segregation.
Hence blacks, the largest ethnic
group, show the greatest degree
of segregation. This is explained
by the assumption that larger
groups will appear more
intimidating and therefore be
subject to greater degrees of
discrimination and disadvantage.

➤ The larger the urban area the
greater the degree of segregation.
This applies to all three ethnic
groups and is related to the
previous observation: larger cities

are more likely to have larger
minorities with segmented labour
and housing markets.

➤ There is an east–west divide 
in segregation. Blacks and
Hispanics were less segregated in
California than elsewhere, while
levels of segregation were higher
in the north-eastern cities. Asians
show higher levels of segregation
in California in 2000, reflecting
their recent entry into the United
States.

➤ For Asians and Hispanics, the
more diverse the city the greater
the degree of segregation. It
would seem that the greater the
ethnic diversity, the greater are
the social tensions and the
retreat by ethnic groups into
enclaves. Cities that provide
‘ports of entry’ for rapidly
increasing new Asian and
Hispanic immigrants have the
highest levels of segregation 
(see also Box 8.1).

➤ Although they tend to show the
highest levels of segregation, over
the period 1980 to 2000 blacks
have shown declining levels of
segregation, while the segregation
levels of Asians and Hispanics
have increased. This decline in

segregation has been less 
in the large cities of the 
North East.

Key concepts associated
with changing patterns of
segregation (see Glossary)

Congregation, enclave, ethnic group,
ghetto, racism, segregation.
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segregation is voluntary or involuntary, and it is more
realistic to think in terms of a continuum rather than a
twofold classification. This enclave/ghetto continuum
exhibits several distinctive spatial patterns:

➤ The first of these is exemplified by Jewish residential
areas in many cities, where an initial residential clus-
tering in inner-city areas has formed the base for the
subsequent formation of new suburban residential
clusters (Figure 8.1). The fact that this suburbaniza-
tion represents a general upward shift in socio-
economic status and that it is usually accompanied
by the transferral of Jewish cultural and religious
institutions to the suburbs suggests that this type of
pattern is largely the result of voluntary segregation.
It has been suggested, in fact, that congregation
rather than segregation is the most appropriate term
for the Jewish residential patterns.

➤ The second distinctive expression of the enclave/
ghetto takes the form of a concentric zone of minority
neighbourhoods that has spread from an initial cluster
to encircle the CBD. Such zones are often patchy, the
discontinuities reflecting variations in the urban fabric
in terms of house types and resistant social groups.
The growth of African-American areas in many US
cities tends to conform to this pattern, as does the
distribution of Asians, Irish and Afro-Caribbeans in
British cities and the distribution of Mediterraneans,
Surinamers and Antilleans in Rotterdam.

➤ Where a minority group continues to grow numer-
ically, and provided that a sufficient number of its
population are able to afford better housing, resid-
ential segregation is likely to result in a sectoral 
spatial pattern. The distribution of African-Americans
in many of the more prosperous and rapidly expand-
ing cities of the United States tends towards this model,
although sectoral development is often truncated
because of economic constraints operating at the sub-
urban margin. The distribution of the black popula-
tion in the Baltimore metropolitan area provides a
good example of this type of pattern. As Figure 8.2
shows, the city’s African-American population has
been concentrated in the central city, with two sectors
of census tracts – one to the north-west and one to
the north-east of the CBD – more than 80 per cent
African-American in 2000.

group members are culturally assimilated and spati-
ally dispersed. Their persistence over time is therefore
dependent on the continuing input of new minority
group members. Examples of this type of pattern include
the distribution of European minority groups in North
American cities during the 1920s and 1930s, of similar
groups in Australasian cities during the 1950s and 1960s,
and of the Maltese in London during the 1950s.

Minority clusters that persist over the longer term
are usually a product of the interaction between dis-
crimination and internal cohesion. Where the latter is the
more dominant of the forces, the resultant residential
clusters may be termed enclaves; and where external
factors are more dominant, the residential clusters are
generally referred to as ghettos. In reality, of course, 
it is often difficult to ascertain the degree to which 

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups
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A sacred space signifying a distinctive ethnic
subculture: a Sikh temple (the Nanaksar
Gurdwara) in Southampton. Photo Credit: 
Andy Vowles.
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Illustrative example 1: structural
constraints and cultural
preservation in the United Kingdom
It will be clear by now that most large cities contain a
variety of minorities, each responding to a different mix
of internal and external factors, each exhibiting rather
different spatial outcomes, and each changing in different

rates and in different ways. Peach (1998) provides a
summary of the relative importance of both structural
constraints and cultural differentiation strategies among
South Asian and Caribbean ethnic minorities in Britain.
He notes that minority groups which arrived in Britain
at more or less the same time after the Second World
War faced similar problems of discrimination but have

..

Figure 8.1 Number of Jewish people in Greater London, by boroughs, 2001.
Source: After JPR Report No. 5, Long-Term Planning for British Jewry, Final Report and Recommendations, 2003, p. 54.
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Bangladeshi profile is blue-collar and council-housed
in inner-city terraced and flatted properties; the
Caribbean population is also blue-collared with
substantial representation in council housing, but
far less segregated than the Bangladeshis and with a
pronounced tendency to decentralisation.

(Peach, 1998, p. 1657)

become significantly differentiated from one another
in terms of housing tenure and residential location:

In brief, the Indian profile appears as white-collar,
suburbanized, semi-detached and owner occupying;
the Pakistani profile as blue-collar inner city 
and owner-occupying in terraced housing; the

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups

..

Figure 8.2 Blacks as percentage of total population in Baltimore, 2000.
Source: US Census Bureau, 2000 Census.
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Peach argues that one should not underestimate the
continuing power of discrimination in explaining these
patterns. He also cautions that explanations based on
cultural traditions can be misinterpreted as being based
on essentialism – the ideas that these differences are
intrinsic elements of peoples rather than social constructs

(see Chapter 3). Nevertheless, whereas the situation in
the 1960s was often represented in blanket terms of white
discrimination, current explanations also place stress
upon the cultural differentiation strategies of the differ-
ent ethnic groups. In particular, ethnic cultural values
strongly influence age of marriage, family size, household

..

Key trends in urban social geography – Rap as cultural expression (and
commercialization)

One of the famous – not to say notori-
ous – examples of cultural expression
to emerge from the black ghettos of
US cities (originally the South Bronx,
New York), which has become a world-
wide commercial phenomenon, is rap
music (Berman, 1995). Devised by
male black youths who were too poor
to afford lessons or expensive musical
instruments, it initially involved a single
kid with a microphone and a speaker
that played a drum synthesizer track.
This evolved into a dual form with an
MC (master of ceremonies) in the
foreground who provided the vocals
while behind him a DJ (disc jockey)
created a diverse background of
rhythms and sounds. Technology was
important here; the introduction of
the digital sampler in the mid-1980s
enabled DJs to create complex mixes
of different styles.

What caught the interest of youth 
culture, both black and otherwise (as
well as some intellectuals), was the
complex torrent of lyrics that emerged
from this music. These lyrics gave
expression to the mixture of alienation,
marginalization and frustration experi-
enced by black youths, combined also
with aggression and assertiveness. The
first international hit was ‘The message’
by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious
Five that listed the plight of those in the
South Bronx. Throughout the 1980s

rap grew in popularity and was copied
by white groups such as The Beastie
Boys. However, in the early 1990s
there emerged from Los Angeles
‘gangsta rap’ that celebrated violence
and was frequently laced with mis-
ogynistic images of rape and brutality.

Commercial interests, always alert to
opportunities for profit making, pro-
moted rap music on an international
scale and the style passed over into the
‘gangsta rap’ movie genre exemplified
by New Jack City. As some rappers
became fabulously wealthy they moved
out of black areas into the fortified
mansions of the rich and were sur-
rounded by image consultants. This
led to charges that their audacious
messages of black separatism and
hatred towards whites lacked the
‘authenticity’ of the early cries of the
South Bronx. Some rappers have been
involved in violence, shootings and
firearms offences (Antron Singleton is
serving life for murder, former drug
dealer 50 cent has been shot many
times, while former rappers Proof,
Tupac Shakur, Biggie Smalls and Jam
Master Ray have all been shot dead).
It would appear that violent imagery
sells records; thus it was after New
York rappers preached anti-violence
in the late 1980s that they were 
overtaken in sales by the gun-carrying
rappers of Los Angeles. While much

rap music grabs attention through its
stark, crude, hostile images, it has
become a diverse and complex set of
cultural forms and some have preached
against violence. For example, in true
postmodern fashion, a strong element
of irony and pastiche has emerged in
much of the genre.

Hip hop has become a global phenom-
enon and in 1995 French rap group
NTM anticipated the riots in French
suburbs by a decade in ‘Qu’est-ce 
qu’on attend’ (see Box 13.4).

Key concepts associated
with rap as cultural
expression (see Glossary)

Alienation, cultural industries,
hybridity.

Further reading

Berman, M. (1995) Justice/just us:
rap and social injustice in America,
in A. Merrifield and E. Swyngedouw
(eds) The Urbanization of Injustice
Lawrence & Wishart, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 3: Box 3.2 Hybridization:
The case of popular music

Chapter 13: Box 13.4 The French
riots of 2005

Box 8.4
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In marked contrast, the ethnic minorities with a South
Asian background – India, Pakistan and Bangladesh –
are characterized by male-dominated nuclear families
with a strong tendency for large multifamily households.
Furthermore, lone parents with dependent children and
cohabitation are unusual among these groups. The Islamic
groups from Pakistan and Bangladesh have a strong
tradition of purdah, which involves sheltering women
from outside society, and so female participation rates
in the formal economy are extremely low. The tendency
for arranged marriages among the South Asian groups,
especially Muslims and Sikhs, means that these societies
tend to be ethnically homogeneous. However, the differ-
ing socio-economic status of the various communities
tends to result in differing housing types. The tendency
towards non-manual employment among Indian men
is associated with suburban owner-occupation whereas
the higher proportion of manual work among Pakistanis

structures and degree of female independence, and these
factors in turn impact upon housing tenure and location.

For example, Afro-Caribbean societies are charac-
terized by female-dominated households, cohabitation
and visiting relationships. Marriage in this context is
often a middle-class institution adopted after the rear-
ing of a family. This tradition of female independence
continues in the Afro-Caribbean population in Britain,
which has the highest rate of female participation in 
the formal economy of any ethnic group (70 per cent 
in 2001). It is the high proportion of single female-
headed households among Caribbean ethnic groups
that explains their higher than expected concentration
in social housing. Furthermore, the relative poverty 
of these households, combined with processes lead-
ing to residualization of the social housing stock (see
Chapter 12), has led to their frequent concentration in
less desirable high-rise blocks of flats.

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups

..

The multicultural city: East London’s world-famous Brick Lane. Photo Credit: Michael Edema Leary.
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Key debates in urban social geography – Is the United Kingdom sleepwalking
into the creation of US-style ghettos?

In 2005 Trevor Phillips, then head of
the Commission for Racial Equality,
claimed that the United Kingdom
might be ‘sleepwalking’ into the 
creation of US-style ghettos with 
high levels of ethnic concentration and
associated economic and social mar-
ginalization (Phillips, 2005). Ironically,
Phillips’ comments (which he later re-
tracted) seem to have been prompted
by press misrepresentation of data,
which showed the reverse (Johnston
and Poulsen, 2006). In the United
Kingdom ethnic minority populations
rarely achieve a majority of the popu-
lation in urban areas and a relatively
low proportion of ethnic populations
are to be found living at high con-
centrations (Johnston et al. 2002).
However, in the wake of the riots in
some UK northern towns in 2001,
together with the terrorist bombings
in London on 7 July 2005, there has
been much popular debate about
Muslim self-segregation in UK cities
and the potential negative impact 
of this trend on multiculturalism.
Phillips et al. (2007) argue that 
these alarmist representations of UK
society, with their talk of Asian ghettos
breeding home-grown terrorists, are
based on a simplified view of the
changing settlement patterns of
British Asians. Their detailed analysis
of the changing residential patterns in
Leeds and Bradford revealed more
complex trends.

There is certainly a pattern of ethic
clustering of British Asians in the
inner cities and these enclaves have
been growing and consolidating in
recent years. Furthermore, these clus-
ters represent some of the poorest
parts of the cities and their develop-

ment seems to be associated with the
out-migration of white households
(the so-called ‘white flight’). However,
Phillips et al. note that these clusters
are long established and statistical
measures show that segregation has
not increased in recent years; indeed,
in Leeds it has actually reduced.
Furthermore, these inner-city clusters
are the most ethnically diverse parts
of the city – they are not exclusively
Asian – and the influence of white
out-migration can be exaggerated;
many of the changes are the result of
demographic factors.

One important reason why indices 
of segregation are not increasing is
because of the parallel trend of Asian
suburbanization. Although this is
mostly people of Indian origin, British
Muslims of Pakistani and Bangladeshi
origin have also begun to move into
suburban areas. Detailed interviews
with British Asians also revealed more
complex attitudes than the populist
one of self-segregation. While many
valued the social support networks of
inner-city clusters others felt ambiva-
lent or negative attitudes towards such
areas. Younger Muslims in particular,
together with those in professional
groups, wanted to balance family and
community support with a greater
personal freedom in a residence close
to, but slightly distant from, estab-
lished areas with Muslims.

The authors argue that we need to
recognize the complexity of experi-
ences regarding ethnicity in different
cities. In some instances there may
be racial tension, and white flight, but
in others a growing cosmopolitan-
ism and cultural hybridity. We should 
also rethink attitudes towards ethnic

clustering; these can be vibrant social
spaces, not just places of failure and
decline.

Key concepts related to
ghettos (see Glossary)

Assimilation, behavioural assimilation,
charter group, community, congrega-
tion, enclave, ethnic group, ethnic 
village, multiculturalism, racism, seg-
regation, structural assimilation.

Further reading

Johnston, R., Forrest, J. and
Poulsen, M. (2002) Are there ethnic
enclaves/ghettos in English cities?
Urban Studies 39, 591–618

Johnston, R. and Poulsen, M.
(2006) Ethnic residential
segregation in England: getting the
right message across, Environment
and Planning A 38, 2195–9

Phillips, D. (2006) Parallel lives?
Challenging discourses of British
Muslin self-segregation, Environment
and Planning D: Society and Space
24, 25–40

Phillips, D., Davis, C. and Radcliff,
P. (2007) British Asian narratives of
urban space, Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers 32,
217–34

Phillips, T. (2005) Britain
‘sleepwalking’ to segregation,
Guardian, 19 September, 1

Links with other chapters

Chapter 3: The cultures of cities

Chapter 8: Box 8.1 The Latinization
of US cities; Box 8.3 Changing
patterns of segregation in the United
States

Box 8.5
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European cities with the arrival of tens of thousands of
migrant workers, most of them from the poorer regions
of the Mediterranean. Although estimates vary a good
deal, there were in the late 2000s some 22 million aliens
living in European countries. About half of these were
young adult males who had emigrated in order to seek
work, originally, at least, on a temporary basis. The rest
were wives and families who had joined them.

At the heart of this influx of foreign-born workers
were the labour needs of the more developed regions,
coupled with the demographic ‘echo effect’ of low birth
rates in the 1930s and 1940s: a sluggish rate of growth
in the indigenous labour force. As the demand for
labour in more developed countries expanded in the
1960s, so indigenous workers found themselves able 
to shun low-wage, unpleasant and menial occupations;
immigrant labour filled the vacuum. At the same time,
the more prosperous countries perceived that foreign
workers might provide a buffer for the indigenous
labour force against the effects of economic cycles – the
so-called konjunkturpuffer philosophy.

The peak of these streams of immigrants occurred in
the mid-1960s and early 1970s. The onset of deep eco-
nomic recession in 1973, however, brought a dramatic
check to the flows. Restrictions on the admission of
non-European Community immigrants began in West
Germany in November 1973, and within 12 months
France, Belgium and the Netherlands had followed with
new restrictions. By this time there were nearly 2 million
foreign workers in West Germany, over 1.5 million in
France, half a million in Switzerland, and around a
quarter of a million in Belgium and Sweden.

Within each of these countries the impact of migrant
labour has been localized in larger urban areas, reflect-
ing the immigrants’ role as replacement labour for the
low-paid, assembly-line and service sector jobs vacated
in inner-city areas by the upward socio-economic mobil-
ity and outward geographical mobility of the indigenous
population. Thus, for example, more than 2 million of
the 6 million aliens living in France in 2000 lived in the
Paris region, representing over 15 per cent of its popu-
lation. Other French cities where aliens account for
more than 10 per cent of the populations include Lyons,
Marseilles, Nice and St Etienne. In Germany, 25 per
cent of Frankfurt’s population is foreign born, as is more
than 15 per cent of the population of Cologne, Munich,

and Bangladeshis is associated with poorer quality
owner-occupied housing in the former case and council
housing in the latter case.

The outcome of these processes is that ethnic resid-
ential segregation in Britain now reflects a much more
complex pattern than the stereotype of inner-city con-
centration and deprivation that characterized the 1960s
and 1970s. It is certainly true that the overall picture is
one of economic disadvantage for minority groups and
they continue to experience discrimination and racial
harassment. Nevertheless, there have been modest eco-
nomic gains for some groups and moderate amounts 
of decentralization from inner cities into suburban
areas (although not into rural areas of Britain). Afro-
Caribbeans, although showing signs of continuing eco-
nomic marginalization, have become more culturally
integrated into (and have in turn influenced) British
working-class society. In addition, largely through their
presence in social housing schemes, they show decreased
signs of residential segregation.

While Bangladeshis have a similar socio-economic
and housing profile to Caribbean groups, they display
much higher and continuing degrees of residential 
segregation. In general, ethnic minorities from Muslim
societies – such as Pakistan and Bangladesh – show 
a continuing tendency for segregation whether they 
are predominantly in owner-occupation or the social
housing sector. The somewhat higher socio-economic
status of Indian groups is associated with moderate
deconcentration especially in London into Redbridge
and Harrow. However, socio-economic advancement
is no guarantee of suburbanization or dispersal since
numerous cultural factors (such as the religious pro-
hibition on Muslims paying interest on loans) may
serve to anchor ethnic group members in a particular
location since they may inhibit the purchase of more
expensive housing. However we should also note that
in the case of Islam there is an increasing range of finan-
cial arrangements that can circumvent such strictures
thereby permitting house purchase.

Illustrative example 2: migrant
workers in continental European
cities
During the past 40 years an important new dimension
has been added to the social geography of continental

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups

..
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Dusseldorf and Stuttgart. In Switzerland, Basle, Lausanne
and Zurich all have between 15 and 20 per cent foreign
born, while Geneva (a special case) has 35 per cent.

Since nearly all of the immigrants were initially
recruited to low-skill, low-wage occupations, they 
have inevitably been channelled towards the cheapest 
housing and the most run-down neighbourhoods. The
position of immigrants in the labour market is of course
partly self-inflicted: for many the objective has been to
earn as much as possible, as quickly as possible, the 
easiest strategy being to take on employment with an
hourly wage where overtime and even a second job can
be pursued. Most immigrants, however, tend to be kept
at the foot of the economic ladder by a combination of
institutional and social discrimination.

Similarly, immigrants’ position in housing markets
is partly self-inflicted: inexpensiveness is of the essence.
But the localization of immigrants in camps, factory
hostels, hôtels meublés (immigrant hostels), bidonvilles
(suburban shanty towns also known as banlieue) and
inner-city tenements is also reinforced by bureaucratic
restrictions and discrimination. Concentrated in such
housing, immigrants find themselves in an environ-
ment that creates problems both for themselves and for
the indigenous population. Trapped in limited niches
of the housing stock, they are vulnerable to exploitation.
One response to excessively high rents has been the
notorious ‘hotbed’ arrangement, whereby two or even
three workers on different shifts take turns at sleeping
in the same bed. In France a more common response
has been to retreat to the cardboard and corrugated iron
bidonvilles, where although there may be no sanitary
facilities immigrants can at least live inexpensively among
their own compatriots.

In terms of spatial outcomes, a fairly consistent 
pattern has emerged, despite the very different minority
populations involved in different cities – Serbs, Croats
and Turks in Duisburg, Frankfurt, Cologne and Vienna;
Algerians, Italians and Tunisians in Paris; and Surinamese
and Turks in Rotterdam, for example. In short, just 
as the migrants are replacing the lower echelons of 
the indigenous population in the labour market, so
they are acting as a partial replacement for the rapidly
declining indigenous population in the older neigh-
bourhoods of privately rented housing near to sources
of service employment and factory jobs. Quite simply,

the overriding priority for migrant workers is to live close
to their jobs in cheap accommodation. This applies to
all national groups, so that similar spatial patterns have
persisted even as (in Hamburg’s case) the culturally
more alien Turkish, Greek and Portuguese populations
replaced older and more familiar groups such as Italians
and Spaniards. In some cities, a secondary pattern has
developed as foreign-born workers have been allocated
space in public housing projects. The allocation pro-
cedures of housing officials therefore tend to result in
concentrations of foreigners in dilapidated, peripheral
public housing estates.

A new twist to the story of ethnic minority groups 
in Europe has been provided by the massive economic
changes sweeping the continent following the end of the
‘long boom’ and the advent of globalization, deindus-
trialization, high levels of long-term unemployment and
increasing social polarization (see Chapter 2). At the
same time, the social welfare policies of EU states have
been curtailed as they attempt to cut budget deficits. 
As a result, social polarization has begun to affect the
charter group as well as ethnic minorities, leading to
heightened social tensions in many cases.

The promotion of greater social and economic
cohesion was one of the key objectives of the 1991
Maastricht Treaty that paved the way for greater integ-
ration of the EU states. However, this treaty created
two classes of immigrants within Europe: first, there
are the European residents living in the boundaries of
other European nations with the right to movement
within the European Union; and second, there are the
10 million non-European immigrants from outside the
European Union who, although long settled, do not
have full citizenship or the right to move to other EU
member states. The aim of this division is to create a
‘Fortress Europe’ policy and inhibit immigration, includ-
ing that from refugees and asylum seekers outside the
European Union.

These formally sanctioned processes of exclusion
interact with race and ethnicity to form complex and
different patterns in different nations. At one extreme,
non-nationals in the United Kingdom enjoy virtually
all the formal rights of citizenship of nationals and so
(as discussed above) processes of social exclusion operate
more clearly on the basis of race. At the other extreme,
non-nationals in Germany are excluded from a wide

..
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meant that they were increasingly cut off from the
mainstream. Social polarization processes have also left
second- and third-generation immigrants in danger of
becoming permanently excluded from economic and
social life in Germany. So far, these social polarization
processes have not resulted in the severe manifestations
of decay as in distressed inner-city neighbourhoods of

range of formal social institutions such as social hous-
ing or democratic channels, and so race and ethnicity
get compounded with other issues of ‘Europeanness’.

To illustrate, Kurpick and Weck (1998) note that
until the early 1980s most middle- and lower-income
workers with German citizenship felt relatively secure,
but then increasing levels of long-term unemployment

8.2 The spatial segregation of minority groups

..

Key debates in urban social geography – How does ethnic residential
segregation vary across Western nations?

Key questions raised by ethnic residen-
tial segregation are in which societies
is the degree of concentration greatest
and what does this tell us about the
causes of these patterns? Unfortun-
ately, despite literally thousands of
studies of ethnicity in different coun-
tries, it is extremely difficult to answer
these questions in any precise way
because variations in data collection
methods make cross-national compar-
isons extremely tricky. Thus, instead,
we tend to have broad generalizations:
for example, it would appear in Europe
that, while levels of segregation are
lower than for African-Americans than
in the United States, in general the
United Kingdom and Belgium have
higher levels of segregation than
Germany and France, with the Dutch
somewhere in between (Musterd,
2005).

However, the inveterate geographer
Ron Johnston and his colleagues have
again provided us with one of the most
comprehensive geographical analyses
of segregation in a group of nations
using common methods for Australia,
Canada, New Zealand, the United
Kingdom and the United States
(Johnston et al., 2007). Their find-
ings are as follows:

➤ Size and ethnic composition:
ethnic residential segregation
tends to be greater in large cities,
in cities where the non-charter

group is large, and where only a
small number of migrants are
competing for residential space.

➤ Antipodean trends: in general,
Australia and New Zealand have
lower levels of ethnic segregation
– a pattern attributed in part to
their open, multicultural policies
(despite depredations historically
visited upon their aboriginal
populations).

➤ Blacks in the United States: 
this group tends to display the
highest rates of ethnic residential
segregation.

➤ South Asians in the United
Kingdom: this group displays the
highest concentration in the UK.

Overall one must conclude that differ-
ing groups display differing patterns
in differing nations at differing times!
These patterns can be attributed to
variations in three common processes
with differing policy implications:

1 Self-segregation: if ethnic
residential segregation is 
not associated with major
disadvantage then perhaps 
there is little need for public
intervention.

2 Discrimination: if this is a 
major influence on patterns 
then liberal policies in the
spheres of education together

with anti-discrimination
legislation are required.

3 Disadvantage: if segregation
results from structural
disadvantage the more radical
redistributive policies are
necessary.

Key concepts related to
ethnic residential
segregation (see Glossary)

Assimilation, behavioural assimilation,
charter group, community, congrega-
tion, enclave, ethnic group, ethnic 
village, multiculturalism, racism, seg-
regation, structural assimilation.

Further reading

Johnston. R.J., Poulsen, M. and
Forrest, J. (2007) The geography of
ethnic residential segregation: a
comparative study of five countries,
Annals of the Association of
American Geographers 97, 713–38

Musterd, S. (2005) Social and
ethnic segregation in Europe: levels,
causes and effects, Journal of Urban
Affairs 27, 331–48

Links with other chapters

Chapter 3: The cultures of cities

Chapter 8: Box 8.1 The Latinization
of US cities; Box 8.3 Changing
patterns of segregation in the United
States

Box 8.6
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the United States or the sort of violent actions seen on
the periphery of some French cities. The Marxloh neigh-
bourhood of Duisburg in the distressed Ruhr region of
Germany has a 25 per cent unemployment rate and has
36 per cent foreign nationals, mostly of Turkish origin.
In response, policies have been instigated by the city of

Duisburg to encourage local businesses. Interestingly,
it has been found that the German population in this
neighbourhood is more socially isolated and lacking 
in behavioural attitudes conducive to entrepreneurship
than the Turkish population, with its lively and diverse
ethnically based social and economic networks.

..

Key films related to urban social geography – Chapter 8

Ae Fond Kiss (2004) A film exploring
in a sensitive, amusing and thought-
provoking manner the impact upon
both the home and workplace of an
interethnic love affair between two
young professional Scots in contempor-
ary Glasgow; one of Pakistani-Islamic
descent and one with an Irish-Catholic
background. Director Ken Loach takes
pains to represent the diversity of
issues involved, ranging from domes-
tic relations to international politics.

Bend It Like Beckham (2002) An
extremely popular portrayal of inter-
generational cultural tensions among
Sikhs in Britain.

Bhaji on the Beach (1983) A group of
Asian women on a trip to Blackpool
muse upon what it means to be female
and of Indian descent in contemporary
Britain.

Boyz N’ the Hood (1991) A brutal
experience set in the gangland of South
Central Los Angeles, this film depicts
the problems of growing up in an
environment characterized by poverty,
violence and crack cocaine dealing. A
controversial film after some thought
it would lead to ‘copycat’ violence.

Clockers (1995) A film directed by
Spike Lee in the so-called ‘Hood’ style
(after the trend-setting movie Boyz N’
the Hood) showing the violent gun
crime associated with crack culture in
US inner-city ghettos.

The Defiant Ones (1958) An explicit
deliberation on race relations in the
United States. Two escaped chained

convicts, one black and one white,
full of racially motivated antagonism
towards each other, find that they need
each other’s help to evade capture.

Dim Sum (1989) A lightweight but
nevertheless interesting consideration
of the Chinese immigrant experience
in the United States.

Do the Right Thing (1989) Lively, tragi-
comic film about conflicts between
Italian-Americans, African-Americans
and Koreans in Brooklyn.

East is East (1999) Set in the northern
English cities of Salford and Bradford
in the 1970s, this film portrays issues
of cultural adaptation in a way that is
both comic and moving.

Echo Park (Quinceanera) (2006)
Excellent, well-scripted film about
young adults growing up in the Latino
community of Los Angeles. Lively,
intelligent, intriguing and life affirming.

Eight Mile (2002) Eminem stars in a
semi-autobiographical film focusing 
on the trials and tribulations facing an
aspiring rapper in the eight-mile road
area of Detroit, the notorious boundary
between the deprived black areas of
the city and the more affluent northern
suburbs.

In the Heat of the Night (1967) A
keynote exposé of racism in the south
of the United States centred around
the arrest of a black detective (‘Mr
Tibbs’, played by Sidney Poitier).

La Haine (1995) A much-praised film
about the tensions and stresses 

facing youths from an ethnic enclave 
in France.

Menace II Society (1993) Another
brutal, violent film set in the Watts
ghetto.

Mississippi Burning (1988) A power-
ful film showing the racism prevalent
in the southern United States in the
1960s. Two FBI investigators probe
the disappearance of three civil rights
workers thought to have fallen prey to
the Ku Klux Klan.

Mississippi Massala (1991) Another
film dealing with issues of migration,
identity and cultural hybridity, in this
case in the context of Ugandan Asians
in the southern United States.

My Son the Fanatic (1997) The con-
flicts between a Pakistani taxi driver
enamoured with English life and his
fundamentalist son who has become
disillusioned with life in a northern
city. A truly prescient film in the light of
the London bombings of 7 July 2005.

New Jack City (1991) An ‘over-the-top’
portrayal of crime and violence, but
worth seeing for the way it represents
ghetto life in mainstream films.

To Kill a Mockingbird (1962) A film
based on the famous novel by Harper
Lee. An exposé of racial bigotry in the
south of the United States during the
Depression.

Wild West (1992) An amusing film
about a group of British Asian kids
who are obsessed with country and
western music, raising issues of cul-
tural identity.

Box 8.7
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Chapter summary

8.1 The residential segregation of minority groups in Western cities is the product of various processes of
exclusionary closure and institutional racism.

8.2 Minority groups reveal differing degrees of residential segregation in cities. These patterns reflect hostility
among the wider population, discrimination in employment and housing markets, and clustering for
defence, mutual support and cultural preservation.

assimilation
behavioural assimilation
charter group
colony
congregation
eligibility rules
enclave

essentialism
exclusionary closure
‘exit’ option
‘fabric effect’
ghetto
index of dissimilarity
minority group

racism
segregation
social closure
spaces of resistance
structural assimilation
‘tipping point’
‘voice’ option

Key concepts and terms
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this concept is synonymous with ‘neighbourhood’ or
‘locality’; and, if so, in what circumstances.

According to classic sociological theory, commun-
ities should not exist at all in cities; or, at best, only in 
a weakened form. This idea first entered sociological
theory in the nineteenth century by way of the writings
of Ferdinand Tönnies, who argued that two basic forms
of human association could be recognized in all cultural
systems. The first of these, Gemeinschaft, he related to
an earlier period in which the basic unit of organization
was the family or kin group, with social relationships
characterized by depth, continuity, cohesion and fulfil-
ment. The second, Gesellschaft, was seen as the product
of urbanization and industrialization that resulted in
social and economic relationships based on rationality,
efficiency and contractual obligations among individuals
whose roles had become specialized. This perspective
was subsequently reinforced by the writings of socio-
logists such as Durkheim, Simmel, Sumner and, as 
we have seen, Wirth, and has become part of the con-
ventional wisdom about city life: it is not conducive to

Neighbourhood, community
and the social construction
of place

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ What has been the effect of urbanization upon
community life?

➤ How do people construct images of urban
environments and how do these affect the way
they live their lives?

➤ What are the social meanings incorporated
within the built environment?

A key theme running throughout this book is the fact
that cities involve the interchange among many differ-
ent cultures in relatively confined spaces, often leading
to new cultural forms but also to social segregation (see
Chapters 3 and 8). These cultural exchanges involve
peoples with many differing and complex social networks
– some overlapping, some separate. For urban social
geographers, key questions include: whether some 
of these networks constitute a ‘community’; whether 
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‘community’, however it might be defined. This view has
been characterized as the ‘community lost’ argument.

9.1 Neighbourhood and
community

There is, however, a good deal of evidence to support
the idea of socially cohesive communities in cities.
Writers have long portrayed the city as an inherently
human place, where sociability and friendliness are 
a natural consequence of social organization at the
neighbourhood level (see, for example, Jacobs, 1961).
Moreover, this view has been sustained by empirical
research in sociology and anthropology, which has
demonstrated the existence of distinctive social worlds
that are territorially bounded and that have a vitality
that is focused on local ‘institutions’ such as taverns,
pool halls and laundromats.

Urban villages: community
saved?
Herbert Gans, following his classic study of the West
End of Boston, suggested that we need not mourn 
the passing of the cohesive social networks and sense 
of self-identity associated with village life because, he
argued, these properties existed within the inner city 
in a series of ‘urban villages’ (Gans, 1962). This per-
spective has become known as ‘community saved’. The
focus of Gans’s study was an ethnic village (the Italian
quarter), but studies in other cities have described
urban villages based on class rather than ethnicity. The
stereotypical example of an urban village is Bethnal
Green, London, the residents of which became some-
thing of a classic sociological stereotype. They exhibited
‘a sense of community . . . a feeling of solidarity between
people who occupy the common territory’ based on 
a strong local network of kinship, reinforced by the
localized patterns of employment, shopping and leisure
activities (Young and Wilmott, 1957, p. 89, emphasis
added, see also Box 9.1).

Similar situations have been described in a series of
subsequent studies of inner-city life on both sides of the
Atlantic. Although the utility of such studies is limited

by their rather different objectives and by the diversity
of the neighbourhoods themselves, the localized social
networks they describe do tend to have common origins.
In short, urban villages are most likely to develop in long-
established working-class areas with a relatively stable
population and a narrow range of occupations.

The importance of permanence and immobility in
fostering the development of local social systems has
been stressed by many writers. The relative immobility
of the working classes (in every sense: personal mobil-
ity, occupational mobility and residential mobility) is 
a particularly important factor. Immobility results in a
strengthening of vertical bonds of kinship and horizontal
bonds of friendship. The high degree of residential
propinquity between family members in working-class
areas not only makes for a greater intensity of interac-
tion between kinfolk but also facilitates the important
role of the matriarch in reinforcing kinship bonds. The
matriarch has traditionally played a key role by provid-
ing practical support (e.g. looking after grandchildren,
thus enabling a daughter or daughter-in-law to take a
job) and by passing on attitudes, information, beliefs and
norms of behaviour. Primary social interaction between
friends is also reinforced by the residential propinqu-
ity that results from immobility. Relationships formed
among a cohort of children at school are carried over
into street life, courtship and, later on, the pursuit of
social activities in pubs, clubs and bingo halls.

Another important factor in fostering the develop-
ment of close-knit and overlapping social networks 
in working-class areas is the economic division of 
society that leaves many people vulnerable to the cycle
of poverty. The shared and repeated experience of hard
times, together with the cohesion and functional inter-
dependence resulting from the tight criss-crossing of
kinship and friendship networks, generates a mutuality
of feeling and purpose in working-class areas: a mutu-
ality that is the mainspring of the social institutions,
ways of life and ‘community spirit’ associated with the
urban village.

The fragility of communality

The cohesiveness and communality arising from immobil-
ity and economic deprivation is a fragile phenomenon,
however. The mutuality of the urban village is underlain

..
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9.1 Neighbourhood and community

..

Key debates in urban social geography – What were working-class
communities really like? The case of the East End of London

A major source of controversy over
many years in urban studies concerns
the true nature of the older working-
class communities of industrial cities.
A key work here is Young and Wilmott’s
now classic book Family and Kinship in
East London, which examined working-
class life in the 1950s and became
one of the most popular and influential
works of social science ever to be pub-
lished in Britain. Many have argued
that Young and Wilmott’s portrayal 
of Bethnal Green as full of close-knit
family ties, mutual self-help and local
social solidarity presented a some-
what romantic and sentimental view.
Indeed, many years later Michael
Young admitted that he missed a great
deal during his researches (he initially
had problems in understanding the
Cockney accents) and that he may
have exaggerated the presence in this
community of certain qualities, such as
warm family ties (characteristics that
he found missing in his own, more
austere, middle-class upbringing).

Critics argue that in addition to exag-
geration, Young and Wilmott missed
the double-edged character of close-
knit communities; intense scrutiny of
the behaviour of friends and relatives
could be oppressive as well as sup-
portive. Furthermore, women bore a
large burden of responsibility in these
communities. It is also argued that
the problems associated with the re-
location of Bethnal Green families to
new council estates in outer suburbs
of Greenwich were exaggerated. Over
time, community ties were recreated
in the new estates.

Another charge is that Young and
Wilmott ignored the long and com-
plex history of London’s East End and
therefore downplayed the social diver-
sity stemming from previous waves 
of immigrants. This meant that they
also ignored the conflicts between
these groups. For example, in pre-
vious centuries there were riotous
clashes between Irish immigrants and
Huguenot silk weavers and later con-
flicts between various Jewish sects
(especially tensions between Jewish
immigrants who had previously been
urban based compared with those
from agricultural communities). In the
1930s white working-class East Enders
had rioted against Jewish immigrants
and more recently there have been
tensions between Bangladeshi settlers
and the white working class. Whereas
older migrants had to forge bonds of
community self-help to cope with the
depredations of inner-city life, these
more recent migrants have arrived in
a well-established welfare state in
which citizenship rights are already
conferred on them, and this seems 
to be at the root of many conflicts
(Dench et al., 2006). Ironically, many
of the Bangladeshi immigrants appear
to have the attributes that Young and
Wilmott perceived in the traditional
working-class communities of Bethnal
Green – extended families and mutual
support systems.

Young and Wilmott therefore missed
the parochialism, xenophobia and
racism that were often to be found in
London’s East End. But perhaps the
most enduring feature of this area is

its capacity, despite many tensions,
to absorb in a relatively successful way
over many years diverse immigrants
from many areas (the most recent
group has been asylum seekers from
Somalia). This capacity is revealed 
by the building that today serves as
the Brick Lane Mosque. This struc-
ture dates back to 1743 when it was
built as a Protestant church to house
the French Huguenot community. In
1819 it became a Methodist chapel,
while between 1897 and 1976 it
served as Spitalfields Great Synagogue
(Lichtenstein, 2008).

Key concepts related to
London’s East End (see
Glossary)

Community, ethnic village, neighbour-
hood, othering, ‘primary’ relationships.

Further reading

Dench, G., Gavron, K. and Young, M.
(2006) The New East End; Kinship,
race and conflict Profile, London

Lichtenstein, R. (2008) On Brick
Lane Penguin, London

Young, M. and Wilmott, P. (1957)
Family and Kinship in East London
Routledge and Kegan Paul, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 4: Box 4.2 Are Western
Cities Becoming Socially Polarized?

Chapter 13: Box 13.1 The
emergence of clusters of asylum
seekers and refugees

Box 9.1

M09_KNOX7638_06_SE_C09.QXD  20/8/09  13:48  Page 189



  

Neighbourhood, community and the social construction of place

190

by stresses and tensions that follow from social intimacy
and economic insecurity, and several studies of working-
class neighbourhoods have described as much conflict
and disorder as cohesion and communality. The one
factor that has received most attention in this respect 
is the stress resulting from the simple shortage of space
in working-class areas. High densities lead to noise
problems, inadequate play space and inadequate clothes-
drying facilities and are associated with personal stress
and fatigue. Children, in particular, are likely to suffer
from the psychological effects of the lack of privacy.

The fragility of working-class communality stems from
several sources, including the conflict of values that can
arise from the juxtaposition of people from a variety of
ethnic and cultural backgrounds, notwithstanding their
common economic experiences. Another threat to com-
munality is the disruption of social relationships that
occurs as one cohort of inhabitants ages, dies and is
replaced by younger families, who, even though they may
be essentially of the same class and lifestyle, represent
an unwitting intrusion on the quieter lives of older
folk. A third factor is the disruption associated with the
presence of undesirable elements – ‘problem families’,
transients and prostitutes – in the midst of an area of
otherwise ‘respectable’ families. The relative strength 
of these stressors may be the crucial factor in tipping
the balance between an inner-city neighbourhood of
the ‘urban village’ type and one characterized by the
anomie and social disorganization postulated by Wirthian
theory.

Suburban neighbourhoods:
community transformed?
In contrast to the close-knit social networks of the
urban village, suburban life is seen by many observers
as the antithesis of ‘community’. Lewis Mumford, for
example, wrote that the suburbs represent ‘a collective
attempt to lead a private life’ (Mumford, 1940, p. 215).
This view was generally endorsed by a number of early
studies of suburban life, including the Lynds’ (1956)
study of Muncie, Indiana, and Warner and Lunt’s (1941)
study of ‘Yankee City’ (New Haven). Further sociological
work such as Whyte’s (1956) The Organization Man and
Stein’s (1960) The Eclipse of Community reinforced the
image of the suburbs as an area of loose-knit, secondary

ties where lifestyles were focused squarely on the nuclear
family’s pursuit of money, status and consumer durables
and the privacy in which to enjoy them.

Subsequent investigation, however, has shown the
need to revise the myth of suburban ‘non-community’.
Although there is little evidence for the existence of
suburban villages comparable to the urban villages of
inner-city areas, it is evident that many suburban neigh-
bourhoods do contain localized social networks with a
considerable degree of cohesion: as Gans (1967) showed,
for example, in his classic study of Levittown. Suburban
neighbourhoods can be thought of as ‘communities of
limited liability’ – one of a series of social constituencies
in which urbanites may choose to participate. This view
has been translated as ‘community transformed’ or
‘community liberated’. Instead of urban communities
breaking up, they can be thought of as breaking down
into an ever-increasing number of independent sub-
groups, only some of which are locality based.

It has been suggested by some that the social net-
works of suburban residents are in fact more localized
and cohesive than those of inner-city residents, even if
they lack something in feelings of mutuality. This per-
spective emphasizes the high levels of ‘neighbouring’ 
in suburbs and suggests that this may be due to one or
more of a number of factors:

➤ that the detached house is conducive to local social
life;

➤ that suburbs tend to be more homogeneous, socially
and demographically, than other areas;

➤ that there is a ‘pioneer eagerness’ to make friends in
new suburban developments;

➤ that suburban residents are a self-selected group
having the same preferences for social and leisure
activities;

➤ that physical distance from other social contacts
forces people to settle for local contacts.

The cohesiveness of suburban communities is further
reinforced by social networks related to voluntary asso-
ciations of various kinds: parent–teacher associations
(PTAs), gardening clubs, country clubs, rotary clubs and
so on. Furthermore, it appears from the evidence at
hand that suburban relationships are neither more nor
less superficial than those found in central city areas.

..
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Today, then, the traditional form of the suburbs has
slipped into history. America’s metropolitan areas are
coalescing into vast, sprawling regions of ‘metroburbia’:
fragmented and multinodal mixtures of employment and
residential settings, with a fusion of suburban, exurban
and central-city characteristics (Knox, 2008). Michael
Dear (2005, p. 248) notes that

It is no longer the center that organizes the 
urban hinterlands but the hinterlands that
determine what remains of the center. The
imperatives of fragmentation have become 
the principal dynamic in contemporary cities
. . . In contemporary urban landscapes, ‘city
centers’ become, in effect, an externality of
fragmented urbanism; they are frequently 
grafted onto the landscape as an afterthought 
by developers and politicians concerned 
with identity and tradition. Conventions of
‘suburbanization’ become redundant in an 
urban process that bears no relationship to a 
core-related decentralization.

Edward Soja (2000) has offered the term ‘exopolis’ in
an attempt to capture some of the key dimensions of
contemporary urbanization, including the growth of
edge cities and the increasing importance of exogenous
forces in an age of globalization. Traditional models 
of metropolitan structure and traditional concepts and
labels – city, suburb, metropolis – are fast becoming
examples of what sociologist Ulrich Beck calls ‘zombie
categories,’ concepts that embody nineteenth- to late-
twentieth-century horizons of experience distilled into
a priori and analytic categories that still mould our 
perceptions and sometimes blind us to the significance
of contemporary change (Beck et al., 2003).

Status panic and crisis
communality
One thing that suburban neighbourhoods everywhere
seem to have in common is a lack of the mutuality, the
permanent but intangible ‘community spirit’ that is
characteristic of the urban village. An obvious explanation
for this is the newness of many suburban communities:
they have not had time to fully develop a locality-based
social system. An equally likely explanation, however,
is that the residents of suburban neighbourhoods are

Nevertheless, there are some groups for whom sub-
urban living does result in an attenuation of social 
contact. Members of minority groups of all kinds and
people with slightly atypical values or lifestyles will 
not easily be able to find friends or to pursue their 
own interests in the suburbs. This often results in such 
people having to travel long distances to maintain social
relationships. Those who cannot or will not travel must
suffer a degree of social isolation as part of the price of
suburban residence.

Splintering urbanism and the
diversity of suburbia
It should also be acknowledged that the nature and
intensity of social interaction in suburban neighbour-
hoods tend to vary according to the type of suburb 
concerned. One outcome of the ‘splintering urbanism’
described in Chapter 1 is that suburbia has become
increasingly differentiated. This has involved a reorgan-
ization of cultural space around different lifestyles related
variously to careerist orientations, family orientations,
‘ecological’ orientations, etc., and constrained by income
and life cycle characteristics. It has also involved an
increasing tendency for people to want to withdraw into
a ‘territorially defended enclave’ inhabited by like-minded
people, in an attempt to find refuge from potentially
antagonistic rival groups.

In the United States, suburbs now not only con-
tain the largest fraction of America’s households and
population but also a significant fraction of America’s
industry, commercial office space, retailing, recreational
facilities and tourist attractions. Traditional patterns 
of suburbanization are being overwritten by massive
changes in real estate investment, in tandem with equally
significant changes in the structure and functional organ-
ization of metropolitan regions. This has prompted the
emergence of a ‘New Metropolis’ (Knox, 2008), an en-
compassing term for the stereotypical urbanized region
that has been extended and reshaped to accommodate
increasingly complex and extensive patterns of inter-
dependency in polycentric networks of edge cities, urban
realms and corridors, exurbs, boomburbs, and micro-
politan centres bound together through urban freeways,
arterial highways, beltways and interstates and charac-
terized by hopscotch sprawl and the proliferation of
off-ramp subdivisions.

9.1 Neighbourhood and community

..
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Key trends in urban social geography – The growth of the New Urbanism
movement

The movement initially found expres-
sion in what proponents called tradi-
tional neighbourhood development
(TND), an attempt to codify tract devel-
opment in such a way as to create 
the look and feel of small-town, pre-
Second World War settings in which
pedestrian movement and social inter-
action are privileged over automobile
use. These ideas evolved in the 1990s
to a ‘New Urbanism’, founded on the
assertion that liveability can be pro-
pagated through the codification of
design principles based on precedents
and typologies derived from observa-
tions of patterns exhibited in traditional
communities. The canon was estab-
lished by architects Andres Duany
and Plater-Zyberk, whose firm, DPZ,
drew up a ‘Lexicon of New Urbanism’
and shared it with the Congress for
the New Urbanism, the movement’s
coordinating network. The tenets and
rhetoric of New Urbanism are a
derivative mixture of ideas that bor-
row from intellectuals’ utopias of the
nineteenth century.

The physical configuration of streets
is key to New Urbanism, as is the role
of building mass as a definer of urban
space, the need for clear patterns
among elements of built form and
public spaces, and the importance 
of having identifiable, functionally
integrated neighbourhoods. The belief
is that civic architecture, pedestrian-
oriented streets, and a traditional
vocabulary of urban design (with a
morphology that includes boulevards,
perimeter blocks, plazas and monu-
ments,) can act as catalysts of soci-
ability and community. This is to be
achieved, according to the Congress
for the New Urbanism, through a 
sort of painting-by-numbers for urban

designers; detailed prescriptive codes
and conventions, embedded in a
series of regulatory documents – a
Regulating Plan, Urban Regulations,
Architectural Regulations, Street
Types and Landscape Regulations –
provide the template for new urbanist
developments.

But in spite of its strong commercial
appeal to developers of new subdivi-
sions, New Urbanism has come in for
a great deal of criticism, especially by
social scientists. Most new urbanist
developments have tended to be some-
what exclusive suburban or exurban
projects, catering for white middle-
class households and resulting in the
kind of ‘privatopias’ described in
Chapter 5. New Urbanism’s fondness
for neotraditional design has been
characterized as a form of cultural re-
ductiveness that results in inauthentic
settings, superficial and vulgar, a New
Age urbanism that is part conven-
tional wisdom and part fuzzy poetic,
resonant but meaningless. Critics have
also seen neotraditional urban design
as being inherently socially regressive.
Richard Sennett (1997, p. 67), for
example, describes them as ‘exercises
in withdrawal from a complex world,
deploying self-consciously “traditional”
architecture that bespeaks a mythic
communal coherence and shared iden-
tity in the past.’ He describes their
designers as ‘artists of claustrophobia’
and concludes that ‘Place making
based on exclusion, sameness, and
nostalgia is socially poisonous and psy-
chologically useless.’ But the principal
underlying weakness of New Urbanism
is the conceit of environmental deter-
minism and the privileging of spatial
form over social process. In the pre-
scriptive reasoning of New Urbanism,

design codes become behaviour codes.
‘Good’ (i.e., new urbanist) design
equals community, civility and sense
of place; bad design equals placeless-
ness, ennui and deviant behaviour.
This, of course, is a chimera: place 
is socially constructed, and the rela-
tionships between people and their
environments are complex, reflexive,
and recursive.

Key concepts associated
with the new urbanism 
(see also Glossary)

Community, Disneyfication, hyper-
reality, imagineering, neighbourhood,
simulacra, sustainability.

Further reading

Knox, P.L. (2008) Metroburbia,
USA, Rutgers University Press, 
New Brunswick, NJ

MacCannell, D. (1999) ‘New
Urbanism’ and its discontents, in 
J. Copjec and M. Sorkin (eds) Giving
Ground: The politics of propinquity
Verso, London

Sennett, R. (1997) The search for 
a place in the world, in N. Ellen
(ed.) Architecture of Fear Princeton
Architectural Press, New York 61–72

Talen, E. (1999) Sense of
community and neighbourhood form:
an assessment of the social doctrine
of new urbanism, Urban Studies 36,
1361–80

Links with other chapters

Chapter 7: Box 7.3 Jane Jacobs

Chapter 9: Neighbourhood and
Community

Chapter 13: Urban Social
Sustainability

Box 9.2
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based, work based or media based. Communality, or
‘communion’, exists as a form of human association
based on affective bonds. It is community experience at
the level of consciousness, but it requires an intense
mutual involvement that is difficult to sustain and so
only appears under conditions of stress.

In the final analysis, each neighbourhood is what 
its inhabitants think it is. This means that definitions
and classifications of neighbourhoods and communities
must depend on the geographical scales of reference
used by people. In this context, it may be helpful to
think of immediate neighbourhoods (which are small,
which may overlap one another and which are charac-
terized by personal association rather than interaction
through formal groups, institutions or organizations);
traditional neighbourhoods (which are characterized
by social interaction that is consolidated by the shar-
ing of local facilities and the use of local organizations)
and emergent neighbourhoods (which are large, diverse
and characterized by relatively low levels of social 
interaction).

A rather different way of approaching neighbour-
hoods and communities is to focus on their functions.
It is possible, for example, to think in terms of neigh-
bourhoods’ existential functions (related to people’s
affective bonds and sense of belonging), economic func-
tions (geared to consumption), administrative functions
(geared to the organization and use of public services),
locational functions (relating to the social and material
benefits of relative location), structural functions (related
to the social outcomes of urban design), political func-
tions (geared to the articulation of local issues) and social
reproduction functions (related to the broader political
economy of urbanization).

9.2 The social
construction of 
urban places

‘Place’, observes David Harvey, ‘has to be one of the most
multi-layered and multi-purpose words in our language’
(Harvey, 1993, p. 4). This layering of meanings reflects
the way that places are socially constructed – given differ-
ent meanings by different groups for different purposes.

simply not likely to develop a sense of mutuality in the
same way as urban villagers because they are not exposed
to the same levels of deprivation or stress.

This reasoning is borne out to a certain extent by 
the ‘crisis communality’ exhibited in suburban neigh-
bourhoods at times when there is an unusually strong
threat to territorial exclusivity, amenities or property
values. Examples of the communality generated in 
the wake of status panic are well documented, and the 
classic case is that of the Cutteslowe Walls. In 1932
Oxford City Council set up a housing estate on a sub-
urban site to the north of the city and directly adjacent
to a private middle-class estate. The home owners,
united by their fear of a drop both in the status of 
their neighbourhood and in the value of their property,
and drawn together by their mutual desire to maintain
the social distance between themselves and their new
proletarian neighbours, went to the length of build-
ing an unscalable wall as a barrier between the two
estates (Collinson, 1963). Other documented examples
have mostly been related to NIMBY threats posed by 
urban motorways, airports or the zoning of land for
business use.

Communities and
neighbourhoods: definitions
and classifications

As we have seen, the nature and cohesiveness of social
networks vary a lot from one set of sociospatial cir-
cumstances to another, and it is not easy to say which
situations, if any, reflect the existence of ‘community’,
let alone which of these are also congruent with a dis-
crete geographical territory. Nevertheless, it is possible
to think in terms of a loose hierarchical relationship
between neighbourhood, community and communality.
Thus neighbourhoods are territories containing people
of broadly similar demographic, economic and social
characteristics, but are not necessarily significant as a
basis for social interaction. Communities exist where 
a degree of social coherence develops on the basis of
interdependence, which in turn produces a uniformity
of custom, taste and modes of thought and speech.
Communities are ‘taken-for-granted’ worlds defined
by reference groups that may be locality based, school

9.2 The social construction of urban places

..

M09_KNOX7638_06_SE_C09.QXD  20/8/09  13:48  Page 193



  

Neighbourhood, community and the social construction of place

194

It also reflects the difficulty of developing theoretical
concepts of place:

There are all sorts of words such as milieu, 
locality, location, locale, neighbourhood, 
region, territory and the like, which refer to 
the generic qualities of place. There are other 
terms such as city, village, town, megalopolis 
and state, which designate particular kinds of
places. There are still others, such as home, 
hearth, ‘turf,’ community, nation and landscape,
which have such strong connotations of place 
that it would be hard to talk about one without 
the other.

(Harvey, 1993, p. 4)

In this context it is helpful to recognize the ‘betweenness’
of place: that is, the dependence of place on perspective.
Places exist, and are constructed, from a subjective point
of view; while simultaneously they are constructed and
seen as an external ‘other’ by outsiders. As Nicholas
Entrikin put it, ‘Our neighborhood is both an area 
centered on ourselves and our home, as well as an area
containing houses, streets and people that we may view
from a decentered or an outsider’s perspective. Thus
place is both a center of meaning and the external con-
text of our actions’ (Entrikin, 1991, p. 7). In addition,
views from ‘outside’ can vary in abstraction from being
in a specific place to being virtually ‘nowhere’ (i.e. an
abstract, perspectiveless view) (Sack, 1992; see also 
Box 9.4).

These distinctions are useful in pointing to the
importance of understanding urban spaces and places
in terms of the insider, the person who normally lives
in and uses a particular place or setting. Yet insideness
and outsideness must be seen as ends of a continuum
along which various modes of place–experience can be
identified. The key argument here is that places have
meaning in direct proportion to the degree that people
feel ‘inside’ that place. One important element in the
construction of place is to define the other in an exclu-
sionary and stereotypical way. This is part of the human
strategy of territoriality: the idea that humans have 
an innate desire to occupy a specific territory to satisfy
needs of safety, security and privacy and to enable the
expression of personal identity.

Another key element in the construction of place is the
existential imperative for people to define themselves
in relation to the material world. The roots of this idea
are to be found in the philosophy of Martin Heidegger,
who contended that men and women originate in an
alienated condition and define themselves, among other
ways, spatially. Their ‘creation’ of space provides them
with roots, their homes and localities becoming bio-
graphies of that creation (Heidegger, 1971). Central to
Heidegger’s philosophy is the notion of ‘dwelling’: the
basic capacity to achieve a form of spiritual unity between
humans and the material world. Through repeated
experience and complex associations, our capacity for
dwelling allows us to construct places, to give them
meanings that are deepened and qualified over time
with multiple nuances.

Here, though, Heidegger introduced an additional
argument: that this deepening and multiple layering 
of meaning is subverted in the modern world by the
spread of telecommunications technology, rationalism,
mass production and mass values. The result, he sug-
gested, is that the ‘authenticity’ of place is subverted.
City spaces become inauthentic and ‘placeless’, a process
that is, ironically, reinforced as people seek authenti-
city through professionally designed and commercially
constructed spaces and places whose invented traditions,
sanitized and simplified symbolism, and commercialized
heritage all make for convergence rather than spatial
identity.

Yet the construction of place by ‘insiders’ cannot
take place independently of societal norms and rep-
resentations of the world: the ‘cultural grammar’ that
codifies the social construction of spaces and places.
Both our territoriality and our sense of dwelling are
informed by broadly shared notions of social distance,
rules of comportment, forms of social organization,
conceptions of worth and value, and so on. We see
here, then, another important dialectical relationship:
between social structures and the everyday practices 
of the ‘insiders’ of subjectively constructed spaces and
places. We live, as noted before in this book, both in
and through places. Place, then, is much more than 
a container or a mental construct. It is both text and 
context, a setting for social interaction that, among
other things:

..
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Key trends in urban social geography – The development of new 
‘sacred spaces’

Geographers have until recently paid
relatively little attention to religious
issues. One possible reason for this
neglect may be the (mistaken?)
assumption that Western societies 
are becoming increasingly secular.
Chris Park argues that religious issues
are relatively marginal in a great 
deal of academic analysis because 
of ‘the assumed rationality of post-
Enlightenment science, which dis-
misses as irrational (and thus
undeserving of academic study) such
fundamental issues as mystery, spir-
ituality and awe’ (Park, 1994, p. 1).
We should also note here that the 
key social thinkers of the nineteenth
century who laid the foundations for
much contemporary social theory –
Marx, Weber and Durkheim – all
stressed the ways in which religion
has been used to bolster the existing
social order in society, justifying in-
equalities and placating the poor with
the hope of a better after-life.

Recently, however, there has been 
an increase in geographical work on
religion. The reasons for this should
have become clear by now from pre-
vious chapters on culture, identity,
space and ethnicity. For many people
in Western societies religious values
continue to play a key role in the 
formation of their sense of identity.
Indeed, the very idea that ‘religion’
can be defined as a distinct separ-
ate sphere of life is a particular
Western notion; for many religions,
including Sikhism and Islam (which are
now extensively practised in Western
cities), the very idea of separating
religious and non-religious spheres is
anathema. Although there has been 

a decline in the numbers attending
established forms of Christian worship,
there has been a substantial increase
in alternative forms of worship such
as evangelicalism.

Furthermore, places of religious 
worship such as churches, chapels,
cathedrals, temples and mosques 
can have a powerful symbolic value.
These are places where members of 
a religious community come together
to reinforce their beliefs through vari-
ous rituals. Some religions such as
Sikhism regard the whole of the world
as a sacred space full of the presence
of God and yet, like most religions,
Sikhism also has buildings and
spaces that are of special spiritual
significance.

Most religions proclaim moral values
that are universally relevant and
which have been communicated to
humankind by an omniscient being(s)
through various prophets and gurus.
This stance stands in sharp contrast
to secular humanist approaches which
stress that values are specific to par-
ticular times and places. In practice,
many religious belief systems have been
modified over the years to accommod-
ate changing societal attitudes towards
issues such as the role of women and
science. However, in response to post-
modern moral relativism, and state
secularism, we have recently seen 
the growth of various fundamentalist 
and evangelical religious movements
asserting moral absolutes over issues
ranging from homosexuality to abor-
tion, dress and diet.

On a more progressive note, in
London religious faith is bringing 

people together, not only to boost
their self-confidence and self-esteem
in difficult and sometimes degrading
occupational settings, but also to
form a new politics in the workplace.
Migrant workers in the capital from
diverse religious backgrounds have
formed an ecumenical movement
called London Citizens to petition for
better wages for those in subcon-
tracted forms of employment such as
cleaning, catering and construction
(Jamoul and Wills, 2008).

Key concepts associated
with sacred spaces (see
Glossary)

Essentialism, identities, signification.

Further reading

Dunn, K.M. (2005) Repetitive and
troubling discourses of nationalism
in the local politics of mosque
construction in Sydney, Australia,
Environment and Planning D: Society
and Space 23, 29–50

Jackson, R.H. and Henrie, R. (1993)
Perception of sacred space, Journal
of Cultural Geography 3, 94–107

Jamoul, L. and Wills, J. (2008) Faith
in politics, Urban Studies 45,
2035–56

Park, C. (1994) Sacred Worlds
Routledge, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 5: Box 5.1 The relationships
between diversity, difference and
inequality

Chapter 12: Box 12.4 The growth of
transnational urbanism

Box 9.3
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➤ structures the daily routines of economic and social
life;

➤ structures people’s life paths, providing them with
both opportunities and constraints;

➤ provides an arena in which everyday, ‘common-sense’
knowledge and experience is gathered;

➤ provides a site for processes of socialization and
social reproduction; and

➤ provides an arena for contesting social norms.

Urban lifeworlds,
time–space routinization 
and intersubjectivity
This dialectical relationship lends both dynamism and
structure to the social geography of the city.

The crucial idea here is that of the lifeworld, the
taken-for-granted pattern and context for everyday 
living through which people conduct their day-to-day
lives without having to make it an object of conscious
attention. Sometimes, this pattern and context extend to
conscious attitudes and feelings: a self-conscious sense
of place with an interlocking set of cognitive elements
attached to the built environment and to people’s dress

codes, speech patterns, public comportment and material
possessions. This is what Raymond Williams (1973)
termed a structure of feeling. The basis of both individual
lifeworlds and the collective structure of feeling is inter-
subjectivity: shared meanings that are derived from the
lived experience of everyday practice. Part of the basis
for intersubjectivity is the routinization of individual
and social practice in time and space. As suggested by
Figure 9.1, the temporality of social life can be broken
out into three levels, each of which is interrelated to the
others. The longue durée of social life is bound up with
the historical development of institutions (the law, the
family, etc.). Within the dasein, or lifespan, social life is
influenced by the life cycle of individuals and families
and (interacting with the longue durée) by the social
conditions characteristic of their particular generation.
And within the durée of daily life, individual routines
interact with both the structure of institutional frame-
works and with the rhythm of their life cycle.

The spatiality of social life can also be broken down
into three dimensions. At the broadest scale there is
institutional spatial practice, which refers to the collec-
tive level of the social construction of space. ‘Place’ can
then be thought of as related to the human conscious-
ness and social meanings attached to urban spaces.

..

Figure 9.1 Interrelations among the dimensions of temporality.
Source: Simonsen (1991), Fig. 1, p. 427.
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Finally, individual spatial practice refers to the physical
presence and spatial interaction of individuals and
groups. These three levels of spatiality, in turn, can be
related to the three levels of temporality of social life, as
depicted in Figure 9.2. We are, thus, presented with a
multidimensional framework within which time–space
routinization is able to foster the intersubjectivity upon
which people’s lifeworlds depend.

The best-known element of this framework to geo-
graphers is the time–geography of daily life that has
been elaborated by Torsten Hägerstrand (Carlstein et al.,
1978). His basic model (Figure 9.3) captures the con-
straints of space and time on daily, individual spatial
practices. It illustrates the way that people trace out ‘paths’
in time and space, moving from one place (or ‘station’)
to another in order to fulfil particular purposes (or
‘projects’). This movement is conceptualized as being
circumscribed by three kinds of constraint: (1) capability
constraints – principally, the time available for travelling
and the speed of the available mode of transportation;
(2) authority constraints – laws and customs affecting
travel and accessibility; and (3) coupling constraints –
resulting from the limited periods during which specific
projects are available for access. The particular signific-
ance of time–geographies in the present context is that

9.2 The social construction of urban places

..

Figure 9.2 Temporality, spatiality and social life.
Source: Simonsen (1991), Fig. 3.

Figure 9.3 Concepts and notation of
time–geography (after Hägerstrand).
Source: After Gregory (1989), Fig. 1.4.4, p. 82.
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groups of people with similar constraints are thrown
together in ‘bundles’ of time–space activity: routine
patterns that are an important precondition for the
development of intersubjectivity.

Structuration and the
‘becoming’ of place
These issues are central to structuration theory, which
addresses the way in which everyday social practices 
are structured across space and time. Developed by
Anthony Giddens (1979, 1981, 1984, 1985: see also
Bryant and Jary, 1991), structurationist theory accepts
and elaborates Karl Marx’s famous dictum that human
beings ‘make history, but not in circumstances of their
own choosing’. Reduced to its essentials, and seen from
a geographical perspective, structurationist theory
holds that human landscapes:

are created by knowledgeable actors (or agents)
operating within a specific social context (or
structure). The structure–agency relationship is
mediated by a series of institutional arrangements
that both enable and constrain action. Hence three
‘levels of analysis’ can be identified: structures,
institutions, and agents. Structures include the
long-term, deep-seated social practices that govern
daily life, such as law and the family. Institutions
represent the phenomenal forms of structures,
including, for example, the state apparatus. And
agents are those influential human actors who
determine the precise, observable outcomes of any
social interaction.

(Dear and Wolch, 1989, p. 6)

We are all actors, then (whether ordinary citizens or
powerful business leaders, members of interest groups,
bureaucrats or elected officials), and all part of a dual-
ism in which structures (the communicative structures
of language and signification as well as formal and
informal economic, political and legal structures)
enable our behaviour while our behaviour itself re-
constitutes, and sometimes changes, these structures.
Structures may act as constraints on individual action
but they are also, at the same time, the medium and
outcome of the behaviour they recursively organize.
Furthermore, structurationist theory recognizes that we

are all members of systems of social actors: networks,
organizations, social classes and so on.

Human action is seen as being based on ‘practical
consciousness’, meaning that the way in which we make
sense of our own actions and the actions of others, and
the way we generate meaning in the world is rooted in
routinized day-to-day practices that occupy a place 
in our minds somewhere between the conscious and
the unconscious. Recursivity, the continual reproduc-
tion of individual and social practices through routine
actions (time–space routinization), contributes to social
integration, the development of social systems and struc-
tures among agents in particular locales.

In addition, structures and social systems can be
seen to develop across broader spans of space and time
through system integration, which takes place through
time–space distanciation: the ‘stretching’ of social 
relations over time and space as ideas, attitudes and
norms are spread through print and electronic media,
for example. All this recursivity and integration does 
not make for stasis, however, since the structurationist
approach sees all human action as involving unanti-
cipated or unacknowledged conditions and as having
unintended consequences that modify or change the
nature of recurrent practices (Figure 9.4).

This kind of perspective leads us to see urban spaces
and places as constantly changing, or ‘becoming’. Place,
in other words, is an historically contingent process
in which practice and structure become one another
through the intertwining of recursive individual and
social practices and structured relations of power. At
the same time, place involves processes (socialization,
language acquisition, personality development, social
and spatial division of labour, etc.) through which indi-
vidual biographies and collective ways of life also become
one another. The structurationist approach has become
an important influence in contemporary human geo-
graphy, particularly in urban social geography because
of its central concern with the sociospatial dialectic. 
It has, nevertheless, proven difficult to incorporate into
substantive accounts of city and/or neighbourhood
formation. It has also been criticized for its emphasis
on recursivity (to the relative neglect of the unforeseen
and the unintended), for its inattention to the role of
the unconscious, and for its neglect of issues of culture,
gender and ethnicity.

..

M09_KNOX7638_06_SE_C09.QXD  20/8/09  13:48  Page 198



  

199

➤ Representations of space include all of the signs,
symbols, codifications and knowledge that allow
material spatial practices to be talked about and
understood.

➤ Spaces of representation are mental constructs such
as utopian plans, imaginary landscapes, paintings
and symbolic structures that imagine new meanings
or possibilities for spatial practices.

The four dimensions across the horizontal axis of 
the grid have to be seen as mutually interdependent.
Accessibility and distanciation are two sides of the same
coin: the role of the friction of distance in human affairs.
Distance, as we saw in Chapter 8, is both a barrier to
and a defence against social interaction. Distanciation
‘is simply a measure of the degree to which the friction
of space has been overcome to accommodate social
interaction’ (Harvey, 1989b, p. 222). The appropriation
of space refers to the way in which space is occupied 
by individuals, social groups, activities (e.g. land uses)
and objects (houses, factories, streets). The domination
of space refers to the way in which the organization 

Constructing place through
spatial practices
David Harvey’s ‘grid’ of spatial practices (Table 9.1)
provides one way of accommodating a broader, richer
array of issues in addressing the ways in which places are
constructed and experienced, how they are represented,
and how they become used as symbolic spaces. The matrix
is useful in focusing our attention on the dialectical inter-
play between experience, perception and imagination;
and in clarifying the relationships between distanciation
and the appropriation, domination and production of
places. It does not, though, summarize a theory: it is
merely a framework across which we can interpret social
relations of class, gender, community and race.

The three dimensions on the vertical axis of the grid
are drawn from Lefebvre’s (1991) distinction between
the experienced, the perceived and the imagined:

➤ Material spatial practices refer to the interactions
and physical flows that occur in and across space as
part of fundamental processes of economic produc-
tion and social reproduction.

9.2 The social construction of urban places

..

Figure 9.4 A model of the structuration of urban space.
Source: Dear and Moos (1986), pp. 351–73.
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and production of spaces and places can be controlled
by powerful individuals or groups: through private
property laws, zoning ordinances, restrictive covenants,
gates (and implied gates), etc. The production of space
refers to the way in which new systems of territorial
organization, land use, transport and communications,
etc. (actual or imagined) arise, along with new ways of
representing them (see also Box 9.3).

We shall draw on this grid throughout the remain-
der of this chapter as we examine the ways in which
material and social worlds are given meaning through
cultural politics, in which political and economic power
is projected through urban form, and in which space

and place are appropriated through symbolism and
coded meanings.

Place, consumption and
cultural politics

An important lesson is implicit in the grid of spatial
practices outlined by Harvey: it is that we should not
treat ‘society’ as separate from ‘economy’, ‘politics’,
‘culture’ or ‘place’. We are thus pointed to the domain
of ‘cultural politics’, defined by Peter Jackson (1991a,
p. 219) as:

..

Table 9.1 A ‘grid’ of spatial practices

Material spatial
practices
(experience)

Representations
of space
(perception)

Spaces of
representation
(imagination)

Accessibility and
distanciation

Flows of goods,
money, people,
labour, power,
information, etc.;
transport and
communications
systems; market and
urban hierarchies;
agglomeration

Social, psychological
and physical
measures of
distance; map
making; theories of
the ‘friction of
distance’ (principle
of least effort, social
physics, range of
good, central place
and other forms of
location theory)
Attraction/repulsion;
distance/desire;
access/denial;
transcendence
‘medium is the
message’

Appropriation and use
of space

Land uses and built
environments; social
spaces and other
‘turf’ designations;
social networks of
communication and
mutual aid

Personal space;
mental maps of
occupied space;
spatial hierarchies;
symbolic
representation of
spaces; spatial
‘discourses’

Familiarity; hearth
and home; open
places; places of
popular spectacle
(streets, squares,
markets); iconography
and graffiti,
advertising

Domination and control
of space

Private property in
land; state and
administrative
divisions of space;
exclusive communities
and neighbourhoods;
exclusionary zoning
and other forms of
social control (policing
and surveillance)
Forbidden spaces;
‘territorial
imperatives’;
community; regional
cultures; nationalism;
geopolitics; hierarchies

Unfamiliarity; spaces
of fear; property and
possession;
monumentality and
constructed spaces of
ritual; symbolic
barriers and symbolic
capital; construction
of ‘tradition’; spaces
of repression

Production of space

Production of physical
infrastructures
(transport and
communications; 
built environments;
land clearance, etc.);
territorial organization
of social
infrastructures 
(formal and informal)
New systems of
mapping, visual
representation,
communication, etc.;
new artistic and
architectural
‘discourses’; semiotics

Utopian plans;
imaginary landscapes;
science fiction
ontologies and space;
artists’ sketches;
mythologies of space
and place; poetics of
space; spaces of
desire

Source: Harvey (1989b) pp. 220–221.
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are interpreted in relation to the material interests
they serve. From this perspective, the cultural is
always, simultaneously, political.

Our experiences of material and social worlds are
always mediated by power relationships and culture.
‘Social’ issues of distinction and ‘cultural’ issues of 

the domain in which meanings are constructed 
and negotiated, where relations of dominance and
subordination are defined and contested . . . In
opposition to the unitary view of culture as the
artistic and intellectual product of an elite, ‘cultural
politics’ insists on a plurality of cultures, each
defined as a whole ‘way of life’, where ideologies

9.2 The social construction of urban places

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Henri Lefebvre

The publication in 1991 of an English
translation of Henri Lefebvre’s The Pro-
duction of Space (first published in
French in 1974) was treated in some
geographical circles like the discovery
of the Holy Grail! In the two previous
decades only a few geographers ‘in the
know’ had spoken in awe of a French
scholar who had developed a radical
reformulation of Marxian theory that
put space rather than time at the heart
of his analysis. In the event, Lefebvre’s
book proved to be a densely written
and, at times, impenetrable text that
inevitably led to differing interpreta-
tions over the real meaning of his
work. Nevertheless, Lefebvre’s influ-
ence upon urban social geography
should not be underestimated. In par-
ticular, he had a big influence upon
the work of David Harvey, arguably the
most influential human geographer in
the late twentieth century (see also
Box 1.1). A key insight has been
Lefebvre’s distinction between differ-
ing conceptions of space.

On the one hand Lefebvre referred to
representations of space – the domin-
ant ways in which cities are portrayed,
such as in planning documents (some-
times termed ‘conceived space’). These
are bound up with existing capitalist
norms involving issues such as prop-
erty rights and legalization surround-
ing labour laws. On the other hand 
he noted that there are spaces of 

representation, the personal feelings
that people have towards the spaces
they inhabit through everyday inter-
actions (sometimes termed ‘perceived
space’). The crucial point is that these
two notions of space are interlinked and
may be in conflict. For example, the
way in which a city centre is portrayed
in official governmental literature,
extolling its virtues for shoppers and
inward investment, may differ from the
ways in which local inhabitants think
of such a space. Relatively low-paid
service workers may have a different
idea of a regentrified city centre than
well-paid high-tech workers or visiting
tourists.

Lefebvre was especially interested in
the processes that led to the creation
of these dominant representations of
space and the exclusion of other visions
of space. As a social visionary, Lefebvre
hoped that people could envisage new
notions of space. Since he put space
at the heart of his analysis, radical
social change must involve more than
changing the means of production, but
also new concepts of space in which
people live their everyday lives.

Lefebvre has been criticized for ignor-
ing the new cultural politics (Blum
and Nast, 1996) but he has inspired
a number of Marxian geographers 
who have examined recent changes in
cities (e.g. N. Smith, 1984; Merrifield,
1993).

Key concepts associated
with Henri Lefebvre (see
Glossary)

Material practices, representations of
space, spaces of representation.

Further reading
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Transactions of the Institute of
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Routledge, London
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aesthetics, taste and style cannot be separated from
‘political’ issues of power and inequality or from ‘gender’
issues of dominance and oppression. As noted in
Chapter 3, the construction of place is therefore bound
up with the construction of class, gender, sexuality,
power and culture.

Habitus

An important contribution to this perspective has been
made by French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. His con-
cept of habitus, like Raymond Williams’s concept of a
‘structure of feeling’, noted above, deals with the con-
struction of meaning in everyday lifeworlds. Habitus
evolves in response to specific objective circumstances
of class, race, gender relations and place. Yet it is more
than the sum of these parts. It consists of a distinctive
set of values, cognitive structures and orienting prac-
tices: a collective perceptual and evaluative schema that
derives from its members’ everyday experience and
operates at a subconscious level, through commonplace
daily practices, dress codes, use of language, comport-
ment and patterns of material consumption. The result
is a distinctive cultural politics of ‘regulated improvisa-
tions’ in which ‘each dimension of lifestyle symbolizes
with the others’ (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 173).

According to Bourdieu, each group will seek to sustain
and extend its habitus (and new sociospatial groups will
seek to establish a habitus) through the appropriation
of symbolic capital: consumer goods and services that
reflect the taste and distinction of the owner. In this
process, not every group necessarily accepts the defini-
tions of taste and distinction set out by the elite groups
and tastemakers with the ‘cultural capital’ to exercise
power over the canons of ‘good’ taste and ‘high’ culture.
In any case, such definitions are constantly subject to
devaluation by the popularization of goods and practices
that were formerly exclusive.

The fact that symbolic capital is vulnerable to devalu-
ation and to shifts in avant-garde taste makes it even
more potent, of course, as a measure of distinction. As
a result, though, dominant groups must continually
pursue refinement and originality in their lifestyles and
ensembles of material possessions. Less dominant groups,
meanwhile, must find and legitimize alternative lifestyles,
symbols and practices in order to achieve distinction.

Subordinate groups are not necessarily left to construct
a habitus that is a poor copy of others’, however: they
can – and often do – develop a habitus that embodies
different values and ‘rituals of resistance’ in which the
meaning of things is appropriated and transformed.

All this points once again to the importance of 
consumption and of the aestheticization of everyday 
life introduced in Chapter 3. Consumption:

purports to dispel the dread of being in a world of
strangers. Advertisements tell us what to expect,
what is acceptable and unacceptable, and what we
need to do in order to belong. They are primary
vehicles for producing and transmitting cultural
symbols. [Consumption] not only produces and
circulates meaning, it . . . interweaves and alters
forces and perspectives, and it empowers us in 
our daily lives to change our culture, to transform
nature, and to create place.

(Sack, 1992, p. 132)

Consumption is inherently spatial. The propinquity 
of object and place allows the former to take on the 
cultural authority of the latter; objects displayed beside
each other exchange symbolic attributes; places become
transformed into commodities. The consumer’s world
consists not only of settings where things are purchased
or consumed (shops, malls, amusement parks, resorts,
etc.) but also of settings and contexts that are created
with and through purchased products (homes, neigh-
bourhoods). All of these settings are infused with signs
and symbols that collectively constitute ‘moral land-
scapes’ and ‘maps of meaning’.

9.3 The social meanings
of the built
environment

At the most general level, the landscape of cities can 
be seen as a reflection of the prevailing ideology (in 
the sense of a political climate, Zeitgeist, or ‘spirit’) of a
particular society. The idea of urban fabric being seen 
– in part, at least – as the outcome of broad political,
socio-economic and cultural forces has been explicit 
in much writing on urbanization. We can illustrate 
this with reference to the simple example of the 

..

M09_KNOX7638_06_SE_C09.QXD  20/8/09  13:48  Page 202



  

203

Sacre-Coeur in Paris, for example, demonstrates how
the intended symbolism of the building – a reaffirma-
tion of Monarchism in the wake of the Paris Commune
– ‘was for many years seen as a provocation to civil war’,
and is still interpreted by the predominantly republican
population of Paris as a provocative rather than a 
unifying symbol (Harvey, 2003).

Another critical point is that the social meaning 
of the built environment is not static. The meanings
associated with particular symbols and symbolic 
environments tend to be modified as social values
change in response to changing lifestyles and changing
patterns of socio-economic organization. At the same
time, powerful symbols and motifs from earlier periods
are often borrowed in order to legitimize a new social
order, as in Mussolini’s co-opting of the symbols of
Augustan Rome in an attempt to legitimize Fascist urban
reorganization; and (ironically) in the adoption of a
selection of motifs from the classical revival in Europe
by Jefferson and the founding fathers responsible for
commissioning public and ceremonial architecture in
Washington, DC.

How can all such observations be accommodated
within a coherent framework of analysis that addresses
the fundamental questions of communication by whom,
to what audience, to what purpose and to what effect?
These are the questions that have prompted a num-
ber of writers to build on structuralist social theory in
such a way as to accommodate the social meaning of
the built environment. According to this perspective,
the built environment, as part of the socio-economic
superstructure stemming from the dominant mode of
production (feudalism, merchant capitalism, industrial
capitalism, etc.), reflects the Zeitgeist of the prevailing
system; it also serves, like other components of the
superstructure, as one of the means through which the
necessary conditions for the continuation of the system
are reproduced. One of the first people to sketch out
these relationships between social process and urban
form was David Harvey, who emphasized the danger 
of thinking in terms of simple causal relationships,
stressing the need for a flexible approach that allows
urbanism to exhibit a variety of forms within any 
dominant mode of production, while similar forms
may exist as products of different modes of production
(Harvey, 1978).

symbolization of wealth and achievement by groups of
prosperous merchants and industrialists. Early instances
of this include the industrial capitalists of Victorian
times, who felt the compulsion to express their achieve-
ments in buildings. The Cross Street area of central
Manchester, for example, is still dominated by the impos-
ing gothic architecture commissioned by the city’s
Victorian elite who, preoccupied with the accumula-
tion and display of wealth but with a rather philistine
attitude towards aesthetics, left a clear impression of
their values on the central area of the city.

As the petit bourgeoisie of small-scale merchant and
industrial capital lost ground to corporate and interna-
tional capital, so the symbolization of achievement and
prosperity became dominated by corporate structures.
Huge office blocks such as the Swiss Re Building in
London and the Pirelli Building in Milan were clearly
intended as statements of corporate power and achieve-
ment, notwithstanding any administrative or speculative
functions. At a more general level, of course, the whole
complex of offices and stores in entire downtown areas
can be interpreted as symbolic of the power of the 
‘central district elite’ in relation to the rest of the city.

Meanwhile, other institutions have added their par-
ticular statements to the palimpsest of the urban fabric.
The sponsors of universities, trade union headquarters,
cultural centres and so on, unable (or unwilling) to make
use of the rude message of high-rise building, have gener-
ally fallen back on the combination of neoclassicism
and modernism that has become the reigning interna-
tional style for any building aspiring to carry authority
through an image of high-mindedness rather than raw
power.

The appropriation of space
and place: symbolism and
coded meanings
While the built environment is heavily endowed with
social meaning, this meaning is rarely simple, straight-
forward or unidimensional. To begin with there is an
important distinction between the intended meaning 
of architecture and the perceived meaning of the built
environment as seen by others. This distinction is essen-
tial to a proper understanding of the social meaning 
of the built environment. David Harvey’s study of the

9.3 The social meanings of the built environment

..
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Architecture, aesthetics and
the sociospatial dialectic
The architect’s role as an arbiter, creator and manipu-
lator of style can be interpreted as part of the process
whereby changing relationships within society at large
become expressed in the ‘superstructure’ of ideas, 
institutions and objects. This allows us to see major
shifts in architectural style as a dialectical response to
the evolving Zeitgeist of urban–industrial society – as
part of a series of broad intellectual and artistic reac-
tions rather than the product of isolated innovations
wrought by inspired architects.

Thus, for example, the Art Nouveau and Jugendstil
architecture of the late nineteenth century can be seen
as the architectural expression of the romantic reaction

to what Lewis Mumford called the ‘palaeotechnic’ era
of the Industrial Revolution: a reaction that was first
expressed in the Arts and Crafts movement and in
Impressionist painting. By 1900 the Art Nouveau style
was firmly established as the snobbish style, consciously
elitist, for all ‘high’ architecture.

The dialectic response was a series of artistic and
intellectual movements, beginning with Cubism, that
went out of their way to dramatize modern technology,
seeking an anonymous and collective method of design
in an attempt to divorce themselves from ‘capitalist’
canons of reputability and power. Thus emerged the
Constructivist and Futurist movements, the Bauhaus
school and, later, Les Congrès Internationaux d’Architec-
ture Moderne (CIAM) and the Modern Architecture
Research Group (MARS), who believed that their new

..

Postmodern architecture: the Harold Washington public library in Chicago. Opened in 1991, 
this building reflects earlier architectural styles (e.g. the ‘Beaux-Arts’ movement). Photo Credit: 
Michael Edema Leary.
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mystique socially accorded to creativity, adds exchange
value to a building through his or her decisions about
design, so that the label ‘architect designed’ confers a
presumption of quality even though this quality may
not be apparent to every observer. Moreover, as one of
the key arbiters of style in modern society, the architect
is in a powerful position to stimulate consumption
merely by generating and/or endorsing changes in the
nuances of building design.

The professional ideology and career structure that
reward innovation and the ability to feel the pulse of
fashion also serve to promote the circulation of capital.
Without a steady supply of new fashions in domestic
architecture (reinforced by innovations in kitchen
technology, heating systems, etc.), the filtering mech-
anisms on which the whole owner-occupier housing
market is based would slow down to a level unaccept-
able not only to builders and developers but also to the
exchange professionals (surveyors, real estate agents, etc.)
and the whole range of financial institutions involved
in the housing market. The rich and the upper-middle
classes, in short, must be encouraged to move from their
comfortable homes to new dwellings with even more
‘design’ and ‘convenience’ features in order to help main-
tain a sufficient turnover in the housing market.

One way in which they are enticed to move is through
the cachet of fashionable design and state-of-the-art
technology. Hence the rapid diffusion of innovations
such as energy-conserving homes; and the desperate
search for successful design themes to be revived and
‘re-released’, just like the contrived revivals of haute
couture and pop music. In parts of the United States,
the process has advanced to the stage where many upper-
middle class suburban developments resemble small
chunks of Disneyland, with mock-Tudor, Spanish
Colonial, neo-Georgian, Victorian gothic and log cabin
de luxe standing together: style for style’s sake, the 
zeit for sore eyes. And, in some cities, new housing for
upper-income groups is now promoted through
annual exhibitions of ‘this year’s’ designs, much like
the Fordist automobile industry’s carefully planned
obsolescence in design.

But it is by no means only ‘high’ architecture and
expensive housing that help to sustain urbanized 
capital. One of the more straightforward functions 
of architecture in relation to the structuration of class

architecture and their new concepts of urban planning
were expressing not just a new aesthetic image but 
the very substance of new social conditions which they
were helping to create.

The subsequent fusion and transformation of these
movements into the glib ‘Esperanto’ of the Interna-
tional Style and the simultaneous adoption of the style
as the preferred image of corporate and bureaucratic
conservatism, solidity and respectability provide an
important example of the way in which the dominant
social order is able to protect itself from opposing ideo-
logical forces. In this particular example, the energy of
opposing ideological forces – idealist radicalism – has
been neatly diverted into the defence of the status quo.
The question is: how?

Commodification
One answer is that the professional ideology and career
structure within which most practising architects (as
opposed to the avant-garde) operate is itself heavily
oriented towards Establishment values and sensitively
tuned to the existing institutional setting and economic
order. Consequently, the meaning and symbolism of new
architectural styles emanating from radical quarters tend
to be modified as they are institutionalized and con-
verted into commercialism; while the core movement
itself, having forfeited its raw power in the process of
commodification, passes quietly into the mythology 
of architectural education and the coffee-table books 
of the cognoscenti. There is a direct parallel here in 
the way that the liberal ideology of the town planning
movement was transformed into a defensive arm of
urbanized capital, systematically working to the advant-
age of the middle-class community in general and the
business community in particular. According to this
perspective, architects, like planners, can be seen as
unwitting functionaries, part of a series of ‘internal 
survival mechanisms’ that have evolved to meet the
imperatives of urbanized capital.

Architecture and the circulation of
capital
Another way in which architects serve these impera-
tives is in helping to stimulate consumption and extract
surplus value. The architect, by virtue of the prestige and

9.3 The social meanings of the built environment
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relations through residential settings is the symbolic
distancing of social groups. The aesthetic sterility of
most British public housing, for example, serves to dis-
tance its inhabitants from other, neighbouring, social
groups. At a further level, it can be argued that the
scarcity of symbolic stimuli typical of many planned,
post-war working-class environments may act as a 
kind of intellectual and emotional straitjacket, minimiz-
ing people’s self-esteem and sense of potential while 
fostering attitudes of deference and defeatism. Although
the process is at present very poorly understood, the
role of the architect is clearly central to the eventual
outcome not only in terms of the social order of the 
city but also in terms of the existential meaning of
urban settings.

This brings us back to a final but crucial considera-
tion: the role of the self in the interaction between society
and environment. One framework that accommodates
this is shown in Figure 9.5. Accepting architectural
design as part of the superstructure of culture and ideas
stemming from the basic socio-economic organization
of society (whether as part of the prevailing ideology or
as part of the counter-ideology), this framework focuses
attention on: (1) the intended messages emanating
from particular owners/producers and mediated by
professional ‘managers’ (architects, planners, etc.); and
(2) the received messages of environmental ‘consumers’
as seen through the prisms of cognitive processes and
existential imperatives and the filter of the dominant
ideology.

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Nigel Thrift

It is impossible to venture very far
into human geography before coming
across the work of Nigel Thrift. Indeed,
in many ways Thrift is the geograph-
ical equivalent of the highly influen-
tial social scientist Anthony Giddens.
Like Giddens, Thrift has drawn upon a
wide range of ideas from many sources.
One of the most prolific writers in the
field, with scores of books and articles
to his name, the scope of Thrift’s work
is enormous, ranging from the nature
of capitalism (2005), to globalization
and regional development (Amin and
Thrift, 1992), the character of money
(Leyshon and Thrift, 1997) and the role
of time in social life (Thrift, 1977) (to
mention but a few!). It is impossible
to summarize this vast corpus of work
in any detail but, nevertheless, under-
pinning this extraordinary variety are
a number of key themes.

Above all, Thrift has resisted the 
‘top-down’ structuralist theorizing of
Marxian approaches. While acknow-
ledging the existence of complex 
networks of power, knowledge and
authority, these are seen as the out-

come of actions by people who make
choices based on various types of know-
ledge that they employ in the course
of their everyday lives. Issues such as
performance, subjectivity, discourse,
representation and identity therefore
figure highly in Thrift’s work.

Taken as a whole, Thrift’s work repres-
ents a remarkable reconstitution, in 
a geographical setting, of diverse but
interrelated ideas from a wide range
of highly influential thinkers in the
social sciences including: Torsten
Hagerstrand’s work on time–space
budgets; Anthony Giddens’ work on
structuration theory; Michel Foucault’s
work on knowledge and power; Manuel
Castells’ work on ‘spaces of flows’;
Bruno Latour’s work on actor network
theory; and Gilles Deleuze’s work on
performance.

Key concepts associated
with Nigel Thrift (see
Glossary)

Embeddedness, performativity, 
subjectivity.

Further reading

Amin, A. and Thrift, N. (1992) 
Neo-Marshallian nodes in global
networks, International Journal of
Urban and Regional Research 116,
571–87

Leyshon, A. and Thrift, N. (eds)
(1997) Money/Space: Geographies of
monetary transformation Routledge,
London

Thrift, N. (1977) Time and theory in
human geography, part one, Progress
in Human Geography 1, 65–101

Thrift, N. (2005) Knowing
Capitalism Sage, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 2: Box 2.4 Manuel Castells

Chapter 3: Box 3.3 Michel Foucault

Chapter 14: Box 14.1 Edward Soja

Box 9.5
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Key novels related to urban social geography – Chapter 9

Berlin Alexanderplatz (1929) Alfred
Doblin. A novel set in the under-
world of working-class Berlin in the
inter-war era, this is an innovative
book that attempts to evoke the
numerous moods of city life through
newspaper reports, advertising and
street signs.

The Catcher in the Rye (1951) 
J.D. Salinger. A classic novel of
teenage rebellion in the post-war
United States.

Cocaine Nights (1996) J.G. Ballard.
A thriller that is also an examination
of a new urban form – the retirement
community.

Mrs Dalloway (1925) Virginia Woolf.
An innovative novel, based in 1920s
London, showing the isolation of the
characters as geography, class and
gender separate them.

Saturday (2005) Ian McEwan. Con-
temporary urban angst as experienced
by an upper-middle-class inhabitant
of London set in the context of inter-
national terrorism.

Box 9.6

Figure 9.5 Signs, symbolism and settings: a framework for analysis.
Source: Knox (1984).
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Chapter summary

9.1 Despite many views to the contrary, cities have not resulted in the destruction of community networks, but
these have been radically transformed through decentralization, suburbanization and social polarization.

9.2 Places develop complex multilayered meanings depending upon the views of those who live within them,
as well as those who live outside. These meanings have an important influence upon the ways people go
about their everyday lives.

9.3 The landscape of cities tends to reflect the prevailing ideology of the times – a complex mixture of
political, economic and cultural forces.

aestheticization
authority constraint
‘betweenness’ of place
capability constraint
communities
‘community lost’ argument
‘community saved’ argument
‘community transformed’

argument
coupling constraint

cultural politics
daesin
ethnic village
Gemeinschaft
Gesellschaft
habitus
intersubjectivity
lifeworld
longue durée
material spatial practices

neighbourhoods
place
representations of space
spaces of representation
structuration theory
symbolic capital
territoriality
Zeitgeist

Key concepts and terms
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by Newson and Newson’s (1965) work on patterns of
infant care. Impoverished neighbourhoods, they argued,
are characterized by a poverty of sensory stimulation,
by crowded environments that inhibit play, and by
unenlightened attitudes towards child rearing. The net
result, they concluded, is that the environmental con-
ditioning experienced by children growing up in such
settings produces ‘under-socialized’ individuals with a
competitive nature attuned only to the immediate social
group, leaving them ill-equipped to cope with the more
subtle forms of competition that prevail in the world
beyond. By extension, it was argued that this kind of
environmental conditioning tends to curtail creativity,
adaptability and flexibility. The result is doubly-
disadvantaged individuals who, on the one hand, seek
short-term gratification and are weakly attuned to the
established norms and rules of society at large while, on
the other, are unable to articulate a coherent alternative
or opposition to these norms and rules.

But this kind of argument begs all sorts of questions
about the mechanisms and processes involved. How,
for example, are distinctive local values sustained in
local settings; and to what extent do localized values and

Environment and behaviour
in urban settings

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ What are the geographies of crime and other
deviant behaviour in cities?

➤ How can we best explain these patterns?

➤ How do people form images of urban areas, and
how do these images relate to their behaviour?

Behavioural geography has its roots in the classic
observed-stimulus observed-response behaviourism
of psychologist J.B. Watson (1913). The sophistication
of contemporary social geography is that behaviour 
is no longer described solely in terms of stimulus and
reaction. Rather, stimuli are thought of in terms of
information (of any kind) that are filtered through the
elements of cognition, reflection and consciousness before
provoking behavioural responses (behaviouralism)
(Figure 10.1).

Central to this whole perspective is the idea of envir-
onmental conditioning. A classic example is provided
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attitudes affect the incidence of particular patterns of
behaviour? How important is the built environment?
And what is the role of broader class-based factors? As
we shall see from an examination of ideas about deviant
behaviour, there is a broad spectrum of theories.

10.1 Theories about
deviant behaviour

A deviant subgroup may be defined as a group within
society that has norms substantially different from
those of the majority of the population. The notion of
deviance covers a multitude of social sins, but geo-
graphers have been most interested in behaviour with 
a distinctive pattern of intra-urban variation, such as
prostitution, suicide, truancy, delinquency and drug
addiction. In fact, most aspects of deviant behaviour
seem to exhibit a definite spatial pattern of some sort,
rather than being randomly distributed across the city.

But, whereas there is little disagreement about the
nature of the patterns themselves, theory and research
in geography, sociology and environmental psychology
are less conclusive about explanations of the patterns.
Some writers, for instance, see deviant behaviour as 
a pathological response to a particular social and/or
physical environment. Others argue that certain phys-
ical or social attributes act as environmental cues for
certain kinds of behaviour; others still that certain 
environments simply attract certain kinds of people.
Until quite recently, almost all the theorizing about
spatial variations in deviant behaviour shared a com-
mon element of environmental determinism, usually
traceable to the determinists of the Chicago School. In
this section the more influential aspects of this theory
are outlined before going on to examine briefly the intra-
urban geography of one kind of deviant behaviour 
– crime and delinquency – as an illustration of the
complexity of the actual relationships between urban
environments and human behaviour.

Figure 10.1 A model of behaviour in human geography.
Source: After Werlen (1993).

211

10.1 Theories about deviant behaviour

..

M10_KNOX7638_06_SE_C10.QXD  20/8/09  13:48  Page 211



  

Environment and behaviour in urban settings

212

..

from the strain of having to sustain different and per-
haps conflicting identities over a prolonged period.

Most interest, however, has centred on the imper-
sonality and aloofness that apparently results from 
the psychological overload associated with certain urban
environments. There are many manifestations of this
impersonality, the most striking of which is the col-
lective paralysis of social responsibility that seems to
occur in central city areas in crisis situations. The classic
and oft-quoted example is the murder of Catherine
Genovese, who was stabbed to death in a respectable
district of Queens in New York, the event evidently wit-
nessed by nearly 40 people, none of whom attempted
even to call the police. Other evidence of the lack of
‘bystander intervention’ and of an unwillingness to
assist strangers comes from experiments contrived 
by psychologists. Such behaviour is itself deviant to
some extent, of course; but its significance to deter-
minist theory is in the way in which it fosters the spread
of more serious forms of deviancy by eroding social
responsibility and social control.

The overall result of these various forms of adaptive
behaviour is thus a weakening of personal supports and
social constraints and a confusion of behavioural
norms. This, in turn, gives a further general impetus 
to deviant behaviour. Feelings of isolation among the
‘lonely crowd’ are associated with neurosis, alcohol-
ism and suicide; and the anomic state induced by the 
weakening of behavioural norms and intensifying levels
of incivility is associated with various forms of crime
and delinquency.

It is, however, difficult to establish either proof or
refutation of the connections between stress, adaptive
behaviour, social isolation, social disorganization,
anomie and deviancy because of the difficulty of con-
trolling for the many intervening variables such as age,
class, education and personality. Nevertheless, many
investigations of intra-urban variations in deviant beha-
viour have found it useful to invoke determinist theory in
at least partial explanation of the patterns encountered.
The geography of looting during electricity blackouts
in New York City (Figure 10.2), for example, was closely
correlated with patterns of poverty. To the extent that
determinist theory is founded on the effects of urban-
ism on human behaviour, the inference must be that
some parts of the city are more ‘urban’ (in the Wirthian

Determinist theory

There is no need to reiterate at length the relationships
between urban environments and deviant behaviour
postulated by adherents to Wirthian theory. The general
position is that deviant behaviour is a product either of
adaptive behaviour or maladjustment to city life, or to
life in certain parts of the city. Thus the aloofness and
impersonality that are developed in response to the com-
peting stimuli and conflicting demands of different
social situations are thought to lead to a breakdown of
interpersonal relationships and social order and to an
increase in social isolation, which in turn facilitates the
emergence of ego-centred, unconventional behaviour
and precipitates various kinds of deviant behaviour.

Evidence to support these tenets of determinist 
theory has been assembled on several fronts. The idea
of ‘psychological overload’ resulting from complex 
or unfamiliar environments was first investigated by
environmental psychologists and popularized by Alvin
Toffler (1970), who suggested that the need to ‘scoop
up and process’ additional information in such situ-
ations can lead to ‘future-shock’: the human response to
overstimulation. The nature of this response has been
shown by psychologists to take several forms: ‘Dernier’s
strategy’, for example, involves the elimination from
perception of unwelcome reality, and in an extreme
form can result in the construction of a mythological
world that becomes a substitute for the real world and
in which deviant behaviour may be seen by the person
concerned as ‘normal’.

Another response is for people to ‘manage’ several
distinct roles or identities at once. According to deter-
minist theory, this is characteristic of urban environments
because of the physical and functional separation of 
the ‘audiences’ to which different roles are addressed:
family, neighbours, co-workers, club members and so
on. Thus, people tend to be able to present very different
‘selves’ in different social contexts. Again, the extreme
form of this behaviour may lead to deviancy. The city,
with its wide choice of different roles and identities
becomes a ‘magic theatre’, an ‘emporium of styles’, and
the anonymity afforded by the ease of slipping from
one role to another clearly facilitates the emergence of
unconventional and deviant behaviour. It has also been
suggested that further deviancy or pathology may result
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sense) than others, with more social disorganization, a
greater incidence of anomie and, consequently, a higher
incidence of deviant behaviour.

Crowding theory
There is now a considerable body of literature link-
ing high residential densities, irrespective of other 
characteristics of urbanism, with a wide range of deviant

behaviour. High densities and a sense of crowding, it 
is argued, create strains and tensions that can lead to
aggression, withdrawal or, if these strategies are unsuc-
cessful, mental or physical illness.

The initial link between crowding and stress is
attributed by many to an innate sense of territoriality.
This idea has been popularized by ethnologists who
believe that humans, like many other animals, are sub-
ject to a genetic trait that is produced by the species’

Figure 10.2 Looting in New York: businesses approved for Re-establishment Grants by the mayor’s
Emergency Aid Commission.
Source: After Wohlenberg (1982), Fig. 2, p. 36.
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the obvious dangers involved in extending animal beha-
viour to humans: people are not rats; it is by no means
certain that humans possess any innate sense of territ-
oriality; and in any case even the most crowded slums
do not approach the levels of crowding to which 
experimental animals have been subjected.

It is difficult, however, to establish conclusively
whether or not there is any connection between territ-
oriality, crowding and deviant behaviour in human
populations. Territoriality may exist in humans through
cultural acquisition even if it is not an innate instinct,
since territoriality in the form of property rights does
provide society with a means of distinguishing social
rank and of regulating social interaction. There is a
considerable body of evidence to support the idea of
territorial behaviour in urban men and women, what-
ever the source of this behaviour may be. Individuals’

need for territory as a source of safety, security and 
privacy. Territoriality is also seen as satisfying the need
for stimulation (provided by ‘border disputes’) and 
for a physical expression of personal identity. These
needs are believed to add up to a strong ‘territorial
imperative’: a natural component of behaviour that
will clearly be disrupted by crowding.

This approach draws heavily on behavioural research
with animals, where the links between crowding, stress
and abnormal behaviour can be clearly established under
laboratory conditions. Calhoun (1962), for example, 
in his celebrated studies of rat behaviour, showed that
crowding led to aggression, listlessness, promiscuity,
homosexuality and the rodent equivalent of juvenile
delinquency. Projecting these ideas directly to human
behaviours leads to the idea of crowded urbanites as
‘killer apes’. Critics of crowding theory have emphasized

Key trends in urban social geography – The increasing use of crime mapping

In September 2008 London became
the first British city to provide the
public with a crime-mapping website
showing numbers and rates per 1000
population of selected types of recorded
crime: burglary, robbery and vehicle
offences. Maps categorize boroughs
and sub-wards on a sliding scale from
high to low to high rates.

The initiative has the aim of foster-
ing increased cooperation between the
police and local communities as well
as targeting resources into high crime
areas and follows extensive experience
in the United States using crime map-
ping. For example, the Justice Mapping
Center at Columbia University gathers
information on an extraordinarily wide
range of data relating to the criminal
justice system. In addition to maps of
crime levels there is data on the num-
bers of adults in prison, people on
probation and juveniles in detention,
probation and parole caseloads and
prisoner re-entry levels. There are 

also links with projects attempting to
understand background factors that
contribute towards criminal behaviour
such as poor education, poor com-
munity support, substance abuse and
socio-economic deprivation. Thus
other related indices that are mapped
include: home ownership levels, single-
parent families, unemployment, welfare
support levels, food stamps, Medicaid,
foster care clients and reports of child
abuse and neglect.

Surveys of the public show broad sup-
port for such mapping and they are
politically popular. However, human
rights and libertarian groups in the
United Kingdom have claimed there
are data privacy issues associated
with very detailed crime mapping. In
the United States it is certainly true
that individuals are not identified,
since data are aggregated to census
block, tract and neighbourhood level.
Nevertheless, crime mapping in the
US is so far undertaken at a far more

detailed level than in the UK. Some
groups related to the housing market
in the United Kingdom have warned
that house prices could fall in areas
where high crime rates are identified.

Key concepts related 
to crime mapping (see
Glossary)

Externality, geographical information
systems (GIS), quality-of-life indices,
scale, surveillance, territorial social
indicators.

Further reading

www.justicemapping.org

http://maps.met.police.uk

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/jdi/crime_
mapping

Links with other chapters

Chapter 4: Box 4.3 How useful is
the UK Census?

Box 10.1
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A better-known and more thoroughly examined
link between urban design and deviant behaviour is
Oscar Newman’s (1972) concept of ‘defensible space’.
Newman suggested that much of the petty crime, 
vandalism, mugging and burglary in modern housing
developments is related to an attenuation of community
life and a withdrawal of local social controls caused by
the inability of residents to identify with, or exert any
control over, the space beyond their own front door.
This, he argued, was a result of the ‘designing out’ of
territorial definition and delineation in new housing
developments, in accordance with popular taste among
architects.

Once the space immediately outside the dwelling
becomes public, Newman suggested, nobody will feel
obliged to ‘supervise’ it or ‘defend’ it against intruders.
Newman’s ideas have been supported by some empirical
work and enthusiastically received in the professions
concerned with urban design, where they have created
a new conventional wisdom of their own: defensible
space is now an essential component in the praxis of
urban design, endorsed by many law enforcement
agencies as part of an international movement known
as Crime Prevention Through Environmental Design
(CPTED). On the other hand, Newman’s work has
been heavily criticized for the quality of his statistical
analysis and for his neglect of the interplay of physical
and social variables.

Alienation
The concept of alienation is a central construct of
Marxian theory, where it is associated with the loss 
of control that workers have over their labour power
under a capitalist mode of production. Alienation is
also conceptualized in Marxian theory as a mechanism
of social change contributing towards the antithesis 
of the dominant mode of production. However, the
concept of alienation also has wider sociopolitical 
connotations with some relevance to the explanation 
of deviant behaviour. In its wider sense, alienation is
characterized by feelings of powerlessness, dissatis-
faction and distrust, and a rejection of the prevailing 
distribution of wealth and power. These feelings usu-
ally stem from people’s experience of some aspect of
social, political or economic system. Some people may

home territory represents a haven, and an expression of
identity. At the group level, gang ‘turfs’ are rigorously
and ceremonially defended by gang members. More
complex and sophisticated social groups also seem to
exhibit territorial behaviour, as in the ‘foreign relations’
of different social groups occupying ‘defended neigh-
bourhoods’ in American inner-city areas.

Accepting that humans do acquire some form of 
territoriality, it does seem plausible that crowding
could induce stress and so precipitate a certain amount
of deviant behaviour. The evidence, however, is ambi-
guous. Some studies report a clear association between
crowding and social and physical pathology, others
report contradictory findings, and the whole debate
continues to attract controversy in all the social and
environmental disciplines.

Design determinism
In addition to the general debate on crowding theory, 
a growing amount of attention has been directed
towards the negative effects of the built environment
on people’s behaviour. In broad terms the suggestion 
is that the design and configuration of buildings and
spaces sometimes creates micro-environments that 
discourage ‘normal’ patterns of social interaction and
encourage deviant behaviour of various kinds. A con-
siderable amount of evidence has been accumulated in
support of this idea. The inhibiting effects of high-rise
and deck-access apartment dwellings on social interac-
tion and child development, for example, have been
documented in a number of different studies; and from
these it is a short step to studies that point to the cor-
relation between certain aspects of urban design and
the incidence of particular aspects of deviancy such as
mental illness and suicide.

The nature of these relationships is not entirely clear.
One interesting proposition was put forward by Peter
Smith (1977), who suggested that the configuration 
of buildings and spaces creates a ‘syntax’ of images and
symbolism to which people respond through a synthesis
of ‘gut reactions’ and intellectual reactions. Environ-
ments that are dominated by an unfamiliar or illogical
visual language are thus likely to appear threatening 
or confusing: qualities that may well precipitate certain
aspects of malaise or deviant behaviour.

10.1 Theories about deviant behaviour
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be alienated because they feel that the structure of 
these systems prevents their effective participation;
others may be alienated because they disagree with the
very nature of the systems – perhaps because of their
ineffectiveness in satisfying human needs.

Whatever the source, such feelings are clearly 
experience based and therefore spatially focused, to 
a certain extent, on people’s area of residence. This
makes alienation an attractive explanatory factor when
considering spatial variations in people’s behaviour, 
as the early deterministic theorists were quick to note.
The major interest in this respect has been the relation-
ship between alienation and political behaviour, but it
has also been suggested that certain aspects of deviant
behaviour may be related to feelings of alienation. Such
behaviour may be manifested in apathy: mildly uncon-
ventional in itself but more significant if it is prevalent
enough to erode social order. Alternatively, alienation
may precipitate deviance directly through some form
of activism, which can range from eccentric forms of
protest to violence and terrorism.

Compositional theory
Compositional theory is the product of another school
of thought that has developed out of the writings of 
the Chicago determinists. Compositionalists emphasize
the cohesion and intimacy of distinctive social worlds
based on ethnicity, kinship, neighbourhood, occupa-
tion or lifestyle, rejecting the idea that these social net-
works are in any way diminished by urban life. They
also minimize the psychological effects of city life on
people’s behaviour, suggesting, instead, that behaviour
is determined largely by economic status, cultural char-
acteristics, family status and so on: the same attributes
that determine which social worlds they live in.

Compositional theory is not framed explicitly to
analyse deviant behaviour, but it does offer a distinctive
perspective on the question. Deviancy, like other forms
of behaviour, is seen as a product of the composition of
local populations, with the social mores, political atti-
tudes and cultural traits of certain groups being more
productive of unconventional or deviant behaviour
than others.

The pattern of sexually transmitted disease in London
serves to illustrate this compositionalist perspective. The

..

incidence of this particular manifestation of deviant
behaviour had for many years a very marked peak in
the bedsitter land of West-Central London, especially
around Earls Court. The explanation, in compositional-
ist terms, is the high proportion of young transients in
the area – mostly young, single people living in furnished
rooms – whose sexual mores are different from those 
of the rest of the population and whose vulnerability 
to venereal and other sexually transmitted diseases is
increased by the presence of a significant proportion 
of young males who have themselves been infected
before arriving in London. According to London’s urban
folklore, much of the blame in this respect is attached
to Australians who arrive in London having visited
Bangkok.

Subcultural theory
Subcultural theory is closely related to compositional
theory. Like the latter, subcultural theory subscribes to

Graffiti as territorial markers. Photo Credit: 
Paul Knox.
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the idea of social worlds with distinctive socio-
demographic characteristics and distinctive lifestyles
that propagate certain forms of behaviour. In addition,
however, subcultural theory holds that these social

worlds, or subcultures, will be intensified by the conflict
and competition of urban life; and that new subcultures
will be spawned as specialized groups generated by 
the arrival of migrants and immigrants and by the

Key debates in urban social geography – What are the merits of relational
geography’?

One of the biggest developments in
human geography in recent years 
has been the growth of relational
approaches, leading to what some
have termed a ‘relational turn’. These
approaches have implications for the
ways in which we study cities and their
social geography. Although relational
approaches are many and varied in
character it is possible to distinguish
two main types (Sunley, 2008).

The first approach is specific in scope
and emerges from economic sociology.
This focuses on the ways in which eco-
nomic activity is greatly affected by
social factors. In particular this type of
work has examined how, rather than
being determined by cool rational 
calculations of advantage, economic
activity is often bound up with socio-
cultural factors such as the develop-
ment of trust and loyalty forged by
face-to-face interactions. This type of
economic activity has most often been
associated with interactions within
clusters of high-technology firms (often
termed industrial districts, or new
industrial spaces).

The second approach is a broad philo-
sophical stance which argues that 
we can only understand phenomenon
by looking at their linkages and inter-
actions. Approached in this manner,
what appear to be stable homogene-
ous entities defined by borders and
territories are, in reality, heterogeneous,
unstable things that are continually
being remade by interacting processes.
This approach is manifest in Allen 
et al.’s (1998) views of regions and

Amin and Thrift’s (2002) view of cities.
Consequently, ‘spatial configurations
and spatial boundaries are no longer
necessarily or purposively territorial or
scalar, since the social, economic,
political and cultural inside and out-
side are constituted through the topo-
logies of actor networks which are
becoming increasingly dynamic and
varied in spatial constitution’ (Amin
and Thrift, 2002, p. 1). Furthermore,
‘Seen in this way, cities and regions
come with no automatic promise of
territorial or systemic integrity, since
they are made through the spatiality
of flow, juxtaposition, porosity and rela-
tional connectivity’ (Amin and Thrift,
2002, p. 34). This relational approach
is therefore trying to avoid the type of
binary thinking that is often associ-
ated with essentialism, the idea that
there are basic unvarying elements
which determine the behaviour and
structure of social systems. A rela-
tional approach is also sometimes
called a ‘non-scalar’ approach since it
attempts to avoid equating social pro-
cesses with particular spatial scales.

If one considers the dynamic inter-
actions of global capital, international
migrants, Internet messages, tourists,
goods and services that continually
flow through and constitute modern
cities, then this approach has great
appeal. Hence, trying to control what
happens in cities such as London
with policies within its own adminis-
trative boundaries is often extremely
difficult. However, Sunley argues that
relational thinking is such a broad

and open-ended approach that it lacks
conceptual rigour and clarity. He sug-
gests that the approach frequently
pays insufficient attention to the
character of linkages and downplays
the fact that some connections may
be more important than others, espe-
cially those with powerful institutions
such as governments, banks and 
corporations.

Key concepts related 
to network analysis 
(see Glossary)

Anti-essentialism, binaries, essential-
ism, network society, spaces of flows.
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structural differentiation resulting from industrializa-
tion and urbanization reach the ‘critical mass’ required
to sustain cohesive social networks. Thus:

Among the subcultures spawned or intensified 
by urbanism are those that are considered to be
either downright deviant by the larger society –
such as delinquents, professional criminals, and
homosexuals; or to be at least ‘odd’ – such as
artists, missionaries of new religious sects, and
intellectuals; or to be breakers of tradition – such
as life-style experimenters, radicals and scientists.

(Fischer, 1976, p. 34)

What is seen as deviancy by the larger society, however,
is seen by the members of these subcultural groups as a
normal form of activity and part of the group’s internal
social system.

Subcultural theory does not in itself carry any
explicitly spatial connotations but the continued exist-
ence of subcultural groups depends to a large extent 
on avoiding conflict with other groups. Conflict may
be avoided by implicit behavioural boundaries beyond
which groups ‘promise’ not to trespass: a kind of social
contract; but the most effective means of maintaining
intergroup tolerance is through spatial segregation. 
This idea makes subcultural theory attractive in
explaining spatial variations in deviant behaviour. It
has proved useful, for example, in studies of delinquent
behaviour.

Subcultural theory also fits in conveniently with the
idea of cultural transmission, whereby deviant norms
are passed from one generation to another within a
local environment. This process was identified over 
140 years ago by Mayhew (1862) in the ‘rookeries’ of
London, where children were ‘born and bred’ to the
business of crime; and it was given prominence by
Shaw and McKay (1942) in their classic Chicago School
study of delinquency.

Another concept relevant to the understanding of
deviant behaviour within a localized subculture is the
so-called neighbourhood effect, whereby people tend to
conform to what they perceive as local norms in order
to gain the respect of their local peer group. Empirical
evidence for this phenomenon has been presented in 
a number of studies. Many aspects of people’s behavi-
our seem to be directly susceptible to a neighbourhood

effect. The paradoxical syndrome of ‘suburban poverty’
in new owner-occupier subdivisions, for example, can
be seen as a product of neighbourhood effects that
serve to impose middle-class consumption patterns on
incoming families, many of whom have incomes that
are really insufficient to ‘keep up with the Jones’s’ but
who nevertheless feel obliged to conform with their
neighbours’ habits.

Structuralist theory
This perspective views the rules of social behaviour and
the definitions of deviant behaviour as part of society’s
superstructure, the framework of social and philo-
sophical organization that stems from the economic
relationships on which society is based (see Chapter 2).
Definitions of deviance, it is argued, protect the inter-
ests of the dominant class, thereby helping that class 
to continue its domination. In modern society, deviant
behaviour can be seen as a direct result of stresses 
associated with the contradictions that are inherent to
the operation of the economic system.

One apparent contradiction in this context involves
the necessary existence of a ‘reserve army’ of surplus
labour that is both vulnerable, in the sense of being
powerless, but at the same time dangerous, because its
members represent a potentially volatile group. The
need to maintain this reserve army and to defuse unrest
among its members explains the substantial social
expenditure of modern welfare states; while the need to
control the behaviour of its members explains the rules
and definitions attached to many aspects of ‘deviant’
behaviour associated with the stress of unemployment
and the repression and degradation of being supported
at a marginal level by the welfare state.

Another important contradiction, it is argued, is
that while capital accumulation requires fit and healthy
workers, it also tends to debilitate them through the
effects of the stresses that result from the various con-
trols that are exerted on the labour force. Examples 
of these controls include the patterns of socialization
that are part of the superstructure of society, in which
individuals are rewarded for being competitive but not
too individualistic, and in which they are encouraged
to spend their rewards on the acquisition of material
possessions:

..

M10_KNOX7638_06_SE_C10.QXD  20/8/09  13:48  Page 218



  

219

data derived from law enforcement agencies, and 
these data are usually far from comprehensive in their
coverage. Many offences do not enter official records
because they are not notified to the police; and data 
on offenders are further diluted by the relatively low
detection rate for most offences. More disconcerting 
is the possibility that the data that are recorded do not
provide a representative sample. Many researchers have
argued that official data are biased against working-class
offenders, suggesting that the police are more likely to
allow parental sanctions to replace legal sanctions in
middle-class areas, that working-class areas are more
intensively policed, and that crime reporting by adults
is similarly biased.

Conversely, ‘white-collar’ crimes – fraud, tax evasion,
expense account ‘fiddles’ and so on – tend to be under-
reported and are more difficult to detect, even where
large amounts of money are involved. Some critics have
suggested that this bias has been compounded by the
predilection in empirical research for data relating to
blue-collar crimes. This may be attributable in part to
the differential availability of data on different kinds 
of offence, but it also seems likely that data on white-
collar crimes have been neglected because they are,
simply, less amenable to deterministic hypotheses.

Because data for many important crime-related vari-
ables are available only for groups of people rather 
than individuals, many studies have pursued an eco-
logical approach, examining variations in crime between
territorial groups. Such an approach is inherently
attractive to geographers but it does involve certain
limitations and pitfalls. The chief limitation of ecological
studies is that they cannot provide conclusive evidence
of causal links. Thus, although certain categories of
offenders may be found in crowded and/or socially dis-
organized areas, their criminal behaviour may actually
be related to other causes – alienation or personality
factors, for example – and the ecological correlation may
simply result from their gravitation to a certain kind of
neighbourhood.

The chief pitfall associated with ecological studies is
the so-called ecological fallacy: the mistake of drawing
inferences about individuals on the basis of correla-
tions calculated for areas. One pertinent example is the 
frequently encountered association within British cities
between crime rates and neighbourhoods containing

These sources of stress are endemic in the 
capitalist system, but they are unequally allocated
between the classes; workers experience more 
than their share of the costs or stresses, and 
less than their share of the benefits. It is no
surprise, therefore, that the working classes are
disproportionately represented in the prevalence
data for mental illness, drug and alcohol abuse, 
and crime.

(N. Smith, 1984, p. 132)

Multifactor explanations: 
the example of crime and
delinquency
The difficulty of reconciling the apparently conflicting
evidence relating to these different theories has, inevit-
ably, led to a more flexible approach in which multifactor
explanations of deviant behaviour are admitted without
being attached to a specific theoretical perspective. This
is common to all branches of social deviance research,
although it is probably best illustrated in relation to crime
and delinquency. Empirical studies of spatial variations
in crime and delinquency have lent support, variously,
to theories of crowding, social disorganization, anomie,
design determinism and deviant subcultures; but it is
difficult to assemble evidence in support of any one
theory in preference to the rest. In the absence of any
alternative all-embracing theoretical perspective, an
eclectic multifactor approach thus becomes an attractive
framework of explanation.

Data problems
The evidence that can be drawn from studies of spatial
variations in crime and delinquency is, like much social
geographical research, subject to important qualifica-
tions relating to the nature of the data and methods of
research that have been employed. It is, therefore, worth
noting some of the difficulties and pitfalls involved 
in such research before going on to illustrate the com-
plexity of interrelationships between environment 
and behaviour suggested by the results of empirical
research.

One of the most fundamental problems concerns
the quality of data. Most research has to rely on official

10.1 Theories about deviant behaviour
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Key debates in urban social geography – How to understand geographies of
childhood and youth culture

Despite the considerable attention
given to juvenile delinquency in 
studies of crime and disorder in
cities, urban geographers have, until
recently, paid relatively little to issues
of childhood and youth culture. These
categories are in any case ‘social con-
structs’ that have varied over time.
For example, although the existence
of ‘childhood’ might seem to be obvi-
ous, remarkably, in Western societies
the concept only came to the fore 
in the nineteenth century. Previously,
it appears that all young people, once
they were beyond the stage of infan-
tile dependency, were considered to
be miniature adults with no special
considerations (Skelton and Valentine,
1998). Furthermore, to begin with, it
was only the upper classes who could
give their children special considera-
tions in the form of education and
upbringing. Thus, it was only in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries that the concept of child-
hood really came to the fore, through
factors such as the growth of univer-
sal education and developmental 
psychology.

The concept of ‘adolescence’ is even
more recent than childhood, being
essentially a twentieth-century notion.
It has been argued that with the
development of industrial capitalism
in the nineteenth century the middle
classes began to extend the period of
children’s schooling to better equip
them for the needs of the new economy.
This period was further extended 
during the twentieth century and it 
was during this period that there
emerged a series of themes that have
dominated the discourses surround-
ing adolescence ever since – rebellion,
violence, crime, juvenile delinquency,
unruly antisocial behaviour and the

need for control. However, the adoles-
cent and ‘teenager’ really came to 
the forefront of popular conscious-
ness during the so-called long boom
of Fordism in the 1950s and 1960s.
The emphasis upon consumption in
this period led to the development 
of a series of goods such as records,
clothing, portable radios, record 
players and cars – together with 
services such as clubs and dance
halls – that were aimed specifically 
at young adults in the 16–25 age
bracket. It was during this period 
that there emerged a series of ‘moral
panics’ about the lifestyles of various
youth subcultures: ‘rockers’, ‘mods’,
‘hippies’, ‘punks’, ‘skinheads’, ‘ravers’,
‘yuppies’ and so on. The result, 
which continues into the twenty-first
century, is ‘the popular imagining of
youth as consumption-oriented, into
sub-cultural styles based on music
and drugs, and free to embark on
adventurous travel’ (Skelton and
Valentine, 1998, p. 1).

As James (1990) notes, adolescence
is therefore an ‘in-between’ or liminal
age between childhood and adulthood.
As such, adolescence highlights the
ways in which notions of ageing are
socially constructed. Rather than
being just a biological essence, 
being a teenager is also bound up
with particular ways of acting – or
performativity – as introduced in
Chapter 3. This obviously includes
particular styles of dress, types of
music, ways of walking and modes 
of speech. This disjuncture between
biological and social definitions of
adulthood and social responsibility
can lead to conflicts and tensions.
Thus we find that teenagers can act in
ways which are more or less adult,
depending upon the context. This

ambiguity is also reflected in the fact
that legal definitions of adulthood
reflected in stipulations concerning
when young people can legally drive a
car, drink alcohol, have sexual inter-
course, earn money or join the armed
forces vary considerably between dif-
ferent societies.

In keeping with these prevailing dis-
courses, most geographical work on
youths has focused upon the prob-
lems of juvenile delinquency as dis-
cussed in this chapter. A more recent
focus has been upon the surveillance
strategies used to govern the beha-
viour of potentially unruly adolescents
in ‘public’ spaces such as shopping
malls. Nevertheless, Western societies
tend to place great store on youthful
attributes of appearance, physical
fitness and athleticism. This con-
trasts with the attitudes to be found
in many Asian societies that tend to
venerate old age to a greater extent.
This privileging of youth in the West
is manifest in advertising. It is there-
fore difficult to escape the conclu-
sion that current attitudes towards
ageing in Western societies are, at
least in part, bound up with issues of
consumption.

Key concepts associated
with childhood and youth
culture (see Glossary)

Alienation, consumption, exclusion,
family status, identities, Panopticon,
positional good, ‘scanscape’, social
constructionism, spaces of resist-
ance, surveillance.

Further reading

James, S. (1990) Is there a ‘place’
for children in geography?, Area 22,
278–83

Box 10.3

M10_KNOX7638_06_SE_C10.QXD  20/8/09  13:48  Page 220



  

221

same city, the dominant pattern of crime occurrence
was found to be associated with inner-city areas of low
social cohesion, where there was a concentration of
burglary, car theft and handbag snatching (Schmid and
Schmid, 1972). Studies of other cities have demonstrated
a similar general association between the occurrence of
crime and poverty, and detailed ecological analyses have
revealed a distinct association between low-income neigh-
bourhoods and crimes of violence, including murder,
rape and assault. There is also evidence to suggest that
transitional areas – with a high proportion of land
devoted to manufacturing and wholesaling, a decaying
physical environment and an ageing population – are
associated with a separate and equally distinctive con-
centration of offences that include larceny, robbery 
and car theft as well as assault and murder.

Other important relationships to emerge from empir-
ical studies are the correlation between property crimes
– burglary, larceny and car theft – and stable, mid- 
and upper-income suburban neighbourhoods, and
between violent crimes and black neighbourhoods. A
compositional perspective is useful in interpreting these
various findings: the idea here being that communities
move through ‘life cycles’ or ‘careers’ in their experi-
ence of criminality as the demographic composition of
their population changes in response to neighbourhood 
deterioration and family life cycle changes. Because the 
peak years for offence rates are the teens and early 20s,
neighbourhoods with high proportions of youths of this
age can be expected to exhibit high levels of criminality,
especially if the neighbourhood is caught in a spiral 
of economic decline and physical decay that heightens

large numbers of immigrants. The inference drawn by
many is that immigrants and their subcultures are par-
ticularly disposed towards crime and delinquency; but
empirical research at the level of the individual has in
fact shown that immigrants are very much less involved
in the crime and disorder that surround them in the
areas where they live than their white neighbours.

The geography of urban crime

Bearing these limitations in mind, what conclusions can
be drawn from empirical studies about the factors that
precipitate crime and delinquency? First, it is useful to
distinguish between factors influencing the pattern of
occurrence of crime and delinquency and those influ-
encing the pattern of residence of offenders.

Most cities exhibit very distinctive areas where 
the occurrence of crime and delinquency is well above
average. In many cities, the pattern conforms to the
archetypal distribution identified in Chicago in the
1920s, with low rates in the suburbs increasing steadily
to a peak in the inner city and CBD. The most notable
exceptions are in European cities, where substantial
numbers of low-income, ‘problem’ households have
become localized in suburban public housing estates.

In detail, however, patterns of occurrence vary con-
siderably by the type of offence. In his pioneering study
of crime in Seattle, Schmid demonstrated the concen-
tration of shoplifting and cheque fraud offences in the
CBD, of larceny and burglary in suburban areas, and 
of robbery and female drunkenness in the ‘skid row’
area of the city (Schmid, 1960). In a later study of the

10.1 Theories about deviant behaviour

..

Matthews, H. and Lamb, M. 
(1999) Defining an agenda for 
the geography of children, 
Progress in Human Geography
23, 61–90

Skelton, T. and Valentine, G. 
(1998) Cool Places: Geographies 
of youth cultures Routledge, 
London

Valentine, G. (1996) Angels and
devils: moral landscapes of
childhood, Environment and
Planning D 14, 581–99

Links with other chapters

Chapter 3: The Cultures of Cities;
Box 3.2 Hybridization: The case of
popular music

Chapter 4: Box 4.1 The growth of
student enclaves

Chapter 8: Box 8.4 Rap as cultural
expression (and commercialization)

Chapter 10: Box 10.4 The
development of ‘urban nightscapes’

continued

M10_KNOX7638_06_SE_C10.QXD  20/8/09  13:48  Page 221



  

Environment and behaviour in urban settings

222

youths’ feelings of relative deprivation. The composi-
tional perspective has been developed into what has
become known as the routine activities theory of crime,
in which demographic or social class characteristics
lead to certain activity routines that bring together 
the three prerequisites for crime: the presence of a
motivated offender, a suitable target and the absence 
of a capable guardian.

Spatial variations in opportunities for crime have been
shown to be critical in studies of occurrence patterns of
several different kinds of offences, with a marked rela-
tionship between property values and house-breaking
offences. Accessibility, visibility, control of property,
residential density and state of physical repair are the
most significant aspects of the micro-environment of
violent crime. Newman’s concept of defensible space is
clearly relevant here.

In summary, there are qualities attached to the
offence location that relate to the built environment –
its design, detailed land use – and to the social envir-
onment – status, local activity patterns, local control
systems. Figure 10.3 represents an attempt to capture
this, emphasizing sociodemographic composition,
routine activities and opportunities.

Patterns of residence of offenders are subject to a
much wider range of explanatory factors although, 
like patterns of occurrence, they display a consistent

social order and clustering that make them suitable for
ecological analysis. Although there are variations by type
of offence and age of offender, the classic pattern is the
one described by Shaw and McKay (1942) for Chicago
and other American cities: a regular gradient, with low
rates in the suburbs and a peak in the inner city. Such
gradients have typified not only North American 
cities, but virtually all Western cities for which evidence
is available. Recently, however, departures from this
pattern have become more apparent as the spatial
structure of the Western city has changed.

Many cities have experienced an outward shift of
offenders’ residences with changes in residential mobil-
ity and housing policies. British studies, in particular,
have identified localized clusters of offenders in peri-
pheral local authority housing estates, which suggests
that the social environment is at least as important as the
physical environment in explaining offenders’ patterns.

Most geographical research has set aside the possible
influence of personal factors (such as physical and
mental make-up) and factors associated with the family,
school and workplace in order to concentrate on the
social and physical context provided by the neighbour-
hood. From these studies there is an overwhelming
weight of evidence connecting known offenders with
inner-city neighbourhoods characterized by crowded
and substandard housing, poverty, unemployment and

..

Figure 10.3 Variation in crime (offence rate) and structure in the urban environment.
Source: Bottoms and Wiles (1992), Fig. 1.1.
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While evidence can be cited in support of particular
theories and concepts, empirical research has also demon-
strated that it is possible to find support for quite 
different theories within the same pool of evidence. In 
this situation it seems sensible to accept a multifactor
explanation. David Herbert provided a useful frame-
work within which to subsume the various factors that
appear to be involved (Figure 10.4). Areas of crime and
delinquency are linked to several local environmental
contexts and generally related to a nexus of social 
problems. Poverty is the central focus of the model,
and is seen as the product of structural factors which,
through differential access to educational facilities and
employment opportunities, produce an ‘impersonal
social environment’ (i.e. local population) consisting 
of ‘losers’ – the aged, the unemployed, misfits and
members of minority groups.

demographic imbalance. In cities where peripheral
clusters of offenders are found, there appears to be 
an additional syndrome linking offenders with public
housing developments containing high proportions of
families of particularly low social and economic status,
many of whom have been dumped in problem estates
through the housing allocation mechanisms of public
authorities.

A few studies have followed up this general ecolo-
gical approach with an examination of the less tangible
local factors that may be related to crime and delin-
quency: the dominant values and attitudes associated
with different areas. Susan Smith (1986), for example,
argued that the distribution of crime reflects the life-
style and activity patterns of a community and that 
the effects of crime, in turn, help to shape these routine
urban behaviours.

10.1 Theories about deviant behaviour
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Figure 10.4 Delinquency residence: the cycle of disadvantage and its spatial connotations.
Source: Herbert (1977), p. 277.
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One aspect of crime-related research in which geo-
graphers have made significant contributions in recent
years is women’s fear of violent crime. Such studies
have mapped the areas with high rates of reported
crime and correlated these with areas in which women
claim they are most worried about being victimized, the
objective being to evaluate the relationships between
fear and risk. We should note that there is a serious

methodological problem with such studies in that 
violent crime, and especially that of a sexual nature, 
is thought to be seriously underreported, both to the
police and to social scientists.

Nevertheless, these studies present something of a
paradox. On the one hand women mostly fear strangers
in public places. However, studies have shown that
women are much more likely to be raped or experience

..

Key trends in urban social geography – The development of 
‘urban nightscapes’

The redevelopment of city centres 
has been associated with what Paul
Chatterton and Robert Hollands (2003)
describe as ‘urban nightscapes’ – dis-
tricts full of activities centred around
nocturnal leisure-based consumption
and hedonism among young adults
(i.e. clubs, pubs and bars). Many have
attributed such developments to the
changing character of young adulthood.
Delayed marriage and child rearing,
prolonged participation in higher educa-
tion and increasing dependency upon
parental accommodation have all 
led many young adult groups to have
increased disposable incomes for drink-
ing and clubbing. In addition, it is
argued that these young adults have a
desire for new experiences through
experiments with new forms of iden-
tity in a carnivalesque atmosphere.

However, Chatterton and Hollands
locate such developments firmly
within a political economy perspective,
noting the collusion between local
governments, property developers 
and major corporations. Thus, major
brewers and leisure-based corpora-
tions have used various branding
strategies to entice cash-rich young
people into ‘cool’ venues. As with many
aspects of consumption in contempor-
ary Western societies, what was once

seen as ‘alternative’ and transgressive
(e.g. self-organized parties and raves)
has been incorporated into main-
stream culture (see also Chapter 11
on ‘gay spaces’).

However, ‘urban nightscapes’ reflect
a complex mixture of both deregula-
tion and reregulation. For example, in
the United Kingdom recent policies
aimed at relaxing licensing laws and
prohibitions on planning permissions
for casinos have led to a ‘moral panic’.
Many have objected to the violence,
petty crime and ill-health that are
seen to be associated with excessive
alcohol consumption (so-called ‘binge
drinking’) in city centres. Although
many lament the difficulty of instigat-
ing a European-style ‘café culture’ on
the streets of Britain, the general trend
in the United States, Australia and
indeed Europe, is for increased sur-
veillance, policing and control of urban
nightscapes. It is also important to
recall that many young people are
excluded from expensive leisure spaces
through poverty and unemployment.
The redevelopment of ‘urban night-
scapes’ has therefore sometimes led
to the demise of older notions of public
space, diversity and universal access
(see also Box 5.4 on Barcelona and
Box 11.3 on Dublin).

Key concepts associated
with ‘urban nightscapes’
(see Glossary)

Commodification, externalities, liminal
space, postindustrial cities, ‘scanscape’,
surveillance.

Further reading

Chatterton, P. and Hollands, R.
(2003) Urban Nightscapes: Youth
cultures, pleasure spaces and power
Routledge, London

Roberts (2006) From ‘creative city’
to ‘no-go areas’: the expansion 
of the night-time economy in 
British towns and cities, Cities
23, 331–3

Skelton, T. and Valentine, G. (eds)
(1998) Cool Places: Geographies of
youth cultures Routledge, London

Talbot, D. (2007) Regulating the
Night: Race, culture and exclusion 
in the making of the night-time
economy Ashgate, Oxford

Links with other chapters

Chapter 5: Box 5.5 The growth 
of culturally driven urban
regeneration

Chapter 7: Box 7.1 The growth of
Bohemian enclaves

Box 10.4
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10.2 Cognition and
perception

Cognition and perception are associated with images,
inner representations, mental maps and schemata that
are the result of processes in which personal experiences
and values are used to filter the barrage of environ-
mental stimuli to which the brain is subjected, allowing
the mind to work with a partial, simplified (and often
distorted) version of reality. The same environmental
stimuli may evoke different responses from different
individuals, with each person effectively living in his or
her ‘own world’. Nevertheless, it is logical to assume
that certain aspects of imagery will be held in common
over quite large groups of people because of similarities
in their socialization, past experience and present urban
environment.

violence at the hands of men whom they know; hence
they are much more at risk in their own homes or in
semi-private places than in public spaces. However,
this does not mean that women’s fear of strangers in
public spaces is ‘irrational’. As Pain (1997) notes, women
are flooded with media reporting of violent sexual
crime, which tends to exaggerate the risks of certain
types of behaviour while ignoring others. And, of
course, fear is of major concern even if it is exaggerated.
Valentine (1992) argues that women’s fear of violent
crime is linked to the social construction of space
within a patriarchal society. ‘Traditional’ ideologies
about the role of women place them in the home while
the public sphere is dominated by men. Crime or the
fear of crime may be seen as yet another way in which
a particular section of society is able to dominate space
(as outlined in Chapter 3).

10.2 Cognition and perception

..

The consequences of social polarization: defensive measures within gated communities. 
Photo Credit: Geoffrey DeVerteuil.
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What are these images like? What urban geographies
exist within the minds of urbanites, and how do they
relate to the objective world? It is possible to give only
tentative answers to these questions. It is clear, though,
that people do not have a single image or mental map
that can be consulted or recalled at will. Rather, we
appear to possess a series of latent images that are
unconsciously operationalized in response to specific
behavioural tasks. In this context, a useful distinction
can be made between:

➤ the designative aspects of people’s imagery that relate
to the mental or cognitive organization of space 
necessary to their orientation within the urban envir-
onment; and

➤ the appraisive aspects of imagery that reflect people’s
feelings about the environment and which are related
to decision making within the urban environment.

Designative aspects of
urban imagery
The seminal work in this field was Kevin Lynch’s book
The Image of the City, published in 1960 and based 
on the results of lengthy interviews with (very) small
samples of middle- and upper-class residents in three
cities: Boston, Jersey City and Los Angeles (Lynch, 1960,
1984). In the course of these interviews, respondents
were asked to describe the city, to indicate the location
of features that were important to them and to make
outline sketches, the intention being to gently tease out
a mental map from the subject’s consciousness. From
an examination of the resultant data, Lynch found that
people apparently structure their mental image of the
city in terms of five different kinds of elements: paths
(e.g. streets, transit lines, canals), edges (e.g. lakeshores,
walls, steep embankments, cliffs) districts (e.g. named
neighbourhoods or shopping districts), nodes (e.g.
plazas, squares, busy intersections) and landmarks (e.g.
prominent buildings, signs, monuments). As Lynch
pointed out, none of these elements exists in isolation
in people’s minds. Districts are structured with nodes,
defined by edges, penetrated by paths and sprinkled
with landmarks. Elements thus overlap and pierce 
one another, and some may be psychologically more
dominant than others.

Lynch also found that the residents of a given city tend
to structure their mental map of the city with the same
elements as one another, and he produced ingenious
maps with which to demonstrate the collective image
of Boston (Figure 10.5), using symbols of different bold-
ness to indicate the proportion of respondents who had
mentioned each element. Another important finding
was that, whereas the collective image of Boston was
structured by a fairly dense combination of elements,
those of Los Angeles and Jersey City were much less
complex. Lynch suggested that this reflected a differ-
ence in the legibility or imageability of the cities result-
ing from differences in the ‘form qualities’ of the built
environment. These, he argued, include the clarity and
simplicity of visible form, the continuity and ‘rhythm’
of edges and surfaces, the dominance (whether in terms
of size, intensity or interest) of one morphological unit
over others, and the presence or absence of directional
differentiation in terms of asymmetries, gradients and
radial features.

Although Lynch’s work has been criticized for its
intuitive approach to the identification of image ele-
ments, and the validity of attempting to aggregate the
imagery of people with quite different backgrounds
and experience has been questioned, these techniques
have found wide application. One consistent finding
derives from the differences that exist between the
social classes in their images of the city. Basically, 
middle-class residents tend to hold a more compre-
hensive image than lower-class residents, covering a
much wider territory and including a larger number
and greater variety of elements. This is certainly true for 
Los Angeles, where ethnicity is closely associated with
socio-economic status. The high-status, white residents
of Westwood (a ‘foothills’ neighbourhood situated
between Beverly Hills and Santa Monica) have a well-
formed, detailed and generalized image of the entire
Los Angeles Basin (Figure 10.6a), whereas the middle-
class residents of Northridge (a suburb in the San
Fernando Valley) have a less comprehensive image that
is oriented away from the city proper (Figure 10.6b). 
At the other end of the socio-economic ladder, resid-
ents of the black ghetto neighbourhood of Avalon, near
Watts, have a vaguer image of the city which, in con-
trast to the white images that are structured around the
major east–west boulevards and freeways, is dominated

..
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Figure 10.5 Designative images of Boston as derived from: (a) verbal interviewing; (b) sketch maps.
Source: After Lynch, Kevin., The Image of the City, drawing from p. 146. © 1960 Massachusetts Institute of Technology, by permission of the MIT Press.
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Figure 10.6 Designative images of Los Angeles as seen by residents of: (a) Westwood; 
(b) Northridge; (c) Avalon; (d) Boyle Heights.
Source: Orleans (1973), pp. 120–123.
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mental maps. Residents of concentrically zoned cities
might be expected to respond more to changes in land
use, for example, than residents of sectorally struc-
tured cities, who might be expected to respond more to
traffic-related cues along the typical path from suburb
to city centre and back.

Given the distorting effect of the values attached to
different ‘origins’ and ‘destinations’, it seems likely 
that people possess a basic image of the city consisting
of the branching network of their ‘action space’ that
undergoes topological deformation, perhaps hourly, 
as they move about the city from one major node –
home, workplace, city centre – to another. Who, for
instance, has not experienced a homeward trip to be
shorter than the identical outward journey? The rela-
tionship of such a cognitive structure to the more 
general Lynch-type image of the city has not yet been
properly explored, but it seems logical to expect that
most people will possess an interlocking hierarchy of
images that relates directly to the different geograph-
ical scales at which they act out different aspects of 
their lives.

Appraisive aspects of 
urban imagery
In many circumstances it is not so much the structural
aspects of people’s imagery that are important as the
meaning attached to, or evoked by, the different com-
ponents of the urban environment in their mental map.
Behaviour of all kinds obviously depends not only on
what people perceive as being where, but also on how
they feel about these different elements. A specific node
or district, for example, may be regarded as attractive
or repellent, exciting or relaxing, fearsome or reassur-
ing or, more likely, it may evoke a combination of such
feelings. These reactions reflect the appraisive aspects of
urban imagery.

In overall terms, the appraisive imagery of the city 
is reflected by the desirability or attractiveness of 
different neighbourhoods as residential locations. 
This is something that can be measured and aggregated
to produce a map of the collective image of the city 
that can be regarded as a synthesis of all the feelings,
positive and negative, that people have about different
neighbourhoods.

by the grid-iron layout of streets between Watts and 
the city centre (Figure 10.6c). Reasons for these differ-
ences are not hard to find. The greater wealth and
extended education of higher-status whites confers a
greater mobility, a greater propensity to visit other parts
of the city, and a tendency to utilize a wider range of
information sources. In contrast, the less mobile poor,
with a shorter journey to work, and with less exposure 
to other sources of environmental information, will
naturally tend to have a local rather than a metro-
politan orientation: something that will be buttressed
by racial or ethnic segregation. Where language barriers
further reinforce this introversion, the likely outcome
is an extremely restricted image of the city, as in the
Spanish-speaking neighbourhood of Boyle Heights
(Figure 10.6d).

Cognitive distance

Underlying the organization of people’s mental maps 
is the cognitive distance between image elements, and
this is another aspect of imagery that has been shown to
exhibit interesting and important regularities. Cognitive
distance is the basis for the spatial information stored
in cognitive representations of the environment. It is
generated from a variety of mechanisms that include
the brain’s perception of the distance between visible
objects, the use patterns and structure of the visible
environment, and the impact of symbolic representations
of the environment such as maps and road signs. For
the majority of people, intra-urban cognitive distance
is generally greater than objective distance, regardless
of city size and their usual means of transport, although
there is evidence to suggest that this overestimation
declines with increasing physical distance.

It has been suggested that people’s images and 
cognitive distance estimates are a function of the 
number and type of environmental stimuli, or cues,
they encounter along the paths, or supports, that they
normally use, and that the actual form of the city is 
of greater importance in determining the cue selection
process than any personal characteristics, including
length of residence. It is also suggested that different
types of urban structure will result in the selection 
of different cues, thus generating a different metric of
cognitive distance and producing different kinds of

10.2 Cognition and perception

..
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The cognitive dimensions of the
urban environment

Given that people are able to make these overall evalu-
ations of residential desirability, the question arises as
to their derivation. In other words, what are the com-
ponents of people’s overall evaluation of a given place
or neighbourhood, and how do they feel about these
particular aspects of the environment?

There remains a good deal of investigation to be under-
taken before the composition of appraisive imagery in
cities can be fully understood. There are many facets to
the dialectic between places and people’s perceptions of
them. In addition to this layering of imagery, we must
recognize that both people and neighbourhoods are
continually changing.

One attempt to come to grips with residents’ per-
ceptual responses to change found that neighbourhood
stability was the dominant cognitive concern (Aitken,
1990) – other, more specific aspects of appraisive imagery
have been elicited by researchers pursuing particular
themes. David Ley (1974), for instance, illustrated the
local geography of perceived danger in an inner-city
neighbourhood in Philadelphia, showing how most
people recognized – and avoided – the danger points
near gang hang-outs, abandoned buildings and places
where drugs were peddled. The imagery of fear is often
time dependent: public parks, for example, may be 
felt to be tranquil and safe places by day but might
induce quite different feelings at night. It is also gender
dependent, women being subject to fear of crime and
harassment in a much greater range of settings and to a
much greater degree than men. This is an important
(but underresearched) topic, since the spatial patterns
of women’s perceptions of risks, of the actual risks they
are exposed to and of their behavioural responses have
implications for their equal participation in society
(Smith, 1989a; Pain, 1991).

Another important aspect of appraisive imagery is
the way in which some areas of larger cities become
stigmatized, their inhabitants being labelled as ‘work shy’,
‘unreliable’ or ‘troublesome’, thus making it difficult
for them to compete in local housing and job markets.
Another concerns the role of clothes and personal objects
(rather than buildings and social characteristics) in
contributing towards our feelings about different parts

of the city. Many of our material objects are used, con-
sciously or not, to communicate what we like or believe
in: the pair of shoes, the book, the wall poster and the
cut of a pair of jeans become briefly exhibited signs 
and badges that not only help their owners to say some-
thing about themselves but also help others to attach
meaning and significance to their owners and to their
owners’ environment.

Images of the home area
Just as individual personality is reflected in home and
possessions, so collective personality and values are
translated into the wider environment of cultural land-
scapes. The existence of such relationships between places
and people leads to the idea of a ‘sense of place’, which
incorporates aspects of imageability, the symbolic
meaning of places and ‘topophilia’ – the affective bond
between people and place (Tuan, 1974).

In the specific context of urban social geography, the
most important aspect of this sense of place is probably
the attachment people feel to their home area. There 
is no doubt that the immediate physical and social
environment is crucially important in the early psycho-
logical and social development of the individual, and it
seems that this generates a strong bond – often amount-
ing almost to reverence – for the territorial homeland:
a phenomenon that Yi-Fu Tuan (1976) called ‘geopiety’.
Such feelings are clearly related to the idea of territorial-
ity, and there is plenty of evidence to suggest that they
exist as a kind of latent ‘neighbourhood attachment’ in
most people who have lived in a particular area for any
length of time. The most striking evidence of such feel-
ings emerges after people have been forced to leave
their home neighbourhood in the cause of redevelop-
ment or renewal schemes, when many report feelings
of grief at the loss of their old neighbourhood. People’s
home area seems to be closely related to their ‘activity
space’ around the home. Here is one person’s descrip-
tion of his own ‘home area’:

The Greater London Council [was] responsible for
a sprawl shaped like a rugby ball about twenty-five
miles long and twenty miles wide [40 32 km]; my
city is a concise kidney-shaped patch within that
space, in which no point is more than about seven
miles from any other. On the south, it is bounded

..
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of taboos, I mark my boundaries with graveyards,
terminal transportation points and wildernesses.
Beyond them, nothing is to be trusted and
anything might happen.

The constrictedness of this private city-within-a-
city has the character of a self-fulfilling prophecy.
Its boundaries, originally arrived at by chance and
usage, grow more not less real the longer I live in
London. I have friends who live in Clapham, only
three miles away, but to visit them is a definite
journey, for it involves crossing the river. I can,
though, drop in on friends in Islington, twice as 
far away as Clapham, since it is within what I feel
to be my own territory.

(Raban, 1975, pp. 166–7)

by the river, on the north by the fat tongue of
Hampstead Heath and Highgate Village, on the
west by Brompton cemetery and on the east by
Liverpool Street station. I hardly ever trespass
beyond those limits and when I do I feel I’m in
foreign territory, a landscape of hazard and
rumour. Kilburn, on the far side of my northern
and western boundaries, I imagine to be inhabited
by vicious drunken Irishmen; Hackney and Dalston
by crooked car dealers with pencil moustaches 
and goldfilled teeth; London south of the Thames
still seems impossibly illogical and contingent, a
territory of meaningless circles, incomprehensible
one-way systems, warehouses and cage-bird shops.
Like any tribesman hedging himself in a stockade

10.2 Cognition and perception

..

Key debates in urban social geography – The first and second nature of cities

This book is primarily concerned with
the internal structure of cities, what
the eminent political geographer
Peter Taylor (2004) has called their
‘first nature’. However, as Taylor 
goes on to point out, cities also have
a ‘second nature’: the interconnec-
tions between them. In the past 
50 years geographers have some-
what neglected this second aspect.
One of the likely reasons for this
neglect is the fact that this second
nature is rather complex and diffi-
cult to analyse, consisting of intricate
exchanges of trade, money, people
and ideas. Another probable reason 
is that our thinking about society is
heavily influenced by notions of the
nation state. This has led to a focus
upon connections between a supposed
national hierarchy of urban centres to
the neglect of connections between
cities in different states throughout
the globe.

Taylor points out that for many cen-
turies, before nation states became
such dominant entities, there were
extensive links between cities around

the world. Most notably from the
twelfth century onwards, Venice was
linked via complex trade routes with
Constantinople, Samarkand and on 
to Beijing and other Asian centres.
Another important example is the
extensive trade linkages between the
scores of cities in northern Europe
that flourished from the twelfth to 
the seventeenth centuries in what
became known as the ‘Hanseatic
League’.

According to Taylor, one consequence
of this neglect of city interconnec-
tions is a serious question mark over
the ‘world city’ hypothesis (see also
Short et al., 1996). Thus, Sassen’s
(2001) highly influential ideas con-
cerning the strategic role of what 
she calls ‘global cities’ as strategic
command centres for business and
financial services, though intuitively
plausible, are not substantiated by a
great deal of hard evidence. Taylor’s
own quantitative analysis of linkages
between business services in many
cities reveals complex networks that
form what he calls a ‘hinterworld’.

Key concepts related to
the first and second nature
of cities (see Glossary)
Global cities, spaces of flows, world
cities.

Further reading
Sassen, S. (2001) The Global City
(2nd edn) Princeton University
Press, Princeton, NJ

Short, J.R., Kim, Y., Kuss, M. and
Wells, H. (1996) The dirty little
secret of world city research,
International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research 20, 697–717

Taylor, P. (2004) World City
Network; A global urban analysis
Routledge, London

Links with other chapters
Chapter 1: Box 1.3 Growing
cosmopolitanism in Western cities:
the example of London

Chapter 2: Globalization; knowledge
economies and the informational
city; Box 2.4 Manuel Castells

Chapter 12: Box 12.4 The rise of
transnational urbanism

Box 10.5
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Suggested reading

Behavioural geography
Gold, J. (1980) An Introduction to Behavioural Geography

Oxford University Press, Oxford
Walmsley, D.J. (1988) Urban Living: The individual in

the city Longman, Harlow

Golledge, R. and Stimson, R. (1987) Analytical Behavi-
oural Geography Croom Helm, London

Deviance, criminality and urban
settings

Atkinson, R. and Blandy, S. (2006) Gated Communities
Routledge, London
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Key films related to urban social geography – Chapter 10

City of God (2002) A gripping film
about the violence surrounding gang
wars in the slums of Rio de Janeiro.
Not for the faint hearted though.

Rebel Without A Cause (1955) One 
of the first films to deal with teenage
rebellion. Full of expressionist influ-
ences that were prevalent in the 1950s

(see also the section on film noir in
Chapter 14).

Slacker (1991) An amusing look at
24 hours in the life of young drop-outs
in Austin, Texas.

Twin Town (1997) Like Trainspotting,
this film deals with ‘amoral’ youth
culture. Although it is far inferior to

the Scottish-based film, nevertheless
it is something of a curiosity for the
unusual setting (the Welsh indus-
trial town of Port Talbot next door 
to Swansea). It also stars Rhys Ifans
(who plays Spike in Notting Hill )
together with his real-life twin brother
Llyr.

Box 10.6

Chapter summary

10.1 The geographical distribution of the sites of reported crime and the location of apprehended offenders
display distinct patterns in cities. Many theories have been suggested to explain these patterns but the
need for a multifactor explanation is paramount.

10.2 People form mental images or representations of cities based upon key legible features such as key
landmarks and transport networks. These images influence the people’s views about the desirability of
different areas within cities.

alienation
behaviouralism
behaviourism
compositional theory
cultural transmission
defensible space

determinist theory
deviant subgroup
ecological fallacy
environmental conditioning
mental map
neighbourhood effect

‘psychological overload’
reserve army
subcultural theory
superstructure
territoriality

Key concepts and terms
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Taylor, R. (1999) Urban communities and crime, in 
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Mental maps, perception and the
cognitive dimensions of urban
settings
Pocock, D. and Hudson, R. (1978) Images of the Urban

Environment Macmillan, London

Bottoms, A. and Wiles, P. (1992) Explanations of 
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582–610
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cultures in city spaces. Hence, people’s bodily appear-
ance and dress provide important signals about culture
and social values.

Bodies come in many shapes and sizes but there are
strong social pressures for people to conform to certain
standards of appearance and the associated social 
values that accompany these forms. These pressures 
are reinforced by powerful images in films, television,
advertising and magazines. Typically in contemporary
Western societies these images stress relatively slim
young women and relatively muscular young men
(aided of course by computer-enhanced photos that
can eliminate blemishes!). Not only are extremes of
weight and stature avoided, but these images also stress
heterosexuality and the absence of disability. These
dominant images are highly specific in time and place;
for example, Hollywood films from the early part of the
twentieth century show a preference for a rather fuller
female figure, and in the 1960s men wore long hair in a
manner that would have been considered effeminate
only a few years before.

The term corporeality is used to indicate the ways 
in which these body images are not just the result of

Bodies, sexuality and 
the city

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ Why have scholars become interested in
relationships between bodies and the city?

➤ What is meant by sexuality?

➤ In what ways have cities influenced, and in turn
been influenced by, sexuality?

➤ In what ways do cities oppress disabled people?

The ‘cultural turn’ (introduced in Chapter 3) has brought
about considerable interest in the role of people’s 
bodies in contemporary life, especially in the city. One
reason for this is that (as noted in Chapter 1) the body
has frequently been used as a metaphor to describe
cities. Thus, notions of ‘circulation’ and references to
‘arteries’ and ‘nerve centres’ frequent descriptions of
urban transport systems. In addition, allusions to dis-
ease and social pathology underpin many writings about
urban problems. More importantly, however, the body
is also of interest because it is an important signifier of
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Bodily appearances through factors such as dress,
age, ethnicity and so on provide important signifiers
about whether people meet these behavioural expecta-
tions. One of the most important components of these
bodily identities is gender (even if on some occasion
this can be difficult to determine!). In social research
the term gender is typically used to refer to social, 
psychological or cultural differences between men and
women, rather than biological differences of sex. The
assumption behind this distinction between gender
and sex is that the way we act is primarily the result of
socially created and ascribed gender roles rather than
the product of innate biology. These gender roles are
also manifest in bodily forms, appearance and behaviour.
What constitutes appropriate feminine and masculine
behaviour and dress has changed enormously over the
years – one needs only to think of the elaborate ruffs
worn by men in Europe in the Elizabethan Age or the
huge male wigs worn by aristocrats in the seventeenth
century.

The crucial point is that over the years there have
been socially constructed differences in the appearance
and behaviour of men and women. Furthermore, these
differences have been constructed as sexually alluring
(however non-alluring some of these clothing styles may
appear to subsequent generations!). Thus Liz Bondi
(1998a) notes that although it has proved useful in social
enquiry to make a distinction between sex and gender,
the two concepts are connected since gender roles imply
notions of appropriate sexual behaviour. Yet, by assum-
ing that gender roles are socially created and that the
rest is simply biological, until recently research has tended
to neglect issues of sexuality as a cultural practice (see
below).

Differences between men and women are not simply
a function of the way the different sexes ‘perform’. As
we have seen throughout previous chapters, they are
also bound up with legal structures and the allocation
of resources. There is, then, a material base to the dis-
courses surrounding what it is to be ‘male’ and ‘female’.
Furthermore, it is now widely acknowledged that this
system of power relations has universally worked to the
advantage of men. The broad system of social arrange-
ments and institutional structures that enable men 
to dominate women is generally known as patriarchy.
Since patriarchy is dominated by heterosexual values,

biological differences between people but are socially
constructed through various signs and systems of
meaning. Elizabeth Grosz has argued that ‘the city is
one of the crucial factors in the social production of
(sexed) corporeality’ (Grosz, 1992, p. 242). An import-
ant task for geographers therefore is to examine ‘the
ways in which bodies are physically, sexually and dis-
cursively or representationally produced, and the 
ways in turn, that bodies reinscribe and project them-
selves onto their sociocultural environment so that the
environment both produces and reflects the form and
interests of the body’ (Grosz, 1992, p. 242).

Cultural theorists stress the unstable and malleable
character of bodily identities. Gender, sexuality, cultural
and other physical differences between people are not
natural entities but ‘cultural performances’ related to
particular spaces. This does not mean that bodily appear-
ances are just a question of superficial external image;
they also reflect people’s interior sense of themselves
which (as we saw in Chapter 3) is constituted by a
whole host of historical and geographical factors. Once
again, then, space is a crucial factor in social processes.
The ways in which identities are socially constructed
through particular ways of acting (and not as the 
result of some biological essence) is sometimes termed 
performativity. The processes through which the body
is socially constructed in spaces by wider systems of
meaning is also known as embodiment.

11.1 Gender,
heteropatriarchy 
and the city

As we have indicated at various stages in this book,
cities are social, as well as physical, constructs. Social
control within spaces is exercised through expected
patterns of behaviour and the exclusion of groups who
transgress (or who are expected to transgress) these codes
of behaviour. One such code of behaviour relates to
public displays of physical affection; while some may be
embarrassed by people of different sex kissing in public,
this tends not to arouse the same degree of discomfort
– or even antipathy or outrage – as when people of the
same sex show mutual attraction in public.

11.1 Gender, heteropatriarchy and the city

..
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sphere of formal paid work, McDowell (1995) showed
how working as a merchant banker in the City of London
involves performing in a gendered and embodied way.
This is a tough, aggressive, male-dominated business
environment. Women are accepted up to a point, pro-
vided they can perform well at their jobs, but through
numerous jibes, jokes and ironic comments they are
continually reminded that they are ‘the other’ – inter-
lopers in an essentially male environment. Women are
therefore forced to act as ‘honorary males’ and adopt 
a masculinized form of identity. This involves working
long hours, shouting down the phone if necessary to
achieve ambitious performance targets and enjoying an
ostentatious, consumption-intensive lifestyle (when time

this is also termed heteropatriarchy. Consequently, areas
of cities dominated by these values are often termed
heteropatriarchal environments. As always, we should
recognize the diversity of the city at this point; the 
categories ‘man’ and ‘woman’ are cut across by divi-
sions of class, age, ethnicity, religion, physical capacity
and so on.

Gender roles in the
sociospatial dialectic
Cities both create and reflect these gender roles. 
They reflect the system of patriarchy and, above all, are
heteropatriarchal environments. For example, in the

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Peter Jackson

Peter Jackson (the geographer, not the
director of the Lord of the Rings trilogy!)
has had a big influence on urban social
geography in the past two decades for
at least three main reasons.

First, Jackson was one of a group of
geographers who, in the 1980s, rein-
terpreted the role of the Chicago School
of urban ecology. Previously, in the
1960s, urban geographers had drawn
inspiration from the quantitative and
statistical work undertaken by the
School, but Jackson (and co-author
Susan Smith) drew attention to the
important ethnographic tradition of
Park and his associates (Jackson and
Smith, 1984).

Second, Jackson intervened in debates
on identities, drawing attention to the
fact that these were often quite
restricted in scope. Thus debates on
gender should involve consideration
of masculine identities as well as
feminine ones; discussion of sexuality
should involve heterosexuals as well
as gay men; and similarly, debates on
ethnic minorities should also consider
the neglected identities of ‘whiteness’
(Jackson, 1989, 1991b).

Third, Jackson was one of a group of
geographers (including the enormously
prolific Nigel Thrift, see Box 9.5) who
argued that geographers should pay
more attention to the roles of con-
sumption in shaping identities and
city life (Miller et al., 1998).

In sum, Jackson’s work represents a
reassertion of the importance of cul-
tural geography, but one that is dif-
ferent from the traditional form. This
‘new’ cultural geography is, among
many things, concerned to under-
stand the social construction of many
accepted and taken-for-grant categ-
ories used in everyday social dis-
course. It is concerned to understand
‘cultural politics’, the idea that cul-
ture is not simply concerned with
issues of aesthetic style or taste, but
involves access to power and social
resources (see Mitchell, 2004).

Key concepts associated
with Peter Jackson (see
Glossary)

Anti-essentialism, cultural politics,
identities, identity politics, racism,
sexuality, social constructionism.

Further reading

Jackson, P. (1989) Maps of Meaning
Unwin Hyman, London

Jackson, P. (1991) The cultural
politics of masculinity: towards a
social geography, Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers 16,
199–213

Jackson, P. and Smith, S. (1984)
Exploring Social Geography Allen &
Unwin, London

Miller, D., Jackson, P., Thrift, N.,
Holbrook, B. and Rowlands, M.
(1998) Shopping, Place and Identity
Routledge, London

Mitchell, D. (2004) Peter Jackson,
in P. Hubbard, R. Kitchin and G.
Valentine (eds) Key Thinkers on
Space and Place Sage, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 7: Box 7.5 Robert Park

Chapter 8: Social closure, racism
and discrimination

Chapter 9: Place, consumption and
cultural politics

Box 11.1
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permits). Although avoiding the uniform dark business
suit that is obligatory for male merchant bankers, women
dealers need to dress in such a way as to distinguish
themselves from female secretaries, while at the same
time not appearing either too sexually alluring or too
masculine. Interestingly, this is also an environment
characterized by heterosexual values and homophobia
(see section on sexuality below). In a similar vein there
are various types of gender culture in UK public sector
organizations that serve to restrict the opportunities
open to women (see Table 11.1).

Another example can be taken from certain city streets;
these are sometimes dominated by gangs of young men
displaying aggressive masculine attitudes. Women

passing through such an environment may be subject
to leering eyes, snide remarks or overt sexist comments.
Such fears are especially pronounced at night – hence
there have been attempts by women’s organizations 
to reassert their right to occupy city spaces through
‘Take Back the Night’ campaigns. Although some men
may also feel uncomfortable in many areas of the city,
in general they do not feel the same degree of threat,
fear or sense of exclusion (despite the fact that accord-
ing to research young men are the most likely to be
caught up in random acts of violence).

The case of the street gang may be an extreme one
but practically all urban spaces tend to be dominated
by masculine heterosexual norms. Hence, the public

Table 11.1 Types of gender culture in British public sector organizations

Type of culture Characteristics

‘Gentlemen’s club’ ➤ Woman’s role seen as homemaker and mother
➤ Man’s role seen as breadwinner
➤ Polite and welcoming to women who conform
➤ Women perform a caring/servicing role
➤ Ignores diversity and difference

‘Barrack yard’ ➤ Hierarchical organization
➤ Bullying culture
➤ No access to training and development
➤ Clear views on positions within the organization

‘Locker room’ ➤ Exclusive culture
➤ Relationships built on outside sporting and social activities
➤ Participation in sporting activities important to culture of organization

‘Gender blind’ ➤ Acknowledges no difference between men and women
➤ Ignores social and cultural diversity
➤ Separation of work from home and life experience
➤ Women as perfect mother and super-manager
➤ Denies existence of reasons for disadvantage

‘Smart machos’ ➤ Economic efficiency at all costs
➤ Preoccupation with targets and budgets
➤ Competitive
➤ Ruthless treatment of individuals who cannot meet targets

‘Paying lip service’ ➤ Feminist pretenders
➤ Equal opportunities rhetoric but little reality
➤ Espouses view that all women make good managers
➤ Women can empathize

‘Women as gatekeepers’ ➤ Blocks come from women
➤ Division between home-oriented women and career women
➤ Large numbers of women in support roles
➤ Few women in senior positions
➤ Women have a sense of place
➤ Belief in patriarchal order
➤ Pressure on women in senior positions

Source: After Maddock and Parkin (1994) cited in Booth et al. (1996), p. 176.
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space of cities has typically been seen as the domain of
men while the domestic suburban sphere has been seen
as the province of women. However, in recent years
feminist commentators have pointed out that the private
domestic sphere is also dominated by patriarchy and
masculine values. Legally enshrined as an essentially
private space, state regulation of domestic spheres has
been relatively limited such that gender inequalities are
replicated in such environments. For example, despite
much media speculation about the existence of the
‘caring and sharing’ ‘New Man’ who has a career but
also takes a full share of domestic chores, there is now
overwhelming social science evidence that women have
a double burden of domestic and formal labour market
obligations.

At a more extreme level, patriarchy is manifest in
domestic violence; for example, according to the Surgeon
General in the United States, the battering of women
by domestic partners is the single largest cause of injury
to women. Thus in the United States roughly 6 million
women are abused and 4000 women are killed by their
partners or ex-partners each year. While the extent 
of these problems should not be underestimated, it is
also important to recognize that there has been change
in recent decades. Thanks in no small part to social
research, society is now much more aware of issues
such as sexual harassment, rape and physical abuse,
and advances in policy have been made. Thus most
cities now have rape crisis helplines, women’s centres,
battered-women’s shelters and well-women clinics. In
addition, issues of access to childcare and equal pay
have moved up the political agenda, even if progress 
in these spheres has not met up with the rhetoric of
politicians. We should also recognize that cities have
been centres of emancipation for women as well as
imprisonment: modern cities have enabled many women
to come together to form feminist associations to fight
patriarchal systems of oppression.

11.2 Sexuality and 
the city

Human sexual behaviour has been profoundly shaped
by the nature of cities while at the same time people’s
sexual activity has had a major influence upon the

structure of those cities. A principal reason for this
aspect of the sociospatial dialectic is that sexual activity
is not just a primitive biological urge but is also a form
of learned behaviour that is profoundly affected by 
cultural values. It is for this reason that we find such
wide variations in sexual practices and attitudes
towards sex in different cultures throughout the world.
The term sexuality refers to ideas about sex. It there-
fore involves not only the character of sexual practices
but also their social meanings. Implicit within the use
of the term sexuality therefore is an acknowledgement
of this socially constructed and culturally determined
character of human sexual behaviour.

For most of the past 2000 years attitudes towards 
sex in Western societies have been primarily shaped by
Christianity. The dominant view has been that sexual
activity should take place only within marriage and 
primarily for the production of children. Sexual activity
for vicarious pleasure outside of marriage was regarded
as sinful. Other categories of sexual activity classed as
deviant, abnormal, immoral, unnatural or sick under
this moral code include: homosexuality, transvestitism,
fetishism, sadomasochism, those engaging in cross-
generational sex and those engaging in sex for money.
However, in recent years an increasing number of
minorities with sexual preferences that transgress this
code have been struggling to achieve public recognition
and legitimacy.

Compared with the vast amount of work on class,
gender and ethnicity, geographers have traditionally
paid little attention to issues of sexuality. In this respect
geography has been no different from other social 
sciences.

Prostitution and the city
Cities have often provided opportunities to transgress
prevailing moral codes and one important mani-
festation of this has been prostitution – the granting 
of sexual favours in exchange for monetary reward
(usually but not exclusively by women for men). This 
is often termed the world’s ‘oldest profession’ but the
actual term ‘prostitute’ came into prominence only 
in the eighteenth century. In older societies, sexual
favours outside marriage were often granted by women
who were courtesans, mistresses or slaves. The crucial

..
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fifth group of women inhabited the park areas, while
the final group of ‘thieves’ women’ were especially con-
centrated in the Covent Garden area.

Despite the continual danger of physical assault
from their clients and the very high risk of contract-
ing sexually transmitted diseases (it was estimated that
in London 8000 would die each year), prostitutes could
earn far more on the streets than they could through
work in the poorly paid industries of the time (see
Chapter 2). There was, however, a double standard in
operation. While prostitutes were frequently persecuted,
the men who used them were not. A crucial point about
prostitution, therefore, is that it reflects patriarchal
gender relations (i.e. the inequalities in power relations
between men and women).

Sex workers in contemporary cities

Prostitution has continued to be a source of much
conflict in Western cities in the twentieth century. In
the United Kingdom, for example, many ‘red light’
zones have been established in run-down inner-city
environments. The residential structure of these areas
is frequently dominated by ethnic minorities who have
been deeply offended by the sight of women seeking
‘custom’ on the streets. This has led to campaigns to
expose ‘curb crawlers/cruisers’ (i.e. those who drive
through these residential areas looking for prostitutes).
Such campaigns can involve cooperation between the
police and local community groups, although often the
consequence is that prostitution gets displaced else-
where in the city.

It seems clear that the majority of women are coerced
into prostitution through economic disadvantage, and
often experience considerable physical and psycho-
logical harm from both their pimps and their clients.
However, as Duncan (1996) notes, there is a small 
proportion of ‘sex workers’ who challenge the broad
moral condemnation of their trade by society and who
seek their right to exercise some degree of choice over
their lives in a way they think fit. Recent evidence from
around the world on the effects of deregulation of pro-
stitution is contradictory. While there are favourable
reports of such a policy in New Zealand a more restric-
tive attitude is emerging in northern Europe. In the
Netherlands for example, there has been a backlash

point is that these women were often known to those
procuring the sexual favours. With the development 
of large cities, prostitution changed in character in that
the women and their clients are frequently unknown to
each other. The reason for this change is fairly obvious:
in small-scale agrarian societies people were much
more likely to be familiar with each other, whereas in
cities there was a much greater chance of anonymity. 
In addition, the economic destitution brought about by
the early industrial cities meant that prostitution was
the only effective means whereby some women could
earn any income.

Urbanization and prostitution

Although precise figures are impossible to obtain, 
there is no doubt that prostitution was rife in many
nineteenth-century cities. Ackroyd (2000) notes that in
the Victorian period the number of female prostitutes
in London was the source of endless speculation – 
with estimates ranging up to 90 000. Most did their
‘business’ walking on the streets, often soliciting trade
in an explicit and sometimes verbally aggressive way.
Indeed, so offended was the author Charles Dickens 
by the behaviour of one of these women that he had 
her arrested for using indecent language. Prostitutes
were used by men of all social classes, and shops in 
the Strand and Haymarket area of London advertised 
‘beds to let’, often for limited periods of a few hours.

Henry Mayhew (1862) in his survey of social condi-
tions in London in the 1850s divided prostitutes into
six groups who frequented different parts of London
(although he omitted upper-class courtesans). First,
there were the ‘kept mistresses’ and ‘prima donnas’.
Kept mistresses were widespread but especially con-
centrated in the St Johns Wood area. Prima donnas
were of lower rank and frequented the smart shop-
ping area known as the Burlington Arcade, as well as 
fashionable parks, theatres and concert halls. Second,
there were women who lived together in well-kept
lodging houses – they clustered in the Haymarket 
area. The third group of women living in low lodging
houses was concentrated down in the poor East End 
of London. As might be expected, the fourth group 
of ‘sailors’ women’ frequented public houses in the
dockland areas, such as Whitechapel and Spitalfields. A

11.2 Sexuality and the city
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against relaxed attitudes towards prostitution as stories
emerged of harsh treatment of prostitutes and of
trafficking of women from Eastern Europe.

We should recognize at this point that the legal 
and social restrictions surrounding prostitution are 
still full of hypocrisy and contradiction. In the United
Kingdom, for example, while prostitution is legal in
principle, prohibitions on soliciting on the streets or
living off ‘immoral earnings’ place heavy restrictions on
the activity. As Duncan (1996) notes, widespread con-
demnations of prostitutes as being exploited by men 
or suffering from ‘false consciousness’ exclude pro-
stitutes from the freedom to control their own bodies
in safe conditions free from police harassment. It is 
little wonder then that the discourses surrounding
prostitution also display ambiguity and contradiction;
either portraying women as victims of sex-hungry pre-
datory males or autonomous providers of social services.
Perhaps what makes prostitution so threatening in 
this context is that it challenges the public/masculine,
private/feminine dualisms that structure the city?

Homosexuality and the city
Homosexuality involves emotional and sexual attrac-
tion between people of the same sex. Homosexuality
has existed in all cultures. For example, Ackroyd (2000)
notes that there was a thriving homosexual commun-
ity of ‘sodomites’ in medieval London centred around
brothels. However, it was only in the mid-nineteenth
century that the term homosexuality was devised, thereby
denoting homosexuals as a distinct and separate section
of the population. It has been argued that the term
‘homosexuality’ is so specific to this time when social
scientists were bent on classifying human sexual activ-
ity into discrete categories that it is inappropriate to
apply this term to analyse attitudes towards same-sex
attraction in older societies (Bristow, 1997). Further-
more, the association of the term with persecution in
the twentieth century has led many to prefer alternative
terms such as ‘gay’ or ‘queer’.

Homosexuality has remained an offence in most
Western societies until recently. In the United Kingdom
it was only after the Sexual Offences Act of 1967 that
homosexual activity was decriminalized, provided the
activity took place in private between consenting adults

over the age of 21. The age of consent for homosexual-
ity in the United Kingdom was reduced to 18 in 1994
and 16 in 1998. Nevertheless, persecution continues; 
in 1988 two men were arrested for kissing at a bus stop
in Oxford Street, London on the grounds that it incited
‘public offence’. Knopp’s (1987) study of the gay com-
munity in Minneapolis showed that between 3500 and
5000 men were arrested in the city between 1980 and
1984 on the charge of ‘indecent conduct’.

The social construction of sexuality
There is much controversy over the extent to which
homosexuality is some innate biological imperative 
or a socially constructed phenomenon. Psychoanalysts
including Freud did much to highlight the ways in
which sexual behaviour was not just related to the need
for biological reproduction. However, the scholar who
did most to draw attention to the socially constructed
nature of sexuality – including homosexuality – was
Michel Foucault (1984). His ideas about sexuality must
be seen in the light of his broader concerns with the
ways in which social institutions such as schools and
prisons produced ways of controlling people. As noted
in Chapter 3, he argued that central to this control are
the discourses – sets of shared understandings – that
dominate these institutions.

Discourses regarding sexuality were therefore part
of these ways of controlling desire. In the context of
sexuality, Foucault uses notion of discourse to under-
stand the way in which the term ‘homosexuality’ was
devised to denote a form of social disease. Although
this was intended to delineate a group who should be
controlled, by giving the group a name, it raised the con-
sciousness of a minority of the need for emancipation.
Foucault’s ideas have been much criticized, especially
for their neglect of gender and race, but they have been
extraordinarily influential in the study of sexuality.

Homosexual urban ecology
Cities have had a profound impact upon the develop-
ment of homosexuality. In general, cities have provided
greater anonymity and tolerance of alternative life-
styles compared with the hostility towards gays and 
lesbians manifest in rural communities, especially where
fundamentalist views are dominant. Nevertheless, the

..
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Key thinkers in urban social geography – Richard Sennett

As you begin to read more widely in
urban social geography it is almost
certain that you will soon come across
reference to the work of Richard
Sennett. If you are tempted to follow
up his work – please do – for he is an
example of that relatively rare breed –
the ‘public’ intellectual. This means
that his work has moved beyond his
own discipline (urban sociology) to
engage, not only with scholars in other
subjects, but also with a wider public
and with policy makers (Doreen Massey
is a geographer who has become a
public intellectual, see Box 2.2).
However, as is usually the case with
public intellectuals, Sennett’s work
has been controversial. This might arise
because, paradoxically, although he
writes well, his ideas can seem elu-
sive. Nevertheless, his work is seldom
dull, drawing upon a wide range of
ideas from sociology, politics and
economics through to design, archi-
tecture and music. His work seems to
incorporate both structural class-based
inequality and awareness of individual
subjective experiences, without falling
into the conventional modes of under-
standing these issues.

Sennett’s personal background is
especially interesting in this context
for it perhaps gives some clues about
his lifelong interest in cities, inequal-
ity, community and social interaction.
He grew up in Chicago in the Cabrini
Green public housing ‘project’ and thus
experienced at first hand the problems
of deprivation, violence and racial ten-
sion. Nevertheless, his single-parent
mother had strong links with a radical
Bohemian cultural milieu and after
abandoning a promising career on the
cello (following an injury) Sennett has
devoted most of his life to urban
scholarship.

Although Sennett’s ideas are wide
ranging in scope, underpinning them
– and echoing in some ways the work
of Jane Jacobs and Henri Lefebvre –
is an assertion of the enlightening and
beneficial aspects of heterogeneous
city life. He argues that through
encountering strangers of diverse
backgrounds in cities we get a better
understanding of ourselves; not only do
we meet people with differing lifestyles,
we are also freer to experiment with
differing identities. Consequently,
Sennett is highly critical of post-
Second World War planning policies
that have reduced the potential for
social interactions (e.g. suburbaniza-
tion, car-dominated transport systems,
large shopping malls, controlled urban
spaces). For some this critique smacks
of utopianism; Merrifield argues: ‘This
is an admirable and inspiring vision 
to be sure. Having said that, you can’t
help but wonder what planet Sennett
is talking about. He hopes people will
not flinch away from “mixing” in public,
and some will, by their own volition,
decide to walk on the wild side and go
out to confront the grisly urban “other”
eyeball to eyeball’ (1996, p. 60).

However, this criticism might be seen
as a little unfair since, like many other
scholars, Sennett has been preoccupied
with the paradox of a seeming decline
in civility and tolerance in some
Western societies in an age of rising
affluence and personal freedom (at
least for some). He has also been con-
cerned with the socially dysfunctional
and corrosive character of modern
working practices centred on subcon-
tracting, temporary contracts, project
working and performance monitoring.
Yet another of his recent concerns is
the bland, uniform character of much
urban regeneration.

Key concepts associated
with Richard Sennett (see
Glossary)

(Note: these are just a selection of the
concepts relevant to his wide-ranging
approach.) Community, difference,
ethnic village, public space, public
sphere, revanchist city.

Further reading
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Sennett, R. (1971) The Uses of
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life Allen Lane, London

Sennett, R. (1977) The Fall 
of Public Man: On the social
psychology of capitalism Knopf, 
New York

Sennett, R. (1990) The Conscience
of the Eye: Design and social life of
cities Knopf, New York

Sennett, R. (1994) Flesh and 
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Western civilization Faber & Faber,
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Links with other chapters
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near major transport routes to allow easy access and
dispersal; third, the sites had to be sufficiently exposed
to facilitate recognition of potential customers; and,
finally, the toilets needed a vantage point to keep watch
for the police, homophobic people or unwanted mem-
bers of the public.

Since the 1960s there have been profound changes
in the nature of gay and lesbian spaces within cities that
reflect broader social and political changes in society.
Arguably, there is now greater tolerance towards homo-
sexual activity by ‘straight’ sections of society, although
the extent of this tolerance should not be exaggerated.
Studies still reveal substantial prejudice among a majority
of the total population and there are still high rates of
physical assault against gays and lesbians. For example,
one study of Philadelphia revealed levels of reported
victimization among lesbians to be twice that for women
in general (cited in Valentine, 1996). Gay men also

continuing danger of prosecution and police harass-
ment means that within cities homosexuals have tended
to meet in secret bars and clubs. These bars serve three
main functions: first, they facilitate liaisons for sexual
purposes; second, they enable the exchange of news and
gossip; and third, they provide a place of introduction
for new entrants into the gay world. It has been found
that these bars tend to cluster together in areas that 
display a high tolerance and permissiveness towards
deviant forms of behaviour in general. However, some
of these clubs have special warning lights or bells to
warn customers not to stand too close to persons of the
same sex when the police were in the vicinity.

Other studies have highlighted the requirements of
successful ‘tearooms’ or ‘cottages’ – public toilets and
areas of parkland that facilitated cruising and sexual
liaisons: first, these sites had to be in areas that minimized
the risk of recognition; second, they had to be situated

Changing attitudes to sexuality in the city: a newspaper focusing on the gay community in 
New York. Photo Credit: Geoffrey DeVerteuil.
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Lesbian spaces

Male homosexuality has received much more analysis
than lesbianism, largely because the lesbian subcultures
are smaller and less visible than male gay subcultures.
Nevertheless, Winchester and White (1988) were able
to chart dimensions of a lesbian ghetto in Paris (see
Figure 11.1). Egerton (1990) has also documented lesbian
spaces in the form of squats, housing cooperatives and
housing associations. These are attempts to create safe
areas for women and sites of political resistance but
they have sometimes been subject to violence from
homophobes and misogynists. In general, women have
fewer financial resources than men and they also face
the threat of male violence. Lesbians therefore display 
a desire for relatively inexpensive housing as well as a
concern with personal safety.

These factors, combined with the pressures of a 
predominantly heterosexual society, mean that lesbian
residential areas are less overt than gay spaces and often
have an ‘underground’ character. In addition, it would
seem that lesbian spaces can be unstable resulting from
underlying tensions in dense, clique-ridden environ-
ments. Castells (1983) argued that gay enclaves in cities
were a spatial expression of men’s desire to dominate.
He argued that women have a greater sense of mutual
solidarity and affection than men and less need for 
territorial expression. However, critics have pointed out
that this argument perpetuates notions of essential dif-
ferences between men and women and ignores the pro-
cesses that serve to exclude women from some parts of
cities. In recent years lesbians have expressed resentment
at the idea that their form of oppression can be equated
in a simple manner with that of gays. Indeed, their
struggle is seen by some as posing a much greater threat
to heteropatriarchy than the gay rights movement.

Such mapping of gay spaces in cities has greatly
extended our knowledge of urban social geography 
but they have been limited in their contribution to an
understanding of the processes that lead to such geo-
graphical clusterings. To begin with, most of these areas
cannot be thought of as exclusively gay. Furthermore,
there are many gays and lesbians who live outside 
such regions. Thus, Valentine (1995) argues that this
work on gay ghettos tends to ignore the fact that many
lesbians and gay men conceal their identities at certain

experience high levels of violent attack – even in areas
of cities with a high proportion of gays. In addition
there has been a marked right-wing, anti-feminist,
anti-gay backlash in the United States in recent years.

Gay spaces

Weightman (1981) was among the first to draw atten-
tion to areas in US cities with distinctive gay lifestyles.
He noted that gays were playing a leading role in the
process of gentrification in some inner-city or transi-
tional areas, often displacing the poorer residents.
Without doubt the most famous of these residential
districts is the Castro district of San Francisco that was
mapped by Castells and Murphy (1982; Castells, 1983).
The origins of this district can be traced back to the
Second World War. Gays and lesbians serving in the
armed forces were often released from military service
in San Francisco and preferred to establish homes in
the city rather than move back and face the prejudice 
of their home communities.

Another important gay space is the Marigny district
of New Orleans studied by Knopp (1990). As in the 
San Francisco case, this is located in a culturally mixed, 
relatively tolerant area. Knopp describes how property
developers and speculators rapidly exploited the
demand for property in this area by the gay population.
In particular, they exploited the ‘rent gap’ (already dis-
cussed in Chapter 6) by artificially inflating the values
of properties by bribing private appraisers. Paradoxic-
ally, this led to an influx of lower-income gays into a
predominantly middle-class area. Knopp notes that many
middle-class gays in the area became concerned over
the preservation of historically important areas within
the city, rather than broader issues affecting the gay
community. Other urban expressions of gay sexuality
have been studies in Manchester (Hindle, 1994) and
Newcastle (Lewis, 1994) in the United Kingdom. In
addition, Binnie (1995) presents a fascinating analysis
of the gay community in Amsterdam. He notes that 3000
of the 25 000 jobs in the tourist industry in the city
were dependent upon gay tourism, and in recognition
of this, the city authorities actively promoted the gay
area. However, this advertising campaign was eventu-
ally withdrawn because of concerns over alienating the
tourist industry as a whole.

11.2 Sexuality and the city

..
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to confront and expose the heterosexually constructed
nature of public spaces and social institutions (the usually
pejorative word ‘queer’ is deliberately used in a somewhat
ironic manner to acknowledge the repressive character of
constructions of ‘homosexuality’). In part, this strategy
was motivated by a dissatisfaction with more traditional
gay political movements that tended to adopt a more
essentialist view, since this tended to exclude certain
people such as those who are bisexual. This radical queer
strategy is manifest in mock weddings, public ‘kiss-ins’
and gay shopping expeditions. Another subversive
strategy attempts to destabilize notions of fixed sexual
identities through parody and exaggeration. Not only
has that classic icon of masculinity – the cowboy – been
appropriated as a dress code by many gays, but there are
those who behave as ‘hypermasculine males’ (gay skin-
heads) and ‘hyperfeminine females’ (lipstick lesbians).

times to avoid discrimination or persecution in certain
contexts.

The crucial point is that such a focus on gay spaces
tends to conceptualize them as different when, in real-
ity, all spaces in cities are constructed in a sexualized
manner. But the most telling criticism of the spatial
mapping approach is that it tends to perpetuate an
essentialist view of sexuality, i.e. the view that homo-
sexuality is entirely some natural biological imperative.

Queer politics: lipstick lesbians and
gay skinheads

Inspired by the work of Foucault, an increased recogni-
tion of the constructionist element in sexuality is manifest
in queer theory and in radical gay organizations such as
Queer Nation or Lesbian Nation. Queer politics attempts

Figure 11.1 Lesbian facilities in Paris, 1984–1985.
Source: Winchester and White (1988), Fig. 1, p. 48.
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It has been argued that the geographical concentration
of gay people could, as in the case of ethnic minorities,
provide a base for political mobilization against repres-
sion and discrimination. However, the effectiveness of
such a separatist strategy has been questioned by many.
It has been argued that rather than enabling homo-
sexuality to be seen as natural as heterosexuality, such
gay enclaves have helped to maintain the notion of gay
lifestyles as separate, different, deviant and sinful. Thus,
Castells (1983) noted that gay ghettos can be sites of
liberation but they can also be likened to a prison. With
the development of HIV and AIDS in the gay com-
munity, such areas assumed a new role as focal points
for support networks and health care services.

Yet another change in gay spaces in recent years 
has been the commercialization of such areas as entre-

preneurs have sought to exploit the high incomes of
some gay households. For example, the Soho area of
London has developed into a commercial area for gays
in what has been described as the world’s Pink Capital.
Brighton also has a thriving gay commercial scene as
shown by Figure 11.2. Clubs, bars and shops catering
explicitly for gays have heightened the visibility of gay
lifestyles but they have tended to cater for certain types
of gays – those who are youthful and wealthy – with
those who are older and poorer somewhat excluded.
Thus a new form of economic class division has been
imposed upon divisions based on sexuality. Another
type of exclusion has centred around the body; the
exaggerated masculinity and body-building activities 
of ‘hypermasculine’ gays has tended to separate them
from those individuals less endowed with the ‘body

Key trends in urban social geography – The resurgence of Dublin

Like Barcelona, Dublin is a European
city that has, in the past two decades,
transformed itself from a decaying,
poor area into a vibrant urban growth
zone. Again, as in the case of
Barcelona, this urban resurgence
reflects the economic benefits that
have accrued to the wider nation
through membership of the European
Union. A combination of structural
funds and special dispensation to
instigate a taxation regime that is
highly favourable to major corpora-
tions have transformed Ireland from
one of Europe’s poorest nations to its
richest.

Dublin, a city of 1.4 million, and over
40 per cent of the Republic’s popula-
tion, has been at the forefront of this
economic growth. A highly educated
relatively young population (half are
under 25) has fuelled development,
such that Dublin is now a major centre
for many industries including software
development. Most famously, the wind-
ing lanes of Dublin’s Georgian Temple
Bar area have been transformed into an

‘urban nightscape’ (see also Box 10.4)
with bars, restaurants and so on. As 
in the case of Barcelona, this has led
to social tensions; Temple Bar has
become notorious for excessive alcohol
consumption by young adult British
tourists on ‘stag’ and ‘hen’ nights.
Dublin also exhibits the gentrification,
immigration, rapidly increasing house
prices and social polarization that
often accompanies a period of rapid
economic growth.

Dublin has been championed as an
example of a creative city but recent
surveys suggest that growth and
immigration have been accompanied
by increasing intolerance and dis-
crimination in the Irish Republic. It
may of course be that those experienc-
ing the downside of economic growth
are those who are most resentful of
immigration and diversity. The credit
crunch has had a big impact on the
Irish economy – no other economy in
the euro zone is having a bigger
recession – and it remains to be seen
whether this leads to a big exodus of

recent migrants. As in the case of
Barcelona, the recession is leading
many to question the path of economic
regeneration undertaken in Dublin.

Key concepts associated
with Dublin (see Glossary)

Civic boosterism, creative cities,
deregulation, growth coalitions, social
polarization, urban entrepreneurialism.

Further reading

Boyle, M. (2006) Culture in 
the rise of the tiger economies:
Scottish expatriates in Dublin 
and the ‘Creative Class’ thesis,
International Journal of Urban and
Regional Research 30, 403–26

Ellis, G. and Kim, J. (2001) 
City profile: Dublin, Cities 18,
353–64

Links with other chapters

Chapter 5: Box 5.3 The resurgence
of Barcelona; Box 5.5 The growth of
culturally driven regeneration

Box 11.3
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beautiful’. There has also been a growing recognition of
the divisions within the category ‘lesbian’:

In large urban centers across Canada and other
Western countries, the 1980s have heralded the
subdivision of activist lesbians into specialized
groupings: lesbians of color, Jewish lesbians,
working class lesbians, leather dykes, lesbians
against sado-masochism, older lesbians, lesbian
youth, disabled lesbians and so on.

(Ross 1990, cited in Chouinard and 
Grant, 1996, p. 179)

11.3 Disability and 
the city

In most writing on cities the able-bodied character of
citizens is taken for granted and this, Imrie (1996) argues,
amounts to an ableist geography. Park et al. (1998) note
that ‘Human geography has in the past found little room
for studies of disability’ (p. 208). The character of the

problem has been movingly revealed by Vera Chouinard,
a professor disabled by rheumatoid arthritis:

Recently in a feminist geography conference session
I was forced to stand because the room was filled.
This was arguably my own ‘fault’ as I arrived late
(having had to walk a long distance from another
session), but after about half an hour the pain in
my feet, leg and hips was so intense that I was forced
to ask a young women if she and her companions
could shift one chair over so that I could sit down
(someone had left their seat, so there was an empty
chair at the far end of the row). I apologized for
asking but explained that I was ill, very tired and in
a lot of pain. She turned, looked very coldly at me
and simply said ‘No, the seats are being used’. She
may well have been right, but I suddenly no longer
felt like part of a feminist geography session: I was
invisible . . . and I was angry. Fighting a juvenile
urge to bop her on the head with my cane, I began
to see feminist geography through new eyes; eyes
which recognised that the pain of being ‘the other’

..

Figure 11.2 Gay commercial and social venues in Brighton in the 1990s.
Source: After Wright (1999), Fig. 5.6, p. 182.
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geographical research has at least begun to address
issues of disability. A fundamental issue here is just
what is meant by ‘disability’. The United Nations has
made the following distinctions between impairment,
disability and handicap:

➤ Impairment : any loss or abnormality of psychological,
physiological or anatomical structure or function.

➤ Disability: any restriction or lack (resulting from
impairment) of ability to perform an activity in the
manner or within the range considered normal for a
human being.

➤ Handicap: a disadvantage for a given individual, result-
ing from an impairment or disability, depending upon
age, sex, social and cultural factors for that individual.

However, an immediate difficulty with such a set of defini-
tions is how to define what is ‘normal’, for incapacity and
disability form a wide continuum of human capabilities.
For example, as Longhurst (1998) shows, although not
generally regarded as impaired or disabled, some preg-
nant women can encounter problems with the design of
shopping malls. There is, however, a more fundamental
limitation with the UN approach, since it attempts to
make a distinction between physical definitions of impair-
ment and disability and social definitions of handicap.

The social construction of
disability
The social construction of ‘disability’ is bound up with the
attitudes and structures of oppression in an able-bodied
society, rather than the failing of a particular individual.
In societies that view the role of medicine as primarily
one of making sick people well, disability is often seen
as something unhealthy. However, it follows from a
social constructionist perspective that if sufficient facil-
ities were provided, then disability would be regarded
as something akin to short-sightedness (the wearing of
glasses not generally being regarded as a disability). This
is an excellent example of how social science can chal-
lenge taken-for-granted assumptions. What seems at first
like ‘common sense’ can often be a function of a particu-
lar way we have been taught to think about the world.

The socially constructed nature of disability was
strikingly revealed by a classic study of attitudes towards
blindness. In the United States it was seen primarily as

was far deeper and more complex that I ever
imagined, and that words of inclusion were simply
not enough . . . My sense of myself, as a disabled,
academic woman has also been shaped by more
subtle aspects of daily life. Walking on the university
campus and in other public places, I am constantly
conscious of frequent looks (often double and even
triple-takes). I realize that it is unusual to see a
relatively young woman walking slowly with a cane
or using a scooter and the looks reflect curiosity, but
they are a constant reminder that I am different,
that I don’t ‘belong’. It is painful for me to
acknowledge this. I guess that is why I have learned
to look away: to the ground, to the side . . . anywhere
that lets me avoid facing up to being the ‘other’.

It is remarkable how thoroughly ableist
assumptions and practices permeate every facet of
our lives, even though we often remain relatively
sheltered from and insensitive to these forms of
oppression. Yet disability in some form will come
to each and every one of us someday, and when it
does, and ableism rears its ugly head, one finds a
topsy-turvy world in which none of the old rules
apply and many ‘new’ ones don’t make sense.
People develop new ways of relating to you often
without recognizing it. For instance, some of 
my students will not call me at home, despite
instructions to do so, because I am ‘sick’. Other
students shy away from working with a disabled
professor: Some assume that the most ‘successful’
supervisors must be able-bodied; others are
unwilling to accommodate illness by, for example,
occasionally substituting phone calls for face-to-
face meetings or meetings at my home rather than
the office. Of course this is not true of all students,
but these practices are pervasive enough to hurt
every day to make it just a little harder to struggle
to change relations, policies, practices and attitudes.

(Chouinard and Grant, 1996, p. 173)

We have quoted at length from this article, not only
because Chouinard writes in such an articulate manner,
but also because it makes additional impact in refer-
encing the world of academe; a world in which one
might have expected more enlightened attitudes. How-
ever, it is encouraging to report that in recent years

11.3 Disability and the city

..
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an experience of loss requiring counselling; in Britain as
a technical issue requiring aids and equipment; and in
Italy as a need to seek consolation and salvation through
the Catholic Church (Oliver, 1998). Different societies
therefore produce varying definitions of impairment and
disability. In the United States, for example, following
the politicization of disability rights, there has emerged
a multimillion-dollar disability industry. Disability has
therefore become a major source of income for doctors,
lawyers, rehabilitation professionals and disability activists.

Some argue that this social constructionist approach
goes too far in that it ignores factors such as pain or
impaired vision that are ‘part of the bodily experience
of the disabled’ (French, 1993, p. 124), factors over
which society has little or no control (even if they are
made worse by societal oppression). But however one
conceptualizes the issue, what is clear is that disabled
people are stereotyped by a predominantly able-bodied
society. This is illustrated by Table 11.2, which shows
common stereotypes of disability represented in films,
books, plays and the media.

Disability in urban settings
Cities frequently display numerous barriers to mobil-
ity and access for disabled people. Typical problems
include high curbs, steep steps, the absence of ramps for
wheelchairs, narrow doors and the absence of informa-
tion in Braille. In addition, elevators/lifts for those 
who are impaired or disabled are often in unattractive
locations (e.g. service elevators/lifts next to kitchens),
badly signposted and with inaccessible buttons. Public
transport systems can also pose problems for people
with disabilities. Often the problem boils down to one
of cost, with inadequate finances being available for
adequate conversion of premises for disabled access.

As Imrie (1996) notes, the problem is also one of
dominant attitudes in an ‘ableist’ society. All too often,
architects, planners and the public at large have assumed
that disability leads to immobility. Consequently, the
needs of disabled people get ignored, yet it takes only a
few minutes in a wheelchair to realize the scale of the
problems created by most buildings or public transport
systems. The barriers are therefore social and psycho-
logical as much as physical. Society’s reluctance to meet
the costs of ensuring accessibility for disabled persons

reflects a wider set of social values towards disability.
Restricted accessibility prevents disabled people from
fully participating in social and economic life, such as
in the world of employment. A study in Ontario, Canada,
found that 80 per cent of disabled persons lived in relative
poverty because of their exclusion from the job market
and limited support programmes from both the public
and private sectors (Chouinard and Grant, 1996).

Fortunately, in many cities the issue of disability is now
being taken much more seriously. For example, in the
United States the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1992
has required businesses and public institutions to pro-
vide wheelchair access. In the United Kingdom, although
progress is patchy, many local authorities now have Dis-
ability Officers tasked with improving disabled access in
city centres. These improvements are in part a response to
the increased activities of various disability rights move-
ments (Table 11.3). These are now many in number; for
example the British Council of Organizations of Disabled
People has over a hundred constituent member organ-
izations (Campbell and Oliver, 1996). These groups have
begun to campaign around issues of income, employ-
ment, civil rights and community living rather than the
older issues of institutional care. As such, they reflect

..

Table 11.2 Ten media stereotypes
of disabled people

Pitiable and pathetic: charity adverts; Children in Need;
Tiny Tim, Kevin Spacey’s role in The Usual Suspects
Object of violence: films such as Whatever Happened
to Baby Jane?
Sinister or evil: Dr No; Dr Strangelove; Richard III,
Christopher Walken’s role in 100 Things to Do in
Denver When You’re Dead
Atmosphere: curios in comics, books or films (e.g.
The Hunchback of Notre Dame)
Triumph over tragedy: e.g. the last item in the news
Laughable: the butt of jokes, e.g. Mr Magoo
Bearing a grudge: Laura in The Glass Menagerie
Burden or outcast: the Morlocks in The X-Men or in
The Mask
Non-sexual or incapable of full relationships: Clifford
Chatterley in Lady Chatterley’s Lover
Incapable of fully participating in everyday life:
absence from everyday situations and not shown as
integral and productive members of society.

Source: After the Guardian 13 October 1995. Copyright Guardian News & 
Media Ltd. 1995.
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unification around a single dimension of identity, 
such as gender, sexuality, race or disability, to achieve 
particular objectives. While this can bring political
strength, it can also lead to vulnerability and internal
tensions, for claims of universal solidarity can lead to
exclusion and alienation. How to reconcile the com-
peting claims of mutual interest and difference is one of
the key issues of the twenty-first century.

one of the new social movements focused around what
is termed identity politics (i.e. people with a particular
identity rather than traditional class-based politics).

The gay, lesbian and disability rights movements
illustrate well some of the key dilemmas in an era in
which we recognize that identities are multiple and
unstable. In such a context it is politically expedient at
times to adopt what is termed strategic essentialism,

11.3 Disability and the city

..

Table 11.3 A typology of approaches to access for disabled people by local
authorities in the United Kingdom

‘Averse’
➤ Operates with a biomedical model of disability, or disability as being derived from physical and/or mental

impairment
➤ Major concern is to secure investment to support the local economy. Attitude is that insisting on access will

scare away developers and much-needed investment
➤ Access is seen as a minority issue that only affects a small proportion of the population
➤ Very few statements on access in local plan
➤ No budget to support access projects
➤ Never uses planning conditions to secure access
➤ No access officer, or where they do exist, usually performed part time by someone in Building Controls of

Local Plans
➤ Local political system unaware of access issues and provides little support or encouragement
➤ Access groups either non-existent or poorly organized
➤ Typically a rural local authority and/or area with severe economic problems

‘Proactive’
➤ Operates with a social model of disability or disability as a form of discrimination
➤ Access is seen as an issue to be considered because of the directives of government and the Royal Town

Planning Institute
➤ Access is seen as one of many competing demands on officer time
➤ Appointed access officer, usually on a part-time basis
➤ Some small funds for access issues
➤ Brings to the attention of developers all the statutory requirements of access
➤ Seeks to negotiate with developers and persuade them to give more than is required by statute
➤ Major concern is to secure development but not at the expense of neglecting statutory duties on matters such

as access, for instance
➤ Some awareness by local council of access issues but remains peripheral and rarely discussed by local

politicians
➤ Access groups usually exist but are often weak and poorly resources
➤ A mixture and range of localities

‘Coercive’
➤ Conceives of disability as an equal opportunities concern
➤ Access is seen as a right for all people
➤ The local economy will benefit by providing access, people with disabilities are consumers too
➤ Insists on access provision
➤ Will seek to use all available planning instruments
➤ Will not hesitate to use planning conditions relating to access
➤ Regular meetings between planners and local access groups
➤ Full-time access officer, well networked within and between departments
➤ Active support from local politicians with key councillors
➤ Active access groups
➤ Typically a left-wing, city authority

Source: Adapted from Imrie (1996), pp. 128 and 138.
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Key films related to urban social geography – Chapter 11

The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of
the Desert (1994) A hilarious story 
of cross-dressing in the Australian
outback, reflecting city–country rela-
tions and sexuality.

Breakfast on Pluto (2005) A tragic-
comic film based on the novel by
Patrick McCabe about a gay Irish boy
who moves to London to find his long-
lost mother during the Irish Repub-
lican Army bombings in the 1970s.
More amusing than it sounds!

The Broken Hearts Club (2000) A
romantic comedy centred around a
group of young gay professionals.

The Celluloid Closet (1995) A
remarkable documentary on the
changing ways in which Hollywood
has treated gay issues over the years.
Highly recommended.

Desert Hearts (1985) Not really an
‘urban’ film since this is a ‘retro’ 

movie set in the desert surrounding
Reno in 1959, but nevertheless an
intelligent, at times amusing, and bal-
anced expression of attitudes towards
lesbianism.

Go Fish (1994) A lively romantic
comedy centred around lesbian life-
styles in Chicago.

Longtime Companion (1990) One of
the first films to show the impact of
AIDS, in this case upon affluent young
professionals in New York in the 1980s.

The Monkey’s Mask (2000) Some-
thing rather different. A Sydney-based
lesbian detective on the trail of a killer
in the world of poetry!

My Beautiful Launderette (1985) A
film about sexuality, racism and
neoliberalism in Thatcherite Britain
in the early 1980s.

Passion Fish (1992) A warm, touching
and moving consideration of issues of

disability, race and sexuality set in
the southern United States.

Philadelphia (1993) The first main-
stream Hollywood movie to confront
issues of AIDS and the gay community.
Moving, thought provoking and life
affirming.

Priest (1994) A powerful and moving
film about the conflict between religion
and sexuality for a gay young priest.

Totally F***ed Up (1993) A key
movie of what has become known as
‘New Queer Cinema’, this film shows
the loves and lives of young gays and
lesbians in Los Angeles.

The Wedding Banquet (1993) A fairly
light romantic comedy by the much-
lauded director Ang Lee, but a film
that provides amusing and provoking
insights into issues of ethnicity and
sexuality.

Box 11.4

Chapter summary

11.1 People’s bodily appearance is not just a function of innate biology, it is also socially constructed through
various signs and systems of meaning. The spaces of cities provide a powerful environment that forces
people to conform to certain standards of appearance and dress while at the same time also providing
opportunities for people to transgress prevailing social norms.

11.2 Urban areas have had an important impact upon the development of sexuality. Cities provide
opportunities for people to transgress dominant codes of sexual behaviour. The continuation of
prostitution in cities reflects patriarchal gender relations. Cities have provided opportunities for 
the territorial expression of gay lifestyles. As in the case of ethnic segregation, this has provided
opportunities for empowerment but may also be seen as reflecting continuing discrimination.

11.3 The social construction of ‘disability’ also reflects the continuing patterns of oppression in an 
able-bodied society. Both the Gay Rights Movement and the Disability Rights Movement may be 
seen as forms of new social movements.
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embodiment
gay ghettos
gender
gender roles
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of vacancies and moves are set off as dwellings become
newly available, and this movement may itself trigger
further mobility as households react to changes in
neighbourhood status and tone.

The basic relationship between residential mobility
and urban structure is outlined in Figure 12.1, which
emphasizes the circular and cumulative effects of 
housing demand and urban structure on each other.
Mobility is seen as a product of housing opportunities –
the new and vacant dwellings resulting from suburban
expansion, inner-city renewal and rehabilitation, etc. –
and the housing needs and expectations of households,
which are themselves a product of income, family size and
lifestyle. Meanwhile, as Figure 12.2 shows, residential
mobility can also be interpreted within the frame of
broader structural changes.

Given a sufficient amount of mobility, the residential
structure of the city will be substantively altered, result-
ing in changes both to the ‘objective’ social ecology and
to the associated neighbourhood images that help to
attract or deter further potential movers. Households, then,
may be seen as decision-making units whose aggregate
response to housing opportunities is central to ecological

Residential mobility and
neighbourhood change

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ Why do people move within cities?

➤ What patterns are generated by these moves?

➤ What effect do these moves have upon
residential structures?

Although it is widely accepted that the shaping and
reshaping of urban social areas is a product of the move-
ment of households from one residence to another, the
relationships between urban residential structure and
patterns of residential mobility are only imperfectly
understood. This is a reflection of the complexity of these
relationships. While migration creates and remodels
the social and demographic structure of city neighbour-
hoods, it is also conditioned by the existing ecology of
the city: a classic example of the sociospatial dialectic.
The process is undergoing constant modification as each
household’s decision to move (or not to move) has
repercussions for the rest of the system. Chain reactions
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Figure 12.1 Relationships between housing demand, residential mobility and the social ecology of
the city.

Figure 12.2 The system formed by mobility flows and the structuration of space.
Source: Bassand (1990), Fig. 1, p. 80.
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change. It therefore seems logical to begin the task of
disentangling the relationship between movement and
urban structure by seeking to establish the fundamental
parameters of household mobility. How many house-
holds do actually move in a given period? Do particular
types of households have a greater propensity to move
than others? And are there any spatial regularities in
the pattern of migration?

12.1 Patterns of
household mobility

In fact, the amount of movement by households in
Western cities is considerable. In Australia, New Zealand
and North America, between 15 and 20 per cent of 
all urban households move in any one year. Having
said this, it is of course important to recognize that
some cities experience much higher levels of mobility
than others. Cities in the fast-growing West, South and 
Gulf Coast of the United States – Bellevue, Scottsdale,
Riverside and Thousand Oaks, for instance – have an
annual turnover of population that is double that of 
the likes of Scranton, Johnstown and Wilkes-Barre/
Hazeltown in the slow-growing north-east. In Europe,
rates of mobility also vary a good deal, but in general
they range between 5 and 10 per cent per year.

It is also important to recognize that the magnitude
of this movement stems partly from economic and social
forces that extend well beyond the housing markets 
of individual cities. Some of the most important deter-
minants of the overall level of residential mobility are the
business cycles that are endemic to capitalist economies.
During economic upswings the increase in employment
opportunities and wages leads to an increase in the effec-
tive demand for new housing which, when completed,
allows whole chains of households to change homes.

Changes in social organization – particularly those
involving changes in family structure and the rate of
household formation, dissolution and fusion – also
affect the overall level of mobility by exerting a direct
influence on the demand for accommodation. Long-term
changes in the structure of the housing market itself 
are also important. In many European countries, for
example, the expansion of owner-occupied and public
housing at the expense of the privately rented sector

has led to a general decrease in mobility because of the
higher costs and longer delays involved in moving.

Movers and stayers
Residential mobility is a selective process. Households
of different types are not equally mobile. Some have 
a propensity to move quite often; others, having once
gained entry to the housing system, never move at 
all, thus lending a degree of stability to the residential
mosaic. This basic dichotomy between ‘movers’ and
‘stayers’ has been identified in a number of studies, and
it has been found that the composition of each group
tends to be related to the lifestyle and tenure character-
istics of households. In particular, younger households
have been found to move more frequently than older
households; and private renters have been found to 
be more mobile than households in other tenure cat-
egories. People can also be conceptualized as ‘locals’ or
‘cosmopolitans’, depending on the type and intensity
of their attachments to their immediate social environ-
ments, and this distinction has been shown to have a
significant bearing on intra-urban mobility.

In addition, there appears to be an independent
duration-of-residence effect, whereby the longer a house-
hold remains in a dwelling the less likely it is to move.
This has been termed the principle of ‘cumulative 
inertia’, and is usually explained in terms of the emo-
tional attachments that people develop towards their
dwelling and immediate neighbourhood and their reluct-
ance to sever increasingly strong and complex social
networks in favour of the unknown quantity of the 
pattern of daily life elsewhere. In contrast, the actual
experience of moving home probably reinforces the
propensity to move. Movers are more oriented to future
mobility than households that have not moved in the
past and are better able to actualize a moving plan.

Patterns of in-migration
It is possible to suggest a number of important regular-
ities in people’s migration behaviour. It is useful to 
distinguish first between the spatial behaviour of intra-
urban movers and that of in-migrants from other cities,
regions and countries. Furthermore, in-migrants can
be usefully divided into high- and low-status movers.

..
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The latter were particularly influential in shaping the
residential structure of cities earlier this century. There
are some cities, however, where low-status in-migrants
continue to represent a significant component of migra-
tion patterns, as illustrated by population movements
in Cincinnati, for example, where the in-migrants have
been mainly poor whites from Appalachia; Australian
cities such as Melbourne and Sydney, where the in-

migrants are mainly foreign born; and some European
cities, where the in-migrants are gastarbeiter. As we saw
in Chapter 8, the impact of these in-migrants on urban
social ecology is often finely tuned in relation to the
national and regional origins, religion and ethnic status
of the migrants involved.

High-status in-migrants are similar to low-status in-
migrants in that the majority are drawn into the city in

Key trends in urban social geography – The growth of Eastern European
communities in UK towns and cities

One of the most important changes 
in the urban social geography of the
United Kingdom in recent years has
been the influx of over a million mig-
rants following the accession of the
Eastern European states to the Euro-
pean Union in 2004. Admittedly, in the
wake of the current economic downturn,
rising prosperity in the accession states
and the declining value of the pound,
many of these migrants have returned
to their nations of origin. Neverthe-
less, it is estimated that over 600 000
Eastern Europeans remain in the United
Kingdom, approximately two-thirds of
whom are Polish. Indeed, it has been
estimated that, relative to the size of
the total population, this is the largest
single influx of migrants to the United
Kingdom since the Huguenots fled to
escape religious persecution in Europe
in the seventeenth century (Economist,
30 August 2008).

It is not only the relative size of the
recent migration that makes it signific-
ant; the character of the influx is differ-
ent from previous waves. To begin with,
and in marked contrast to previous
migrations of persons of colour from
ex-colonies in Africa, the Caribbean
and South Asia, the new migrants are
overwhelmingly white. This has meant
that issues of immigration have become
decoupled from race; this has led to 
a much more explicit public debate

on immigration than in the past, now
centred on the value of these immig-
rants to the UK economy. While many
local authorities lament the extra
pressure on public services, busi-
ness circles have generally welcomed
the migrants. Many Eastern European
workers have filled skill shortages in
occupations such as plumbing, build-
ing and the health service. Others have
undertaken roles in less skilled, low-
paid occupations that the indigenous
population is reluctant to take up,
such as fruit picking, factory work and
in service industries such as hotels
and catering. This has led to much-
publicized issues of labour exploitation
and housing overcrowding, although
one should not exaggerate the scale
of these issues.

Another important difference is geo-
graphical; the new migrants have gen-
erally spread more widely throughout
the United Kingdom than previous
migrants, who tended to concentrate
in the major cities. Nevertheless, some
towns and cities have experienced
especially large increases of Poles –
Peterborough, Northampton, Slough
and Southampton being key examples.
The precise scale of the new popula-
tions is difficult to gauge accurately
but there have been many obvious
consequences on city life. Thus, it not
uncommon to hear Polish being spoken

in public, to see Polish-registered 
vehicles on UK roads and to find Polish
food on sale in shops. The leading UK
supermarket chain Tesco even has 
a website in Polish. In addition, being
overwhelmingly Catholic the new
migrants have swelled churches and
led to this branch of religion being the
fastest growing in the United Kingdom
in recent years. The extent to which
these Eastern Europeans will settle in
the UK is uncertain: new patterns of
transnational working are being forged,
made possible, in part, by the budget
airlines, which have been busy taking
Eastern European workers home at
various intervals.

Key concepts associated
with the growth of Eastern
European Communities 
in UK towns and cities 
(see Glossary)

Assimilation, charter group, citizen-
ship, contingent workers, ethnic
group, ethnoscape, numerical flexibil-
ity, reserve army of labour, transna-
tional urbanism.

Links with other chapters

Chapter 4: Box 4.3 How useful is
the UK Census?

Chapter 9: Box 9.3 The development
of new ‘sacred spaces’

Box 12.1
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response to its economic opportunities. Their locational
behaviour, however, is quite different. The majority
constitutes part of a highly mobile group of the better-
educated middle classes whose members move from
one city to another in search of better jobs or career
advancement. Some of these moves are voluntary and
some are made in response to the administrative fiat of
large companies and government departments. The vast
majority, though, follow the same basic pattern, moving
to a rather narrowly defined kind of neighbourhood:
newly established suburban developments containing
housing towards the top end of the price range.

Such areas are particularly attractive to the mobile
elite because the lack of an established neighbour-
hood character and social network minimizes the risk
of settling among neighbours who are unfriendly, too
friendly, ‘snobbish’ or ‘common’: something that may
otherwise happen very easily, since out-of-town house-
holds must usually search the property market and make
a housing selection in a matter of days. Moreover, hous-
ing in such areas tends to conform to ‘conventional’
floor and window shapes and sizes, so that there is a good
chance that furnishings from the previous residence
will fit the new one. Nevertheless, once established in
the new city, it is common for such households to make
one or more follow-up or ‘corrective’ moves in response
to their increasing awareness of the social ambience of
different neighbourhoods and the quality of their schools
and shops.

Intra-urban moves
This brings us to the general category of intra-urban
moves that make up the bulk of all residential mobility
and that therefore merit rather closer consideration.
Indeed, a good deal of research effort has been devoted
to the task of searching for regularities in intra-urban
movement in the belief that such regularities, if they
exist, might help to illuminate a key dimension of the
sociospatial dialectic: the relationships between resid-
ential mobility and urban ecology.

Distance and direction

One of the most consistent findings of this research
concerns the distance moved. In virtually every study, the

majority of moves has been found to be relatively short,
although the distances involved clearly depend to a 
certain extent on the overall size of the city concerned.
This tendency for short moves notwithstanding, vari-
ability in distance moved is generally explained best by
income, race and previous tenure, with higher-income,
white, owner-occupier households tending to move
furthest.

Directional bias has also been investigated in a 
number of migration studies, but with rather less con-
sistent results. While it is widely recognized that there
is a general tendency for migration to push outwards
from inner-city neighbourhoods towards the suburbs,
reverse flows and cross-currents always exist to com-
plicate the issue. The most significant regularities in
intra-urban movement patterns, however, relate to the
relative socio-economic status of origin and destination
areas. The vast majority of moves – about 80 per cent
in the United States – take place within census tracts of
similar socio-economic characteristics.

A parallel and related tendency is for a very high pro-
portion of moves to take place within tenure categories.
In other words, relocation within both ‘community
space’ and ‘housing space’ usually involves only short
distances. Where transitions do occur between tenure
categories, a great deal depends on the ecology of hous-
ing supply. It follows from these observations that, while
intra-urban mobility may have a significant impact on
the spatial expression of social and economic cleavages,
the overall degree of residential segregation tends to be
maintained or even reinforced by relocation processes.

Household movement and urban
ecology

Putting together these empirical regularities in an over-
all spatial context, we are presented with a threefold zonal
division of the city. The innermost zone is character-
ized by high levels of mobility, which are swollen by the
arrival of low-status in-migrants. Similarly, high levels
of mobility in the outermost zone are supplemented 
by the arrival and subsequent follow-up mobility of
higher-status in-migrants. Between the two is a zone of
relative stability containing households whose housing
needs are evidently satisfied. Here, turnover is low 
simply because few housing opportunities arise, either

..
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circumstances that appear to precipitate the decision to
move, and a conceptual model of the decision to move
is outlined. Subsequently, attention is focused on how
this decision is acted upon, highlighting the effects of
differential access to, and use of, information.

Reasons for moving

In any consideration of migration it is important to
make a distinction between voluntary and involuntary
moves. As Rossi (1980) showed in his classic study of
migration in Philadelphia, involuntary moves make up
a significant proportion of the total. In Philadelphia,
almost one-quarter of the moves were involuntary, and
the majority of these were precipitated by property
demolitions and evictions. Similar findings have been
reported from studies of other cities, but remarkably
little is known about the locational behaviour of affected
households.

In addition to these purely involuntary moves is a
further category of ‘forced’ moves arising from marriage,
divorce, retirement, ill-health, death in the family and
long-distance job changes. These frequently account
for a further 15 per cent of all moves, leaving around 
60 per cent as voluntary moves.

Survey data show that the decision to move home
voluntarily is attributed to a number of quite different
factors. It must be acknowledged, however, that the
reasons given for moving in the course of household
interviews are not always entirely reliable. Some people
have a tendency to rationalize and justify their decisions,
others may not be able to recollect past motivations; and
most will inevitably articulate reasons that are simpler
and more clear-cut than the complex of factors under
consideration at the time of the move. Nevertheless,
survey data are useful in indicating the major elements
that need to be taken into consideration in explaining
movement behaviour. Typically, the reasons given for
moving involve a mixture of housing, environmental
and personal factors.

Among the more frequently cited housing factors
associated with voluntary moves are complaints about
dwelling and garden space, about housing and repair
costs and about style obsolescence. Environmental 
factors encompass complaints about the presence of
noxious activities such as factories, about noisy children

through vacancies or through new construction. It is
probably the existence of such a zone that accounts 
for longer-distance moves and which helps to explain
the sectoral ‘leap-frogging’ of lower-middle-class and
working-class households to new suburban subdivisions
and dormitory towns.

The generalizations made here must be qualified in
cities where there is a significant amount of public sector
housing, since the entry and transfer rules for public
housing are completely different from those in the rest
of the housing market. In general this does not distort
the overall pattern of household movement, although
it is likely that different elements of the pattern will 
be linked to particular sectors of the housing market. 
In Glasgow, for example, where the privately rented
and owner-occupied sectors are truncated by a massive
public sector (in 2008, well over 50 per cent of the city’s
households lived in publicly owned dwellings), the
overall pattern of residential mobility still exhibits the
‘typical’ components of short-distance relocation within
the neighbourhood of origin and of outward sectoral
movement over larger distances. But a closer examina-
tion of migration flows reveals that these components
are derived in composite fashion from the various flows
within and between the main tenure categories.

The determinants of
residential mobility
If the outward configuration of intra-urban mobility is
difficult to pin down, its internal dynamics can be even
more obscure. The flows of mobility that shape urban
structure derive from aggregate patterns of demand for
accommodation that spring in turn from the complex
deliberations of individual households. An under-
standing of how these deliberations are structured is
thus likely to provide some insight into the relocation 
process, and a considerable amount of attention has
therefore been given by geographers to two important
aspects of household behaviour:

1 the decision to seek a new residence;

2 the search for and selection of a new residence.

This two-stage approach is adopted here. First, attention
is focused on the personal, residential and environmental

12.1 Patterns of household mobility

..
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life course, it is widely believed that life course changes
provide the foundation for much of the residential
relocation within cities. The importance of the family life
course as an explanatory variable is considerably rein-
forced by its relationships with several other frequently
cited reasons for moving, such as the desire to own
(rather than rent) a home and the desire for a change
of environmental setting.

Changes in household structure and the fragmenta-
tion of lifestyles in contemporary cities make it difficult,
however, to generalize about relationships between 
residential mobility and family life course in the way
that was possible in the 1960s. We can say, though, that
a marked residential segregation tends to emerge as
households at similar stages in their life course respond
in similar ways to their changing domestic and material
circumstances. This, of course, fits conveniently with
the results of the many descriptive studies (including
factorial ecology studies) that have demonstrated a
zonal pattern of family status.

The generally accepted sequence to these zones runs
from a youthful inner-city zone through successive
zones of older and middle-aged family types to a zone

and about the incidence of litter, garbage and pet dogs.
Personal factors are mostly associated with forced moves,
but some voluntary moves are attributed to personal
factors, such as a negative reaction to new neighbours.
Figure 12.3 illustrates a general classification of the 
reasons for household relocation.

Space needs and life-course
changes

Of the more frequently cited reasons for moving, it is
generally agreed that the most important and widespread
is related to the household’s need for dwelling space.
More than half of the movers in Rossi’s study cited
complaints about too much or too little living space as
contributing to their desire to move (with 44 per cent
giving it as a primary reason). Subsequent surveys have
confirmed the decisive importance of living space in
the decision to move and, furthermore, have estab-
lished that the crucial factor is not so much space per se
but the relationship between the size and composition
of a household and its perceived space requirements.
Because both of these are closely related to the family

Figure 12.3 A classification of reasons for household relocation.
Source: Clark and Onaka (1983), Fig. 2, p. 50.
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Key debates in urban social geography – The value of the life cycle model

In his now classic study, Rossi 
linked residential differentiation with
changes in the family life cycle (or
life course). As people get older, the
things they require from the environ-

Although undoubtedly influential, the
family life cycle model has been crit-
icized on a number of grounds:

➤ The model only describes
‘traditional’ nuclear families.

➤ The model takes no account of
those who are single parents, 
who remarry, become divorced 
or widowed, or have a second
family.

ment (both the dwelling and the
neighbourhood) change, and, if these
needs cannot be satisfied in the
immediate environment, then move-
ment is often the result. The family

➤ By starting with marriage, the
model takes no account of the
overlap between families, and
neither does it take into account
the family from which the 
newly-weds have come.

➤ The model assumes families are
isolated and self-sufficient.

There is much talk in the popular
media about the decline of the 

life cycle model draws attention to
the fact that the family is not a static
entity and has therefore played an
important part in social research 
(see below).

‘traditional’ nuclear family. It is cer-
tainly true that since 1980 family 
life in Western cities had been
through a period of unprecedented
change: there are fewer marriages,
fewer children, more couples are 
getting divorced and more people 
living in single-person households. 
To illustrate, some of the major
changes for the United Kingdom are
shown below:

Box 12.2

1 The honeymoon period Married couples, without children

2 The nurturing period Childbearing families, eldest aged 0–2

3 The authority period Families with pre-schoolchildren

4 The interpretative period Families with schoolchildren

5 The interdependent period Families with teenagers

6 The launching period Families launching young adults

7 The empty-nest period Middle-aged parents, no children at home

8 The retirement period Ageing family members, retired

Source: Adapted from Duvall (1971).

Changes in household composition in Britain, 1961–1998 (%)

Types of household 1961 1971 1981 1991 1998

Couples
Dependent children 38 35 31 31 25
No dependent children 10 8 8 8 7
No children 26 27 26 28 28

Lone parents
Dependent children 2 3 5 6 7
No dependent children 4 4 4 4 3

Multifamilies 3 1 1 1 1

One person 11 18 22 27 28

▼
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of late youth/early middle age on the periphery. It must
be acknowledged, however, that such a pattern may 
be the result of factors other than those associated
directly with the dynamic of household life courses.
Households often undergo changes in their family status
at the same time as they experience changes in income
and social status, so it is dangerous to explain mobility
exclusively in terms of one or the other.

Quite different factors may also be at work. Developers,
for example, knowing that many households prefer to
live among families similar to their own age and composi-
tion as well as socio-economic status, have reinforced
family status segregation by building apartment com-
plexes and master-planned communities for specific
household types, with exclusionary covenants and con-
tracts designed to keep out ‘non-conforming’ residents.
It is thus quite common for entire condominiums to be
inhabited by single people or by childless couples. The
extreme form of this phenomenon is represented by
Sun City, a satellite suburb of Phoenix, Arizona, where
no resident under the age of 50 is allowed, and where
the whole townscape is dominated by the design needs
of the elderly, who whirr along the quiet streets in golf
cart, travelling from one social engagement to the next.
In contrast, much of the family status segregation in
British cities with large amounts of public housing can

be attributed to the letting policies of local authorities,
since eligibility for public housing is partly a product of
household size (see pp. 125ff ).

The decision to move
The first major decision in the residential mobility pro-
cess – whether or not to move home – can be viewed 
as a product of the stress generated by discordance
between household’s needs, expectations and aspira-
tions on the one hand and its actual housing conditions
and environmental setting on the other (Figure 12.4).

People’s housing expectations and aspirations are
thought by behaviouralists to stem from the differ-
ent frames of reference that people adopt in making
sense of their lives and, in particular, in interpreting
their housing situation. These frames of reference are
the product of a wide range of factors that includes 
age, class background, religion, ethnic origin and past
experience of all aspects of urban life. What they
amount to is a series of lifestyles – privatized, familistic,
cosmopolitan and so on – each with a distinctive set 
of orientations in relation to housing and residential
location. Behaviouralists recognize three traditional life-
style orientations in urban cultures: family, career and
consumption.

..

The numbers of households with 
couples with dependent children fell
from 38 per cent to 25 per cent
between 1961 and 1998 while the
number of lone parents with depend-
ent children rose from 2 per cent to 
7 per cent. The most striking change,
however, has been the increase in
one-person households. This change
reflects a number of factors: a greater
capacity for younger people to leave
their parental home earlier; higher
rates of divorce; a reduced preference
for marriage and an increasingly aged
population in which a high proportion

of people are widowed. However, most
commentators suggest that it is far too
early to talk about the decline of the
traditional family. For example, in the
United Kingdom in 1997 four-fifths of
dependent children had two parents
and 9 in 10 parents were married.
Contacts between relatives seem to
have declined but families still con-
tinue to be the main source of care for
elderly family members when they are
in need. Many writers have pointed
out that there is little evidence of
families doing less. Thus the percent-
age of elderly people in institutions in

Britain remained remarkably constant
throughout the twentieth century.

Key concepts associated
with the family life cycle
(see Glossary)
Community care, domestic economy,
domestication, family status, hetero-
patriarchal environment, nuclear fam-
ily, patriarchy, ‘primary’ relationships.

Links with other chapters
Chapter 10: Box 10.3 How to
understand geographies of childhood
and youth cultures

continued
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Figure 12.4 A model of residential mobility.
Source: Robson (1975), p. 33.
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1 Family-oriented people are also home centred and
tend to spend much of their spare time with their
children. As a result, their housing orientations are
dominated by their perceptions of their children’s
needs for play space, a clean, safe environment, pro-
ximity to child clinics and school, and so on.

2 Careerists have a lifestyle centred on career advance-
ment. Since movement is often a necessary part of
this process, careerists tend to be highly mobile; and
since they are, by definition, status conscious, their
housing orientations tend to be focused on prestige
neighbourhoods appropriate to their jobs, their
salary and their self-image.

3 Consumerists are strongly oriented towards enjoy-
ing the material benefits and amenities of modern
urban society, and their housing preferences are there-
fore dominated by a desire to live in downtown areas,
close to clubs, theatres, art galleries, discothèques,
restaurants and so on.

This typology can be criticized for its middle-class
tenor, since it overlooks the ‘lifestyle’ of the large 
number of households whose economic position
reduces their housing aspirations to the level of 
survival. Many working-class households view their
homes as havens from the outside world rather than 
as platforms for the enactment of a favoured lifestyle.
This limitation, however, is allowed for by the beha-
viouralist model outlined in Figure 12.4. Quite simply,
households with more modest incomes are expected 
to aspire only to housing that meets their minimum
absolute needs. These needs are generally held to be a
function of family size, so that the idea of life course
related mobility plugs in conveniently to the beha-
viouralist model without equating stress automatically
with mobility.

Whatever the household’s expectations and aspira-
tions may be, the crucial determinant of the decision 
to move is the intensity of the stress (if any) generated
as a result of the difference between these and its actual

..

The zone of high family status and conspicuous consumption: upper-middle-class suburban homes in
McLean, Virginia. Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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The search for a new
residence
Whether the decision to move is voluntary or involunt-
ary, all relocating households must go through the 
procedure of searching for suitable vacancies and then
deciding upon the most appropriate new home. The
chief interest of geographers in this procedure lies in
the question of whether it is spatially biased and, if 
so, whether it is biased in different ways for different
groups of households. In other words, do spatially biased
search procedures contribute to the changing social
ecology? Although information on the way people behave
in looking for a new home is rather fragmentary, the
general process is conveniently encompassed within the
decision-making framework of the behavioural model
(Figure 12.4). Accordingly, it is useful to break house-
hold behaviour down into three stages:

1 the specification of criteria for evaluating vacancies;

2 the search for dwellings that satisfy these criteria;

3 the final choice of a new dwelling.

Specifying the desiderata of a 
new home
In behaviouralist terms, the household’s first step in
coping with the problem of acquiring and organizing
information about a potential new dwelling is to define,
consciously or subconsciously, its aspiration region.
Quite simply, this is a conception of the limits of accept-
ability that a household is prepared to entertain as an
alternative to its current accommodation. These limits
may be defined in terms of the desired site characteristics
– attributes of the dwelling itself – and/or the desired
situational characteristics – the physical and social
environment of the neighbourhood, its proximity to
schools, shops, etc.

The lower limits of the aspiration region are com-
monly defined by the characteristics of the dwelling 
the household wants to leave, while the upper limits 
are set by the standards to which the household can
reasonably aspire. In many cases these will be deter-
mined by income constraints, but there are important
exceptions: some householders, for example, may not
want to take on a large garden, regardless of house price;
others may rule out affordable dwellings in certain areas

circumstances. The point where tolerable stress becomes
intolerable strain will be different for each house-
hold but, once it is reached (at point ‘A’ on Figure 12.4)
the household must decide between three avenues of
behaviour:

1 Environmental improvement. This includes a wide
range of activities, depending on the nature of the
stressors involved. Small dwellings can be enlarged
with an extension, cold dwellings can have central
heating, double glazing and wall cavity insulation
installed, dilapidated dwellings can be rewired and
redecorated, and over-large dwellings can be filled
by taking in lodgers. Neighbourhood or ‘situational’
stressors can also be countered in various ways:
inaccessibility to shops and amenities, for example,
can be tackled through the purchase of a car or 
by petitioning the local authority to provide better 
bus services. Environmental degradation and intru-
sive land users can be tackled through residents’
associations and action committees; and undesir-
able neighbours can be harassed or ostracized. As
with other aspects of residential behaviour, these 
strategies vary in their appeal according to house-
hold circumstances. Owner-occupiers, for example,
are much more likely to opt for neighbourhood
activism than renters.

2 Lowering aspirations. This is an alternative means of
coming to terms with existing housing conditions. It
appears to be a common strategy, since survey data
show that for every household which moves there
are two or three more who report that they would
like to move if they could. Lowering aspirations may
involve a change in lifestyle or a reformulation of
plans: the decision to have children may be deferred,
for example. More commonly it is simply a psycho-
logical matter of ‘dissonance reduction’ – learning
to like what one has and to become indifferent to
what one knows one cannot get. Not surprisingly, the
older people get, the more proficient they become at
dissonance reduction.

3 Residential relocation. This, as we have seen, is the
course chosen by a large minority of households.
The decision to move, however, leads to a second
important area of locational behaviour: the search
for and selection of a new residence.

12.1 Patterns of household mobility

..
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because the neighbourhood does not conform with their
desired lifestyle.

In general, the criteria used by households in speci-
fying their aspiration region reflect their motivations 
in deciding to move. Living space, tenure, dwelling
amenities, environmental quality and social composition 
are among the more frequently cited criteria. Interior
aspects of the dwelling, the social characteristics of the
neighbourhood and accessibility to various facilities are
more important in attracting people to a new home than
in propelling them away. It also appears that movers of
different types tend to differ quite a lot in the criteria
they use. Households moving to single-family houses
are more likely to be concerned with situational charac-
teristics than those moving to apartments, for example.
Households moving to suburban houses tend to be
particularly concerned with the layout of the dwelling
and its potential as an investment, whereas for those
moving to downtown houses the aesthetics of dwelling
style and the neighbourhood environment tend to be
more important criteria.

The existence of differently conceived aspiration
regions is, of course, a function of the different needs
and aspirations that prompt households to move in the
first place. Their significance to the relocation process
lies not only in the consequent differences in house-
holds’ evaluation of particular housing opportunities,
but also in the fact that households set out from the
very start to look for vacancies with quite different
housing goals in mind.

Searching for vacancies

The general objective of the search procedure is to 
find the right kind of dwelling, at the right price, in the
time available. It must be acknowledged that there are
some households that do not have to search deliber-
ately because their decision to move has come after
accidentally discovering an attractive vacancy. These
‘windfall’ moves may account for as many as 20 per
cent of all intra-urban moves. The majority of movers,
though, must somehow organize themselves into find-
ing a suitable home within a limited period of deciding
to relocate.

Most households organize the search procedure 
in locational terms, focusing attention on particular

neighbourhoods that are selected on the basis of their
perceived situational characteristics and the house-
hold’s evaluation of the probability of finding vacancies
satisfying their site criteria. Moreover, faced with the
problem of searching even a limited amount of space,
it is natural that households will attempt to further
reduce both effort and uncertainty by concentrating
their search in areas that are best known and most
accessible to them.

The upshot is that households concentrate their
house-hunting activities within a limited search space
that is spatially biased by their familiarity with differ-
ent districts. In behaviouralist terminology, this search
space is a subset of a more general awareness space,
which is usually regarded as a product of:

➤ people’s activity space or action space (the sum of
all the places with which people have regular contact
as a result of their normal activities); and

➤ information from secondary sources such as radio,
television, newspapers and even word of mouth.

Both elements are subject to a mental filtering and 
coding that produces a set of imagery which constitutes
the operational part of the individual’s awareness space.
The subset of this space that constitutes the search
space is simply the area (or areas) that a household feels
to be relevant to its aspiration region, and it is spatially
biased because of the inherent bias in both activity
spaces and mental maps.

It follows that different subgroups of households,
with distinctive activity spaces and mental maps, will
tend to exhibit an equally distinctive spatial bias in their
search behaviour. In particular, we may expect the more
limited activity spaces and more localized and intensive
images of the home area to restrict the search space 
of low-income households to a relatively small area
centred on the previous home, while more mobile,
higher-income households will have a search space 
that is more extensive but focused on the most familiar
sector of the city between home and workplace.

The information sources used to find vacant dwell-
ings within the search space can also exert a significant
spatial bias. Since different types of households tend 
to rely on different sequences and combinations of
sources, this results in a further process of sociospatial
sorting. Overall, the most frequently used sources of

..
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to specialize in limited portions of the housing market
in terms of both price and area; second, while most estate
agents have a fairly accurate knowledge of the city-wide
housing market, they tend to overrecommend dwell-
ings in the area in which they are most experienced 
in selling and listing accommodation and with which
they are most familiar. As a result, households that are
dependent on real estate agents for information are
using a highly structured and spatially limited informa-
tion source. The critical issue in the present context,
however, is the relative importance and effectiveness of
different information sources for different households.

Accessibility to information sources is also related to
another important issue affecting residential behaviour:

information about housing vacancies are newspaper
and online advertisements, real estate agents, friends and
relatives, and personal observation of ‘for sale’ signs –
although their relative importance and effectiveness
seems to vary somewhat from one city to another.

Each of these information sources tends to be biased
in a different way. Personal observation, for example,
will be closely determined by people’s personal activity
space, while the quantity and quality of information
from friends and relatives will depend a lot on social
class and the structure of the searcher’s social networks.
Real estate agents also exert a considerable spatial bias
in their role as mediators of information. This has been
shown to operate in two ways: first, each business tends

12.1 Patterns of household mobility

..

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Ron Johnston

Ron Johnston deserves a special 
mention in any book on urban social
geography for one simple reason – 
no one else has written more on the
topic. For over 40 years he has pro-
duced a torrent of books and articles,
an outpouring that shows no signs of
diminishing (contrast Johnston, 1971,
with Johnston et al., 2004; see also
Box 8.3).

Ron Johnston’s work reflects the 
enormous shifts in the character of
urban social geography over the 
past four decades. For example, in 
his early work he was one of the new
breed of quantitative geographers
who linked multivariate studies of city
structure to the empirical traditions 
of the Chicago School of human eco-
logy via the methodology of ‘factorial
ecology’ (Johnston, 1971). A little
later he adapted behavioural notions
to the study of residential mobility 
in cities, linking mental maps with
migration patterns. Subsequently, he
linked urban change with the tradi-
tions of political economy, focusing in
particular upon local political systems
(Johnston, 1978).

Despite all his writings on urban social
geography, Johnston is perhaps best
acknowledged for his extensive con-
tributions to two other fields. First, for
his work on political geography (e.g.
Johnston et al., 2001) and, second,
and perhaps even more importantly
from the perspective of geography, 
for his charting of the evolution of 
the subject in the second half of the
twentieth century. This latter project
has been manifest most prominently
in Geography and Geographers: Anglo-
American human geography since
1945, first published in 1979 and now
into its sixth edition (now co-authored
with James Sidaway, 2004).

Key concepts associated
with Ron Johnston (see
Glossary)

De jure territories, factorial ecology,
jurisdictional partitioning, segregation.

Further reading

Johnston, R.J. (1971) Urban
Residential Patterns: An introductory
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Forrest, J. (2004) The comparative
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in the USA, 1980–2000, Tijdschrift
voor Economische en Sociale
Geografie 95, 550–69

Links with other chapters
Chapter 4: Studies of factorial
ecology

Chapter 8: Box 8.3 Changing
patterns of segregation in the United
States; Box 8.6 How does ethnic
residential segregation vary across
Western nations?
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the problem of search barriers. There are two important
aspects of this issue: barriers that raise the costs of
searching or gathering information, and barriers that
explicitly limit the choice of housing units or locations
available to households. Factors related to search costs
include, for example, lack of transportation for search-
ing and lack of childcare facilities while searching, as
well as lack of knowledge about specific information
channels. Factors that limit housing choice include
financial constraints, discrimination in the housing
market, and the housing quality standards of rent assist-
ance programmes.

Time constraints

The differential use and effectiveness of different 
information sources for different households clearly
serves to increase the degree of sociospatial sorting 
arising from residential mobility, while at the same
time making it more complex. Another important com-
pounding factor in this sense is the constraint of time
in the search procedure. Both search space and search
procedures are likely to alter as households spend increas-
ing amounts of time and money looking for a new
home. When time starts to run out, the search strategy
must change to ensure that a home will be found.
Anxiety produced by a lack of success may result in a
modification of the household’s aspiration region, a
restriction of their search space and a shift in their use
of information sources; and the pressure of time may
lead people to make poor choices.

On the other hand, the longer the search goes on,
the greater the household’s knowledge of the housing
market. Each household therefore has to balance the
advantages of searching and learning against the costs 
– real and psychological – of doing so. Survey data 
in fact show a consistent tendency for the majority of
households to seriously consider only a few vacancies
(usually only two or three) before selecting a new home,
an observation that may appear to undermine the 
utility of developing elaborate models and theories of
search behaviour. Nevertheless, this phenomenon can
itself be explained with a behaviouralist framework:
households are able to reduce the element of uncer-
tainty in their decision making by restricting serious
consideration to only a few vacancies. Moreover, most

households begin with an aspiration region that is quite
narrowly defined (either because of income constraints
or locational requirements), so that what appears to be
an inhibited search pattern is in fact a logical extension
of the decisions formulated in the preceding stage of
the search procedure.

Choosing a new home

Households that find two or more vacancies within
their aspiration region must eventually make a choice.
Theoretically, this kind of choice is made on the basis
of household utility functions that are used to give a sub-
jective rating to each vacancy. In other words, vacancies
are evaluated in terms of the weighted sum of the
attributes used to delineate the aspiration region. These
weights reflect the relative importance of the criteria
used to specify the aspiration region, and so they will
vary according to the preferences and predilections of
the household concerned.

In practice, however, the constraints of time, coupled
with the limitations of human information-processing
abilities and a general lack of motivation, mean that a
real choice of the kind implied in behaviouralist theory
is seldom made: people are happy to take any reason-
able vacancy, so long as it does not involve a great deal
of inconvenience.

The behavioural model allows for those house-
holds that are unable to find vacancies within their
aspiration region in the time available to them (point
‘B’ on Figure 12.4) to change their strategy to one of 
the two options open to them at point ‘A’ on the dia-
gram: environmental improvement or a redefinition 
of aspirations.

Finally, we must recognize that there are many
households in every city whose residential location is
constrained to the point where behavioural approaches
are of marginal significance. The most obvious sub-
groups are the working poor, the elderly, the very young,
the unemployed and the transient. Other subgroups
whose residential choice is heavily constrained include
households who have special needs (e.g. large families,
single-parent families, non-married couples, former
inmates of institutions and ‘problem’ families), house-
holds that cannot relocate because of personal handicaps,
family situations or medical needs; and households

..
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that also fits the invasion/succession model. Neverthe-
less, this model is of limited relevance to most modern
cities, since its driving force – the inflow of low-status
migrants – is of diminishing importance; the bulk of
in-migrants is now accounted for by middle-income
families moving from a suburb in one city to a similar
suburb in another.

High-status movement,
filtering and vacancy chains
An alternative view of neighbourhood change and 
residential mobility stems from Homer Hoyt’s (1939)
sectoral model of urban growth and socio-economic
structure. Hoyt’s ideas were derived from a detailed
study of rental values in 142 US cities that was under-
taken in order to classify neighbourhood types accord-
ing to their mortgage lending risk. This study led him
to believe that the key to urban residential structure is
to be found in the behaviour of high-status households.
High-status households, he argued, pre-empt the most
desirable land in a growing city, away from industrial
activity.

With urban growth, the high-status area expands
axially along natural routeways, in response to the desire
among the well-off to combine accessibility with sub-
urban living. This sectoral movement is reinforced by a
tendency among ‘community leaders’ to favour non-
industrial waterside sites and higher ground; and for
the rest of the higher-income groups to seek the social
cachet of living in the same neighbourhood as these
prominenti. Over time, further sectoral development
occurs as the most prominent households move out-
wards to new housing in order to maintain standards 
of exclusivity. In the wake of this continual outward
movement of high-status households, the housing they
vacate is occupied by middle-status households whose
own housing is in turn occupied by lower-status house-
holds (a process termed filtering). At the end of this
chain of movement, the vacancies created by the lowest-
status groups are either demolished or occupied by
low-status in-migrants. Subsequently, as other resid-
ential areas also expand outwards, the sectoral structure
of the city will be preserved, with zonal components
emerging as a secondary element because of variations
in the age and condition of the housing stock.

that are unwilling to move because of the psychological
stress of moving from familiar environments.

12.2 Residential mobility
and neighbourhood
change

Although the behavioural approach provides import-
ant insights into the spatial implications of mobility,
the emphasis on individual decision making tends to
divert attention from the aggregate patterns of neigh-
bourhood change that result as similar households make
similar choices. In this section, therefore, some con-
sideration is given to the macro-scale generalizations
that have been advanced about processes of mobility
and neighbourhood change.

One scheme that has already been introduced and dis-
cussed is the zonal patterning of socio-economic status
associated with the sequence of invasion–succession–
dominance postulated by Burgess (1926) in his classic
model of ecological change. The dynamic of this model,
it will be recalled, was based on the pressure of low-
status in-migrants arriving in inner-city areas. As this
pressure increases, some families penetrate surround-
ing neighbourhoods, thus initiating a chain reaction
whereby the residents of each successively higher-
status zone are forced to move further out from the
centre in order to counter the lowering of neighbour-
hood status.

Notwithstanding the criticisms of ecological theory
per se, with its heavy reliance on biotic analogy, the
concept of invasion–succession–dominance provides 
a useful explanatory framework for the observed
sequence of neighbourhood change in cities where rapid
urban growth is fuelled by large-scale in-migration of
low-status families. The classic example, of course, was
Chicago during the 1920s and 1930s, although many 
of the industrial cities in Britain had undergone a 
similar process of neighbourhood change during the
nineteenth century. More recently, the flow of immig-
rants to London, Paris and larger Australian cities such
as Melbourne and Sydney and the flow of gastarbeiter
to the industrial cities of north-western Europe has
generated a sequence of change in some neighbourhoods

12.2 Residential mobility and neighbourhood change
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The validity of Hoyt’s sectoral model has been much
debated. Empirical studies of the emerging pattern of
elite residential areas and tests of the existence of sectoral
gradients in socio-economic status have provided a
good deal of general support for the spatial configura-
tion of Hoyt’s model, although the relative dominance
of sectoral over zonal components in urban structure is
by no means a simple or universal phenomenon.

It is the mechanism of neighbourhood change
implied in Hoyt’s model that is of interest here, how-
ever. The basis of this mechanism is the chain of moves
initiated by the construction of new dwellings for the
wealthy, resulting in their older properties filtering
down the social scale while individual households 
filter up the housing scale. In order for this filtering
process to operate at a sufficient level to have any real

..

Key trends in urban social geography – The growth of transnational urbanism

Transnational urbanism is a term coined
by Michael Peter Smith to encapsulate
contemporary forms of urbanism result-
ing from globalization. In particular, the
term relates to changing patterns of
immigration into major ‘world cities’
such as London, New York and Los
Angeles. In the past migrants were
thought of as either temporary (sending
back income to their families in their
country of origin) or else permanent
(and thus tending to sever ties with their
country of birth, and often assimilating
into the country of residence). How-
ever, increasingly migrants tend to 
be semi-permanent, maintaining links
with more than one nation. Such
divided loyalties are enhanced by new
forms of global communication that
permit media in many languages to
be sent widely around the world (e.g.
multilanguage cable and satellite
television systems).

The controversial futurologist Ohmae
summed this up in his book on The
End of the Nation-State (1995) as
follows (p. 35):

There is a genuinely cross-border
civilization nurtured by exposure
to common technologies and
sources of information, in which
horizontal linkages within the
same generation in different 
parts of the world are stronger

than traditional vertical linkages
between generations in particular
parts of it.

Transnational migration often involves
two types of workers at extreme ends of
the social spectrum. On the one hand
there are the highly skilled managerial,
scientific and technological elites who
work for major corporations, educa-
tional institutions, medical facilities
and governmental bodies. At the other
extreme there are the relatively low-
paid workers who engage in employ-
ment that is often unpopular in the
host nation (or at lower wages than
the indigenous workers are prepared to
tolerate) – cleaning, restaurant work,
taxi driving, etc. However, given increas-
ing labour shortages in many Western
societies, many transnational migrants
are taking up intermediate-level occu-
pations such as nurses, plumbers and
electricians.

When transnational migrants display
structural rather than behavioural
assimilation, they may cluster, dis-
playing ‘ethnoscapes’.

Key concepts associated
with transnational urbanism
(see Glossary)
Behavioural assimilation, diaspora,
ethnoscape, global cites, structural
assimilation, world cities.
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with, vacancy chains may start in other ways than the
construction of new housing. A substantial proportion
of vacancies arise through the subdivision of dwelling
units into flats and the conversion of non-residential
property to residential uses. Even more occur through
the death of a household, through the move of an exist-
ing household to share accommodation with another,
and through emigration outside the city.

Similarly, vacancy chains may be ended in several
ways other than the demolition of the worst dwellings or
their occupation by poor in-migrants. Some vacancies
are rendered ineffective through conversion to com-
mercial use, while others may be cancelled out by 
rehabilitation or conversion schemes that involve knock-
ing two or more dwellings into one. Vacancy chains
will also end if the household that moves into a vacant
dwelling is a ‘new’ one and so leaves no vacancy behind
for others to fill. This may arise through the marriage
of a couple who had both previously been living with
friends or parents, through divorced people setting up
separate homes, or through the splitting of an existing
household with, for example, a son or daughter moving
out to their own flat.

The concept of filtering has important policy 
implications, since it can be argued that facilitating new
house building for higher-income groups will result 
in an eventual improvement in the housing conditions
of the poor through the natural process of filtering,
without recourse to public intervention in the housing
market. This argument has a long history, dating to 
the paternalistic logic of nineteenth-century housing
reformers who used it to justify the construction of
model housing for the ‘industrious’ and ‘respectable’
working classes rather than the poorest sections of 
society to whom their efforts were ostensibly directed.
Subsequently, it became the central plank of govern-
ment housing policy in many countries. Up to the
1930s, Britain relied almost entirely on the filtering
process to improve the housing conditions of the
working classes, while it still remains the basis of US
housing strategy. The effectiveness of such policies,
however, depends on the length of the vacancy chains
that are set in motion by the construction of new 
housing. Relatively few studies have been able to 
furnish detailed empirical evidence, and their results
are rather inconclusive.

impact on urban structure, there has to be more new
construction than that required simply to replace the
deteriorating housing of the elite.

According to Hoyt, this will be ensured by the 
obsolescence of housing as well as its physical deter-
ioration. For the rich, there are several kinds of 
obsolescence that may trigger a desire for new housing.
Advances in kitchen technology and heating systems
and the innovation of new luxury features such as
swimming pools, saunas and jacuzzis may cause ‘func-
tional obsolescence’, while more general social and
economic changes may cause obsolescence of a differ-
ent kind: the trend away from large families combined
with the relative increase in the cost of domestic labour,
for example, has made the mansion something of a
white elephant.

Changes in design trends may also cause obsolescence
– ‘style obsolescence’ – in the eyes of those who can
afford to be sensitive to architectural fads and fashions.
Finally, given a tax structure that allows mortgage repay-
ments to be offset against taxable income, dwellings
may become ‘financially obsolescent’ as increases in
household income and/or inflation reduce the relative
size of mortgage repayments (and therefore of tax
relief ).

Driven on to new housing by one or more of 
these factors, the wealthy will thus create a signific-
ant number of vacancies that the next richest group 
will be impelled to fill through a desire for a greater
quantity and/or quality of housing. This desire can be
seen not only as the manifestation of a general pre-
ference for better housing but also as a result of the
influence of changing housing needs associated with the
family life cycle. In addition, the social and economic
pressures resulting from proximity to the poorest groups
in society may prompt those immediately above them
to move as soon as the opportunity presents itself,
either by moving into vacancies created by the con-
struction of new housing for others or by moving out
into subdivisions specially constructed for the lower-
middle classes.

Obstacles to filtering

In practice, however, the dynamics of the housing 
market are rather more complex than this. To begin

12.2 Residential mobility and neighbourhood change
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Vacancy chains
The evidence that is available seems to suggest that an
upward filtering of households does arise from the con-
struction of few homes for the wealthy. Nevertheless,
closer inspection of the results shows that the benefits to
poor families (in terms of vacant housing opportunities)
are not in proportion to their numbers, suggesting that
filtering is unlikely to be an important agent of neigh-
bourhood change in poor areas. Moreover, the fact that
a large proportion of the vacancy chains end through
the formation of ‘new’ households while only a small
proportion end through demolitions also suggests that
the filtering mechanism rarely penetrates the lower
spectrum of the housing market to any great extent.

In summary, filtering offers a useful but neverthe-
less partial explanation of patterns of neighbourhood
change. Among the factors that can be identified as
inhibiting the hypothesized sequence of movement
arising from new high-status housing are:

➤ the failure of high-income housing construction to
keep pace with the overall rate of new household
formation and in-migration;

➤ the structure of income distribution which, since
higher-income groups constitute a relatively small
class, means that the houses they vacate in preference
for new homes are demanded by a much larger group,
thus maintaining high prices and suppressing the
process of filtering;

➤ the inertia and non-economic behaviour of some
households; this includes many of the behavioural
patterns discussed above, although the most strik-
ing barrier to the filtering process is the persistence
of elite neighbourhoods in symbolically prestigious
inner-city locations;

➤ the existence of other processes of neighbourhood
change – related to invasion/succession, household life
courses, gentrification – whose dynamic is unrelated
to the construction of new, high-income housing.

..

Chapter summary

12.1 Patterns of intra-urban residential mobility, though complex and varied, reveal a number of broad
regularities. Moves of residence within cities are typically over short distances with a tendency to move
outwards towards suburban areas. People move for a complex mixture of voluntary and involuntary
reasons and the choice of new residence depends upon channels of information about vacancies and the
housing opportunities at the time of the move.

12.2 The aggregate effects of residential mobility can have profound effects upon urban social geography.
Whereas the Burgess concentric ring model suggests pressure from new migrants is the main ‘push’ for
out-migration, Hoyt’s sectoral model suggests that the ‘pull’ or filtering effect of properties vacated by
the more affluent is the primary mechanism at work. There is some evidence for filtering but this is only
a partial explanation for neighbourhood change.

activity (or action) space
aspiration region (or space)
awareness space

filtering
search space

sectoral model
vacancy chain

Key concepts and terms
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others. The classic example is the factory that pollutes
local air and water supplies in the course of its opera-
tions, bringing negative externalities to nearby residents.
In contrast, well-kept public parks produce positive
externalities for most nearby residents.

The behaviour of private individuals also gives rise
to externality effects. These can be divided into ‘public
behaviour’ externalities and ‘status’ externalities. The
former include people’s behaviour in relation to public
comportment (e.g. quiet, sobriety and tidiness), the
upkeep of property and the upbringing of children.
Status externalities relate to the ‘reflected glory’ (or
otherwise) of living in a distinctive neighbourhood.

Externality effects therefore can take a variety of
forms. They are, moreover, very complex in operation.
Consider, for example, the behaviour of a household in
adding an imitation stone façade to the exterior of their
house, adding new coach lamps as finishing touches to
their work. For one neighbour this activity may generate
a positive externality in the form of improved environ-
mental quality; but for another, with different tastes 
in design, it may produce an equally strong negative
externality effect.

Urban change and conflict

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ Why are the main sources of conflict between
differing neighbourhoods in cities?

➤ What are the main patterns of service allocation
in cities?

➤ What are the main reasons for growing social
inequality in Western cities?

13.1 Externality effects

Much of the stress that is central to behaviouralists’
approaches to urban social geography derives from
households’ desire to maximize the net externalities
of urban life. Externalities, sometimes called spillover
or third-party effects, are unpriced by-products of the
production or consumption of goods and services of all
kinds. An externality effect exists if the activity of one
person, group or institution impinges on the welfare of
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13.1 Externality effects

..

The costs of proximity and
the price of accessibility
For the geographer, much of the significance of extern-
ality effects stems from the fact that their intensity 
is usually a function of relative location. A useful dis-
tinction can be made between the price of accessibility
to desirable urban amenities and the costs of proximity
to the unwanted aspects of urban life. Both, however,
are a product of relative location, and it is clear that 
the spatial organization of social groups in relation to
one another and to the urban infrastructure therefore
determines the net intensity of the externality effects
that they enjoy.

As a general rule, of course, those with the greatest
wealth, the most power and the best knowledge will 
be best placed to reap the benefits of positive external-
ities and to fend off activities that generate negative
externalities. The location of public facilities such as
transport routes, hospitals and sports centres is often
intended to ameliorate the regressive nature of loca-
tional advantage resulting from private competition,
but the ‘hidden mechanisms’ of group conflict tend 
to ensure that the inhabitants of the richest and most
powerful neighbourhoods enjoy a large net benefit as a
result of decisions affecting the location of public goods
and the organization of public services.

Competition and conflict over
externalities
It is clear, then, that the pattern of externality fields 
can exert a powerful influence on people’s welfare.
Because of this, many commentators regard the social
geography of the city as the outcome of competition
and conflicts that are worked out in society as a whole
between unequally endowed groups seeking to obtain
more or less exclusive access to positive externalities
and to deflect negative externality fields elsewhere. 
The form, location and focus of such conflict depends,
ultimately, on long-term urban structure changes and
broader class conflicts, a point that has also been
emphasized by Johnston:

Because changes to the urban fabric introduce new
sources of positive and negative externalities, they
are potential generators of local conflicts. In the

face of such proposed changes, the main protestors
are usually those with most to lose: property
owners, who perceive possible falls in land values,
and parents, who identify potential deterioration 
in an area’s schools. In general, it is the more
affluent property owners who have the most to
lose, and who, because of their ability to purchase
legal and technical advice and their greater
knowledge of, and links to, the political systems
within which such conflicts are adjudicated, are
most likely to prevent changes likely to injure 
their interests. Such conflicts are usually played 
out locally, but their existence is part of the dynamic
of capitalist cities. Alterations in land use are 
needed if investors are to achieve profits, and if 
the losers in the conflicts over changes are the less
affluent, then the price paid for those changes is
substantially carried by them. Local conflicts are
part of the general contest between classes within
capitalist society.

(Johnston 1984, p. 232 emphases added)

We must also recognize that attitudes towards exter-
nality effects are also related to the cultural norms, 
religious institutions and family kinship networks dis-
played by different ethnic communities. For example,
Takahashi (1998) found considerable stigmatization of
people with AIDS among both Latino and Vietnamese
communities in California. This in turn leads to hostility
among such communities towards treatment facilities
for AIDS victims. In part, fear of this phenomenon 
was bound up with hostility to the perceived ‘invasion’
of ‘immoral’ Western practices. In addition, a lack of
sympathy towards homeless people can be related to 
a strong ethic of self-reliance in these communities. As
Takahashi notes, it is important not to simply condemn
neighbourhood opposition as selfish and reactionary,
but to understand the underlying cultural norms that
lead to such outcomes.

In the long run, one of the principal outcomes of 
the resolution of locational conflicts is the creation of 
a set of de facto territories on the basis of income and
ethnicity as people respond by relocating to neighbour-
hoods where they can share their positive externalities
with one another and are able to avoid, as much possible,
those who impose negative externalities. The residents
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One of the most common community strategies in
this context is that of voicing claims over a particular
issue, whether by organizing petitions, lobbying politi-
cians and bureaucrats, writing to newspapers, forming
local resident groups, picketing or distributing handbills

of such territories also attempt to improve and preserve
their quality of life through collective action: competing
through formal and informal neighbourhood groups
and local political institutions to attract the utility
enhancing and keep out the utility detracting.

Key trends in urban social geography – The emergence of clusters of asylum
seekers and refugees

One of the most important – but so far
little researched – developments in
Western cities in recent years has been
the growth of residential districts with
concentrations of refugees and asy-
lum seekers (i.e. those seeking either
permanent or temporary settlement in
another country after fleeing from per-
secution in their native land). Most
Western nations have a long history 
of accepting asylum seekers (e.g. the
case of Jewish people fleeing Nazi
persecution in the 1930s). However,
in recent years the numbers seeking
political asylum in the West have risen
considerably in response to increasing
political upheaval and the actions of
various despotic regimes around the
globe (e.g. Iraq, Afghanistan, Somalia
and Algeria). In response, most
Western nations have taken measures
to restrict the numbers of asylum
seekers. In the United Kingdom for
example, immigration policy has incor-
porated increased controls on entry,
restrictions on the civil rights of asylum
seekers and reduced welfare payments.
As in other Western nations, these
measures (together with reduced
conflicts around the globe) have been
associated with a rapid decline in 
asylum applications. In the United
Kingdom attempts have been made 
to disperse asylum seekers through-
out the nation and this policy 
has sometimes led in the reception
areas to social tensions and local
protest groups. Anxieties have been
intensified by newspaper references

to a ‘flood’ of asylum seekers threat-
ening to ‘swamp’ neighbourhoods.
One especially notorious case was the
Sighthill area of Glasgow where the
arrival of 3500 Kurdish asylum seekers
resulted in racist attacks and the
murder of a Turkish Kurd (Hubbard,
2005). However, subsequent invest-
igations revealed this to be a mugging
rather than a racist attack. Indeed,
Sighthill residents were so upset by
their portrayal in the media as racist
bigots that they joined in a march with
asylum seekers to petition the local
council for better housing conditions.
Attempts to foster better community
relations in Sighthill revealed that many
of the newcomers were qualified doc-
tors, architects and electricians, and
consequently in possession of valuable
skills.

Hubbard (2005) argues that although
opposition to asylum centres by local
neighbourhood groups is often couched
in terms of threats to national ‘English’
culture, these discourses often dis-
guise a racist agenda based around
imaginaries of ‘whiteness’ (see also
Chapter 8). Opposition to designated
centres for asylum seekers has been
especially fierce in rural areas with 
little tradition of multiculturalism.
However, there are also anecdotal
reports from London that some ethnic
minorities are moving outwards to
suburban areas in response to grow-
ing numbers of asylum seekers in
inner-city districts.

Key concepts associated
with asylum seekers and
refugees (see Glossary)

Clustering, community action, dias-
pora, ethnic group, exclusion, NIMBY,
othering, purified communities, racism,
‘turf’ politics.

Further reading

Critical Social Policy (2002) Special
Issue: Asylum and Welfare, Vol. 22,
Issue 3, August

Day, K. and White, P. (2002) 
Choice or circumstance: the UK as
the location of asylum applications
by Bosnian and Somali refugees,
Geojournal 65, 15–26

Hubbard, P. (2005) Accommodating
otherness: anti-asylum centre protest
and the maintenance of white
privilege, Transactions of the
Institute of British Geographers
30, 52–66

Robinson, V., Anderson, R. and
Musterd, S. (eds) (2003) Spreading
the Burden? A review of policies to
disperse asylum seekers Policy
Press, Bristol

Links with other chapters

Chapter 8: Segregation and
congregation

Chapter 12: Box 12.4 The growth of
transnational urbanism

Box 13.1
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particular services or amenities (Figure 13.1). We are
thus faced with a very complex set of phenomena.

The externalities associated with physical proximity
to services, amenities and disamenities not only
prompt competition and conflict between households
within different housing markets but also give rise to
collective political strategies, including the formation
of coalitions between different institutions and organ-
izations and the propagation of distinctive de facto
communities whose mutuality involves lifestyles that
are dependent to some extent on accessibility to specific
amenities.

These coalitions and communities represent the major
protagonists in much of the conflict over the preserva-
tion and fortification of the relative quality of life in 
different urban settings. Thus community-based politics
(also termed ‘turf ’ politics) have become a major feature
of contemporary cities. It should be noted, however,
that overt conflicts associated with neighbourhood act-
ivism have become more frequent with the extension 
of owner-occupation and as larger-scale housing and
construction projects have replaced smaller-scale activ-
ities as the dominant aspect of urban development. It
follows that a good deal of neighbourhood activism 
is directly associated with construction and develop-
ment activity around the urban fringe. Those with the
greatest stakes in a particular local setting (i.e. owner-
occupiers and parents of school-aged children) are most
likely to become involved in neighbourhood activism,
and the dominant types of conflicts tend to be associ-
ated with the public regulation of privately initiated
patterns of urban development, with publicly initiated
construction projects (e.g. new highways, street widen-
ings and urban renewal projects), and with the quality
of public services.

Understanding patterns of service delivery and
amenity location is not simply a matter of competition
and conflict over which households win proximity to
the most desirable services and amenities and which
communities are able to ‘capture’ new services and
amenities. The geography of many services and amen-
ities is also a product of other factors: the ‘fabric’ effects
of the urban environment, the internal organization and
politics of particular professions and service-delivery
agencies, and the functional linkages that exist between
certain services and other activities, for example. This,

and posters. This ‘voice’ option can sometimes extend
to illegal activities, such as personal violence, damage
to property, sit-ins and deliberate violations of antidis-
crimination laws. Alternatively, some communities are
able to use formal channels of participation as a pro-
fitable strategy when they find themselves in conflict
with other communities or institutions.

Another option available to communities is that of
resignation to the imposition of negative externalit-
ies (also termed the ‘loyalty’ option). This is especially
common where communities feel that voicing strategies
are regularly ignored or overruled and that participa-
tion is ineffective. Many people who disapprove of city
plans, for example, simply resign themselves to the
‘inevitable’ because they feel unable, individually or
collectively, to exert any real influence on policy makers.
The final strategy is that of relocation (also termed 
the ‘exit’ option), which is a household rather than a
community strategy, and which brings us back to the
idea of a continually evolving geography of de facto 
territories.

13.2 Accessibility to
services and
amenities

In every city there are a large number and a great variety
of services and amenities – parks, schools, restaurants,
theatres, libraries, fire stations, shops, doctors’ surgeries,
hospitals, day-care centres, post offices, riverside walks
and so on – that are point-specific services (i.e. tied to
specific locations) and which therefore exhibit extern-
alities with tapering effects (i.e. decreasing intensity
with distance from a fixed point). To these we must
add certain place-specific disamenities and the noxious
activities associated with some services: refuse dumps
and crematoria, for example; and we must recognize
that what constitutes an amenity to some (a school, or
a football stadium, for example) may represent a dis-
amenity to others. From another perspective, it is clear
that some externalities apply only to users while others
apply to whole neighbourhoods. Finally, we must 
recognize that the intensity of the externality effects will
also vary according to people’s preferred distance from

13.2 Accessibility to services and amenities

..
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The aggregate effects of
aggregate patterns
Given that much of what takes place within the urban
arena involves the resolution of conflicts over spatial
organization and the relative location of certain ‘goods’
and ‘bads’, the question remains as to the relationships

of course, means that aggregate patterns of service and
amenity provision rarely exhibit clear or unambiguous
relationships with urban social ecology. Nevertheless, it
is clear that the general tendency is for the most affluent,
most powerful and most active communities to capture
a disproportionate share of the positive externalities
associated with urban services and amenities.

Figure 13.1 Preferred residential distance from different public facilities.
Source: Smith (1980).
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between, on the one hand, the outcome of these con-
flicts (segregated communities, de facto and de jure, with
access to different ‘packages’ of services and externalities)
and, on the other, the overall processes of urban differ-
entiation and change.

At the beginning of this chapter, it was suggested
that the richest and most powerful neighbourhoods will
enjoy a cumulative net benefit as a result of the out-
come of conflict and competition over the organization
and location of services and amenities. The implication
is that urban development is dominated by marginal
adjustments in social ecology as new developments 
are made to fit the mould of the status quo. Yet several
studies of the intra-urban distribution of services and
amenities have in fact concluded that they display
unpatterned inequality, attributing the lack of corres-
pondence between community status and the spatial
organization of services and amenities to a combination
of idiosyncratic events and bureaucratic decision rules.
It is important, however, to consider the implications
of aggregate patterns of service and amenity location
not just in relation to the way that they intensify or
ameliorate socio-economic differentiation but also in
relation to the broader sociospatial dialectic. What is 
at issue here is the way that the economic and class 
relationships inherent to capitalism are perpetuated in
cities through ecological processes.

Amenities, disamenities and social
reproduction

From a broad structuralist perspective we can see that
the ecology of cities provides some of the conditions
necessary for the reproduction of the necessary relation-
ships between labour and capital and for the stabilization
and legitimation of the associated social formation. Thus
we find a white-collar labour force being reproduced 
in a white-collar neighbourhood, a blue-collar labour
force being reproduced in a blue-collar neighbourhood,
and so on.

An essential factor in this reproduction is the differ-
ential access to scarce resources, especially educational
resources, between neighbourhoods, since it helps pre-
serve class and neighbourhood differences in ‘market
capacity’ (the ability to undertake certain functions within
the economic order) from one generation to another.

13.2 Accessibility to services and amenities

..

At the same time, the locations of ‘compensatory’ ser-
vices and amenities not only helps to reproduce and
maintain a ready population of workers (at the expense
of taxpayers rather than employers) but also helps to
defuse the discontent that their position might other-
wise foster.

The conceptual and empirical distinctions between
the accumulation and legitimation functions of services
are sometimes difficult to make, while the politics of
service provision rarely relate in overt or explicit ways
to functional notions of accumulation or legitimation.
Because public service provision is contingent on a
variety of sociopolitical factors involving different time
frames and periodicities, it is useful to think in terms of
services arrayed along a continuum with the accumula-
tion function at one end and the legitimation function
at the other (Figure 13.2):

Services located on the accumulation end of the
continuum can be thought of as important for the
accumulation of capital and are provided primarily
in keeping with the needs of capital; roads, water
and sewer systems are typical accumulation services
because they allow the initial development of land
and preserve its subsequent exchange value . . . As
such, their provision is greatly influenced by higher
levels of government and by the needs of large,
mobile capital. This influence . . . is a smoothing
effect on the distribution of accumulation services.

Figure 13.2 A conceptual ranking of services.
Source: Staeheli (1989), p. 242.
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. . . In contrast, legitimation services have a larger
discretionary component. Parks and libraries, for
instance, are generally provided for the benefit of
the general, ‘classless’ public; their amenity value 
to capital is real, but indirect and possibly will
accrue over a longer time span. Because such
services are provided for the public, it is common
for small groups and individuals to be involved 
in the decision-making process; the politics of
consumption characterize this process. The variable
cast of characters and concerns involved in the
provision of legitimation services means that the
demand for these services is likely to be uneven.

. . . Finally, some services blend accumulation and
legitimation concerns, and are therefore situated in
the middle of the continuum. These services are
necessary for the accumulation of capital, and so
certain aspects of their provision will be similar 
in most municipalities. However, services in the
middle of the continuum, such as police protection
and local schools, also have a large discretionary
element that may lead to more variability.

(Staeheli, 1989, p. 243)

Patterns of service and amenity provision, then, are 
at once the product of the social formation and an 
element in its continuing survival.

13.3 Urban restructuring:
inequality and
conflict

As we saw in Chapter 1, cities throughout the developed
world have recently entered a new phase – or, at least,
begun a distinctive transitional phase – in response to
changing economic, political, social and cultural con-
ditions. The continual restlessness of urbanization has
been accentuated by the imperatives of restructuring
cities in order not only to accommodate these chang-
ing conditions but also to exploit new technologies and
new sociocultural forces.

Among the chief features of this restructuring have
been the decentralization of jobs, services and residences
from traditional city centres to suburban settings and

‘edge cities’ within expanded metropolitan frameworks;
the decline of traditional inner-city employment bases
in manufacturing, docks, railways, distribution and
warehousing; the recentralization of high-level busi-
ness services in CBDs; the gentrification of selected
inner-city neighbourhoods; the localization of residual
populations of marginal and disadvantaged groups and
of unskilled migrants and immigrants in other inner-
city neighbourhoods; the emergence of a ‘new politics’
of fiscal conservatism; the emergence of a new politics
of race; the emergence of ‘new cultures’ of material
consumption and differentiated lifestyles; the femin-
ization of poverty; and the intensification of economic
and social polarization.

Meanwhile, the need to accommodate a new mix of
industry and employment within the fabric of a pre-
existing built environment has led to localized conflicts
over development and land conversion processes. It is
beyond the scope of this book to deal systematically
with these issues, or to do justice in depth to any one 
of them. It must suffice, therefore, to illustrate just a
few aspects of the sociospatial consequences of urban
change and restructuring.

Decentralization and
accessibility to services 
and amenities
The restructuring of metropolitan form in response to
the ascendancy of the automobile has brought to an end
the traditional notion that jobs, shops, schools, health
services and community facilities will be within ready
walking distance of homes. Even by 1960, over 90 per
cent of the households in the most recently developed
parts of metropolitan California had at least one car,
and between 40 and 45 per cent had two or more. By
1970, comparable levels of car ownership had been
achieved in most other metropolitan areas of the United
States, while in Europe the spread of car ownership was
at last beginning to accelerate rapidly. One result of this
trend has been that employers, retailers and planners
have tended to make their location decisions on the
assumption of perfect personal mobility.

As discussed in Chapter 3, the prime example of this
is the ascendancy of suburban shopping centres and
shopping malls. Their magnetic power has rearranged

..
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not only the commercial geography of urban areas but
also the whole social life of the suburbs. Malls have
become the most popular gathering places for suburban
teenagers, and adults use them to stroll and promenade,
much as continental Europeans have used their city
centres on Sundays and summer evenings. Americans
now spend more time at shopping malls than anywhere
outside their homes and workplaces.

Accessibility and social inequality

The benefits of increased personal mobility are enjoyed
disproportionately by the middle class, the middle-aged
and the male population, however. In the United States,
for example, although the overall ratio of motor vehicles
to households increased from 1.3 to 3.0 between 1960
and 2005, only the more affluent households actually
had an increase in car ownership. Less affluent house-
holds, as a group, were worse off in 2005 than in 1960.
Indeed surveys have shown that, despite the advent 

of the ‘automobile age,’ around three out of ten urban
residents lack direct personal access to a motor vehicle.
Many of these individuals are old, poor or black, and a
good many are inner-city residents.

Women are also significantly deficient in access to
motor vehicles for, although their household unit may
own a car, its use by other members of the household 
is likely to render it unavailable for much of the time.
Furthermore, the urban form that the automobile 
has triggered – low-density development spread over a
wide area – has made it very difficult to provide public
transport systems that are able to meet the needs of 
carless suburban women, the elderly and the poor.

Women are particularly vulnerable to constraints on
locational accessibility. Labour-market changes that have
concentrated women in a limited range of occupations
are compounded by the spatial concentration of female-
dominated jobs and by the constraints of gender roles
in contemporary society. Even affluent suburban
housewives with access to a car are limited in their

The ultimate expression of the car-dominated city: freeways in Los Angeles. Photo Credit: 
Geoffrey DeVerteuil.
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opportunities because of the limited time available
between their fixed ‘duties’ as homemakers: providing
breakfast for the family and driving the children to
school, preparing lunch, picking up the children from
school, chauffeuring them to sporting or social engage-
ments, and preparing dinner. In addition, homemakers
may have to be at home to accept deliveries, supervise
repair workers or care for a sick child. Women without
cars, of course, suffer much greater restriction on their
quality of life.

Some of the most severe accessibility problems arising
from urban decentralization are experienced by sub-
urban single parents who must inevitably have lifestyles
that differ from those of two-parent families. They have
much less flexibility in employment and in recreation,
for example, having to dovetail their activities to the
time schedules of their children. Parents with school-age
children may find full-time employment impossible
without after-school and holiday care facilities, while
those with preschoolchildren are dependent on preschool
facilities and day nurseries. In both cases the proximity
of relatives and friends is often critical. Late opening of
commercial and other enterprises is also vital if a single
parent is to incorporate visits to shops, banks, libraries
and offices in the weekly activity pattern.

The predicament of suburban women is not simply
a consequence of urban decentralization. It is intimately
related to a whole nexus of the trends outlined at the
beginning of this book. The intersection of economic,
demographic, social and cultural trends, for example, has
allocated to women a pivotal role in the consumption-
oriented suburban lifestyles that dominate the logic of
contemporary urbanism. In short, women are trapped
economically, socially and culturally, as well as eco-
logically. Meanwhile, the suburban environment has
evolved in ways that reinforce inequality between the
sexes, contributing, among other things, to emotional
strain and the erosion of ‘community’.

Redevelopment and renewal
One of the longest-running aspects of urban restructur-
ing has been the physical redevelopment and renewal
of worn-out and outmoded inner-city environments.
In removing the most inefficient factories and the worst
slums from city centres, urban renewal has undoubtedly

contributed not only to economic regeneration but also
to the common good in terms of environmental qual-
ity and public health. But in rehousing the residents of
clearance areas and replacing the built environment,
planners have managed to preside over some spectacu-
lar debacles.

The principal charge against planners in this context
is the dismantling of whole communities, scattering
their members across the city in order to make room
for luxury housing, office developments (including, in
many instances, new accommodation for the urban
bureaucracy), shopping areas, conference centres and
libraries. A secondary charge – urban blight – stems
from the discrepancy between the ambitions of planners
and what can actually be achieved within a reasonable
future. During the intervening period, neighbourhoods
scheduled for renewal are allowed to slide inexorably
down a social and economic spiral. No landlord will
repair a condemned house if he can help it; tenants
who can afford it will move out; shopkeepers will close
and drift away; and the city council, waiting for com-
prehensive redevelopment, will meanwhile defer any
‘unnecessary’ expenditure on maintenance. Schools,
public buildings, roads and open spaces become run
down, matching the condition of the remaining popu-
lation of the poor and the elderly.

This dereliction has been extensive in many cities.
Combined with the actual demolition of condemned
property, the result has been that large areas have been
laid waste and thousands of families have been dis-
placed. Moreover, the problem has been compounded
since, as the worst parts of the cities’ housing stock has
been cleared, the bureaucratic offensive has gone on to
condemn housing that was relatively sound, turning
slum clearance from a beneficent if blunt instrument
into a bureaucratic juggernaut.

Planning problems: the British
experience

By removing the structure of social and emotional 
support provided by the neighbourhood, and by 
forcing people to rebuild their lives separately amid
strangers elsewhere, slum clearance has often imposed
a serious psychological cost upon its supposed bene-
ficiaries. At the same time, relocatees typically face a

..
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steep increase in rents because of their forced move
‘upmarket’. In Britain, most slum clearance families
have been rehoused in the public sector, but this has
also brought disadvantages that, for some households,
outweigh the attractions of more modern accommoda-
tion at subsidized rents.

Slum clearance families must face the vicissitudes of
a housing bureaucracy whose scale and split respons-
ibilities tend to make it insensitive to their needs. Since
they are ‘slum dwellers’, the new accommodation that

is offered to them is likely to be in low-status public
housing estates. Even the offer of accommodation in
new maisonettes or high-rise apartments may compare
unfavourably with the tried-and-tested environment 
of old inner-city neighbourhoods. The open spaces,
pedestrian pathways and community centres regarded
as major advantages by planners may seem of minor
importance to their users; while some such ‘amenities’
serve only as focal points of vandalism, souring the
whole social atmosphere.

Key debates in urban social geography – The role of automobility

A relatively new concept that is having
an increasing impact within human
geography and urban studies is that
of ‘automobility’. This is a very broad-
ranging notion that refers to the way
in which the automobile (and more
importantly all the systems that support
the car) have a dominating influence
upon our lives in Western societies.
John Urry, a leading exponent of auto-
mobility studies, has identified six
aspects within the concept:

1 The car as a manufactured object
(i.e. it is produced by iconic
twentieth-century firms).

2 The car as an item of
consumption (i.e. it is a status
symbol that can confer power and
identity).

3 The car as part of an industrial
complex linked to other industries
(i.e. road and housing construction,
automobile accessories).

4 The car as an instrument of quasi-
private mobility (i.e. because of
its dominance it subordinates all
other modes of transport).

5 The car as agent of culture (i.e. 
it dominates many normal social
discourses).

6 The car as an agent of
environmental and resource

depletion (i.e. it produces
pollution together with noise 
and congestion).

This concept of automobility has 
links with ‘large systems theory’. The
large system that underpins the car
involves many elements, ranging from
massive oil corporations and all their
diverse activities to huge manufactur-
ing concerns, vast infrastructure in the
form of roads and bridges, together
with activities such as advertising,
sales, sports and leisure. The car has
clearly been of great importance in
affecting the spatial structure of
Western cities through its influence
on suburbanization.

Some sceptics might see these ele-
ments of automobility as ‘obvious’ and
‘common sense’ but the concept draws
our attention to the fact that all this
infrastructure, and the way it dominates
our thinking, need not necessarily be
the case. Our dependence upon the
automobile reflects a wide range of
political, economic and technological
decisions made over the years.

Key concepts related to
automobility (see Glossary)
Commodity fetishism, consumption,
decentralization, edge cities, Fordism,
positional good.

Further reading

Beckman, J. (2001) Automobility: 
a social problem and theoretical
concept, Environment and Planning
D 19, 593–607

Creswell, T. (2006) On the Move:
Mobility in the Western world
Routledge, London

Featherstone, M., Thrift, N. and
Urry, J. (eds) (2005) Automobilities
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Chicago, IL (Chapter One, Pissed 
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Mobile Technologies of the City
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Box 13.2
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Moreover, because most new residential planning has
been guided by the objective of fostering ‘community’
feelings, problems of a different nature can be precipit-
ated by the lack of privacy on new estates. Apartments
and maisonettes tend to be worst in this respect, since
common stairways, lifts and desk access mean that inter-
action with uncongenial neighbours is unavoidable.
On the other hand, the planned and regulated environ-
ment of New Towns and new estates has little of the
richness of opportunity associated with older neigh-
bourhoods. Finally, it is worth noting that not every-
one from clearance areas ends up being relocated in
sound accommodation, let alone satisfactory or desir-
able housing. This has principally been the case with
ethnic minorities who, because of the combination of
economic constraints and racial discrimination, have
been forced to double up in other ghettos.

The chief beneficiaries of urban renewal are the
dominant political and economic elites of the city. 
The former benefit from the existence of a much more
lucrative tax base with which to finance public services,
as well as the feelings of civic pride generated by re-
development schemes and the symbolization of power
that they represent. One particularly well-documented
example of this is Newcastle upon Tyne, where a
unique Victorian townscape, as well as the less appeal-
ing housing of the terraced streets off the Scotswood
Road, was replaced by a city centre that earned the
leader of the council the title of ‘Man of the Year’ from
the Architect’s Journal and led the city’s politicians
proudly to boast of the city as the ‘Brasilia of the
North’.

The dominant business elite, meanwhile, benefits in
much more tangible ways. The redevelopment of British
city centres has served to benefit monopoly capital by
wiping out small retailers, thus giving the big stores and
large supermarkets the market they require. But it is the
speculative developers of property whose interests have
been best served by urban renewal. Obtaining sites that
have been cleared at public expense, they have been
encouraged by planners to develop them for ‘higher’
uses – offices, hotels, conference centres and shopping
precincts. Such developments have been highly lucrative,
and it is therefore not surprising to find that, in many
cities, developers have ‘worked’ the planning system in
order to secure ever greater profits.

Service sector restructuring
In parallel with the restructuring and reorganization 
of industrial production that has transformed the eco-
nomic base of cities everywhere, there have been some
interdependent changes in the structure of national and
local welfare systems that have resulted in significant
changes to the geography of urban service provision. The
combination of economic recession and the globaliza-
tion of manufacturing and of financial and business
services has led to a retreat from the public provision 
of welfare services, an increase in public–private co-
operation, and an emphasis on accumulation-oriented
services that enable cities to compete more effectively
within an international urban system. There has been 
a great deal of substitution between different forms of
service provision (i.e. domestic, voluntary, commercial,
subsidized commercial, community based, city based,
state based, etc.), which has in turn resulted not only in
new patterns of service provision and relative access-
ibility but also, in some instances, in new sociospatial
phenomena (see also Box 13.3).

Deinstitutionalization and
residualization
Perhaps the best-known example of public sector restruc-
turing upon urban form is the way that the deinstitu-
tionalization of mental health services has contributed
to urban homelessness. Deinstitutionalization involves
the closure of large institutions that provide long-term
care for needy groups – such as the mentally ill, those
with learning difficulties, the elderly or severely disabled
– and the development of a variety of community-based
forms of care. The latter include smaller, purpose-built
facilities or can involve care within private house-
holds by families or friends supplemented by teams of
community-based professionals such as home nurses, 
doctors, social workers and probation officers.

Deinstitutionalization was introduced for humane
and progressive reasons in an attempt to overcome 
the stigma and poor conditions associated with many
large institutions. However, in an era of fiscal retrench-
ment, the policy has often been seen as a way of saving
money. As a result, large institutions have been closed
very rapidly without the development of sufficient
community-based facilities. The policy was also based

..
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Key trends in urban social geography – The rise of social entrepreneurship

As we saw in Chapter 1, words do not
simply describe the world – reflecting
it like a mirror – they can actually 
create a view of the world through the
various assumptions that they incor-
porate (both explicitly and implicitly).
This is one of the reasons why politi-
cians and policy makers frequently use
new words when introducing a new
policy initiative; the old words may 
be tainted with associations that are
regarded as outmoded and anachron-
istic. Thus we find that a whole new
set of words has been introduced to
bolster welfare reform in the past few
decades such as ‘workfare’, ‘stake-
holders’ and ‘compacts’. In addition,
rather than be called ‘clients’ the
recipients of services have sometimes
been renamed customers or consumers.

One key new concept is that of social
enterprise. There is no easy definition
of this concept but essentially social
enterprises are commercial ventures
that attempt to achieve social benefits
for a defined community. The latter
may be a community within a geo-
graphically defined area – such as a
local neighbourhood – or it may be a
community of common interests such
as the long-term unemployed, disabled
or single parents. In some respects
social enterprises are like traditional
charities, except that they tend to
operate with a greater commercial
element. Social enterprises are there-
fore hybrid organizations that work 
on the boundaries of the true private
sector (where the aim is to gain maxi-
mum profit) and the public sector
(where there is direct control and
funding by government). Collectively,
social enterprises make up what is
sometimes termed the social economy
(or ‘third sector’). There have long

been commercial ventures within the
third sector but they have taken on
increased importance in recent years
in meeting mainstream welfare needs
as governments have attempted to
restrict the scale of welfare states.

Closely related to social enterprise is
the concept of social entrepreneur-
ship. This term takes the notion of
entrepreneurship from the sphere of
private enterprise and applies this to
individuals who are innovators in the
sphere of social policy. These indivi-
duals are seen as capable of bringing
drive, innovation and creativity to a
field in need of reform, providing 
new services together with increased
efficiency. The key feature of the social
entrepreneur therefore is the ability to
bring together diverse ‘partners’ in
the welfare field to ‘invest’ in innova-
tive solutions. The concept of social
entrepreneurship is a good example 
of how the discourses of business 
and the market have progressively
infiltrated all aspects of contemporary
social life.

There can be little doubt that some
people have made tremendous inno-
vations in the sphere of social policy.
Examples are Andrew Mawson, who
established the Bromley-by-Bow centre
in London, and Greg Macleod, founder
of the New Dawn organization in
Sydney, Cape Breton, Nova Scotia, in
Eastern Canada. The latter is a multi-
faceted non-profit organization that
aims to improve the quality of life in
a region that has experienced con-
siderable economic hardship over the
years. However, a reliance upon key
individuals can raise a number of
problems. First there is the issue of
accountability; decisively acting indi-
viduals can easily ride roughshod over

other ‘stakeholders’ in the welfare
system (e.g. co-workers, volunteer
workers, welfare recipients, service
funders). Second, it is not always
clear that leading individuals are 
crucial to either the success or failure
of particular organizations. Finally,
particular individuals can become
overloaded with unrealistic expecta-
tions about their capacity to change
and reform welfare systems.

The importance of social enterprises
should not be underestimated; indeed,
some would argue that they will be the
business phenomenon of the twenty-
first century. A 2005 survey in the
United Kingdom indicated that the
social enterprise sector employed no
less than half a million people directly,
with about 200 000 working volun-
tarily. They made an £18 billion con-
tribution to the economy – three times
that of agriculture.

Key concepts associated
with social entrepreneurship
(see Glossary)

Governance, ‘hollowing out’, not-for-
profit sector, postwelfare state.

Further reading

Amin, A., Cameron, A. and Hudson,
R. (2002) Placing the Social
Economy Routledge London

Department of Trade and Industry
(2002) Social Enterprise: A strategy
for success HMSO, London

Nicholls, A. (ed.) (2006) Social
Entrepreneurship: New models of
sustainable social change Oxford
University Press, Oxford

Nyssens, M. (ed.) (2006) Social
Enterprise Routledge, London
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known as residualization. However, in the case of many
other welfare services it is the very poorest in society
who have been most severely affected by restrictions 
in spending. The reason for this is that marginalized
groups often lack political power and are therefore 
easier targets for expenditure reductions than services
such as pensions, which affect a wider proportion of
the population. One group that has experienced cuts in
spending in both the United Kingdom and the United
States in recent years has been single-parent mothers.
Indeed, it seems clear that women in general have been
disproportionately affected by reductions in welfare
spending. The reasons for this are twofold: first, women
are the main recipients and users of many welfare 
services; and second, women constitute the bulk of the
workers in services that have been cut.

Privatization

Privatization is another important form of public 
sector restructuring. This involves a complex set of
processes, as revealed by Table 13.1. The most obvious
form of privatization is asset sales, when public sector
assets are sold to the private sector. For example, one of
the most important manifestations of asset sales in the
United Kingdom has been the sale of local authority
housing, as discussed in Chapter 6. Privatization can
also take the form of contracting-out – awarding tasks
that were previously undertaken by the public sector to
private sector organizations. Often these contracts are
awarded on the basis of secret bidding known as com-
petitive tendering. In this case the funding is still by the
public sector on non-market criteria but the provision
is by the private sector. A final form of privatization is
where the organization is still operated by the public
sector but has to operate on commercial or market-based
criteria – a process known as commercialization.

on the assumption that there was a large reserve of 
volunteers (usually women) who were prepared to care
for those released from large institutions – an assump-
tion that was often mistaken. Those without family
support have often ended up in rented accommodation
and, since this tends to be located in inner-city areas,
these display the greatest concentrations of ex-psychiatric
patients.

The most extreme consequences of deinstitutional-
ization are to be found in California. The rapid closure
of psychiatric hospitals in the state led to the creation 
of service-dependent ghettos (also termed the ‘asylum-
without-walls’). Former in-patients have become
restricted to poorer-quality neighbourhoods as zoning
legislation has kept community-based facilities out-
side more affluent areas. For-profit community-based
services have been developed but some of these are now
relatively large with over a hundred occupants and 
are beginning to reproduce some of the institutional
features of the older mental hospitals. Fiscal retrench-
ment has served to exacerbate the problems of mentally
ill persons by restricting funds for community-based
forms of care. In addition, the gentrification and urban
renewal of some inner city areas have led to curbs on
these community-based facilities. The consequence has
been increased homelessness, with people sleeping on
the streets in ‘cardboard cities’. Sometimes the wheel
has turned full circle with mentally ill or ex-psychiatric
patients ending up in hospital or prison – a process of
reinstitutionalization.

Deinstitutionalization is an example of one of the
most common responses of governments to fiscal pres-
sures – to reduce various types of welfare services. In
some cases, such as public sector housing in the United
Kingdom, cuts have meant that this is no longer avail-
able as a common facility for urban populations but has
been restricted to the very poorest in society – a policy

Table 13.1 Forms of privatization

Method of funding Type of ownership

Private ownership Public ownership

Market funding Sale of assets Commercialization/
Corporatization

State funding Contracting-out Public provision

Source: Stubbs and Barnett (1992).
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➤ withdrawing benefits from children who have un-
explained absences from school (‘learnfare’);

➤ denying benefits to teenage parents living inde-
pendently who are not in receipt of or registered for
a high-school diploma;

➤ offering employers tax breaks and subsidies to recruit
welfare recipients.

Although workfare is very much a US innovation, it 
has spread in various forms throughout the Western
world. Welfare has become less of an entitlement and
more of a reciprocal obligation. Many claims are made
for workfare: that it increases the skills of the work-
force; that it discourages dependency; that it reduces
unemployment; that it encourages employers to create
new jobs; that it reduces welfare costs; and that it is
fairer in that it ensures rights are matched by obliga-
tions. Inevitably, many of these aspirations have not
been fulfilled. Workfare is based on two major, and
highly flawed, assumptions. First, it is assumed that
many do not want to work or at least have behavioural
norms that are not conducive to employment. Hence 
it is assumed they may have become defeated or are
insufficiently organized to conduct an effective job
search. In other words it is a ‘supply-side’ explanation
(i.e. focusing upon the characteristics of the work-
force, rather than a ‘demand-side’ explanation based
on the characteristics of the job market). This leads to
the second assumption – that there are sufficient jobs 
available. In fact, as might be expected, the areas with
the highest levels of unemployment have the lowest
numbers of job opportunities.

Social polarization
Social polarization and the spatial segregation of the
poor is of course a well-worn theme in urban social
geography. It is clear, however, that economic restruc-
turing and social polarization, in tandem with social
and demographic changes, have heightened economic
inequality along class and racial cleavages. The ‘new
poor’, in other words, represent a distinctive component
of the new urban geography that has been produced 
by restructuring. Most striking among the polarized
landscapes of contemporary cities are ‘impacted ghet-
tos’, spatially isolated concentrations of the very poor, 

Contracting-out and commercialization are examples
of processes designed to make public sector services
geared more to yardsticks of cost efficiency and flexibility
than need or equity. Just as private sector services have
restructured in response to changing economic circum-
stances, changing technologies and new managerial
strategies, so have public sector services (Table 13.2). A
very wide spectrum of change has been imprinted on 
to the geography of public service provision, including
partial self-provisioning, intensification, capitalization,
rationalization, subcontracting, substituting expensive
employees with cheaper ones, centralization, material-
ization, domestication and spatial relocation. The 
patterns of winners and losers from this public sector
restructuring are complex, but there is growing evid-
ence that overall it is the most powerless, marginalized
and poor groups that have suffered most from public
sector restructuring.

Workfare
Another important aspect of public sector restructuring
in recent years is what has become known as workfare.
The policy was originally regarded as one of making
unemployed people work in order to receive their bene-
fits (i.e. work + welfare = workfare) – the so-called ‘hard’
or ‘first generation’ form of workfare (also known as
‘earnfare’). However, the term workfare is now com-
monly used in a more general sense to indicate the 
so-called ‘soft’ or ‘second generation’ workfare – that
income support for welfare recipients is conditional upon
them participating in a range of activities designed to
increase their employability. These options can include:
subsidized work schemes, education, training pro-
grammes, supervised job search initiatives or community
work. Workfare is also used in an even more general
sense to indicate new policies designed to regulate the
behaviour of welfare claimants. This includes the follow-
ing types of measures (Peck, 1998):

➤ withdrawing benefits or enforcing mandatory com-
munity service upon those who do not find work or
training within a specified time period;

➤ reducing benefits and allowances;

➤ intensified anti-fraud measures;

➤ denying benefits to children born to mothers who
are already receiving aid;

13.3 Urban restructuring: inequality and conflict
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Table 13.2 Forms of service sector restructuring

Public sector

Child-care in the home
Care of elderly in the home
Personal forms of transport
Household crime-prevention strategies, neighbourhood watch,

use of anti-theft devices, vigilante patrols

The drive for efficiency in the health service
Competitive tendering over direct labour operations, housing

maintenance, refuse collection
Increased numbers of graduates per academic in universities

Computerization of health and welfare service records
Electronic diagnostic equipment in health-care
Distance learning systems through tele-communications video

and computers
Larger refuse disposal vehicles, more efficient compressed

loaders

Closure or reduction of public transport systems

Privatization or contracting-out of cleaning, laundry and
catering within the health service

Contracting-out of refuse disposal, housing maintenance,
public transport by local government

Domination of women in teaching profession?
Increased use of part-time teachers

Retraining of public-sector personnel
Community policing?

Pharmaceuticals rather than counselling and therapy?

Relocation from larger psychiatric hospitals into decentralized
community-based hostels

Relocation of offices from London to realize site values and to
reduce rents and labour costs

Care of the very young and elderly in private houses after
reductions in voluntary and public service

Concentration of primary and secondary hospital care into
larger units, that is, the growth of large general hospitals
and group general practices

Private sector

1 Partial self-provisioning
Self-service in retailing
Replacement of services with goods
Videos, microwave ovens, etc.

2 Intensification: increases in labour productivity via managerial or organizational changes with little 
or no investment or major loss of capacity

Pressure for increased turnover per 
employee in retailing

3 Investment and technical change: capital investment into new forms of production often with considerable
job loss

The development of the electronic office in 
private managerial and producer services

4 Rationalization: closure of capacity with little or no new investment or new technology
Closure of cinemas
Closure of schools, hospitals, day-care centres 
for under fives, etc.
5 Subcontracting of parts of the services sector to specialized companies, especially of producer services
Growth of private managerial producer services

6 Replacement of existing labour input by part-time, female or non-white labour
Growth of part-time female labour in retailing

7 Enhancement of quality through increased labour input, better skills, increased training
In some parts of private consumer services

8 Materialization of the service function so that the service takes the form of a material product that can be
bought, sold and transported

Entertainment via videos and televisions
rather than ‘live’ cinema or sport
9 Spatial relocation
Movement of offices from London into
areas with cheaper rents

10 Domestication: the partial relocation of the provision of the functions within forms of household or family labour
Closure of laundries

11 Centralization: the spatial centralization of services in larger units and the closure or reduction of the
number of smaller units

Concentration of retailing into larger units
Closure of corner shops

Source: Pinch (1989), p. 910.
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usually (though not always) racial minorities that have
been drained of community leaders and positive role
models and that are dominated numerically by young
unmarried mothers and their children. Less visible, but
more decisively excluded, are the ‘landscapes of despair’
inhabited by the homeless: micro-spaces that range from
vest-pocket parks and anonymous alleyways to squalid
shelters and hostels (Dear and Wolch, 1991).

These phenomena raise a wide variety of conceptual,
theoretical and practical issues. Though it is beyond
our scope to pursue them all, one issue that should 
be raised here is that of attributing causality to the
deprivation inherent in social polarization. Table 13.3
outlines six main explanations of deprivation, ranging
from the concept of a ‘culture of poverty’ – which sees
urban deprivation as a pathological condition – to 
the concept of an ‘underclass’ of households that have
become detached from the formal labour market.

The idea of a culture of poverty is seen as being 
both an adaptation and a reaction of the poor to their
marginal position in society, representing an effort to
cope with the feelings of helplessness and despair that
develop from the realization of the improbability of
achieving success within a capitalist system. In short, it
results in a vicious cycle of lack of opportunity and lack
of aspiration. There is, however, considerable room for

debate as to whether culture is more of an effect than 
a cause of poverty and, indeed, whether the values,
aspirations and cultural attributes of the poor in Western
cities really are significantly different from those of the
rest of society.

The idea of transmitted deprivation is really con-
cerned with explaining why, despite long periods of full
employment and the introduction of improved welfare
services, problems of deprivation persist. According to
this model, the answer lies in the cyclical process of trans-
mission of social maladjustment from one generation
to another. Thus, while it is acknowledged that low wages,
poor housing and lack of opportunity are important
factors, the emphasis is on the inadequacies of the home
background and the upbringing of children.

The idea of institutional malfunctioning shares
some common ground with the managerialist school of
thought, since the behaviour of bureaucrats is given a
central role in explaining the persistence of deprivation.
Here, however, it is not so much the ‘gatekeeping’ role
of bureaucrats that is emphasized as the administrative
structure within which they work. Thus, it is argued, the
formulation of public policy in separate departments
concerned with housing, education, welfare, planning
and so on is inevitably ineffective in dealing with the
interlocking problems of deprivation. Moreover, such

Table 13.3 Differing explanations of urban deprivation

Theoretical model

1 Culture of poverty

2 Transmitted deprivation 
(cycle of deprivation)

3 Institutional malfunctioning

4 Maldistribution of resources 
and opportunities

5 Structural class conflict

6 Underclass

Location of the problem

Internal dynamics of deviant
behaviour

Relationships between individuals,
families and groups

Relationship between the
‘disadvantaged’ and the bureaucracy

Relationship between the
underprivileged and the formal
political machine

Relationship between the working
class and the political and
economic structure

Spatial mismatch of jobs and
labour; feminization of poverty;
suburbanization of role models

Explanations

Problems arising from the internal
pathology of deviant groups

Problems arising from individual
psychological handicaps and
inadequacies transmitted from one
generation to the next

Problems arising from failures of
planning, management or administration

Problems arising from an inequitable
distribution of resources

Problems arising from the divisions
necessary to maintain an economic
system based on private profit

Minority groups isolated from formal
labour market and from mainstream
society
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Take, for example, the inner-city neighbourhoods 
of the Bronx, where relict and dilapidated neighbour-
hoods have come to represent ‘burnt-out’ settings where
social disintegration has fostered extremely high levels
of poverty, substance abuse (Figure 13.3a), violent
deaths, low birthweight infants, and deaths from HIV
(Figure 13.3b) (Wallace and Fullilove, 1991). The com-
bination of such aetiologies with continuing discrim-
ination and a newly racialized politics (see Omni and
Winant, 1993) has begun to precipitate rebellion, as
manifested by rioting (Figure 13.4). Thus we enter a
new round of the sociospatial dialectic, with events such
as the Los Angeles riot of April 1992, which accounted
for 52 deaths and between $785 million and $1 billion
in property damage (Oliver et al., 1993), leading to a
widespread ‘hardening’ of the built environment, with
‘fortress’ and ‘bunker’ architecture, the loss of public
urban spaces, the ‘militarization’ of social control, inten-
sified surveillance, gated streets, private security forces
and intensified sociospatial segregation (Davis, 1992).

The informal urban economy
One response to social polarization has been the non-
recording of economic activity – creating an ‘informal’
economy (also known as a ‘hidden’ economy). Some-
times no official record is made because the activity is
illegal, such as bribery, prostitution or drug dealing,
while in other cases the activity may be perfectly legal
but no record is made in order to evade paying taxes 
or else to avoid the withdrawal of state benefits. These
unrecorded exchanges often occur between people who
are strangers but also between neighbours, friends and
relatives who know each other. A further complication
is that sometimes these exchanges may involve goods
or services rather than money.

Because the activity is by definition covert, very 
little is known about the informal economy compared
with other aspects of city life. For example, the hidden
economy is often synonymous with those on the eco-
nomic margins of society, yet there is a great deal of
‘white-collar’ informal activity that receives much less
attention.

There is a common assumption that the hidden 
economy is on the increase in developed Western 
cities but this is difficult to prove conclusively (some
staggering estimates put the total economy built around

organizational structures are vulnerable to interdepart-
mental rivalries and power struggles that can only reduce
their overall effectiveness.

The idea of a maldistribution of opportunities and
resources can be accommodated within pluralist polit-
ical theory, with deprivation being seen as the result of
failures of participation and representation of certain
interests in the political process.

The idea of structural inequality sets problems of
deprivation as inevitable results of the underlying eco-
nomic order and of structural changes in labour markets,
etc. that are attached to the overall restructuring of the
economy and of the built environment.

The idea of an underclass borrows from several of
these perspectives, emphasizing the effects of economic
restructuring and sociospatial change in isolating racial
minorities not only from the economic mainstream but
also from the social values and behavioural patterns 
of the rest of society. The existence of large numbers
from minority groups with only weak connections to the
formal labour force is attributed largely to the spatial
mismatch between people and jobs that has intensified
as many of the low-skill jobs traditionally found in
inner-city areas have been relocated, to be replaced mainly
by jobs requiring higher skills. The development of a
distinctive context of values and attitudes is attributed
largely to the feminization of poverty resulting from an
increase in teenage unwed mothers (itself a product of
a combination of economic and social trends), combined
with the suburbanization of more affluent, better-skilled
households. It has proven difficult, however, to estab-
lish the nature of the linkages between labour markets,
poverty, migration, household structure, race, gender,
attitudes and behaviour; while the term ‘underclass’
itself has been criticized because of the way it has been
used as a pejorative label for the ‘undeserving’ poor by
some commentators.

All this leaves us some way short of a clear and com-
prehensive explanatory framework for deprivation and
social polarization. What is clear, however, is that the
degree of sociospatial polarization in contemporary cities
has brought a disturbing dimension of urban social
geography to a new prominence. Riots, civil disorder,
social unrest and social disorganization are by no means
new to cities, but they appear to have developed to
unprecedented levels.
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Key trends in urban social geography – The French riots of 2005

From time to time various types of
civil disorder such as looting, riots,
wanton destruction and random vio-
lence erupt in major Western cities.
Classic examples are the Paris riots 
of May 1968, the unrest in UK cities
in the early 1980s, the widespread
looting, violence and disorder in Los
Angeles in April 1992, the riots in the
English cities of Bradford, Oldham
and Burnley in 2001 and the Greek
riots of late 2008.

These riots have common features.
First, there is a long-standing sense
of grievance held by a sub-section of
the community, usually the result of

chronic disadvantage coupled with a
perception of institutional discrimina-
tion. Second, there is some ‘trigger
event’, usually the repression of the
minority by the police (e.g. the tele-
vising in 1992 of the video recording
of black suspect Rodney King being
badly beaten by officers of the Los
Angeles Police – a force long thought
to be racist in its operations). Next,
there is some form of repression as
civil authorities gain control of the
city with police or military force. This
is often followed by a period of soul
searching in the media and by politi-
cians as they wring their hands over

what could cause such mayhem. Next,
civil authorities promise an official
enquiry into the causes of the rioting
with the promise to implement reforms.
In some cases these reforms may
change the practices of institutions
that provoked the riots but typically
the long-term sources of inequality
and disadvantage remain unaltered.
The areas inhabited by the rioters are
often devastated by the looting and
while in some cases urban reforms
and regeneration take place, in other
examples the rioting is the trigger for
long-term neighbourhood abandon-
ment and decline.

Box 13.4

Figure 13.3 The Bronx, New York: (a) annual number of drug-related deaths, by quintiles; (b) HIV
deaths per 100 000 population, cumulative to 1988.
Source: After Wallace and Fullilove (1991), pp. 1707, 1708.

▼
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Although this is obviously a difficult topic to research,
once again, we find no clear social science evidence for
this ‘common-sense’ assumption. In fact, to the con-
trary, it appears that it is the formally employed who
are most likely to engage in informal economic activity.
The reason for this becomes ‘obvious’ with a little
thought; to initiate and maintain economic activity,
even of the unrecorded type, takes resources such as

drug dealing as worth $300 billion at 2000 prices –
approximately equivalent to the size of the petroleum
economy). Another common assumption (which one
might also call a prejudice) is that the hidden economy
has increased because of the growth of long-term male
unemployment in Western cities. Thus it is claimed
that unemployed people are ‘getting by’ through being
active in the informal economy.

The French riots of October and
November 2005 are an interesting
manifestation of these processes. The
underlying grievance was (and still is)
the social condition of the banlieues,
the deprived suburban estates of
French cities typically inhabited by
Muslim immigrants of North African
origin and their descendants (but 
also more recent immigrants from the
Caribbean and south-east Asia). Such
areas have all the major indices of
urban deprivation: high unemploy-
ment (especially among youths), low
incomes, poor educational achieve-
ments, overcrowded housing, drug
dealing and high crime rates. In addi-
tion they are often isolated, with poor
public transport systems and limited
social infrastructure. Fiscal measures
to cut social expenditure as part of
France’s membership of the European
Monetary Union also reduced social
spending on the suburbs.

In 2005 tensions were rising in the
banlieues as national riot police and
military police gendarmes made num-
erous sweeps checking the identity 
of youths for illegal immigrants. The
trigger event was the accidental elec-
trocution of two Muslim youths as they
fled from the police in the Paris suburb
of Clichy-sous-Bois. There followed two
weeks of rioting in the banlieues in
which an estimated 9–10 000 cars
were torched, over 300 buildings and
schools were burnt and some 4700
people were arrested. Emergency

powers including bans on public
meetings and curfews were introduced
in 30 French cities. The French inte-
rior minister at the time was Nicolas
Sarkozy, who famously described the
rioters as ‘scum’ (racaille). Some com-
mentators predicted further rioting if
Sarkozy became president but after his
election this did not happen. In fact,
Sarkozy pledged a new ‘Marshall Plan’
for the banlieues (mimicking the 
vast aid sent by the United States to
reconstruct Europe after the Second
World War) and he appointed a Muslim
woman, Fadela Mara, to be in charge
of city policy to liaise with representa-
tives of the bidonvilles to ascertain
their grievances. There are plans to
lure businesses into the suburbs with
tax incentives and to encourage voca-
tional training for school drop-outs. 
At the time of writing (late 2008) 
tensions between French Muslim
youths and the police remain high.
Efforts have been made to clean up
the banlieues but we await major new
policy initiatives (currently held up by
financial constraints).

France’s tradition of secular republi-
canism aims to treat everyone as equal
French citizens and refuses to acknow-
ledge the interests of particular ethnic
minorities in a multicultural society.
Hence there are few Muslim repres-
entatives in French institutions and
the wearing of special religious head-
gear is forbidden in French schools.
This contrasts with UK social policy

that recognizes minority interests
through the encouragement of faith
schools. However, both Britain and
France manifest Islamophobia in the
wider society as well as alienation
among some of their Muslim youths.

Key concepts related to
the French riots of 2005
(see Glossary)
Banlieue, bidonvilles, carceral city,
eligibility rules, exclusion, fortress
cities, ghetto, inverse-care law, mul-
tiple deprivation, race-preference
hypothesis, segregation, underclass
hypothesis.

Further reading
Bagguley, P. and Hussain, Y. (2008)
Riotous Citizens: Ethnic conflict in
multicultural Britain Ashgate,
Aldershot

Murray, G. (2006) France: the riots
and the Republic, Race and Class
47, 26–45

Oliver, M.L., Johnson, J.H. and
Farrell, W.C. Jr (1993) Anatomy 
of a rebellion: a political-economic
analysis, in R. Gooding-Williams
(ed.) Reading Rodney King: Reading
urban uprising Routledge, New York

Wacquant, L. (2008) Urban Outcasts
Polity Press, Cambridge

Links with other chapters
Chapter 8: Segregation and
congregation
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M13_KNOX7638_06_SE_C13.QXD  20/8/09  13:50  Page 290



  

291

with relatively modest incomes may not be so badly off
compared with, say, high-earning, two-career, profes-
sional households because the former do not have to
purchase services such as child care, house maintenance,
car servicing, gardening and so on.

Pahl provided convincing case study evidence for
his theories but it has proved difficult to extend these
ideas more widely throughout the United Kingdom as
a whole because of the extreme demands his thesis makes
upon empirical data (see also Pinch, 1993). In addition,
it has been argued that the increasing residualization,
commercialization and privatization of public services
has also encouraged domestic self-provisioning, as
families are forced to become more self-reliant and

money, knowledge, equipment and personal contacts.
These are things the employed tend to have in abund-
ance but which the unemployed often lack.

A related issue is that of the domestic economy,
work that is undertaken within households. Pahl (1984)
argued that in order to understand social polarization
it is important to take account of informal work in and
around the household, such as cleaning, decorating
and home improvements (termed ‘self-provisioning’),
as well as paid work in the formal economy. Pahl
claimed that in the United Kingdom the majority of
households have been able to mitigate a deteriorating
position in the formal labour market through informal
work and self-provisioning. In addition, households

13.3 Urban restructuring: inequality and conflict

..

Figure 13.4 Poverty and urban riots, Greater London.
Source: After Diamond (1991), p. 218.
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provide services for themselves (Pinch, 1989). Again,
this is a theory that requires further research.

Urban social sustainability
A final key issue underpinning urban social geography
is sustainability.

As we saw in Chapter 2, ever since the creation of
large cities with the advent of industrial capitalism, there
have been grave concerns about the environmental
consequences of urbanization. However, in the early
twenty-first century these fears have taken on added
dimensions. The problems are most acute in the devel-
oping world with its very rapid rates of urbanization
and, often, intense poverty. However, the majority of
the earth’s resources are being consumed by urbanites
of the developed world – the focus of this book – where
there are also many problems of waste, pollution, noise
and traffic congestion. In response, we have witnessed
the development of numerous ecological movements

and green political parties. Writers such as Ulrich Beck
(1992) have also had a key influence; he argued that 
we have entered the age of the ‘risk society’ in which
technologies such as nuclear power and genetic engin-
eering pose far greater risks than in the past.

Within this broad social climate it is possible to 
distinguish two main perspectives on environmental
issues. First there is the dominant conceptualization,
the technocentric approach (sometimes also called the
ecological modernization approach). This approach is
based on the assumption that environmental problems
should be tackled without upsetting the broad capital-
ist economic framework that currently guides world
development. This approach therefore stresses the
capacity of existing institutions to adapt to environ-
mental issues and the capacity of modern science and
technology to meet these challenges. It argues that eco-
nomic growth is the key to better welfare for citizens
and this should be driven primarily by market forces,
regulated in the interests of the environment.

..

The sustainable city? The city as a focus for sociability, knowledge exchange and creativity: the
South Bank, London. Photo Credit: Paul Knox.
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Key debates in urban social geography – What is the future for suburbia?

Academics and urban-biased intel-
lectuals have long poured scorn on
sprawling low-density residential sub-
urbs of the type that grew rapidly in
Western economies after the Second
Word War and showed renewed growth
throughout the boom period between
1995 and 2007. Ever since Herbert
Gans’ (1967) pioneering study of the
Levitt estate at Willingboro (commonly
termed Levittown), 15 miles east of
Philadelphia, suburbs have been por-
trayed as typically white, dull, affluent,
socially homogeneous, exclusionary,
politically conservative, individual-
istic, competitive and engaging in
unnecessarily ostentatious consump-
tion. Currently, the effect of the credit
crunch in bursting the bubble of
rapidly rising house prices, coupled
with the rapidly increasing cost of
mobility following the hike in energy
prices, has raised anew questions
about the future viability of suburban
life. Furthermore, in the wake of the
‘new economy’ in which the creative
industries are of growing importance,
revivified city centres with their mixing
of diverse cultural groups are increas-
ingly seen as the key to innovation
and economic prosperity.

Closer inspection of reality inevitably
shows that things are more complex
than these popular stereotypes suggest.
To begin with, as ever more people
migrate to the suburbs they are 
beginning to become more diverse in
character. In the United States, for
example, the proportions of Asians,
Hispanics and blacks in suburbs are
increasing at faster rates than for
whites (Willingboro is today two-thirds
black). In the United Kingdom 
well-established second- and third-
generation members of ethnic minor-
ities are moving to suburban areas 
– often in response to the influx of 

asylum seekers and other migrants in
their traditional inner-city heartlands.
In the United States there are also
signs that singe-sex couples are
increasing in numbers in suburban
regions. The idea that perceived
declines in community and civility
can be attributed exclusively to sub-
urban living is also questionable.
Furthermore, the idea that creative
people are socially dysfunctional, 
isolated individuals living downtown
is one of many ‘creativity myths’. While
some creative industries such as fash-
ion clothing are reliant on particular
creative communities that are con-
centrated in cities, innovation in other
industries such as high technology
and biotech are the product of socially
balanced, often family oriented, indi-
viduals living in suburban regions
(Sawyer, 2006). Furthermore, subur-
ban living still continues to be popular
as demonstrated by the many empty
downtown apartments. Statistics also
show that, until the recent economic
downturn, suburbs were frequently
centres of economic growth.

Nevertheless, there can be little doubt
that the growth of enormous suburban
regions – sometimes termed metro-
burbia – has been part of a cocktail of
elements that have led to many cur-
rent social and economic difficulties.
Suburban lifestyles combined with
the availability of cheap credit have
certainly encouraged the boom in
energy-intensive high-consumption
lifestyles that underpin many current
economic woes. In the United States
housing foreclosures and residential
abandonment could make many sub-
urbs new slum areas. Indeed there
are many signs of rising crime rates in
suburban areas.

There are already signs of change 
in the United States in response to

rising oil prices. Sales of sports utility
vehicles (SUVs) are down, the average
distances driven in automobiles are 
in decline, cycling is on the increase,
as is car pooling, while investment in,
and travel on mass transit systems is
on the increase. It has been suggested
that new settlements will tend to
cluster in future at higher densities
around mass transit hubs. However,
the scale of change needed is enor-
mous; it has been estimated that 
currently about 99 per cent of trips
taken by US citizens are in cars or
other non-mass transit vehicles.

Key concepts related to
suburbia (see Glossary)
Automobility, boomburb, commodity
fetishism, community lost, decentral-
ization, edge cities, embourgeisement
thesis, exclusionary zoning, galactic
metropolis, purified communities,
techoburbs, ‘turf’ politics.

Further reading
Bruegmann, R. (2006) Sprawl; 
A compact history University 
of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL

Gans, H. (1967) The Levittowners:
Ways of life and politics in a new
suburban community Vintage, 
New York.

Knox, P. (2008) Metroburbia, 
USA. Rutgers University Press, 
New Brunswick, NJ

Sawyer, R.K. (2006) Explaining
Creativity: The science of human
innovation Oxford University Press,
Oxford

Links with other chapters
Chapter 9: Box 9.2 The growth of
the New Urbanism movement

Chapter 13: Box 13.2 The role of
automobility

Box 13.5
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In opposition to the technocentric approach are 
various types of ecocentric approach united by a 
belief that ecological problems can be addressed only
by changing the capitalist system and its inexorable
dependency on economic growth and consumption. In
addition, ecocentrists tend to see existing state institu-
tions as working in the interests of big business and
therefore of being incapable of reining in such forces.
The solution is often seen in smaller decentralized, 
self-reliant political units within which there can be
greater participatory democracy. However, some argue
that over-arching forms of governance are needed to
coordinate local actions to meet environmental needs.
David Harvey argues from a radical perspective that:

the environmental justice movement has to
radicalize the ecological modernization discourse
itself. And that requires confronting the underlying
processes (and their associated power structure,
social relations, institutional configurations,
discourses and belief systems) that generate
environmental and social injustices. Here, I revert
to another key moment in the argument advanced
in Social Justice and the City (pp. 136–137): it is
vital, when encountering a serious problem, not
merely to try and solve the problem in itself but to
confront and transform the processes that gave rise
to the problem in the first place. Then, as now, the
fundamental problem is that of unrelenting capital
accumulation and the extraordinary asymmetries
of money and political power that are embedded 
in that process.

(Harvey, 1996, p. 97)

The issues of cities and sustainability are inextricably
linked. The consumption-intensive, car-dependent,
decentralized, suburban city forms that became domin-
ant in Western cities in the second half of the twentieth
century, although apparently popular with many, are
clearly wasteful of resources (see also Box 13.2). The
search is therefore on to find more sustainable urban
forms, although, given the huge existing investment 
in suburbanization, there can be no immediate turn-
around in city design (even if a majority desired such a
shift). Sustainability is about the interdependence of
the economy, the environment, and social well-being.
It is a normative view that combines environmental

sustainability with notions of economic growth and
social justice. The oft-quoted definition of sustainable
development from the Brundtland Report (World
Commission, 1987), which examined the issues at the
international scale, is that sustainable development is
‘development that meets the needs of the present with-
out compromising the ability of future generations to
meet their own needs’. In fact this is a relatively small part
of the Report’s concept of sustainability, which extends
to reviving economic growth; meeting essential needs
for jobs, food, energy, water and sanitation; ensuring a
balance between population and resources; conserving
and enhancing the resource base; reorienting techno-
logy and managing risk; merging the environment and
economics in decision making; and reorienting inter-
national economic relations.

When it comes to urban sustainability, people are
generally clear about the symptoms of unsustainable
development: structural economic decline, environ-
mental degradation, out-migration, segregation, exclu-
sion, antisocial behaviour, and loss of distinctiveness
and sense of place. Specifying just what is – or may 
be – sustainable is, however, problematic. For many,
the salience of environmental issues means that the
very idea of sustainability implies a deep anti-urban
sentiment. Such bias notwithstanding, it is clear that, 
in urban settings, the socio-economic dimensions of
sustainability are critical. They include the need to
maintain local sociocultural attributes – neighbourli-
ness and conviviality, for example – in the face of global
influences and interdependencies. They also include
aspects of social development that relate to the incid-
ence of poverty and inequality, and accessibility to
health care and education. Finally, they include aspects
of social, cultural and political sensibilities that relate 
to a community’s willingness and capacity to manage
change in order to be more sustainable in a biophysical
environmental as well as economic sense.

The complexities and ambiguities involved in the
interdependencies among economy, the environment
and social well-being within urban settings mean that
the subject can be overwhelming, and for local planners
and policymakers this can lead to a kind of despairing
inertia. Finding a balance between the three Es is not
easy in practice because of various conflicts associated
with relationships between them. In particular, providing

..
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is possible to isolate a separate notion of urban social
sustainability that involves notions of equity, com-
munity and urbanity. Yiftachel and Hedgcock define
such a notion as follows:

Urban social sustainability is defined here as the
continuing ability of a city to function as a long-term
viable setting for human interaction, communication
and cultural development. It is not necessarily related

economic opportunities for a wide range of people 
can often be in conflict with environmental protection.
Nevertheless, growing calls for local solutions to seem-
ingly intractable global problems mean that small town
sustainability is increasingly seen as important, with
more and more communities becoming aware of the
‘triple bottom line’ of the three Es. Sustainability is not
just about resources in isolation, it is intimately con-
nected with social and economic issues. Nevertheless, it

13.3 Urban restructuring: inequality and conflict

..

Figure 13.5 Some of the changes that will need to be made to ensure the future sustainability of
city regions.
Source: After Blowers (1999), Fig. 6.12, p. 282.
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to the environmental and economic sustainability
of a city, although the links often exist between the
three areas. A socially sustainable city is marked by
vitality, solidarity and a common sense of place among
its residents. Such a city is characterized by a lack
of overt or violent intergroup conflict, conspicuous
spatial segregation, or chronic political instability.
In short, urban social sustainability is about the
long-term survival of a viable urban social unit.

(Yiftachel and Hedgcock, 1993, p. 140,
authors’ emphasis)

As we have seen throughout this book, a number of
forces – including the globalization of capitalism, extra-
ordinarily rapid technological change and postmodern
consumer culture – have brought about an era of acute
economic instability and social insecurity. Jobs, commun-
ities, families and identities all seem to be increasingly
under threat.

Richard Sennett (1994) argued that this widespread
sense of instability means attachment to place –
whether it be the nation, region, city or neighbourhood
– has increased. Thus, attachment to these spaces pro-
vides something that is perceived to be more stable
than the insecurities associated with employment and
the marketplace. Featherstone and Lash (1999, p. 2)
note that in this context cities may take on a new role,
for ‘they offer the potential of an open public space built
around the values of diversity, urbanity and experience’.
Thus, Sennett’s notion of a cosmopolitan public space
holds out the prospect of people developing new forms
of sociability based on tolerance. As we have seen in
previous chapters, there are currently many forces lead-
ing to exclusion, inequality and intolerance in cities.
Nevertheless, it is our fervent hope that the issues dis-
cussed in this book will help foster attitudes, actions
and policies that encourage urban social sustainability
in the future.

..

Chapter summary

13.1 The various costs and benefits associated with access to services greatly affect the quality of life of
urban residents. The struggle over access to scarce resources leads to coalitions of interest, often based
around neighbourhoods. The aggregate effect of service allocations is one of ‘unpatterned inequality’.

13.2 Decentralization, urban renewal and the restructuring of the public sector have greatly affected access 
to services in urban areas. Social polarization is an endemic feature of many Western cities and is a
complex phenomenon that has consequently given rise to a variety of explanations. A key challenge for
the future is how to achieve urban social sustainability.

asset sales
‘asylum-without-walls’
centralization
commercialization
competitive tendering
contracting-out
culture of poverty
de facto territories
deinstitutionalization
domestication

ecocentric approach
ecological modernization
‘exit’ option
externalities
intensification
‘loyalty’ option
materialization
privatization
rationalization
reinstitutionalization

residualization
service-dependent ghetto
spillovers
subcontracting
sustainability
technocentric approach
third-party effects
transmitted deprivation
‘voice’ option
workfare

Key concepts and terms
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of repair; and there are areas which were once
formidable but are no longer so, while others are
being rehabilitated. Other districts have expanded
recently and rapidly; some are well built, others
rather gimcrack.

(Haggett, 1994, p. 223)

In this final chapter we illustrate some of this diver-
sity by considering two newly constructed ‘districts’ 
of the subdiscipline. First we look at the controversy
surrounding the so-called ‘Los Angeles’ or ‘California’
School of urban geography. This debate may be envis-
aged as a reconstruction of an older ‘district’, namely,
whether we can conceive of a paradigmatic city, i.e. one
that can be used to generalize about future develop-
ments elsewhere. The second ‘district’ is related to 
the first, but may be regarded as essentially a new 
construction. Michael Dear, a key member of the ‘LA’
School has written that ‘the urban grows increasingly to
resemble televisual and cinematic fantasy’ (Dear, 2000,
p. 166). The second focus of this chapter is therefore

Whither urban social
geography? Recent
developments

Key questions addressed in
this chapter

➤ What is meant by the ‘Los Angeles School’ of
urban geography?

➤ What are the advantages and limitations of the
LA School’s work?

➤ What are the relationships between cinema and
the city?

As we have seen throughout this book, urban social
geography is today a highly diverse set of studies. This
diversity was memorably captured by one of the leading
figures of the ‘Quantitative Revolution’ in geography,
Peter Haggett, who likened urban geography itself to 
a city:

a city with districts of different ages and vitalities.
There are some long-established districts dating
back to a century ago and sometimes in need 
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west coast of the United States were highlighted as early
as 1945 by Harris and Ullman. They drew attention to
reduced significance of a central business district and
the presence of many competing decentralized centres
in their multiple nuclei model. This dispersion was of
course made possible by the widespread adoption of
the automobile for transportation. As Reiff says of Los
Angeles:

There are few experiences more disconcerting 
than walking along a wide LA street without the
reassuring jangle of keys in your pocket. These
streets are so unshaded, their sidewalks appearing
wider because they are so empty.

(Reiff, 1993, p. 119)

This dispersion and lack of recognizable pattern 
has been a key theme developed by the Los Angeles 
School. What Soja (1989) has described variously as the
postmodern global metropolis, cosmopolis and post-
metropolis (1997) is seen as a physically and socially
fragmented entity. Contrary to the popular stereotype,
Los Angeles is not a city without a centre. Indeed, 
there is a recent strong element of recentralization in
the form of the command centres linked into the new
global economy but the city also consists of numerous
subcentres and edge cities (Garreau, 1992). These are
not the exclusively affluent suburbs of an earlier era 
but show enormous variations in character, some being
industrial or commercial and others being relatively poor
and/or with distinctive ethnic minorities. Soja (1992)
developed this theme into the concept of exopolis – a
city that has been turned inside out. In such an envir-
onment it is difficult for individuals to have a sense of
belonging to a coherent single entity (see also Box 14.1).
The fragmentation and diversity of postmodern cul-
ture is therefore manifest in the physical structure of
the landscape. The term galactic metropolis has also 
been coined to describe such cities (Lewis, 1983). The
reason for this label is that the commercial centres 
in such cities look more like stars spread about a wider
galaxy rather than a single recognizable centre. Knox
(2008) uses the term ‘metroburbia’ to describe the 
fragmented and multinodal mixtures of employment
and residential settings in contemporary metropolitan
regions, with their fusion of suburban, exurban and
central-city characteristics.

appropriately upon recent work on the links between
cinema and the city.

14.1 Los Angeles and the
‘California School’

The diverse and extensive writings of the Chicago
School of urban sociology in the early part of the 
twentieth century meant that Chicago came to be
regarded as the classic example of an industrial city. 
In a similar fashion, in recent years an extensive body
of work by a group of scholars based in California has
meant that Los Angeles has come to be seen as the
archetypal ‘postmodern’ city (e.g. Scott, 1988; Soja, 1989,
1996; Dear and Flusty, 1998). Indeed, these scholars 
– largely based in the Graduate School of Architec-
ture and Urban Planning at University College, Los
Angeles – have self-consciously portrayed Los Angeles
as a harbinger of future urban forms – encouraging
others to portray them as the ‘Los Angeles School’ 
(or ‘California School’). As in the case of the earlier
Chicago School, there is a great deal of diversity in the
writings of this school, but they do share a number of
underlying themes.

Underpinning much of the work of the California
School have been attempts to link the sprawling sub-
urbs of Los Angeles with regulationist-inspired notions
of a new regime of accumulation (see Chapter 2). A
new regime of flexible accumulation is argued to be
manifest in California in high-technology agglomera-
tions (Scott, 1986), dynamic, fluid, creative industries
such as those producing movies (Christopherson and
Storper, 1986) and industrial clusters based around
illegal or low-paid workers. However, critics have
argued that these notions of industrial restructuring 
are too broad and economic in focus to provide a 
satisfactory explanation of the myriad small-scale pro-
cesses involved in neighbourhood formation (Savage
and Warde, 1993).

Another main theme to emerge from this work is
the newness of Los Angeles. Although the origins of the
current city can be traced back to the original settle-
ment by Spanish missionaries in 1781, Los Angeles 
displays little of the industrial legacy of the classic
industrial city. The new urban forms created on the

14.1 Los Angeles and the ‘California School’

..
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and ‘paranoid’ architecture): urban developments 
with gates, barriers and walls, security guards, infrared
sensors, motion detectors, rapid response links with
police departments and surveillance equipment such 
as CCTV. These form what Davis terms a ‘scanscape’,
all designed to exclude those regarded as undesirable.
These systems are often established in residential areas
but exclusionary measures may also be undertaken in
shopping malls and city centres. Thus, in some central

Another important theme running through the work
of the California School has been the development of
protective measures by the more affluent sections 
of society in an environment in which violence and
crime is routine (Davis, 1990; Christopherson, 1994).
This may be seen as a response to the increasing social
polarization mentioned previously. One manifestation
of these defensive measures is the growth of so-called
bunker architecture (also termed ‘citadel’, ‘fortified’

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Edward Soja

Latham has argued that Edward Soja
is perhaps unique among contem-
porary urban social geographers in his
capacity to both inspire and irritate
(Latham, 2004)! The inspiration
comes from the breadth and depth of
his scholarship, the scale and sophist-
ication of his erudition. The irritation
comes from what some see as preten-
tious overgeneralization that signifies
relatively little. What is in no doubt 
is that Soja has raised the profile of
urban social geography, especially to
researchers in other disciplines closely
related to human geography.

Like David Harvey (Box 1.1), Soja has
been greatly inspired by the work of
French scholar Henri Lefebvre (see
Box 9.4). Indeed, in Soja’s case the
influence would seem to have been
even greater for, like Lefebvre, Soja
has been concerned to put the pro-
duction of space – what Soja terms
‘spatiality’ – at the centre of social
theory. In Postmodern Geographies
(1989) Soja argues that spatiality is a
fundamental organizing principle of
postmodern culture that serves to dis-
guise the underlying power relations
of a globalized capitalism.

In his second book Thirdspace (1996)
Soja outlines six ‘discourses’ that en-
compass contemporary developments
in Los Angeles:

➤ The Post-Fordist Industrial
Metropolis: the city of new
industrial spaces and sweatshops.

➤ The Exopolis: the city turned
‘inside out’ through fragmentation
and decentralization.

➤ The Cosmopolis: the city shaped
by globalization.

➤ The Fractal City: the city divided
by multiple ethnicities and
identities.

➤ The Carceral Archipelago: the 
city of privatized space and
surveillance.

➤ The SimCity: the city of the
digital knowledge economy.

In response to those who argue that
this is ‘top-down’ theorizing which
ignores the lively plurality of post-
modern culture, Soja replaced his early
sociospatial dialectic (that underpins
this book, see Soja, 1980) with a 
‘trialectic’. As with Lefebvre, this con-
cept integrates three conceptions of
space: ‘firstspace’ (the material world);
‘second space’ (imagined representa-
tions of spatiality); and ‘thirdspace’, 
a conceptualization that integrates
the previous two concepts. However,
some claim this approach is vague
and unspecified (see Barnett, 1997;
Merrifield, 1999).

Key concepts associated
with Edward Soja (see
Glossary)

Cosmopolis, exopolis, hyperreality,
hyperspace, Los Angeles School,
postmodern global metropolis, third
space.

Further reading

Barnett, C. (1997) Review of
Thirdspace: journeys to Los Angeles
and other real and imagined 
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22, 529–30
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in P. Hubbard, R. Kitchin and 
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Merrifield, A. (1999) The
extraordinary voyages of Edward
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345–8
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parts of Los Angeles park benches are curved in such 
a way as to inhibit people from sleeping on them over
night. It is little wonder then that Davis (1990) talks of
the ‘militarization’ of city life. However, it is not just
the marginalized who are kept under surveillance in the
contemporary city. New technologies centred around
credit and loyalty cards, computers and pay-for-service
facilities mean that corporations and governments 
can access vast amounts of information about people’s
travel and consumption habits.

Critique of the LA School
Although the work of the Los Angeles School has
undoubtedly been highly influential, the key question
raised by their approach is: just how valid is Los Angeles
as a general model of future urban developments?
Although members of the California School hedge their
comments with numerous caveats, acknowledging the
unique history of Los Angeles, it is clear that they see

the city as representative of future urban forms. There
are, however, many other cities throughout the Western
world with stronger residual elements from previous
periods as well as different political and administra-
tive regimes. For example, McNeill (1999) notes that
European cities have different urban morphology and
stronger traditions of left-leaning social democratic
governments from those of their North American
counterparts. As Hall (1998) notes, it is not so much the
urban forms as the processes involved in their creation
that are the most important element in the work of the
Los Angeles School and one should not assume that
Los Angeles is the forerunner of future urban forms
elsewhere. In addition, one should not exaggerate the
newness of the city. For example, in the ring of barrios
and ghettos that surround the newly fortified down-
town of Los Angeles, Davis (1992) denotes a ring with
similar attributes to the classic zone of transition of 
an earlier period in Chicago. These inner areas act as
classic reception areas for immigrants to Los Angeles

The paradigmatic postmodern city? An aerial view of Los Angeles. Photo Credit: Geoffrey
DeVerteuil.
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14.1 Los Angeles and the ‘California School’
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and also manifest the classic teenage gangs of an earlier
era (although the latter are now much more extensive,
stretching out into suburban areas).

A second major criticism, not just of the California
School but of all theories that emphasize the influence
of postmodernism upon urban forms, is the silence
over the issue of race (Jacobs, 1996). This is a criticism
that emerges from postcolonial theory. Although post-
modern perspectives claim to give expression to the
diversity of identities in cities, it is argued that they
remain a central vision in which immigrant groups are
slotted in to perform a role in the new global economy.
Yet postcolonial theory suggests that there is no one
central vision but also many views from outside the
centre. As Jane M. Jacobs notes:

Within social polarization arguments the 
complex politics of race is translated into a 
variant form of class differentiation produced 
by the now more thoroughly globalised and
deceptively aestheticised unevenness of capitalism.
A fractured, positional and often angry politics 
of difference is (mis)recognised as a static,
structural outcome of advantage and disadvantage.
Through this manoeuvre, the politics of race is 
cast off from the history of the constitution of
difference and racialised subjects are denied the
kind of agency captured by theorisations of a
politics of identity. It is not simply that there 
is not enough race in these accounts of the
postmodern city, it is that the cultural politics 
of racialisation is deactivated.

(Jacobs, 1996, p. 32)

A third major critique of the LA School argues that
their dystopian vision of a fragmented metropolis 
fractured by the processes of globalization simply 
does not fit the facts. Indeed, Gordon and Richardson
(1999) argue that the School has a cavalier attitude
towards factual evidence in general. For example, they
argue that Soja’s assertion that planned peripheral com-
munities such as in San Bernadino lack jobs and that
consequently the inhabitants of these areas need to
commute long distances does not seem to equate with 
commuting times of under 45 minutes. In addition, 
the often-quoted assertion that LA is striken with social
polarization is countered by the evidence of substantial

social mobility between social groups in the city. Thus
Gordon and Richardson argue that many Latino immig-
rants in LA have moved into home ownership and
form a new middle class. In addition, Jennifer Wolch’s
association of increasing homelessness with the forces
of globalization is also criticized for ignoring many
other contributory factors including deinstitutionaliza-
tion, the destruction of poor-quality housing and the
drugs problem. The assertion that LA has become the
global command centre in the world economy is also
seen as mistaken since all the major banks have left 
Los Angeles. Indeed, it is argued that the revival of the
LA CBD can also be exaggerated, for the downtown
area has very high rates of vacancies.

This vein of criticism is taken up by Curry and
Kenney (1999). They argue that Los Angeles’ emblem-
atic status as a new global metropolis has been severely
eroded by a series of setbacks. They claim that much 
of the city’s manufacturing activity in the second half 
of the twentieth century was dependent upon defence
expenditure on aerospace during the Cold War. When
this ended growth faltered and the manufacturing
activities were remarkably rigid (and decidedly non-
post-Fordist) in adapting to new market opportunities.

Los Angeles: a paradigmatic
city?
There is insufficient space here to discuss the numerous
other criticisms of the School’s interpretation of Los
Angeles made by Curry and Kenney or their rebuttal
(see Scott, 1999; Storper, 1999, for details). However, 
a key wider question raised by the work of the LA
School is how useful is the notion of a paradigmatic
city (i.e. a city that displays more clearly than others the
key urban patterns and processes of a particular period,
see also Nijman, 2000). Curry and Kenney argue that
the concept of a paradigmatic city seems to run counter
to the LA School and other postmodernists’ emphasis
upon diversity, fragmentation and lack of structure.
Furthermore, paradoxically, Dear and Flusty’s notion
of keno capitalism may be seen as perpetuating the
detached modernist gaze upon cities of which they 
have been so critical (Beauregard, 1999). Thus it is
argued that there is little of the cultural richness of 
the city in their extensive use of new terms to describe

..

M14_KNOX7638_06_SE_C14.QXD  20/8/09  13:50  Page 302



  

303

14.1 Los Angeles and the ‘California School’

..

various social groups in the postmodern city (e.g. the
cybergeoisie and protosurps!) (Lake, 1999). Implicit 
in much of the work of the Los Angeles School is a 
critique of the work of the Chicago School which has
dominated urban geography throughout much of the
twentieth century. However, it has been argued that this
critique (like many others before) concentrates upon

the spatial aspects of the Chicago School’s approach,
and in particular the Burgess concentric zone model
(see Chapter 7), thereby ignoring the rich vein of case
study material of local Chicago subcultures obtained
through ethnographic research methods (qualitative
methods such as participant observation and unstruc-
tured interviews) (Jackson, 1999).

Key thinkers in urban social geography – Michael Dear

Michael Dear has made a significant
contribution to the study of urban
social geography in two distinctive
and interrelated ways. First, he has
undertaken a series of path-breaking
surveys of the social and geographical
consequences of deinstitutionalization
– the closure of long-stay psychiatric
institutions – and the associated 
phenomenon of homelessness. This
work is best demonstrated in his early
book Not On Our Street: Community
attitudes towards mental health care
(1982) (with Martin Taylor) and two
later books (both with Jennifer Wolch),
Landscapes of Despair: From deinstitu-
tionalization to homelessness (1987)
and Malign Neglect: Homelessness in
an American city (1993). This work is
in many respects a model of how to
undertake policy-relevant, theoretically
informed social research. It draws upon
a wide range of perspectives and dif-
fering types of social survey to show
the consequences of cutbacks in wel-
fare spending. Furthermore, Dear has
been highly active in drawing policy
makers’ attention to these issues.

Much of the above work is set in
southern California where deinstitu-
tionalization has been implemented
in its most extreme form. This context
provides the setting for Dear’s second
main contribution, as a key member of
the so-called ‘Los Angeles School’ 
of urban geography. As with the work
of fellow school member Ed Soja, this

aspect of Dear’s work has aroused
considerable controversy (see also
Box 14.1). A number of complex issues
underpin these debates.

First, there is the issue of just how
representative is Los Angeles of future
urban forms. Here the work of Dear and
his colleagues seems to be contradict-
ory. At times they play down the gener-
ality of their claims but at other times
they seem unable to resist the temp-
tation to proclaim Los Angeles as a
paradigm for new global urban forms.

Second, there is the issue of just how
relevant is postmodernism for an
understanding of these changes. Dear
thrives on using new textual forms and
this has led to a wide range of new
terms – some of which have proved
irritating to his contemporaries.

Third, and related to the above two
points, it is argued that for all the 
talk of ‘postmodern urbanism’ the LA
School represents a Marxian over-
arching perspective in which various
geographically and socially fragmented
peoples are at the mercy of large cor-
porations. In so doing it is argued that
such work ignores issues of ethnicity
and cultural difference.

Whether the LA School will assume the
status of the Chicago School of urban
ecology is therefore far from certain.
Nevertheless, it is well worth reading
Dear’s work and the controversies it
has generated.

Key concepts associated
with Michael Dear (see
Glossary)

‘Asylum-without-walls’, deinstitution-
alization, keno capitalism, Los
Angeles School, postmodernism, rein-
stitutionalization.

Further reading

Dear, M. (2000) The Postmodern
Urban Condition Blackwell, 
Oxford

Dear, M. (ed.) (2001) From 
Chicago to LA: Making sense of
urban theory Sage, Thousand 
Oaks, CA

Dear, M. (2003) The Los Angeles
School of Urbanism: an intellectual
history, Urban Geography 24,
493–509

Dear, M. and Flusty, S. (1998)
Postmodern urbanism, Annals of 
the Association of American
Geographers 88, 50–72

McNeill, D. and Tewdr-Jones, M.
(2004) Michael Dear, in P. Hubbard,
R. Kitchin and G. Valentine (eds)
Key Thinkers on Space and Place
Sage, London

Links with other chapters

Chapter 3: Postmodernism in 
the city

Chapter 13: Service sector
restructuring

Box 14.2
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Amin and Graham (1997) have argued that the 
tendency to take a limited range of urban contexts 
as paradigmatic of general change is not confined to 
adherents of the California School but also applies to
those who proffer concepts of world cities (e.g.
London, New York and Tokyo) or ‘creative cities’ (e.g.
Barcelona). Echoing a growing chorus of other urban
analysts, they argue that cities are increasingly inter-
sections of multiple webs of economic and social life,
many of which do not interconnect. This they call the
multiplex city ‘a juxtaposition of contradictions and
diversities, the theatre of life itself ’ (Amin and Graham,
1997, p. 418). Boyer (1995) makes a similar distinction
between the ‘figured city’ – the isolated planned city 
for affluent groups – and the ‘disfigured city’ – the
neglected, unmanaged, spaces of the city inhabited by
poorer groups. Increasingly, then, we cannot generalize
about the city.

14.2 Cinema and the city

A relatively new, but rapidly growing, field of research
within urban social geography concerns the inter-
relationships between cinema and the city. This is an
important sphere of enquiry for two main reasons.
First, films are one of the most important forms of 
cultural expression in contemporary Western societies.
Second, as we have seen previously in this book, cities
play a crucial role in social life today. The result is a
complex set of linkages between cities and cinema. These
mutual interactions are reflected in the much-quoted
observation by the French philosopher Baudrillard that,
‘The American city seems to have stepped right out 
of the movies’ (Baudrillard, 1989, p. 56). On the one
hand, cities have greatly influenced the development 
of film. The earliest movies reflected urbanism at the
beginning of the twentieth century. These films gave
their audiences new perspectives on the cities in which
they lived, with overhead views, tracking shots and
close-ups. Indeed, some have drawn parallels between
the cinemagoer and Benjamin’s notion of the urban
flaneur, the casual stroller observing the diversity of the
city (see also Box 7.2). Thus, both the movie watcher
and the city walker are often close physically, but distant
socially. On the other hand, while city life continues to

dominate films, there is growing evidence that films
and the film industry are having an increasingly import-
ant impact upon the evolution of new urban forms.
Each of these interrelationships will be considered in
turn in the chapter.

Films as texts
There has been much complex debate within film 
theory over whether motion pictures have any special
status as forms of cultural representation. For example,
it is sometimes noted that, in comparison with many
art forms, such as paintings, sculpture or opera, which
are obviously artificial representations of the world,
films can look as if what is happening on the screen 
is authentic and ‘real’. This is sometimes referred to 
as the haptical quality of film (from haptic meaning 
‘to touch’). Indeed, what happens in motion pictures 
is in many cases all too real, especially when it has 
documentary overtones. For example, John Houston’s
film The Misfits contains harrowing scenes portray-
ing the capture of wild horses. The terror and the 
panic on the part of the horses is real and shocking 
(as indeed, it also transpires, was the horrified reaction 
of star Marilyn Monroe). As the writer J.M. Coetzee
describes:

Despite all the cleverness that has been exercised in
film theory since the 1950s to bring film into line
as just another system of signs, there is something
irreducibly different about the photographic image,
namely that it bears in or with itself an element of
the real. That is why the horse capturing sequences
of The Misfits are so disturbing: on the one side,
out of the field of vision of the camera lens, an
apparatus of horse wranglers and directors and
writers and sound technicians united in trying to 
fit the horses into places that have been prescribed
for them in a fictional construct called The Misfits;
on the other side, in front of the lens, a handful 
of wild horses that make no distinction between
actors and stuntmen and technicians, that don’t
know about and don’t want to know about a
screenplay by the famed Arthur Miller in which
they are or are not, depending on one’s point of
view, the misfits, who have never heard of the

..
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as nightmarish centres of corruption, menace, vice and
greed, although much of this reflected the Cold War
paranoia of the era (Krutnik, 1997). Cities were repres-
ented as insecure places where things are seldom what
they appear. City inhabitants were often portrayed as
disturbed, dishonest and untrustworthy. Narratives
were disrupted by people experiencing dreams, night-
mares and hallucinations. Indeed, the mood of these
films was often enhanced by dark interior scenes with
basements and stairwells or exterior night-scenes in
back alleys.

The private detective – as popularized in the novels
of Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler – is 
often a central character in such films. As Raymond
Chandler famously wrote of the detective genre, ‘Their
characters live in world gone wrong . . . The streets were
dark with something other than the night’ (Chandler,
1973a, p. 7). However, in Chandler’s hands the detective
is a modern-day knight in shining armour for, ‘Down
these mean streets a man must go who is himself not
mean’ (Chandler, 1973b, p. 198). The private detective
is an especially useful device in film noir because, dur-
ing the course of performing his duties (and the private
eye is usually male), he is able to move quickly between
the many different strata of the city, the rich and poor,
honest and corrupt. As we have seen previously in this
book, these strata are associated with different resid-
ential areas of the city, and the detective in film noir
is always on the move between these areas. However,
paradoxically, with the extensive use of dark interior
studio scenes in these films, we get a little sense of the
city’s geography. Key films of this type are The Maltese
Falcon (John Houston, 1941) based on Hammett’s
novel of the same name and Chandler’s The Big Sleep
(Howard Hawks, 1946).

The influence of film 
on the city
As is widely known, Los Angeles contains the suburb of
Hollywood, the centre that dominates the finance, pro-
duction and distribution of the majority of the world’s
films. As such, no city has figured more in motion 
pictures. Despite the popularity of film noir in the past,
the dominant image of Los Angeles in movies has been
rather different. The mood is predominantly hedonistic

closing of the western frontier but are at this
moment experiencing it in the flesh in the most
traumatising way. The horses are real, the stuntmen
are real, the actors are real; they are all at this
moment, involved in a terrible fight in which the
men want to subjugate the horses to their purpose
and the horses want to get away; every now and
then the blonde woman screams and shouts; it all
really happened; and here it is, to be relived for the
ten-thousandth time before our eyes. Who would
dare to say that it is just a story?

(Coetzee, 2003, p. 67)

Nevertheless, in recent years this view of film has been
much criticized and is referred to as the ‘naturalistic
fallacy’. What has become clear is that films are highly
selective in what they represent. Films are therefore
important cultural texts, full of socially constructed
narratives and discourses – what in the context of
motion pictures are often called tropes. A trope is thus
a regular form of pattern that emerges in storytelling
(such as the victory of the individual over ‘the system’
in Hollywood movies). Study of these tropes reveals
much about films, the film industry and the society they
represent (and especially the urban contexts in which
they are shot).

The influence of the city 
on film
Cities have had an enormous influence upon film. 
For example, some of the most popular and influential
representations of city life in motion pictures are in a
form known as film noir. This type of film, characteristic
of the 1940s and 1950s, may be seen as a manifestation
of an art form called expressionism, in which painters
had sought to convey human emotions (as in Van Gogh’s
Starry Night or Munch’s The Scream). German artists
in particular, including Ernst Kirchner, Erich Heckel
and Karl Schmidt-Rotluff, sought to portray a genera-
tion emotionally scarred after the First World War.
This they did by representing cities and their inhabit-
ants as dark and disturbing. After the Second World
War, expressionism was carried to Hollywood by those
escaping Nazi fascism and its aftermath. Émigré film
directors in Hollywood continued to represent cities 

14.2 Cinema and the city
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and characterized by sunshine, surfing, beaches, palm
trees, conspicuous consumption and widespread per-
sonal mobility based on the automobile and freeways.
Inevitably many films have attempted to puncture this
hegemonic vision with insights into social inequality
and the urban underclass, violence, traffic congestion,
drug taking and alienation.

According to Walton (2001), Los Angeles illustrates
the way in which film can influence local politics and
urban development. He argues that popular under-
standing of the evolution of the city, together with the
activities of green activists and environmental legislation
in California, have all been influenced by Chinatown
(1974). This film presented a view of the development
of Los Angeles which, although arguably capturing 
certain underlying truths about the evolution of US
cities, was in all main respects a work of fiction. To
understand the influence of this film in more detail we
first need to understand the reality of urban develop-
ment in Los Angeles.

Los Angeles has developed into a sprawling metro-
polis of over 20 million inhabitants in what is essen-
tially an arid landscape. As with all cites, central to this
development has been an adequate supply of water. It
was therefore necessary for the city to appropriate water
from over 230 miles away to the east in the Owen’s Valley
of the Sierra Nevada mountains and transport this back
to the city. This was accomplished via an elaborate sys-
tem of aqueducts (as depicted in the LA-based films such
as Terminator 3). This extraction of groundwater began
in 1905 but the resulting drought and lowering of the
water table brought about protests from local farmers,
culminating in 1924 in the occupation and bombing 
of a local aqueduct (Walton, 2001). Although the pro-
tests were unsuccessful, the plight of the Owen’s Valley
farmers became something of a cause célèbre among
social activists in the first half of the twentieth century.
Nevertheless, the City of Los Angeles gradually pur-
chased farms within the Valley to satisfy the seemingly
insatiable need of the city for water.

The story then moves forward to 1974 and the release
of Chinatown directed by the brilliant and controversial
director Roman Polanski. This ‘retro’ detective movie
is set in a mythical Los Angeles of 1937, and is com-
plete with art deco backdrops and classic cars of the
period. In the tradition of film noir the central figure 

is an ex-cop turned private eye (Jack Nicholson) who
gradually unravels a plot in an environment riven with 
corruption. City developers are bent on secretly acquir-
ing, by criminal methods, land for urban development
at reduced cost (in this case the adjacent San Fernando
Valley rather than the distant Owen’s Valley). Officials
in the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power
(LADWP) are bribed into secretly dumping water from
city reservoirs at night in a time of drought with the
aim of intensifying water shortages and thereby win-
ning public support for dam construction, aqueducts and
urban expansion. Local farmers who are deprived of
water are made bankrupt and their land is subsequently
acquired at artificially low cost by a dummy syndicate
serving to disguise the interests of the developers. During
the course of his investigations the Nicholson character
also unearths a subplot of incest that Walton (2001)
argues serves as a sexual metaphor for the literal rape 
of the land. The label ‘Chinatown’ serves as a trope 
for Nicholson’s old police beat and signifies the hidden
dark corruption of the city that is beyond police con-
trol or civil governance. The upshot of the narrative is
that the public are relatively powerless and duped about
the essentially exploitative and immoral character of
urban development.

Quite apart from setting the centre of the conflict in
the San Fernando Valley rather than Owen’s Valley, the
main fictional component of Chinatown is the corrup-
tion of the LADWP. However, understandably, many
who have watched the film have tended to believe 
that the story bears some approximation to the truth.
Also understandable, therefore, is the sensitivity of the
LADWP to the maligning of their reputation, especially
as the film seems to have prompted green activists in
California to petition for limits on groundwater extrac-
tion. Such has been the controversy that the LADWP
refused to allow a film company to use the Owen’s Valley
aqueduct to make a semi-documentary drama entitled
Ghost Dancing about the bombing of the water supply
(Walton, 2001). The extent to which Chinatown captures
the spirit of urban development in US cities is a matter
for debate, but what the film makes clear is the power
of movies to capture the popular imagination and even
influence local politics.

Another illustration of the power of cinema to influ-
ence the city is the Hollywood Redevelopment Project

..
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Museum, the renovation of existing movie theatres, and
the construction of new multiplexes, hotels and retail
outlets. Thus Hollywood will once again become a 
premier centre for moviegoing as well as moviemaking
(Stenger, 2001).

(Stenger, 2001). This is a plan to redevelop over 1000
acres, based around Hollywood Boulevard, into a centre
for tourism based around the film industry. The aim 
is to recapture the halcyon ‘Golden Age’ of Hollywood
of the 1930s and 1940s through a new Entertainment

14.2 Cinema and the city

..

Key debates in urban social geography – The significance of The Wire?

In this book we have suggested that
you can enhance your understanding
of urban social geography through
forms of artistic representation such
as films and novels. One might hardly
expect television serials to figure in
such a list, but one notable exception
is the US-based series The Wire – often
cited by its devotees as ‘The Greater
TV Programme Ever’. The Wire was
inspired by David Simon, who worked
first as a newspaper reporter and then
on an inner-city police squad invest-
igating homicides.

The Wire is highly recommended for 
a number of reasons. First, it reveals
both the breadth and depth of many of
the urban issues discussed in this book.
The series has run over five seasons,
each season focusing on a particu-
lar aspect of the inner city: the drug
gangs, dockyards, the city council, the
schools and the media respectively.
Second, with a cast of over 40 char-
acters the programmes show the full
complexity of urban problems and the
numerous interrelationships between
the elements that comprise them. There
are some elements of cliché (a central
character, Detective McNulty – while
quite complex and brilliantly portrayed
– is a dedicated cop who has become
alienated from his wife). However, 
in general the characters are many
faceted and complex. Drawing upon
the authentic language of the inner
city and the bitter talk of personnel in
hard-pressed public bureaucracies (it

helps to have the subtitles displayed),
the plots are labyrinthine and some-
times difficult to follow, but once you
become initiated, they are intriguing
and addictive. The episodes show much
drug taking, brutal violence and mor-
ally reprehensible behaviour but the
issues are not presented in simple one-
sided terms. Third, the series is firmly
rooted on location in a particular city
– and one that has had a big influ-
ence upon urban geography through
the writing of leading thinker David
Harvey – namely Baltimore. Scenes are
shot exclusively on location, often in
the derelict two-storey ‘row houses’
that grew in the nineteenth century
when Baltimore was a thriving port but
which have since fallen into decline in
the wake of massive deindustrializa-
tion. Other locations, such as social
or ‘project’ housing, are seldom seen
in Hollywood movies.

The scale of the drug wars coupled
with the degree of urban dereliction
in Baltimore is seldom matched any-
where else in the Western world and
they are certainly on a scale beyond
many cities in Europe. Nevertheless,
the series serves as a warning of what
can happen anywhere if – as in
Baltimore – too much urban entre-
preneurialism ignores the needs of
the underclass. Final words should go
to David Simon (2008b, pp. 22–28).

When I read reviews and
commentary on The Wire in the

British press, I am usually moved
to a peculiar and conflicted place.
I’m gratified by the incredible
amount of verbiage accorded to
our little drama and I’m delighted
to have the fundamental ideas and
arguments of the pieces discussed
seriously. But at the same time,
I’m acutely aware that our
dystopian depiction of Baltimore
has more appeal the farther one
travels from America . . .

There is something appalling in
the suggestion that a television
drama – a presumed entertainment
– might be a focal point for a
discussion of what has gone wrong
in urban America, for why we have
become a society that no longer
even recognises the depth of our
problems, much less works to
solve any of them.

Key concepts related to
The Wire (see Glossary)
Deindustrialization, ghetto, revanchist
city, urban entrepreneurialism.

Further reading
Simon, D. (2008a) Homicide: A year
on the killing streets Canongate,
Edinburgh

Simon, D. (2008b) The Wire,
Guardian Weekend, 6 September,
pp. 22–8

Links with other chapters
Chapter 1: Box 1.1 David Harvey

Box 14.3

M14_KNOX7638_06_SE_C14.QXD  20/8/09  13:50  Page 307



  

Whither urban social geography? Recent developments

308

Film as business
When considering contemporary manifestations of
cities in movies, it is important to remember that film-
making is above all a business. Film production usually
involves great expense, even without the huge fees
commanded by international superstars. Mainstream
commercial movies require large numbers of skilled
personnel, expensive props, special effects or location
shoots. Furthermore, even well-accepted formulas can
easily flop at the box office. This means that film pro-
duction is an inherently risky business, although if 
the right target is hit the commercial rewards can be
enormous. Consequently, film producers often adopt
various strategies to minimize the risk of commercial
failure (the mixture depending on the target audience):
audience testing of pre-production versions of films;
making sure there is a happy ending; giving people a
view of themselves of which they approve; avoiding any
radical questioning of dominant societal viewpoints;
and the use of humour to diffuse difficult situations.

‘Curtisland’
The influence of commercial imperatives can clearly be
seen in the representations of British city life in films
scripted by Richard Curtis. These are the most com-
mercially successful films ever produced in the United
Kingdom and include Four Weddings and a Funeral,
Notting Hill and Love Actually (see Table 14.1). In 
addition Curtis assisted with the script of the highly
successful Bridget Jones’ Diary.

City life in London as portrayed by Richard Curtis
(in what might be termed ‘Curtisland’) has a number
of distinctive characteristics. To begin with, his films
tend to offer a rather sanitized ‘picture postcard’ view
of the city. This is more than simply reinforcing the
identity of London with some shots of central tourist
images, a device used in many films located in cities. 
In addition, residential parts of London are typically
represented as an ‘urban village’. In the opening sequence
of the film Notting Hill, for example, the key character
William Thacker (played by Hugh Grant) walks to work
through narrow traffic-free streets full of small shops
and market traders. There are none of the homogeneous
retail stores that characterize the average British high
street (Mazierska and Rascaroli, 2003). Neither is there
any hint of street crime, dirt, pollution or problems with
public transport. Indeed, Notting Hill is portrayed as
full of parks, squares and greenery. Although disabled
and gay characters appear in the film, there is no refer-
ence to the ethnic diversity of Notting Hill or, indeed,
the one feature that has made the area world famous 
(at least before the success of the film) – the annual
Caribbean-style street carnival. The predominantly
upper-middle-class central characters in ‘Curtisland’ are
represented in a way that makes them easily identifiable
as English to a wider international audience, yet at the
same time in such a way that is acceptable or at least
not offensive to the home audience. Hugh Grant is 
typically amicable and self-effacing but has difficulty in
expressing his emotions (in sharp contrast to some of
the US characters).

..

Table 14.1 Selected high grossing British-based films of recent years

Film World gross up to Dec Approx. cost of  
2008 ($ million) production ($ million)

Notting Hill 374.0 42
Bridget Jones’ Diary 281.6 25
The Full Monty 257.9 3.5
Trainspotting 24.1 3.1
Bend It Like Beckham 76.5 5
Billy Elliot 109.3 5
Four Weddings and a Funeral 257.7 4.5
Lock Stock and Two Smoking Barrels 25.3 1.4

Source: Data derived from www.the-numbers.com/movies
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become a particular ‘brand’ displaying certain attributes;
for example, Philadelphia markets itself as a paradigmatic
late nineteenth-century US city. Thus it played the role
of late nineteenth-century New York in the film The
Age of Innocence. Philadelphia has also been successful
in attracting other films in recent years; Philadelphia
(of course!), Sixth Sense and Twelve Monkeys.

Some have disputed the economic benefits granted
to cities by the encouragement of motion picture shoots.
Critics point out that since many of the skilled staff 
are brought in from outside the employment gains for

City branding

One final manifestation of the power of films is the
intense competition that exists among cities to become
the locations for films that require setting in a particu-
lar place. Many cities therefore have highly proactive
film departments devoted to attracting movies. Various
inducements can be provided: finance, tax breaks, the
provision of discounted municipal services, help with
finding suitable locations and arranging for streets to be
closed during shooting. Some cities have attempted to

14.2 Cinema and the city

..

Key debates in urban social geography – The impact on cities of 9/11

An extensive, disturbing, but crucially
important, debate currently raging
within urban studies is the impact of
the terrorist destruction of the New
York World Trade Center twin towers
on 11 September 2001. This debate
has widened to encompass the signific-
ance of other recent terrorist bombings
and shootings throughout the world
(e.g. in Delhi, Jakarta, Kabul, London,
Karachi, Bali, Madrid, Moscow, Mumbai
(Bombay) and Nairobi). The literature
has also extended to consider the signi-
ficance of other recent acts of urban
violence and conflict throughout the
world such as is manifest in the anti-
globalization protests that have dogged
recent international summit meetings
of the ‘International Monetary Fund
(IMF), World Trade Organization (WTO)
and the leading G8 economies.

The debates are complex but a few
themes are apparent:

➤ Many have interpreted recent acts
of terror and urban conflict as
fundamentalist resistance to
forces of globalization and
modernization that have been
intensified by the pluralistic
mixing of cultures through
processes of transnational
urbanism (see Box 12.4).

➤ Many see the response of the
United States and its allies to
renewed terrorism (e.g. the
invasion of Afghanistan and 
Iraq, increased surveillance of
cities, armed compounds for
elites and threatened groups) 
as a reassertion of global forces
of capitalism. This may be seen
as a radical extension of the
‘militarization’ of city life as
described by Mike Davis in the
context of Los Angeles (see 
Box 5.5).

➤ Some have argued that, for
various political and commercial
reasons, fears have been
intensified by politicians and 
by the media. They assert that
binary distinctions between
‘them’ and ‘us’ have been
reasserted into diverse pluralistic
societies, thus threatening civil
liberties, social cohesion and
democratic life. However, the
greatest challenge to civil
liberties lies with the actions of
terrorists themselves, and the
scale of the threat from future
terrorist attacks should not be
underestimated.

Key concepts related to
the impact on cities of 9/11
(see Glossary)

Binaries, othering, Panopticon, ‘scan-
scape’, surveillance, transnational
urbanism.

Further reading

Coaffe, J. (2003) Terrorism, Risk
and the City Ashgate, Burlington VT

Graham, S. (2002) Special collection:
reflections on cities, September 11
and the ‘war on terrorism’ – one year
on, International Journal of Urban
and Regional Research 26, 589–90

Graham, S. (ed.) (2004) Cities, War
and Terrorism: Towards an urban
geopolitics Blackwell, Oxford

Gregory, D. and Pred, A. (eds)
(2007) Violent Geographies: Fear,
terrorism and political violence
Routledge, London and New York

Savitch, H. and Ardashev, G. (2001)
Does terror have an urban future?,
Urban Studies 38, 2515–33

Links with other chapters

Chapter 3: What is culture?

Chapter 13: Urban social
sustainability

Box 14.4
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the city concerned are often quite small and of short
duration during shooting. In the case of The Sixth Sense
filmed in Philadelphia, for example, only about 30 local
people were employed for three months, about the
same as for a large restaurant (Swann, 2001). To put
things in perspective it should be noted that 35 000 jobs
were lost with the closure of the nearby naval dockyard.
Another problem is that once the novelty of figuring in
a film wears off, local residents can begin to resent the
inconvenience of frequent street closures and restric-
tions on movements in public spaces.

Nevertheless, the desire of cities to take an active
role in filmmaking shows no sign of diminishing. One
possible explanation for this phenomenon is a grow-
ing realization of the importance of skilled, talented
people in fostering economic growth in spheres such as
high-technology sectors and the creative industries (of
which films are an integral part). Films that can raise
the international profile of a city can play a key role in
attracting such talent.

14.3 Conclusion: whither
urban social
geography?

It is appropriate to conclude this book by taking a step
back and looking at the state of urban social geography
in the early twenty-first century. This book has demon-
strated that, to say the least, urban social geography is 
a highly diverse enterprise, both in terms of its subject
matter and the diversity of methodological approaches
used. Another metaphor to replace Haggett’s ‘city of
districts’ might be useful in this context – that of a river!
Urban social geography can be thought of as a river
growing in size and strength having been fed by many
tributaries over the years. The original source was the
work of the Chicago School of human ecology. Later
this stream of thought was fed by regional science and
urban sociology. More recently a major tributary has
been cultural studies. Some of these influences, such as
quantitative geography, have lessened in importance;

others, such as the study of urban ethnography, have
become resurgent. As the subject matter has become
more diverse, rather like an older river, it has subdivided
and become reconstituted in new forms.

However, it is at this point that perhaps the hydro-
logical metaphor breaks down. Whereas older rivers
tend to slow down as they develop, urban social geo-
graphy has shown increased dynamism in recent years.
To be sure, in the late 1960s and early 1970s, urban social
geography was also at the forefront of methodolo-
gical developments in human geography, reflecting first
quantitative approaches and later political economy.
However, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, under the
influence of the massive restructuring of Western eco-
nomies at this time, the study of economic processes
and industrial geography became dominant and at the
cutting edge of methodological developments. In the
late 1980s and early 1990s, when Western societies grew
again in affluence, cultural studies grew in importance,
and there was initially a shift of emphasis in human
geography towards analysis of diverse issues such as
consumption, identities and postcolonialism. However,
in the last decade cities have once again taken centre stage
in key debates in human geography. We suggest that the
main reason for this development is that cities throw
into sharp focus many contemporary issues, questions
and dilemmas which bring together the two main sources
in contemporary human geography: the so-called ‘new
economic geography’ and ‘cultural studies’.

➤ Although the issue is much disputed, many argue
that cities have become key centres for innovation
and economic growth as they try to foster a ‘creative
class’ (Florida, 2002).

➤ Cities are crucial in the creation of new forms of iden-
tities in Western societies as diverse groups interact
in a relatively close setting.

➤ Cities raise crucial questions about the social sustain-
ability of changes in Western society. These questions
have been raised at various times throughout this
book and we hope that it will encourage you to study
them in greater depth.

..
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14.3 Conclusion: whither urban social geography?
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Key films related to urban social geography – Chapter 14

The Bad and the Beautiful (1952) A
classic melodrama about a Hollywood
film mogul.

Crash (2005) Another multiplotted
film in the tradition established by
Short Cuts and Magnolia, although
even more sombre and disturbing
than these earlier films. Crash feels
somewhat contrived and improbable
at times, but this is a gripping por-
trayal of the consequences of ethnic
fragmentation in Los Angeles. The
city is shown with its citizens hermet-
ically sealed by the highway culture
and structure of ethnic residential
segmentation.

The Day of the Locust (1975) Based
on Nathaniel West’s novel of the same
name, this film presents the flip side
of Hollywood’s image of glamour and
glitz. Set in the early days of Tinseltown,
it portrays the somewhat pathetic
attempts of a group of ‘no-hopers’ to
make it into the big time in show busi-
ness. Note: the book is better than
the film.

Hollywoodland (2006) Superbly 
plotted detective-mystery story, partly
fictionalized, and partly based around
the true-life circumstances surround-
ing the death of the original superman,
George Reeves. Shows the power of
the studios in the old Hollywood sys-
tem and the threat posed to them by
television in the 1950s.

L.A. Confidential (1997) A thrilling
film of contrasting police styles in Los
Angeles in the 1950s. Tough and viol-
ent but even so, a sanitized version of
the James Elroy novel.

Selected examples of 
film noir

Note: film noir brought together the
expressionist artistic sensibilities of
Eastern European directors (many of

them Jewish émigrés fleeing the Nazis
in the 1930s) with Cold War paranoia,
distrust of city life and fear of strong
women. Common elements are: dark
interior and night scenes; dreamlike
or nightmarish imagery and flash-
backs; voice-over narration; doomed
romances; manipulative femme fatales;
sexual obsession; base human emo-
tions of jealousy, greed and betrayal;
murder mysteries; individuals made
rootless by the Depression or the
effects of war; corrupt gangers, cops
and politicians – all based in a big
city context. Scores of movies with
elements of film noir were churned
out by the Hollywood factory system
in the 1940s and 1950s. The follow-
ing list consists of just a few of the
more notable examples.

The Asphalt Jungle (1950) All the
film noir elements are incorporated
into this classic of the genre directed
by John Huston – alienation, betrayal
and obsession.

The Big Sleep (1946) Probably the
most famous film noir thriller of all
time. Derived from the novel by Ray-
mond Chandler (and incorporating its
largely incomprehensible plot), the
movie was directed by John Huston
and stars the legendary Humphrey
Bogart and Lauren Bacall.

The Blue Dahlia (1946) A thriller in
the film noir style written by Raymond
Chandler and starring Alan Ladd.

Build My Gallows High (aka Out of
the Past) (1947) A classic film noir
in which Robert Mitchum is brought
down by a femme fatale.

Farewell My Lovely (aka Murder My
Sweet) (1944) Another classic detec-
tive film noir based on a Raymond
Chandler novel illustrating the sleazy
side of Los Angeles. Some consider
star Dick Powell’s performance in this

movie to be closer to Chandler’s ori-
ginal vision of Marlowe than Humphrey
Bogart in The Big Sleep. Note: it is also
worth seeking out the ‘retro’ remake
in 1975 starring the excellent Robert
Mitchum.

Kiss Me Deadly (1955) A key film in
the noir tradition, and based on a
pulp novel by Mike Hammer. Director
Robert Aldrich kept the original anti-
hero but adapted the original story 
to incorporate Cold War paranoia.
Although typically full of dark interiors,
this film is fascinating for the brief
scenes set in the older Bunker Hill dis-
trict of Los Angeles, now demolished to
make way for the city’s reconstituted
international financial centre.

The Maltese Falcon (1941) Another
cult detective film based on the novel
by Dashiell Hammett (whose detec-
tive Sam Spade was the forerunner 
of Chandler’s Philip Marlowe). Again,
this is a movie full of expressionist-
inspired nightmarish images.

The Postman Always Rings Twice
(1946) A recurrent theme in film noir
is the desperate plight of individuals
made homeless in the post-Depression
years. In this film a ‘drifter’ falls for
an attractive wife married to an older
man. Inevitably, their love affair is
doomed. The remake of this film in
1981 starred Jack Nicholson. There
is an earlier Italian film based on this
story called Ossessione (1942) by the
famous director Luchino Visconti.

They Live By Night (1948) Doomed
lovers on the run from the mob. The
first film by the much-esteemed
director Nicholas Ray.

Touch of Evil (1958) A thriller set 
in a small town on the US–Mexican
border. Directed by the legendary
Orson Welles (who also directed the
famous Citizen Kane), it is full of dark

Box 14.5

▼
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urban nightscapes, police corruption,
greed and betrayal. One of the last of
the traditional films in the noir style.

A few relatively recent
updates of film noir

The American Friend (1977) Cult
director Wim Wenders pays homage

to the traditions of film noir in this
thriller that also addresses one of his
main themes, the cultural interactions
between Europe and America.

Blood Simple (1983) An exciting
thriller set in a small town in Texas.
The first film by the innovative Cohen
brothers.

Body Heat (1981) A comparatively
recent update of the film noir style
complete with femme fatale and
steamy corrupt atmosphere.

Chinatown (1974) See the influence
of film on the city in this chapter for
a detailed discussion of this movie.

continued

Key novels related to urban social geography – Chapter 14

The Day of the Locust (1939)
Nathaniel West. This novel presents
the flip side of Hollywood’s image of
glamour and glitz. Set in the early
days of Tinseltown, it portrays the
somewhat pathetic attempts of a
group of ‘no-hopers’ to make it into
the big time in show business. The
book is better than the film.

Saturday (2005) Ian McEwan. The
dilemmas and challenges facing a
middle-aged, middle-class person in
a London overshadowed by terrorism.

The Secret Agent (1907) Joseph
Conrad. A tragicomic novel concern-
ing revolutionaries in late nineteenth-
century London. A book that reminds
us of the previous age of the anarchist–

terrorist but one which is also pre-
scient of the current age of the funda-
mentalist suicide bomber.

Classic detective novels

The Big Sleep (1939) Raymond
Chandler. Chandler’s classic detective
novel featuring Philip Marlowe expos-
ing corruption in southern California.
See also the memorable film starring
Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall.

The Long Goodbye (1953) Another
Philip Marlowe story (see also the film
guide update on the website).

The Maltese Falcon (1930) Dashiell
Hammett. One of the first of the
‘hard-boiled’ detective novels, also

made into a great film. Unlike earlier
English detective fiction, in which the
‘hero’ was from the elite, Hammett’s
anonymous central character was
from the ‘street’.

Red Harvest (1929) Dashiell Hammett.
This is actually the first of the ‘hard-
boiled’ detective novels. Set in a town
riddled with corruption, Hammett ex-
pressed his disillusionment with the
greed of the capitalist system and what
he saw as its corrupting influence upon
unions and democracy.

The Thin Man (1932) Dashiell
Hammett. Another classic detective
novel portraying a black vision of cor-
ruption permeating all parts of urban
society.

Box 14.6

Chapter summary

14.1 The ‘Los Angeles School’ has portrayed the city as a harbinger of urban developments elsewhere,
although this claim (and whether Los Angeles can be envisaged as a general model of urban
development) is much disputed.

14.2 Cities have had a big influence on the evolution of motion pictures and have also been affected by
motion pictures through the ways in which cities are represented.
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Barker, S. (2002) Projected Cities Reaktion Books,
London

Clarke, D.B. (ed.) (1997) The Cinematic City Routledge,
London

Dear, M. (2000) The Postmodern Urban Condition
Blackwell, Oxford (Chapter 9 on film and architecture)

Mazierska, M. and Rascaroli, L. (eds) (2003) From
Moscow to Madrid: Postmodern cities, European cinema
I.B. Tauris, London

Sayyad, N.Al. (2006) Cinematic Urbanism Routledge,
London

Shiel, M. and Fitzmaurice, T (eds) (2001) Cinema and
the City Blackwell, Oxford

Shiel, M. and Fitzmaurice, T (eds) (2003) Screening the
City Verso, London

Suggested reading

The ‘California School’ of urban
geography
Dear, M. (2001) From Chicago to LA; Making sense of

urban theory Sage, Thousand Oaks, CA
Dear, M.J. (2003) The Los Angeles School of Urbanism:

an intellectual history, Urban Geography 24, 493–509
Scott, A.J. and Soja E.W. (eds) (1996) The City: Los

Angeles and urban theory at the end of the twentieth
century University of California Press, Berkeley, CA

Cinema and the city
Aitken, S. and Zonn, L. (eds) (1994) Place, Power,

Situation and Spectacle: A geography of film Rowman
& Littlefield, Lanham, MD

Suggested reading

..

bunker architecture
‘California School’
cosmopolis
edge cities
exopolis
film noir

galactic metropolis
keno capitalism
‘Los Angeles School’
multiple nuclei model
multiplex city
paradigmatic city

postmetropolis
postmodern global metropolis
‘scanscape’
trope

Key concepts and terms
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Ableist geography Geographical studies that assume 
people are able-bodied, thereby ignoring the problems faced
by those with disabilities. Such studies contribute to the
continuing oppression of disabled people.

Accumulation A term associated within Marxian theory
to refer to the processes by which capital is acquired. The
term alludes to a system in which the ownership of wealth
and property is highly concentrated and not just to a system
based on profit making.

Action (or activity) space A term used in behavioural
studies of residential mobility to indicate the sum of all the
areas in a city with which people have direct contact. See
awareness space, aspiration region.

Aestheticization (of everyday life) Originally used to denote
situations where issues of class conflict were obscured by
appeals to high art. Now used in a broader sense to indic-
ate the increasing importance of signs or appearances in
everyday life. Especially applied to processes of consump-
tion and material objects (including buildings) which are
seen as indicating of the social position of the user. See also
exchange value, positional good, symbolic capital, use value.

Agency The capacity of people to make choices and 
take actions to affect their destinies. Often played down in 
structuralism and deterministic theories. Also termed human
agency. Contrast with economic determinism. See reflexivity.

Ageographia Sorkin’s term to indicate that the post-
modern city may be likened to a theme park centred around
Disney-like simulations. See Disneyfication, hyperreality,
postmodernism, simulacra.

Alienation A term used generally to indicate the ways in
which people’s capacities are dominated by others. Used in
Marxist theory to indicate the loss of control that workers
have over their labour and the things they make in a capitalist
mode of production.

Glossary

There can be little doubt that contemporary social 
theory contains a great deal of jargon! One might easily
conclude that this terminology is pretentious, un-
necessarily duplicating existing terms that are perfectly 
adequate, or else elevating simple ideas with grandiose
labels. However, this conclusion would be a mistake,
for underpinning the vast majority of new terms are
serious attempts to come to grips with the complexity
of contemporary social change. The very best social 
science makes us rethink our existing ‘common-sense’
and taken-for-granted notions about the world, but in
order to do this new words and forms of language are
often needed. The main problem is, of course, keep-
ing pace with the sheer number and diversity of these
concepts.

To assist you in this task the following glossary contains
definitions of all the main concepts used in this book
(together with a few others that are commonly used 
in geography and urban studies). Wherever possible we
have attempted to convey the essence of the concepts in
an accessible manner. One word of warning, however:
this has often involved considerable simplification –
concepts such as ideology and the underclass really
deserve books to themselves. Furthermore, these con-
cepts should not be regarded as definitive, or set in stone.
Concepts are never static but are continually evolving
as people dispute their meaning. There is a danger in
this context that precise, seemingly watertight defini-
tions can be constraining or misleading. Nevertheless,
one has to start somewhere and we hope this glossary,
together with the rest of the book, will encourage you to
follow up some of these ideas in greater detail. We have
incorporated extensive cross-referencing to related
concepts to help you in this task (all words in italics are
defined below).

Z01_KNOX7638_06_SE_GLOS.QXD  20/8/09  13:51  Page 314



  

315

Assimilation The process whereby a minority group is
incorporated into the wider society (or charter group). Can
be behavioural assimilation or structural assimilation. May
explain degrees of segregation.

‘Asylum-without-walls’ Another term for the service-
dependent ghetto.

Authenticity The idea that there is a pure, basic culture.
Disputed by the notion of ambivalence. Used in postmodern
theory to distinguish ‘reality’ from copies of the real known
as simulacra. See also hybridity.

Authority constraint A term used within Hagerstrand’s
time–geography to indicate the influence of laws and customs
upon daily lives. See capability constraint, coupling constraint.

Automobility A concept that looks at the way in which
the automobile and all the systems that support it have a
dominating influence upon the lives of people in Western
societies.

Awareness space All the areas of a city of which a person
or household has knowledge resulting from both direct
contact (activity space) and indirect sources of information
(e.g. newspapers, estate agents). See aspiration region.

Balkanization A metaphor for the administrative sub-
division of US cities into numerous local governments. Also
known as metropolitan fragmentation.

Banlieue Poor-quality suburban areas of French cities
occupied by immigrants. Also termed bidonvilles.

Behavioural approach An approach that examines people’s
activities and decision-making processes within their per-
ceived worlds. See behaviouralism.

Behavioural assimilation The process whereby a minority
group adopts the culture of the wider society (or charter
group). Contrast with structural assimilation.

Behaviouralism An approach in psychology which recog-
nizes that human responses to stimuli are mediated by
social factors. Contrast with behaviourism.

Behaviourism An early approach in psychology that exam-
ined the responses of people to particular stimuli. Tended
to ignore mediation by social factors. See behaviouralism.

‘Betweenness’ of place The argument that the character of
regions is dependent upon the subjective interpretations of
people living within these areas, as well as the perceptions 
of those living outside. See place, social constructionism.

Alterity A term used in postcolonial theory to indicate a
culture that is radically different from and totally outside
that to which it is opposed. Disputed by those who argue that
all cultures evolve in relation to one another. See hybridity.

Ambivalence A term used in postcolonial theory to describe
the mixture of attraction and repulsion that characterizes the
relationship between the colonizer and the colonized. It is
argued that all colonial relationships are ambivalent because
the colonizers do not want to be copied exactly. Imitation
can lead to mimicry. Ambivalence tends to decentre power
since it can lead to hybridity on the part of those in power.

Andocentrism An approach that privileges men and down-
plays women. See feminism, sexism.

Anomie A situation in which people are less affected by
conventions and established social norms. Often associated
with the isolation of urban life. See Gesellschaft.

Anti-essentialism Rejection of the idea that there is some
underlying essence to phenomena such as truth or natural
identity. The opposite of essentialism.

Anti-scalar approach An approach which argues that social
and economic processes cannot be restricted to particular
bounded geographical spaces or ‘levels’ of analysis such as the
neighbourhood, city, region or nation. See network society,
non-scalar approach, spaces of flows.

Appropriation The taking over of elements of imperial
culture by postcolonial societies. See ambivalence, hybridity,
mimicry. Also used in a broader sense to denote the borrow-
ing and mixing together of different cultural elements.
Especially applied to popular music and its numerous sub-
genres. Also known as syncretism. See bricolage.

Area-based urban policy Policies targeted at particular urban
areas (e.g. enterprise zones).

Areal differentiation Another term for residential (or
sociospatial) differentiation. May also be used in a general
sense to refer to areas with commercial or industrial activity
rather than just the social fabric of cities.

Aspiration region (or space) A term used in behavioural
studies of residential mobility to indicate the areas of a city
to which a potential mover aspires – the product of both
activity space and awareness space.

Asset sales The sale of publicly owned organizations (such
as utilities) and assets (such as public housing) to the pri-
vate sector. See privatization.

Glossary

..
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Bidonvilles Poor-quality suburban areas of French cities
occupied by immigrants. More recently termed banlieue.

Binaries Twofold categorizations that succeed in dividing
people and concepts (e.g. male/female, healthy/sick, sane/
mad, heterosexual/homosexual, true/false, reality/fiction,
authentic/fake). Can lead to exclusion or objectification.

Biological analogy The application of ideas from the plant
and animal world to the study of urban residential patterns.
See Chicago School, human ecology, social Darwinism.

Biotic forces A term used by the Chicago School to indicate
the competitive economic forces within cities that lead to
residential differentiation and segregation. See biological
analogy, social Darwinism.

‘Blockbusting’ The practice undertaken by some estate
agents (realtors) of introducing black purchasers into pre-
dominantly white areas in the hope that the latter will sell up
and move out at deflated prices, thereby enabling the agents
to resell the properties to new black families at higher prices.

BOBOs (BOhemian–BOurgeois) Brooks’ term for what he
regards as a new class of people inhabiting inner cities who
combine Bohemian lifestyles of hedonism with bourgeois
traits of hard work. See Bohemia, creative class.

Bohemia (Bohemian enclaves) Districts of cities inhabited
by large proportions of people with ‘alternative’, libertarian
lifestyles that contrast with conventional ‘bourgeoisie’
lifestyles (i.e. enjoyment rather than work and household
arrangements other than the nuclear family). See also 
creative class.

Boomburb A rapidly growing suburban area outside tradi-
tional urban centres. See edge cities, technoburbs.

Borderlands Geographical and metaphorical spaces on the
margins of dominant cultures where new hybrid forms of
identity can emerge. See hybridity, liminal space, heterotopia,
third space.

Bricolage A French word meaning an assembly of mis-
cellaneous objects (hence the English term bric-a-brac) used
by the structuralist Lévi-Strauss to indicate the apparently
bewildering mixture of elements to be found in primi-
tive cultures. Also used in cultural studies to describe the 
complex mixtures of elements found in new cultural forms
such as popular music and its various genres. See appro-
priation, creolization, enculturation, hybridity, nomadization,
transculturation.

Bunker architecture Buildings designed to exclude certain
sections of society (usually those thought to be undesirable
or threatening by the more affluent). See gated communities,
‘scanscape’.

‘California School’ The group of scholars who have inter-
preted the contemporary urban forms of Los Angeles as
emblematic of city structures in a postmodern or post-
Fordist society. Also termed the Los Angeles School. May 
also refer to the explanations for industrial agglomeration
derived from transactions cost analysis and regulation theory.
See new industrial spaces.

Capability constraint A term used in Hagerstrand’s time–
geography to indicate physical and biological constraints on
daily activity. See authority constraint, coupling constraint.

Carceral city A term coined by Michel Foucault to describe
a city in which power is decentred and in which people 
are ‘imprisoned’ or controlled by various types of discourse
(medical, sociological, psychological, etc.) as manifest in vari-
ous institutions (the family, schools, prisons, hospitals, etc.).
(From the Latin word carcer meaning ‘prison’ – hence the
English term incarcerate.) See interpellation, micropowers.

Cartesian approach The argument developed by Enlighten-
ment philosopher René Descartes that the observer can be
separated from the observed.

Casualization The increasing use of various non-core
workers such as part-time, temporary and agency workers.
Also termed numerical flexibility.

Centralization The spatial regrouping of activities into
larger units. May refer to reductions in numbers of service
units of the welfare state or movements back into central
cities. Contrast with decentralization.

Charter group The majority group with the dominant
culture of a society.

Chicago School The group of sociologists working in
Chicago in the early part of the twentieth century. Noted 
for their studies of urban subcultures and the application 
of ideas from the plant and animal world to the study of 
residential patterns (known as human ecology). May also
refer to a group of economists based in Chicago in the late
twentieth century advocating monetarist economic policies.

Circuit of production The process of capitalist exploita-
tion (also known as accumulation) in which capital or money
(M) is invested in commodities (C) and labour power (LP)
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Colonial discourse The social practices and attitudes
associated with colonialism. See discourse, imperialism, post-
colonial theory.

Colonialism The rule of one territory by another country
through the creation of new settlements. The product of
imperialism. See postcolonial theory.

Colony A territory ruled by another. Also used in an urban
context to indicate a minority residential cluster that is a
temporary phenomenon before the group is integrated into
the wider society. Contrast with enclave, ghetto.

Commercialization The tendency for publicly owned
organizations to behave like private sector companies (such
as through the imposition of user charges). Also termed
proprietarization. See also corporatization.

Commodification The use of private markets rather than
public sector allocation mechanisms to allocate goods and
services. Also termed recommodification and marketization.

Commodification (of culture) The ways in which local
cultural forms are being supplanted by mass-produced cul-
tural forms. See McDonaldization.

Commodity fetishism The obsession of people with the
acquisition of consumer goods. The term recognizes that
these material objects not only have use value but also have
a symbolic value that reinforce social status or lifestyle. A
key element of neo-Fordism. See aestheticization.

Community A much-used term with little specific meaning
but usually refers to a social group characterized by dense
networks of social interaction reflecting a common set of
cultural values. Often, but not necessarily, geographically
concentrated. See ethnic village, Gemeinschaft, neighbourhood.

Community action Political movements based in a local area
usually defending a residential district against the intrusion
of unwanted activities (sometimes termed community-defined
politics, or ‘turf ’ politics). See externality.

Community care Care for the needy in local communities
either in small decentralized facilities or in private households
– both supported by teams of community-based profes-
sionals. Associated with deinstitutionalization. A policy much
criticized for inadequate funding and resources – hence the
term care ‘in’ the community but not ‘by’ the community.

‘Community lost’ The argument that urbanization has
destroyed community life. Contrast with ‘community saved’,
‘community transformed’.

and the means of production (MP) to produce more com-
modities (C) which are then sold to acquire more money
(M) in the form of profits. See time–space compression.

Citizenship The relationship between individuals and the
community and/or the state.

Civic boosterism Attempts by local governments to develop
their local economies by attracting inward investment and
through partnerships with private sector sources of capital.
Also termed civic entrepreneurialism. See coalition building,
growth coalitions, governance, urban entrepreneurialism.

Civic entrepreneurialism See civic boosterism.

Civil society All the elements of society outside govern-
ment including private sector businesses, the family and the
voluntary sector.

Class Material differences between groups of people. See
economic status.

Classical Marxism The ideas formulated by Karl Marx in
the nineteenth century. Contrast with neo-Marxism.

Clustering The tendency for people with similar attributes
such as class or ethnicity to live close to each other in cities.
May also be termed segregation and residential differentiation.
In extreme cases may comprise a ghetto. Also applied to geo-
graphical agglomerations of firms. See new industrial spaces.

Coalition building Formal and informal interest groups
in cities combining to achieve political objectives. Linked to
regime theory. See growth coalitions.

Cognitive distance A measure of the perceived (rather
than just physical) distance that people feel from features 
in an urban area taking account of mental maps and the
symbolic features of the environment.

Collective consumption Usually refers to goods and services
provided by the public sector. Less often refers to services
that, literally, have been consumed by a group of people in
a collective manner (such as a lecture). The term originated
in a neo-Marxist (or Marxian) theory formulated by Manuel
Castells, which argues that there are certain services that 
are crucial for the maintenance of capitalism but which are
too expensive for provision by individual capitalist enter-
prises and therefore require provision through non-market
means via the public sector. The theory also attempts to define
cities as essentially places for the consumption of public 
services – a notion that has been much criticized. See neo-
Marxism, public goods.
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Community politics See community action.

‘Community saved’ The argument that communities 
still exist in urban areas. See ‘ethnic village’. Contrast with 
‘community lost’, Gesellschaft.

‘Community transformed’ The argument that new forms
of community life have been created in suburban areas.

Competitive tendering A process through which contracts
are awarded on the basis of competitive (usually secret) bid-
ding by a variety of agencies according to specified criteria
such as cost, quality and flexibility. See contracting-in.

Compositional theory A theory that examines the impacts
of ethnicity, kinship, neighbourhood and occupation on
behaviour in residential areas of cities. Similar to subcultural
theory. Contrast with behaviourism.

Concentric zone model Burgess’s idealized model of city
structure based on Chicago in the 1920s in which social 
status increases in a series of concentric zones leading out
from the city centre. See Chicago School, human ecology.
Contrast with sectoral model.

Congregation The residential clustering of an ethnic
minority through choice (rather than involuntary 
segregation brought about by structural constraints and 
discrimination).

Constitutive otherness The process whereby identities
and cultural meanings evolve in relation and opposition to
other identities and cultures. See alterity, ambivalence, appro-
priation, binaries, culture, hybridity, mimicry, objectification,
scripting, othering.

Consumption The purchase and utilization of goods and
services. See commodity fetishism.

Contextual theory A broad trend in social analysis char-
acterized by a desire to understand the settings or contexts
within which human behaviour takes place. These approaches
seek to understand how people are influenced by, but at the
same time create, these contexts. See situatedness, structura-
tion theory.

Contingent workers Workers who display numerical 
flexibility. Contrast with functional flexibility.

Contracting-in A situation in which a contract is won by
a subdivision of the parent organization putting the work
up for tender. This is often said to be kept in-house. See also
market testing.

Contracting-out A situation in which one organization
contracts with another, external organization for the provi-
sion of a good or service. Often associated with competitive
tendering but this need not be the case. May also be termed
subcontracting, distancing or outsourcing. See also market
testing.

Contractualization The use of contracts to govern the
relationships between organizations and subdivisions
within organizations. Increasingly used to allocate public
services to private sector companies, voluntary organiza-
tions or internal departments within the public sector. See
contracting-in, contracting-out, internal markets.

Corporatization An extreme form of commercialization in
which publicly owned organizations behave in an identical
manner to private sector companies.

Corporatism Forms of social organization in which cer-
tain interest groups, usually certain sectors of business and
organized labour, have privileged access to government.
Characterized by collaboration to achieve economic 
objectives. See neo-corporatism, welfare corporatism.

Corporeality A term that recognizes that body images are
not just the result of biological differences but are socially
constructed through various signs and systems of meaning.
Contrast with essentialism.

Cosmopolis Ed Soja’s term for Los Angeles as an expression
of postmodern urban form. See exopolis, galactic metropolis,
heteropolis, Los Angeles School, postmodern global metropolis.
Also Sandercock’s term for a process of city planning that
attempts to create a utopian city which both accommodates
and encourages diversity and difference.

Counter-culture A subculture that is opposed to the domin-
ant values in a society. See counter-site, heterotopia.

Counter-site A space that is outside the mainstream of
society and reflects a counter-culture. See heterotopia.

Coupling constraint A term used in Hagerstrand’s
time–geography to indicate the constraint on human activ-
ity resulting from the need to interact on a face-to-face 
basis with other people. See authority constraint, capability 
constraint.

Creative cities Cities characterized by innovation in 
both manufacturing and services resulting from collective 
learning through the interactions of diverse peoples in over-
lapping social networks. See new industrial spaces.
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Culturalization of the economy The idea that economic
life has been transformed or has been penetrated by cultural
forces. Manifest in the increased importance of non-material
goods (films, popular music, magazines, etc.) and the increas-
ing importance of image or sign values in material objects
(e.g. designer clothing, spectacles). Contrast with econom-
ization of culture. See also aestheticization (of everyday life),
commodification (of culture), cultural industries, cultural mode
of production, semiotic redundancy.

Cultural materialism A theoretical perspective which 
recognizes that the spheres of culture and the economy 
are closely interrelated with no one sphere dominating 
the other. Attempts to avoid economic determinism. See
post-Marxism.

Cultural mode of production The thesis that issues of 
culture have become dominant in contemporary economies
through factors such as: the rise of cultural industries; the
aestheticization of material objects; and the use of notions 
of culture in modern management practices.

Cultural myopia The tendency to assume that the
arrangements within a nation or culture are the only set of
possible arrangements or that these are a superior approach
to social organization.

Cultural politics A term which indicates that issues of 
culture are not just concerned with aesthetics, taste and
style, but also involve issues of power and material rewards
bound up with competing ‘ways of life’. See identity 
politics.

Cultural practices A term which draws attention to the fact
that culture is not simply about ideas but is also a product
of material practices (i.e. it involves both thought and
action). See discursive practices, material practices.

Cultural production The notion that culture is an integral
part of everyday social practices. Involves the idea that 
culture is not simply a reflection of an underlying material 
base but is a major element shaping society. See cultural
mode of production, economic determinism.

Cultural quarters Districts close to city centres typically
made up of former industrial premises now occupied by
various types of cultural or creative industry. See creative
class.

Cultural studies A complex set of developments in social
analysis that pay attention to the complexity of cultural 
values and meanings. See culture and ‘cultural turn’.

Creative class Richard Florida’s term for diverse artistic
and professional groups who are seen as playing a key role
in promoting economic growth in urban areas. See BOBOs,
Bohemia, creative cities, new industrial spaces.

Creative industries Another term for the cultural industries
although often used to refer to more functional business-
oriented cultural industries such as advertising, design and
architecture rather than films, music or the performing arts.

Creolization Originally used to denote the racial inter-
mixing and cultural exchange of indigenous peoples with
colonizers but also used to denote cultural mixing. See
hybridity.

Cross-tabulations Data showing the interrelationships
between two or more variables (e.g. the relationship
between housing tenure and average household income).
See microsimulation.

Crowding theory The idea that high-density living in
urban areas leads to strains and tensions that can lead to
aggression, withdrawal and high rates of mental and phys-
ical illness. An approach that tends to ignore the mediating
effects of culture upon human behaviour. See behaviourism,
determinist theory.

Cultural capital Ways of life and patterns of consumption
that make people distinct and appear superior or dominant.
See positional good. Also used to indicate skills and know-
ledge (as distinct from economic capital). Also termed human
capital. See also social capital.

Cultural imperialism A term used by Iris Young to 
indicate the way in which society asserts that certain types 
of behaviour are ‘natural’ by marking out certain types of 
non-conforming behaviour as ‘other’, ‘deviant’ and ‘non-
natural’. See othering.

Cultural industries Industries in ‘creative’ spheres such as
performing arts, design, advertising, entertainment, media
and publishing. The term is also used in a theory which
argues that cultural elements such as popular films, music
and books have become mass produced in the same way as
consumer goods such as cars. Sometimes termed creative
industries.

Cultural intermediaries Bourdieu’s term for key staff
working in cultural industries such as popular music who
interpret and promote in a selective manner certain styles of
cultural ‘product’ and associated lifestyles. A form of social
gatekeeper.
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Cultural transmission The idea that values and norms 
are transmitted from one generation to the next in local
subcultures. See culture of poverty, neighbourhood effect, 
subculture, transmitted deprivation.

‘Cultural turn’ The tendency for many social sciences to
pay greater attention to issues of culture. Also termed the
linguistic turn because of the attention given to language
and the ways in which ideas are represented. See post-
structuralism, deconstruction.

Culture This may be broadly interpreted as ‘ways of 
life’. It consists of the values that people hold, the rules 
and norms they obey and the material objects they use. 
Also commonly regarded as systems of shared meanings
(see discourse).

Culture of poverty The argument that poverty results
from a distinctive culture. Closely related to the notion of
transmitted deprivation.

Culture of property The way in which the housing market
in a nation or region is socially constructed by social institu-
tions and social behaviour related to factors such as class
and ethnicity.

Cyberspace A term devised by William Gibson in his
novel Neuromancer and now used in a very broad sense to
indicate developments in the sphere of advanced telecom-
munications. Similar to telematics.

Dasein A term used within structuration theory to indicate
the time span of people’s lives. Contrast with durée and
longue durée.

Decentralization The movement of first people and 
later employment and services out of inner-city areas 
into suburban districts and then into more distant com-
muter hinterlands beyond city limits. May also refer to the 
fragmentation and geographical dispersal of organiza-
tional structures within manufacturing, services and the
public sector. May be associated with devolution but the 
two policies are distinct. See deconcentration, delegation,
edge cities, tapering.

Decision rules The criteria used by bureaucrats (usually
but not necessarily in the public sector) to allocate 
resources in cities. Used to simplify decisions that have to 
be made frequently, they may not be made explicit. Also
termed eligibility rules. See managerialism, social gatekeepers,
‘street-level’ bureaucrats.

Deconcentration Another name for decentralization. See
delegation, devolution.

Deconstruction A form of analysis that examines the 
various discourses represented by various forms of repres-
entation (known as texts). These meanings are regarded as
continually changing through the interactions of the reader/
viewer and the text in question.

De facto territories Areas that may be defined by reference
to factors such as common interests or lifestyles (rather than
just in legal terms). Contrast with de jure territories.

Defederalization The devolution of responsibilities for
welfare policies from federal government to states in the
United States. Associated with capped budgets and a 
series of policies known as workfare. See decentralization,
‘hollowing out’, postwelfare state.

Defensible space The argument that recent housing
developments lack spaces that people can identify with, 
survey or exert control over.

Dehospitalization A term preferred by some to deinstitu-
tionalization in recognition of the fact that community-based
care can involve small institutional settings. See community
care.

Deindustrialization The decline in manufacturing activity
both in terms of jobs and contribution to national output.
See postindustrial city.

Deinstitutionalization The closure of institutions providing
long-term care for needy groups and their replacement by
various alternative forms of care, including purpose-built or
converted smaller facilities and care within private house-
holds by families supported by teams of community-based
professionals such as nurses, doctors and social workers. 
See community care, rationalization, reinstitutionalization,
self-provisioning, domestication.

De jure territories Geographical areas defined according
to the law (i.e. with legal powers as in political and admin-
istrative regions). Contrast with functional urban areas. See
jurisdictional partitioning.

Delegation A form of decentralization in which certain
functions and managerial responsibilities are delegated to
neighbourhood offices but where local autonomy tends 
to be severely restricted by central responsibility for 
expenditure and targets. Contrast with deconcentration,
devolution.
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Diaspora (diasporic group) The movement, either volunt-
arily or forced, of people from their homeland to a new 
territory.

Difference A term that recognizes the ways in which differ-
ences between categories are socially constructed in relation
to one another. See binaries. Contrast with essentialism.

Disciplinary regimes Processes through which social con-
trol is exercised: socialization, the construction of dominant
discourses and surveillance. See disciplinary society.

Disciplinary society A society in which control is exercised
through socialization processes as manifest in schools, 
hospitals and factories. See interpellation, micropowers.

Discourse Sets of meanings that are indicated by various
texts which form a way of understanding the world. See
deconstruction.

Discursive practices The words, signs, symbols and ideas
that are used to represent material practices.

Disfigured city The city that is unplanned and inhabited
by deprived groups. Contrast with figured city.

Disneyfication The conscious creation of the ‘theme park’
city characterized by a superficial veneer of culture and often
a sanitized view of history that ignores social conflict. See
imagineering, simulacra.

Distance-decay effect The tendency for those who live
furthest away from the sources of goods and services to 
consume them less often. This is usually attributed to the
increased travel costs or the increased time involved in 
visiting the source of supply. Also known as tapering.

Distanciation The tendency for interactions and commun-
ications between people to be stretched across time and space
through the use of books, newspapers, telephones, faxes and
the Internet. Also termed space–time distanciation.

Distancing Another term for contracting-out – a situation
when one organization contracts with another, external organ-
ization for the provision of a good or service.

Domestication The use of family and household labour.
Has been forced upon some households (and usually women
within them) through the run-down of state provision. See
community care.

Domestic economy Work done within households 
(either informally by the family of other members of the

Delocalization The destruction of local economic and
social relationships by forces of globalization. May result 
in new and distinct hybrid forms rather than all places
becoming similar. See glocalization, global–local nexus,
McDonaldization.

Demunicipalization Attempts by central governments to
reduce the powers and responsibilities of local governments.
Applied especially to the sale of local authority housing 
in the United Kingdom in combination with restrictions 
on new public sector housing construction. See governance,
ghettoization, residualization.

Deregulation Policies designed to increase competition
by breaking up state monopolies and introducing a number
of private agencies to provide goods and services. May also
be applied to the deregulation of labour markets through
policies to erode workers’ rights and to increase labour
flexibility. See commodification, marketization.

Design determinism Studies of the impact of the phys-
ical environment and architectural design upon human
behaviour. See behaviourism, crowding theory, defensible space.

Deskilling Strategies to reduce the skill levels and know-
ledge required in particular occupations.

Determinist theory An approach that draws upon behavi-
ourist notions to argue that city living affects behaviour. See
Gesellschaft, ‘psychological overload’.

Deterritorialization The destabilized nature of identity
and meaning within postmodern society; in particular
decline of forms of identity associated with particular spaces
such as neighbourhoods, regions and nations. Also used 
as a general term for urban restructuring. Contrast with
reterritorialization. See deconstruction, McDonaldization.

Deviant subculture See deviant subgroup.

Deviant subgroup A group within society that has values
and norms substantially different from the majority popula-
tion. May be expressed in residential differentiation. Also
termed deviant subculture. See culture.

Devolution The subdivision of welfare organizations into
separate units, each with its own budget. Usually associated
with devolution of responsibilities and with enhanced per-
formance monitoring of the units. See also decentralization.

Dialectic A form of reasoning or analysis involving the
use and possible reconciliation of opposites. See sociospatial
dialectic.
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household or formally through directly purchased services).
See domestication, self-provisioning.

Dominance A term used by the Chicago School to indicate
the process whereby certain land uses and types of people
come to dominate particular parts of cities. Also used in a
general sense to indicate power relations. See human ecology.

Double hermeneutic The need for researchers to be aware
of their own values as well as those of the people they are
studying. See hermeneutics, situatedness.

Dual cities Large metropolitan centres characterized by dis-
parities in wealth and status and/or a trend towards increasing
social inequality. See global cities, social polarization.

Durée A term used within structuration theory to indicate
the time span of daily routines. See daesein, lifeworld, longue
durée.

Ecocentric approach Various types of ecological move-
ment united by a belief that environmental problems can be
addressed only by a fundamental change in the capitalist
system involving greater decentralized participatory demo-
cracy. Contrast with technocentric approach.

Ecological approach A term used to denote spatial or geo-
graphical analysis of cities. May also refer to human ecology,
the application of ideas concerning the distribution of plants
and animals to the study of urban social geography. See
Chicago School.

Ecological fallacy The potential mistakes that can arise
when making inferences about individuals from data based
on aggregate information (such as for residential areas within
cities). See individualistic fallacy.

Ecological modernization See technocentric approach.

Economic determinism Theories that attempt to relate social
changes directly to underlying economic changes in society
and that play down the ability of people to make decisions
to affect their destinies. Contrast with voluntarism.

Economic status The name frequently given to one of the
main dimensions of urban residential structure as shown 
by factorial ecology – variations in the extent of wealth. See
ethnic status, family status, social rank.

Economies of scale Factors that cause the average cost of
a commodity to fall as the scale of output increases. There
are two main types, see external economies of scale, internal
economies of scale. A crucial part of Fordism.

Economies of scope Factors that make it cheaper to pro-
duce a range of commodities rather than to produce each of
the individual items on their own. See external economies 
of scope and internal economies of scope. A crucial part of
neo-Fordism.

Economization of culture The idea that cultural life is
increasingly dominated by commercialism (the cash nexus)
and the logic of capital accumulation. Contrast with cultural-
ization of the economy.

Edge cities A term coined by the journalist Joel Garreau 
to describe recent urban developments outside large metro-
politan areas characterized by decentralized and functionally
independent nodes of offices and shopping malls. See 
decentralization, exopolis.

Eligibility rules The criteria used by social gatekeepers to
determine who has access to scarce resources in cities. These
may be explicit or tacit. Usually applied to public officials
such as housing managers but may also be applied to the
private sector (e.g. estate agents and bankers). Also called
decision rules.

Elsewhereness The tendency for shops and other spaces
within cities to copy images from other places in other times.
See placelessness, simulcra.

Emancipation thesis The argument that ethnic residential
segregation can help the advancement of the minority
group. Contrast with isolationist thesis.

Embeddedness The notion that economic behaviour is
not determined by universal values that are invariant (as in
neoclassical economics) but is intimately related to cultural
values that may be highly specific in time and space. Also
termed social embeddedness. See culture, situatedness.

Embodied knowledge Ideas and concepts that attempt to
avoid the mind/body division of the Cartesian approach and
recognize that knowledge emerges from people in particu-
lar contexts. Also termed local knowledge. See embeddedness,
situatedness.

Embodiment The process through which the body is
socially constructed through wider systems of meaning. 
See corporeality, embodied knowledge.

Embourgeisement thesis The argument that working-
class people moving into suburban areas adopt middle-class
lifestyles based around consumption and the nuclear family.
See commodity fetishism.
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Ethnicity The culture and lifestyle of an ethnic group, often
manifest in distinctive residential areas of a city. Contrast
with racial group. See ghetto.

Ethnic status The name frequently given to one of the
main dimensions of urban residential structure as shown 
by factorial ecology – variations in the extent of ethnicity. See
family status, social rank.

Ethnic village A minority group that exhibits residential
differentiation within a city and a distinctive culture charac-
terized by dense social networks.

Ethnoburb A suburban area characterized by the cluster-
ing of a particular ethnic group. See boomburb, edge cities,
technoburb.

Ethnocentrism The assumption that one culture is superior
to others. Usually applied to Western assumptions of techno-
logical and moral superiority. Called Eurocentrism when
European culture is seen as superior.

Ethnography The study of culture, especially the values
and norms of minority ethnic groups. Often linked to 
qualitative research methods such as participant observa-
tion and semi- or unstructured questionnaires.

Ethnoscape Appadarai’s term for the diverse landscape 
of mobile groups to be found in many contemporary cities:
tourists, immigrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers and 
so on.

Exchange value The amount that a commodity such as
housing can command on the market. Related to, but con-
ceptually distinct from, use value.

Exclusion Social processes whereby certain kinds of 
people are prevented from gaining access to various types 
of resources (including public services). These may be non-
material resources such as prestige. See eligibility rules, social
closure.

Exclusionary closure Another name for processes whereby
powerful groups exclude other groups from wealth, status
and power. May be called social closure.

Exclusionary zoning Planning policies that restrict certain
types of activity and people from moving into a local govern-
ment area. See purified communities.

‘Exit’ option A strategy of out-migration from an area in
the wake of a problem. Contrast with ‘loyalty’ and ‘voice’
options.

Empowerment zones An urban regeneration policy in 
the United States characterized by collaboration between
public bodies, private enterprises and community groups.
See enterprise zones.

Enabling state A key element of the new mode of govern-
ance and urban entrepreneurialism in which the direct role
of the state is reduced and replaced by greater partnership
between government and business interests. See coalition
building, contracting-out, ‘hollowing out’, regime theory.

Enclave The name for a residential cluster of an ethnic
minority that is a long-term phenomenon, although gener-
ally not as segregated as a ghetto. Contrast with colony.

Enculturation A broad term for the assimilation and 
integration of new cultural forms. Derived from anthropo-
logy but also used in cultural studies. See appropriation.

Enlightenment project (movement) The broad trend in
Western intellectual thought, beginning in the Renaissance,
which attempted to analyse and control society through
principles of scientific analysis and rational thought. See
Cartesian approach, modernism, social engineering.

Enterprise zones Zones in which special incentives such
as tax exemptions or reduced planning regulations are used
to encourage economic development.

Entrepreneurial cities Cities characterized by active policies
to ensure economic development. Part of a new era of urban
entrepreneurialism. See governance, growth coalitions.

Environmental conditioning The argument that people’s
behaviour is strongly influenced by their social environment.
Often applied to explain the lack of social and intellectual
skills of those brought up in environments lacking in sen-
sory stimulation. See behaviouralism, cultural transmission.
Contrast with behaviourism.

Essentialism The notion that there are basic, unvarying
elements that determine, or strongly affect, the behaviour 
of people and social systems (e.g. the idea that there are
inherent differences in the behaviour of men and women,
or basic immutable laws of economics that govern capitalist
societies). Contrast with anti-essentialism. See also social
constructionism.

Ethnic group A minority group whose members share a dis-
tinctive culture. This is conceptually distinct from the notion
of a racial group but in practice the two are intimately
linked. See ethnicity.
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Exopolis Ed Soja’s term to describe the idea (or discourse)
of the city as an ‘inside-out’ metropolis characterized by edge
cities. See postmodern global metropolis.

‘Expressive’ interaction Secondary relationships involving
some intrinsic satisfaction (such as joining a sports club).
Contrast with instrumental interaction.

Extensive regime of accumulation A phase of capitalist
development during which profits were enhanced primarily
through increasing the amount of output and expanding
the scale of the market, rather than through increasing the
productivity of workers. A key concept in certain forms 
of regulation theory. Contrast with the intensive regime of
accumulation and the flexible regime of accumulation.

External economies of scale Factors that reduce the costs of
production when the industry to which the firm belongs is
large (e.g. the development of specialist suppliers, services and
skilled workers). These factors apply irrespective of the size
of the individual firm. Contrast with internal economies of scale.

External economies of scope Economies of scope that
arise when the industry to which the firm belongs is large
(i.e. there are a large number of producers). Contrast with
internal economies of scope.

Externality An unpriced effect resulting from activities 
in cities. May be a benefit received by those who have not
directly paid for it, or a cost (or disbenefit) incurred by those
who have not been compensated. Also termed a spillover
and third-party effect. May lead to free-riders.

Externalization (of production) The tendency for firms
to subcontract out work to other organizations (also termed
vertical disintegration). Usually interpreted as a response 
to increasing market variability and technological change 
as well as a desire to reduce costs. Also related to declining
internal economies of scale.

‘Fabric effect’ A situation in which the physical structure of
the housing market has an impact on the distribution of a
social group in a city. Usually applied to the impact of cheaper
accommodation on the location of ethnic minorities.

Factor analysis A multivariate quantitative technique used
to summarize the main patterns in a complex set of data.
Technically very similar to principal components analysis.
See factorial ecology.

Factorial ecology The application of factor analysis and
principal components analysis to the study of residential
patterns in cities. See ecological approach, human ecology.

Family status The name frequently given to one of the
main dimensions of urban residential structure as shown by
factorial ecology – variations in the extent of nuclear family
lifestyles. See ethnic status and social rank.

Feminism A broad social movement advocating equal
rights for men and women. Also various forms of academic
analysis that attempt to expose the diverse processes that
lead women to be oppressed. See gender, patriarchy, sexism.

Feminist geography Geographical analysis that is com-
mitted to achieving equal rights for men and women by
exposing existing and past inequalities between the sexes.

Feminization The increasing numbers and influence of
women in certain spheres of life. Usually applied to the
workplace.

Feminization of poverty Social processes that lead to
women becoming a relatively deprived underclass (e.g. the
growth of female-headed single-parent families dependent
on welfare benefits or trapped in low-paid service sector
employment).

Festival retailing Shopping complexes characterized by
‘spectacular’ elements. See commodity fetishism, spectacle.

Fetishizing Exaggerating the importance of a particular
theory, principle, concept or factor in social analysis (such
as overemphasizing the role of ‘space’ in isolation of social
processes). Used originally to indicate ways of obscuring
class conflict. See commodity fetishism.

Figured city The city that is planned and organized for 
the affluent. Contrast with disfigured city. See also revanchist
city.

Film noir Films predominantly from the Cold War era
of the late 1940s and 1950s that portray cities as disturbing,
corrupt, nightmarish environments.

Filtering The thesis argued by Homer Hoyt that the 
primary motor behind residential mobility is the construc-
tion of new dwellings for the wealthy, thereby leading to
out-migration of the more affluent from older properties
and their occupation by persons of lower social class. See
sectoral model. Contrast with invasion model of residential
mobility.

Fiscal imbalance Disparities between the needs of urban
areas and the available resources to meet these needs.
Commonly associated with central or inner city local govern-
ments in US cities. See suburban exploitation thesis.
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Free-riders Those who obtain benefits in cities that they
have not directly paid for. See externality, suburban exploita-
tion thesis.

Functional flexibility The capacity of firms (and public
sector organizations) to deploy the skills of their employees
to match the changing tasks required by variations in 
workload.

Functionalism A type of reasoning incorporated, either
explicitly or implicitly, into a great deal of social theory that
is characterized by a number of limitations including: attri-
buting ‘needs’ to social systems; assuming that social systems
are functionally ordered and cohesive; assuming teleology
in social systems (i.e. that events can only be explained by
movement towards some pre-ordained end); assuming effects
as causes; and assuming empirically unverified or unverifiable
statements as tautological statements (i.e. true by definition).
May also be used to refer to a form of managerial philosophy
that advocates the subdivision of organizations around 
particular tasks and responsibilities.

Functionalist sociology An approach to social theory, 
of which the sociologist Talcott Parsons was the principal
exponent, that attempts to explain social phenomena in
terms of their function in maintaining society. See function-
alism, system.

Functional urban areas Cities or urban areas defined 
as geographical agglomerations of people predominantly
engaged in non-agricultural occupations who are integrated
by overlapping journey-to-work patterns. May not corres-
pond with de jure territories.

Galactic metropolis Another term for the postmodern
city in which urban areas are spread around like stars, rather
than forming a single, easily identifiable, centre. See post-
modernism, postmodern global metropolis.

Gastarbeiter ‘Guest workers’ in continental European
cities but usually in Germany, and predominantly from
Turkey. Assumed to be temporary workers and therefore
often without full citizenship rights, many have lived in the
country for many years.

Gated communities Residential areas of cities with pro-
tective measures such as barriers, fences, gates and private
security guards designed to exclude social groups deemed
undesirable and dangerous. See fortress cities, purified com-
munities, Panopticon, ‘scanscape’, spaces of exclusion.

Fiscal mercantilism Attempts by local governments to
increase local revenues by attracting lucrative taxable land
uses. Similar to civic boosterism and civic entrepreneurialism.

Fiscal stress See fiscal imbalance.

Flânerie The act of being a flâneur.

Flâneur A leisurely stroller (typically male) observing the
bustle of city life. Also applied to those who browse through
the Internet. See gaze.

Flâneuse A female traveller/observer (usually associated
with the Imperial era).

Flexibilization A set of policies designed to increase the
capacity of firms to adjust their outputs to variations in
market demand. May be applied to forms of industrial organ-
ization and to labour practices as well as to both private 
and public sector bodies. See also functional flexibility and
numerical flexibility.

Flexible accumulation The idea that the intensive regime
of accumulation has been replaced by a new regime in which
the prime emphasis is upon flexibility of production. See
also regulation theory, neo-Fordism, flexibilization and flexible
specialization.

Flexible specialization The idea that mass production using
unskilled workers is being replaced by batch production 
of specialized products in small companies using skilled
workers. Has similarities with concept of neo-Fordism in
regulation theory but is highly voluntarist in approach and 
is less concerned with matching industrial change to wider
economic forces. See voluntarism.

Forces of production The technological basis of a 
particular mode of production. See also social relations of 
production.

Fordism A system of industrial organization established
by Henry Ford in Detroit at the beginning of the twentieth
century for the mass production of automobiles. In regula-
tion theory the concept refers to a regime of accumulation
that was dominant after the Second World War based on
Keynesianism, mass production and the welfare state.

‘Fortress cities’ Cities characterized by social inequality,
crime, violence and protective strategies in local neighbour-
hoods designed to exclude groups regarded as dangerous.
See gated communities, social polarization, ‘scanscape’,
surveillance.
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Gay ghetto A residential area of a city characterized by a
high concentration of gay people. See ghetto, ghettoization.

Gaze The surveillance, scrutiny and analysis of peoples
and places by observers (traditionally men). Often linked 
to the idea that these observers can provide a privileged,
objective, value-free description of the world. Known as 
the imperial gaze when linked with colonialism. See also
Cartesian approach, mimetic approach. Disputed by social
constructionism.

Gemeinschaft Tight-knit social relationships based around
family and kin that Tönnies argued were manifest in tradi-
tional agrarian environments. Contrast with Gesellschaft.

Gender Social, psychological and cultural differences
between men and women (rather than biological differences
of sex). See feminism, heteropatriarchy, patriarchy, sexism.

Gender roles ‘Masculine’ and ‘feminine’ ways of perform-
ing that are derived from gender. See performativity.

Genius loci The idea that there is a unique ‘spirit’ of a
place, sometimes captured in novels, poetry and painting.

Gentrification The renovation and renewal of run-down
inner-city environments through an influx of more afflu-
ent persons such as middle-class professionals. Has led to 
the displacement of poorer citizens. Associated with the
development of gay areas in some cities.

Geographical imagination The need for geographers to
understand the diversity of cultural values of those they
study in different places (and to recognize the influence of
their own values upon the frameworks they use to represent
these people). See contextual theory, situatedness.

Geographical information systems See microsimulation.

Gerrymandering The manipulation of the boundaries of
electoral subdivisions to gain political advantage.

Gesellschaft Loose-knit social relationships between people
that Tönnies argued were manifest in urbanized environ-
ments. Contrast with Gemeinschaft.

Ghetto The geographical concentration of social groups.
Tends to imply a high degree of involuntary segregation.
Usually applied to ethnic minorities but may also refer to
older people, gays and lesbians, single parents or those who
are mentally ill. See colony, enclave, service-dependent ghetto.

Ghettoization Social trends and public policies that lead
to geographical concentrations of social groupings, including

deprived groups, elderly people, single parents, mentally 
ill people or ethnic minorities, often in public sector or
social housing estates. The term usually implies involuntary
clustering. See residualization, demunicipalization.

Global cities Saskia Sassen’s preferred term for world cities
that exercise a leading role in the control and organization of
the world’s economy, trade and finance, denoting their place
at a particular point in history (the term world cities she
regards as lacking historical specificity). They are character-
ized by conspicuous consumption and social polarization.

Globalization The tendency for economies and national
political systems to become integrated at a global scale. 
Also the tendency for the emergence of a global culture 
(i.e. universal trends that it is argued are sweeping through
all nations). See global cities.

Global–local nexus The relationships (and tensions)
between forces of globalization and the distinctive features of
local areas (e.g. the desire of transnationals to manufacture
at a global level yet be sensitive to the needs of particular
local markets).

Glocalization A term coined by Eric Swyngedouw to 
indicate the ways in which developments in particular
places are the outcome of both local and global forces. 
See globalization, global–local nexus.

‘God trick’ A term used by the social critic Donna
Haraway to draw attention to the assumption of value-
free neutrality incorporated into many scientific studies 
of society (i.e. the assumed capacity to see ‘everything 
from nowhere’). Disputed in social constructionism. See 
situatedness, poststructuralism.

Governance All the methods by which societies are 
governed. The term is used to indicate the shift away from
direct government control of the economy and society via
hierarchical bureaucracies towards indirect control via diverse
non-governmental organizations. Associated with the demise
of local forms of government. May also be termed urban
governance. See ‘hollowing out’, quango, quasi-state.

Grand metaphors Theories based around metaphors that
purport to provide comprehensive explanations for the world
around us (e.g. Fordist/post-Fordist cities). See totalizing
narrative.

Grands ensembles Large-scale, high-density and typically
high-rise developments of social housing in suburban areas
of French cities.
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‘Hollowing out’ The transfer of powers from the nation
state to political units at other levels such as the supra-
national or subnational level. May also refer to the transfer
of powers at the local government level to private sector
organizations rather than other political jurisdictions. Also
used to refer to the contracting-out of activities by private
corporations. See governance.

Homeland The geographical space to which a national 
or ethnic groups feels that it naturally belongs. Often 
associated with diasporic groups who long to return to their
place of origin. May also be used to denote the family home
as a place of safety and retreat.

Homosexuality Mutual emotional and physical attraction
between people of the same sex. The term is resisted by
many gays and lesbians because it stems from the period
when same sex attraction was seen as a social disease. See
queer.

Housing associations The not-for-profit voluntary sector
of housing provision in the United Kingdom.

Housing submarkets Distinctive types of housing in
localized areas of cities that, through various institutional
mechanisms, tend to be inhabited by people of a particular
type (e.g. in terms of class, age or ethnicity). See culture of
housing, ‘fabric effect’, managerialism.

Human agency Another term for agency. See voluntarism.

Human ecology The application of ideas from the plant
and the animal world to the study of residential patterns in
cities. An approach of the Chicago School.

Humanism The idea that people share a common human-
ity (i.e. similar characteristics which can explain human
behaviour). Disputed by discourse theory.

Hybridity A term used in postcolonial theory to indicate
the new forms that are created by the merging of cultures.
Linked in the past with imperialist notions of racial super-
iority (which were considered to be undermined by racial
interbreeding) but now alludes to the fact that identities are
not stable but full of ambivalence. Criticized for assuming
that cultures can mix in an unproblematic manner through
a process of assimilation. See liminal space, third space. Also
termed synergy, transculturation.

Hyperreality Sets of signs within forms of representation
such as advertising that have internal meanings with each
other, rather than with some underlying reality. May also be

Grounded theory An approach that lets the data ‘speak
for itself ’ without making prior assumptions about the 
relationships to be found.

Growth coalitions Partnerships of private and public sector
interests that implement strategies to enhance the economic
development of cities and regions, largely through attract-
ing inwards investment, mostly from the private sector 
but also from public funds. Also termed civic boosterism and
civic entrepreneurialism. See regime theory. Coalitions may
also be anti-growth. See exclusionary zoning.

Habitus The termed coined by the social theorist Pierre
Bourdieu to indicate the culture associated with people’s
lifeworld that involves both material and discursive elements.

Hegemonic discourse The prevailing ideology, or domin-
ant set of ideas in society. See discourse, hegemony.

Hegemony Domination through consent, largely induced
by hegemonic discourse that shape people’s attitudes. See
interpellation. May be reflected in the iconography of land-
scapes and buildings.

Heritage landscapes Older elements of city structure that
have been preserved through renovation or conversion to
new uses.

Hermeneutics Theories that examine the complexity of
people’s views, ideas and subjective interpretations of the
world around them.

Heteropatriarchal environment An area in which the values
of patriarchy and heterosexuality are dominant (i.e. most
parts of cities).

Heteropatriarchy A term that recognizes that the system
of patriarchy is dominated by heterosexual values.

Heteropolis See postmetropolis.

Heterotopia A term used by Michel Foucault to denote
spaces comprising many diverse cultures outside, and in
opposition to, the mainstream of society. Sometimes called
a counter-site. Is analogous to a ship, part of, yet detached
from, a wider culture. May also be used in a general sense 
to refer to the culture of postmodernism. See also alterity,
borderlands, liminal space, spaces of resistance, third space.

Historical materialism The philosophy that underpins
classical Marxism which argues that there is a material base
– the means of production – which is the foundation of all
social action.
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thought of as copies that become more important than, or
take on separate meanings from, the originals they represent.
See simulacra.

Hyperspace An environment dominated by hyperreality
(such as Disneyland).

Icon An image, landscape, building or other material
artefact that symbolizes cultural meanings. See iconography.

Iconography The study of signs known as icons. Similar
to semiology but is especially concerned with landscapes.
May reflect dominant power relations and the hegemony
in society.

Ideal type A notion derived from ideal type analysis that
attempts to simplify and exaggerate key elements of reality
for the sake of conceptual and analytic clarity.

Identity(ies) The elements that make up the view that people
take of themselves (e.g. class, race, age, place). In cultural
studies identity is seen as the unstable product of discourse
– hence the use of the plural term identities. Contrast with
essentialism. See also interpellation, subjectivity.

Identity politics Political action based around particular
identities. Often used to refer to political action other than
class conflict (e.g. gay rights or disability action groups). May
be related to place. See community action.

Ideological superstructure Sets of institutions such as
schools and the family that reinforce ideas that serve the
interests of the wealthy and powerful. These are distin-
guished from the underlying economic base. Also termed
state apparatuses. See relative autonomy.

Ideology Ideas that support the interests of the wealthy
and powerful. May also be used in a general sense to refer to
any belief system.

Imaginative geographies The way in which we project our
own attitudes and beliefs in representations of people and
places. See geographical imagination.

Imagined communities A term coined by Benedict
Andersen to describe the discourses used to construct senses
of national identity.

Imagineering The conscious creation of places with char-
acteristics similar to other places (as in Disneyland). Often
seen as the creation of a superficial veneer or façade of 
culture. See Disneyfication, elsewhereness, McDonaldization,
placelessness, simulacra.

Imperialism The actions and attitudes of a country that
dominates distant territories. Often associated with dominant
metropolitan centres. Leads to colonialism. See also colonial
discourse, postcolonial theory.

Imperialist discourse The ideas that underpin and legit-
imize colonial rule. See colonialism, imperialism, postcolonial
society/state.

Impersonal competition An idea emerging from the
Chicago School of human ecology referring to the economic
processes that distribute people into residential areas of 
differing wealth and status.

Index of dissimilarity A quantitative measure of the extent
to which a minority group is residentially segregated within
a city. See segregation.

Individualistic fallacy The potential mistakes that can
arise when attempting to make inferences about groups 
of people (such as in residential neighbourhoods) based on
information for individuals. Contrast with ecological fallacy.

Industrial cities Cities of the type that emerged in the
nineteenth century dominated by manufacturing activity
(sometimes termed ‘smokestack industries’). Contrast with
postindustrial cities.

Informal economy Economic activity that is unrecorded
(also known as the ‘hidden’ economy).

Informational city Manuel Castells’ term for the city struc-
tures associated with the information economy. See cyberspace,
spaces of flows.

Information economy The growing importance of know-
ledge (both scientific, technical and fashion related) in 
contemporary economies. See aestheticization.

Instanciation The idea that the social structures do not
exist ‘out there’ independently of people but are continually
created by people through their everyday interactions. See
structuration theory.

‘Instrumental’ interaction Secondary relationships designed
to achieve a particular objective, such as joining a business
organization. Contrast with expressive interaction.

Instrumentalism The theory that both the central and
local state serve the interests of capitalist ruling classes, who
are represented by the upper-class social background of key
politicians, law-makers, bureaucrats and officials. Contrast
with pluralism.

Intensification Increases in labour productivity through
managerial and organizational changes.
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contradictory so this is a tendency rather than a law. See
race preference hypothesis, territorial justice, underclass.

Investment and technical change Capital investment in
new forms of machinery and equipment. Often associated
with employment loss.

Isolationist thesis The argument that ethnic residential
segregation is undesirable since it leads to reduced contact
(fewer ‘ethnic bridges’) between the minority and the major-
ity population. This in turn leads to reduced assimilation
both in structural terms (i.e. education, employment and
access to resources) and also in cultural terms (i.e. adoption
of mainstream values and norms). See emancipation thesis.

Joint supply The idea that some goods and services have
characteristics such that if they can be supplied to one 
person, they can be supplied to all other persons at no extra
cost. See theory of public goods.

Jurisdictional partitioning The subdivision of nation states
into political and administrative units with responsibility
for the allocation of goods and services. See Balkanization,
de jure territories.

Keno capitalism A model of city structure derived from
Los Angeles that consists of a random set of elements (hence
the analogy with random cards drawn in the game of keno).
The antithesis of the centralized industrial city. See post-
modern global metropolis, exopolis.

Keynesianism A set of policies that underpinned the 
welfare state in the 1950s and 1960s. The objective was to
manage economies by countering the lack of demand in
recessions through government spending – hence the term
‘demand management’. This approach was undermined 
by inflation and high unemployment in the 1970s. A key
element of Fordism. See post-Keynesianism.

Keynesian welfare state (KWS) A welfare state under-
pinned by Keynesian demand-management policies. Also
characterized by universal benefits, citizens’ rights and increas-
ing standards of provision through the social wage. See also
Keynesianism and welfare statism.

Labour theory of value Karl Marx’s explanation for 
creation of value in capitalist societies. The idea that the value
of products should not reflect their exchange value in markets
but their use value – the amount of socially necessary labour
that goes into their production. See surplus value.

Intensive regime of accumulation A period of history
during which profits were enhanced through increasing the
efficiency with which inputs to the production system were
used. Also termed Fordism. See regulation theory, regime of
accumulation.

Intentionality The idea that physical objects (including
buildings) have no intrinsic meanings in themselves but
take on meaning in relation to their intended use.

Internal economies of scale Factors that lower the cost of
production for a firm, irrespective of the size of the industry
to which the firm belongs. These factors usually involve high
levels of output which lead to the possibility of specialist
machines that can increase rates of productivity and which
thereby help to recoup the costs of installing such machinery.
Contrast with external economies of scale. See also Fordism.

Internal economies of scope Factors that lower the costs of
production when the number of products made within the
firm increases. When internal economies of scope begin to
decline they can lead to vertical disintegration as firms take
advantage of external economies of scope. See new industrial
spaces.

Internal markets Attempts to introduce market mechan-
isms within public sector organizations by dividing them up
into separate units for the purchase and supply of services
and by establishing various contracts and trading agree-
ments between these agencies.

Interpellation The discourses that shape the view that
people take of themselves (e.g. as in regard to concepts of
citizenship). Used in connection with Marxian notions of
hegemonic discourse. See state apparatuses, subjectivity.

Intersubjectivity The shared sets of meanings that people
have about themselves (and where they live) resulting from
their everyday experience. See lifeworld.

Intertextuality The continually changing meanings that
result from the interactions between the reader/observer and
the text. Part of a form of analysis known as deconstruction.
Contrast with mimetic approach.

Invasion A concept derived from the study of plants and
animals used by the Chicago School of human ecologists to
refer to the process whereby a new social group may begin
to ‘invade’ a residential district. Contrast with filtering. See
also succession.

Inverse-care law The idea that welfare services such as
health care are poorest in the most needy areas. Evidence is
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Laissez-faire The ideology that underpinned many capitalist
societies in the nineteenth century which argued that the
state should not intervene in the operation of private 
markets. See New Right.

Landscapes of power Sharon Zukin’s term for the spaces of
cities newly restructured in the interests of powerful economic
interests. See gentrification, reterritorialization, revanchist city.

Late capitalism The idea that capitalism has reached a
phase that is fundamentally different from previous eras
characterized by globalization, mass consumption of diverse
products and a culture of postmodernism involving moral
relativism. Sometimes equated with flexible accumulation,
or neo-Fordism.

Late modernism Anthony Giddens’ interpretation of the
cultural and political practices associated with postmodernism.
Rather than constituting a rupture with the modernism of
the past, Giddens sees the contemporary period as a late stage
of modernism characterized by a high degree of reflexivity
among both intellectuals and citizens. Also characterized by
militarism and surveillance.

Legitimating agent An institution that makes the capitalist
system acceptable through promulgating certain ideas and/
or by acting in a particular fashion (e.g. through the provision
of social housing or ideas of citizenship in education). See
hegemony, hegemonic discourse, ideology, local state.

Legitimation Social processes that make capitalism seem
acceptable. See legitimating agent.

Liberalism A set of ideas that underpin the Western demo-
cracies. Characterized by a belief in the value of the individual
whose rights should not be subordinated to those of society
as a whole; tolerance for opposing views; and a belief in
equality of opportunity rather than equality of outcomes.
See also neoliberal policies, libertarianism and New Right.

Libertarianism A form of New Right theory which argues
that, apart from preserving property rights, the state should
leave individuals to do whatever they wish.

Lifeworld The routine patterns of everyday life. The con-
cept is closely linked with phenomenology and focuses upon
the cultural meanings that people ascribe to the spaces that
they inhabit. See habitus, time–geography.

Liminal space An in-between space or territory in which
cultures mix and interact to create new hybrid forms. See
ambivalence, borderland, heterotopia, hybridity, paradoxical
space, third space.

Linguistic turn Another term for the ‘cultural turn’ in the
social sciences denoting increased attention paid to language
and issues of representation.

Local economic trading systems (LETS) Groups of people
in a local area involved in economic activity using a system
of credit based around the exchange of goods and services
instead of the national currency.

Locales Distinctive settings or contexts in which inter-
actions between people take place. See structuration theory,
contextual theory and recursiveness.

Locality studies A type of study undertaken predomin-
antly by geographers in Britain in the 1980s that attempted
to examine how global forces interacted with the character-
istics of local areas.

Local knowledge Another name for embodied knowledge.
See situatedness.

Local state Another term for local government. Also 
associated with a Marxian theory that interprets local 
governments as serving to maintain the capitalist system
and the class interests behind it. See functionalism.

Logocentrism The belief in a world composed of a central
inner meaning and logic.

‘Long boom’ (of Fordism) The period after the Second
World War between 1945 and the mid-1970s when, accord-
ing to regulation theory, there was in the Western economies
a relatively harmonious matching of production and con-
sumption. See Fordism, regime of accumulation.

Longue durée A term used in structuration theory to indicate
the time span over which social institutions such as the 
family and legal system evolve. See daesein, durée.

‘Los Angeles School’ Another term for the California School.
See also postmodern global metropolis.

‘Loyalty’ option A strategy of resignation and inactivity in
the face of a problem. Contrast with ‘exit’ and ‘voice’ options.

Malapportionment Electoral subdivisions of unequal
size. See gerrymandering.

Managerialism A type of analysis that focuses upon the
influence of managers upon access to scarce resources and
local services. Also known as urban managerialism. These
managers are also known as social gatekeepers and ‘street-
level’ bureaucrats. See eligibility rules.
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benefits to the community exceed those to the individual, so
the latter will tend to consume too little for the common good.

Mestizo A term originally used to indicate racial mixing
of European and indigenous peoples in Latin America but
now used in a general sense to indicate both geographical
and metaphorical spaces on the margins of dominant cul-
tures where new hybrid forms of identity can emerge (from
the Spanish term mestizaje). See borderlands, creolization,
heterotopia, hybridity, liminal space, third space.

Metanarrative A theory or conceptual framework that
purports to be a superior way of looking at the world 
providing superior or privileged insights. Also known as a 
totalizing narrative. See also postmodernism, deconstruction.

Metropolitan fragmentation The administrative sub-
division of US cities into numerous local governments. Also
known as Balkanization and jurisdictional partitioning.

Micropowers Everyday interactions through which social
control becomes exercised. See disciplinary regimes.

Micro-simulation Numerical techniques that use detailed
cross-tabulations for observations such as individuals 
and households obtained at large spatial scales to simulate 
complex information at smaller spatial scales. Also used to
integrate at a small spatial scale data from different sources
and various spatial scales.

Mimetic approach The idea that writing and other forms
of representation are mirrors that reflect the world around
us. Contrast with social constructionism.

Mimicry A term used in postcolonial theory to indicate the
copying of the culture of the dominant group by a colonized
people. May lead to an undermining of authority through
the development of hybridity and mockery. See ambivalence,
liminal space, third space.

Minority group A subgroup of society that is characterized
by factors such as race, religion, nationality or culture.

Mixed economy of welfare A system in which welfare needs
are met by a diverse set of agencies including the voluntary
and private sectors rather than exclusively by the state. Also
termed welfare pluralism.

Mode of production The way in which productive activity
in society is organized (e.g. socialist or capitalist). It comprises
the forces of production and the social relations of production.
It also involves methods of social reproduction, the social
division of labour and the technical division of labour.

Manipulated city hypothesis The argument that coalitions
of private interests can operate through legal and institu-
tional frameworks in cities to achieve favourable resource
allocations. See coalition building, growth coalitions, parapo-
litical structure, regime theory.

Margins Areas on the fringes of a dominant region. May
also be used metaphorically to indicate cultures on the fringes
of dominant cultures where new hybrid identities are being
formed. See borderlands, hybridity.

Marketization Transferring the allocation of goods and
services from non-market to market principles. See internal
markets, commodification.

Market testing A process whereby various external organ-
izations are invited to bid for contracts by an organization
wishing to test the efficiency of its own internal division in
supplying the good or service in question. See contracting-
in, contracting-out.

Marxian theories See neo-Marxism.

Masculinism An approach that privileges and represents
as normal the activities of men.

Materialization Restructuring a service into a physical
form that can be bought, sold and transported.

Material spatial practices Flows of money, goods and 
people across space to facilitate accumulation and social
reproduction. May also be termed material spatial practices.
Contrast with discursive practices.

Mediation A term used in cultural studies to indicate 
the processes through which cultural forms and styles are
appropriated and reinterpreted by certain people and before
being passed on to others. See cultural industries, cultural
intermediaries.

McDonaldization A term coined by G. Ritzer to indicate the
ways in which processes of mass consumption are eroding
cultural differences throughout the world. See globalization.

Megacities Manuel Castells’ term for large cities in which
some people are connected to global information flows while
others are disconnected and ‘information poor’.

Mental map The mental images that people form of areas.
See cognitive distance.

Merit goods Goods and services that are regarded as 
so desirable they cannot be left to private markets and are
allocated by the public sector. The reason for this is that the
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Mode of regulation An idea central to regulation theory
which asserts that conflicts within a capitalist society are
mediated by various types of norms, rules and regulations
that are manifest in various types of legislation and institu-
tions. See also regime of accumulation.

Modernism A mode of thinking characterized by a belief
in universal progress through scientific analysis together
with the notion that social problems can be solved by the
application of rational thought. See Enlightenment project,
social engineering.

Modernity The period in which modernism was the 
dominant mode of thinking beginning in the late eighteenth
century (the Age of Enlightenment) and lasting until the
late twentieth century.

Monumental architecture Architectural forms that symbol-
ize power and authority. See iconography, monuments.

Monuments Elements of the landscape that have symbolic
meaning, usually for national and ethnic groups (e.g. war
memorials).

Moral landscape A landscape that incorporates many
dominant societal values in ways that are often taken for
granted (e.g. the Christian values embodied in the cathedral
of the medieval European city or the materialism embodied
in the shopping mall of the contemporary suburb).

Morphogenesis Processes that create and reshape the phys-
ical fabric of urban form.

Morphological regions Areas characterized by distinctive
land uses, buildings and landscapes. See morphogenesis.

Multiculturalism Public policies that support the right 
of ethnic groups to maintain their distinctive cultures 
rather than assimilate into the dominant culture of the 
society. Also involves policies to promote equal opportu-
nities for participation in society irrespective of ethnic 
background. Contrast with assimilation. See also structural
assimilation.

Multinationals Companies engaged in production and
marketing in more than one country. Sometimes regarded
as synonymous with transnationals although the latter has a
somewhat different meaning.

Multiple deprivation A situation where people are
deprived in respect of a number of attributes such as
income, housing, health care and education. See territorial
social indicators.

Multiple nuclei model Harris and Ullman’s model of urban
city structure characterized by decentralization into numerous
central points. See also edge cities, exopolis, keno capitalism.
Contrast with concentric zone model and sectoral model.

Multiplex city A metaphor based on the theatre or the
cinema to indicate cities characterized by numerous webs 
of social and economic interaction, some of which meet 
in creative ways and some of which remain isolated or 
disconnected.

Municipal socialism A form of local government that
emerged in Victorian cities between 1850 and 1910 con-
cerned to extend the scope of public services.

Natural areas An idea formulated by the Chicago School 
of human ecologists which asserts that certain areas of cities
have a natural tendency to reflect a particular type of land
use or social grouping. See dominance.

Naturalization The process whereby socially constructed
differences centred around factors such as class, gender, race,
age and nationality are regarded as natural and inevitable.
See essentialism.

Neighbourhood Territories containing people of broadly
similar demographic, economic and social characteristics
but without necessarily displaying elements of close com-
munity interaction. See community.

Neighbourhood effect The hypothesis that residential
environments both influence and reflect local subcultures.
See cultural transmission.

Neoclassical economics Attempts to update the ideas of
the classical economists of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. Characterized by belief in the value 
of market mechanisms. The approach tends to focus on
microlevel individual market problems rather than wider
economic issues. It looks for universal, unchanging prin-
ciples of human economic behaviour and tends to ignore
the social context of economic activity. Contrast with
embeddedness and situatedness.

Neocolonialism The domination of previously colonized
countries by former colonial powers in the period after 
colonialism. See postcolonial theory.

Neocorporatism Corporatist forms of social organization
designed to increase the competitiveness of the economy.
See Schumpeterian workfare state. Contrast with neoliberal-
ism and neostatism.
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‘New Wave’ management theory A set of ideas that stress
the advantages of demolishing elaborate managerial hier-
archies and their replacement by ‘leaner/flatter’ managerial
structures. Often associated with devolution.

NIMBY (‘not in my backyard’) An acronym for community
action groups hostile to urban development in their neigh-
bourhood. See exclusionary zoning, externality, ‘turf ’ politics.

Nomadization The destabilization of identities. This may
result from geographical movement between cultures but
the term is often used metaphorically. See authenticity.

Non-excludability The idea that some goods and services
have characteristics such that it is impossible to withhold
them from those who do not wish to pay for them. See 
theory of public goods, non-rejectability.

Non-rejectability The idea that some goods and services
have characteristics such that once they are supplied to one
person, they must be consumed by all, even those who do not
wish to do so. See theory of public goods, non-excludability.

Non-scalar approach An approach to geographical analysis
that refuses to equate processes with particular scales or 
levels of analysis, either geographical or institutional (such
as the neighbourhood, city, firm or region).

Normative (theory) A theory that deals with what ought
to be. Contrast with positive theory.

Not-for-profit sector A term often used in the United States
to denote the charitable or voluntary sector.

Nuclear family A family consisting of a married couple
and dependent children. Often celebrated as an ideal family
form. Characteristic of many suburban areas but diminish-
ing in importance in Western societies. See family status.

Numerical flexibility The ability of firms (and public sector
organizations) to adjust their labour inputs over time to
meet variations in output. May be in the form of temporary,
part-time or casualized forms of working.

Objectification A form of scientific analysis inherent in
modernism that purports to subject people to objective scrutiny
but typically leads to them being regarded as different and
inferior. Often associated with the use of binary categories
and exclusion. See binaries, gaze, othering.

Orientalism A term coined by Edward Said to describe
the ways in which European thought constructed a view of
the Orient. See discourse, othering.

Neo-Fordism A new regime of accumulation based around
flexibility that it is assumed has, or is about to, replace the
Fordist regime of accumulation based on mass production.
Similar to flexible accumulation. Contrast with Fordism.
Also used more generally to refer to lower-order con-
cepts such as labour practices and forms of industrial 
organization.

Neoliberal policies (also neoliberalism) Strategies to make
economies competitive by various types of New Right policy
including privatization and deregulation. Contrast with 
neocorporatism and neostatism. (May sometimes be referred
to as neoclassical liberalism.)

Neo-Marxism Attempts to upgrade classical Marxist 
theories in the light of development in social theory and
society in the twentieth century. Also termed Marxian and
post-Marxist theories.

Neopluralism Attempts to update pluralism in the wake
of extensive criticism.

Neostatism Direct state intervention to achieve interna-
tional competitiveness. Contrast with neocorporatism and
neoliberalism.

Network society The idea that societies (and the cities
within them) consist of an ever-complex flow of diverse 
factors including knowledge, ideas, images, money, com-
modities, services and people. See spaces of flows.

New economic geography A diverse set of approaches 
in geography unified by their desire to escape the abstract
reasoning of neoclassical economics and take account of 
culture, embeddedness and local contingency upon economic
forms and processes.

New industrial spaces The geographical concentration 
of firms involved in dense networks of subcontracting 
and collaboration. Often related to innovative firms in 
sectors such as electronics and biotechnology. Also termed
‘industrial districts’ (although the latter term is often applied
to small districts within cities). May be linked with flexible
specialization and neo-Fordism.

New Right A set of ideas that share a common belief in 
the superiority of market mechanisms as the most efficient
means of ensuring the production and distribution of goods
and services.

New social movements See social movements, identity 
politics.
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Othering A term used in postcolonial theory to indicate 
the discourses that surround colonized people. Also a 
mode of thinking that leads to people being regarded as 
different and inferior. A key element in the work of
Foucault on those excluded from power, including pris-
oners, gays and the mentally ill. See objectification, post-
colonial theory.

Outreach services Services that travel to the consumer
(such as fire or ambulance services). Contrast with point-
specific services.

Overdetermination A term used in Marxian theory that
denotes that social structures and behaviour have more than
one determining factor and cannot therefore be reduced to
economic factors alone. Contrast with economic determinism.
See also relative autonomy.

Panopticon A metaphor derived from Jeremy Bentham’s
nineteenth-century plan for a model prison in which a 
central tower would enable all inmates to be kept under
continual surveillance. Used to describe the processes
whereby people are scrutinized and controlled in contem-
porary society. See disciplinary society, gaze.

Paradigmatic city A city that illustrates more clearly than
others the key features of urban patterns and processes in a
particular period (e.g. Manchester in the nineteenth century,
Chicago in the early twentieth century and (possibly?) Los
Angeles in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries).
See Chicago School, Los Angeles School.

Paradoxical space Another term for third space.

Parapolitical structure Informal groups that mediate
between individuals and the state in the operation of politics
(e.g. business organizations, trade unions, community action
groups, voluntary organizations). See coalition building,
governance.

Pariah city A city that is stigmatized in the wake of extreme
social problems and financial difficulties. See fiscal imbalance.

Patriarchy Social arrangements such as in the form of
institutional practices and prevailing social attitudes that
enable men to dominate women.

Performance The ways in which identities are socially
constructed through particular ways of acting and not 
the result of some biological essence. See subjectivity, sub-
jectivities, subject positions.

Performativity The process through which identities are
constructed. See performance. Also the practice of mon-
itoring the performance of workers. Can involve worker
productivity and efficiency in terms of output but also the
extent to which workers perform certain roles, as in service
jobs. Used as a defining element of postmodernism through
new forms of governance. Also a key element of ‘new wave’
management theory.

Phenomenology A set of perspectives that focus upon
people’s subjective interpretations of the world, rather 
than some external objective reality. Contrast with mimetic
approach. See lifeworld.

Place A term used by geographers to indicate that the
characteristics of territories or spaces are socially constructed
(but also have a material base). See social constructionism.

Placelessness The tendency for spaces in contemporary cities
to be modelled on other places but in ways that produce a
uniform, anonymous pastiche. See elsewhereness, simulacra.

Place marketing See place promotion.

Place promotion Policies to encourage economic develop-
ment through advertising, lobbying and other incentives
such as tax exemptions. Also used to encourage tourism.
See civic boosterism.

Pluralistic model A theory which argues that the diverse
interest groups in US cities have equal access to the demo-
cratic system and there is no systematic bias in favour of 
one particular group (e.g. business or labour interests).
Contrast with instrumentalism.

Point- (or place-) specific services Services (either public or
private sector) that have to be located at a particular point,
such as a school or libraries. Contrast with outreach services.

Polarization See social polarization.

Polity A type of government (i.e. democratic, fascist, etc.).
See civil society.

Polyvalency The capacity of workers to undertake multi-
ple tasks. Another name for functional flexibility.

Positional good A good that displays the status of the
consumer. See cultural capital.

Positionality The values adopted by an individual. Linked
to the argument that writings are not an objective mirror 
of reality but reflect the cultural context in which they 
are produced. Contrast with the mimetic approach. See 
contextual theory and situatedness.
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and the signified, poststructuralism assumes that these are
disconnected and in a continual state of flux. See decon-
struction, text, intertextuality.

Postwelfare state/society A term used to indicate the
broad range of changes to the welfare state in contemporary
societies including residualization and privatization. Also used
to indicate broader cultural shifts such as the move towards
greater privatism and an ethic of self-sufficiency. May be
linked to notions of neo-Fordism. See also Schumpeterian
workfare state.

Power geometries Massey’s term for a relational approach
to geography. See also non-scalar approach.

Preindustrial city A city without an industrial base, 
usually in earlier historical periods before the Industrial
Revolution.

‘Primary’ relationships Social ties between family mem-
bers and friends. Contrast with secondary relationships.

Principal components analysis A quantitative technique
used by geographers for summarizing large data sets that is
technically very similar to factor analysis and used within
factorial ecology.

Privatism An ideology underpinning most Western capital-
ist societies, based around belief in superiority of private
ownership of wealth and the allocation of goods and services
by market mechanisms. See liberalism.

Privatization A diverse set of policies designed to intro-
duce private ownership and/or private market allocation
mechanisms to goods and services previously allocated and
owned by the public sector. See asset sales, commercialization,
commodification and marketization.

Professionalization thesis The argument that the social
structure of Western societies is displaying an increase in
professional and managerial groups. Contrast with proletar-
ianization thesis. Se also creative cities.

Pro-growth coalition Another name for growth coalitions.
See also civic entrepreneurialism.

Projective identification A tendency to define one’s own
culture in terms of the imagined failings of other cultures.
See binaries, othering.

Proletarianization thesis The argument that the social
structure of Western societies is becoming biased towards
lower social classes. Contrast with professionalization thesis.
See also deskilling, social polarization.

Positive theory A theory that is concerned with what
actually exists (rather than what ought to be). Contrast with
normative theory.

Postcolonial society/state A nation that has gained inde-
pendence following a period of colonialism. May be associated
with appropriation, ambivalence and hybridity.

Postcolonial theory An approach that examines the 
discourses running through Western representations of
non-Western societies, both in the colonial period and in
contemporary texts. A perspective that attempts to sub-
vert the notion, embedded in these writings, that Western
thought is superior. Attempts to expose ethnocentrism. See
also colonialism, imperialism, othering.

‘Postindustrial’ societies Cities dominated by service
activity. Often the outcome of deindustrialization. May
exhibit postmodern forms of consumption and culture, and
the postwelfare society.

Post-Keynesianism A term that encompasses both economic
theory which has emerged to replace Keynesian theory as
well as broader social and economic conditions following
the demise of the Keynesian welfare state. See Keynesianism,
postwelfare state/society.

Post-Marxism Another name for neo-Marxist theory.
Places greater emphasis upon cultural issues than classical
Marxism. Attempts to avoid economic determinism. May
also be used as a catch-all phrase for various postmodern
and poststructuralist perspectives that attempt to avoid
being metanarratives.

Postmetropolis Another term for postmodern global
metropolis. See galactic metropolis, heteropolis.

Postmodern global metropolis Ed Soja’s term to describe
the structure of Los Angeles that is seen as an archetype of
new urban forms. See galactic metropolis, California School.

Postmodernism A term with many meanings: rejection of
the idea that there is one superior way of understanding the
world (see metanarrative and totalizing narrative); a type 
of analysis known as deconstruction; a style characterized 
by eclecticism, irony and pastiche (as in architecture but
also in writing and advertising); a period of history and a
cultural trend that is the logical accompaniment to the era
of neo-Fordism or flexible accumulation.

Poststructuralism A type of analysis. Unlike structuralism,
which assumes a close relationship between the signifier
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Property-led development The regeneration of urban
areas by private speculators investing in office properties.
See urban development corporations.

Proprietarization The tendency for voluntary or non-profit
agencies to adopt the strategies of private sector organizations.
See commercialization.

‘Psychic overload’ The proposition that the diversity,
density and anonymity of social relationships in cities lead
to anxiety and nervous disorders. Similar to ‘psychological
overload’.

‘Psychological overload’ The notion that in urban envir-
onments people are bombarded with stimuli that may 
lead to aloofness, impersonality and deviant behaviour. See
behaviourism, Gesellschaft.

Public goods Goods and services that have characteristics
which make it impossible for them to be allocated by private
markets. May also be used in a general sense to indicate
goods and services provided by the public sector. See theory
of public goods.

Public space A space that is owned by the state or local
government and in theory is accessible to all citizens but
which in reality may be policed to exclude some sections of
society.

Public sphere Forums in which people can discuss issues
on the basis of equality (at least in theory if not in practice).
See civil society. May literally be a space in the city (such as
Speakers’ Corner in London).

Purified communities A term coined by Richard Sennett
to indicate the ways in which some groups attempt to 
segregate themselves from other groups whom they con-
sider to be different and inferior. See authenticity.

Purified space Another term for purified communities.

Quality-of-life indices Social measures of people’s lives
(as a supplement to or in place of economic indices). May
also be termed social indicators, and measures of social 
well-being. See territorial social indicators.

Quango An acronym for quasi-autonomous non-
governmental organization. See governance, ‘hollowing out’.

Quantitative approach Studies that attempted to analyse the
world in a scientific, value-free manner developing universal
laws of human behaviour based on mathematical models
and statistics. Contrast with situatedness. See also ‘god trick’.

Quasi-market A market in which goods and services are
purchased for consumers by intermediaries (as when health
care is purchased by hospital administrators or physicians).
See internal markets.

Quasi-state New institutions that undertake roles previ-
ously performed by central and local government but that
are now outside traditional channels of democratic control.
See governance, quango, shadow state.

Queer An abusive term for homosexuals that has been
adopted by advocates of queer theory. See also queer politics.

Queer politics Political practices such as those advocated
by the gay activist group Queer Nation including ‘kiss ins’
and ‘mock weddings’ that attempt to subvert dominant 
naturalized notions of sexuality.

Queer theory A theory, much inspired by the work of
Michel Foucault, that attempts to expose the fluid and socially
constructed character of sexual identities. The appropriation
of the abusive word queer is meant to draw attention, in an
ironic way, to the repressive character of social discourses
surrounding sexuality.

Race-preference hypothesis The argument that some ethnic
groups (typically African-Americans or Latinos) receive the
worst levels of both public and private sector service provi-
sion. See underclass hypothesis.

Racial group A group of people who are assumed to be
biologically distinct because of some characteristic of phys-
ical appearance, usually skin colour or facial appearance.
Since these differences are of no greater significance than
other physical attributes such as hair colour, a racial group is
one in which certain physical attributes are selected as being
ethnically significant. See racism, ethnicity, ethnic group.

Racism A set of ideas and social practices that ascribe 
negative characteristics to a particular racial group who are mis-
takenly assumed to be biologically distinct. See ethnic group.

Rationalization The closure of industrial capacity typically
leading to employment loss. May also refer to the closure of
facilities within the welfare state. See deindustrialization.

Recapitalization A broad term for various New Right
policies designed to put the interests of business at the top
of the political agenda. See Schumpeterian workfare state.

Recentralization A trend for the reconcentration of facil-
ities in urban centres following a period of decentralization.
See gentrification.
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Relative autonomy The idea embodied in certain struc-
turalist approaches that the ideological superstructure is not
rigidly determined by the economic base of society. See also
economic determinism, functionalism, overdetermination,
state apparatuses.

Relational approach An approach that focuses upon the
interrelationships between phenomena and tries to avoid
equating processes with particular scales or levels of analysis.
Tries to avoid essentialism. See non-scalar approach.

Relativism The notion that truth and knowledge are rela-
tive to particular times and places. See embodied knowledge,
situatedness.

Rent gap The disparity between the rents currently charged
for run-down, inner-city areas and their potential market
rents following renovation. If large can lead to urban develop-
ment and gentrification. See also revanchist city.

Representation All the ways in which societies portray
themselves and the world around them.

Representations of space Lefebvre’s term for the discourses
used to represent areas. See material practices and spaces of
representation. Also termed representational space.

Reproduction A metaphor derived from biology used
within Marxian theory to refer to all the elements needed to
ensure maintenance of the capitalist system. Also termed
social reproduction. See accumulation.

Reserve army of labour The idea derived from classical
Marxism that within capitalist economies there are groups of
marginalized low-income workers who are given employment
in times of high demand and laid off in times of recession.

Residential differentiation The tendency for people with
distinctive characteristics and cultures to reside close to each
other in cities, thereby forming distinctive neighbourhoods.
Also termed sociospatial differentiation. See clustering, 
community, neighbourhood, segregation, ghetto.

Residualization Reductions in welfare spending so that
services are limited to deprived minorities. See ghettoization.

Residual welfare state A welfare system that comes into
operation only as a last resort when other means of meet-
ing welfare needs, through families, voluntary bodies and
private sector agencies, fail. See postwelfare society.

Reterritorialization Castells’ term for the restructuring of
urban space by powerful economic interests. See gentrifica-
tion, revanchist city. Contrast with deterritorialization.

Recommodification The reallocation of goods and services
from non-market to market mechanisms. Similar to market-
ization, commodification.

Recursiveness A key element of structuration theory which
recognizes that social systems are made up of the numerous
everyday interaction of people. Also termed recurrent social
practices.

‘Redlining’ The practice by building societies and mort-
gage companies of withholding loans for properties in areas
of cities that are perceived to be bad risks.

Reflexive accumulation Lash and Urry’s term to describe
the emerging economy characterized by services, knowledge-
intensive industries and the aestheticization of products.
Argued to be a superior concept to both flexible specialization
and flexible accumulation that are production dominated
and ignore the growth of the cultural industries.

Reflexivity The capacity of people to have knowledge of
the situations that face them and to make choices based on
this knowledge. See human agency.

Regime of accumulation An abstract concept central to
regulation theory which claims that from time to time 
within capitalist societies there emerge stable sets of social, 
economic and institutional arrangements that serve to link
production and consumption. See also mode of regulation,
Fordism, neo-Fordism.

Regime theory An approach that examines how various
coalitions of interests come together to achieve outcomes in
cities (often the promotion of local economic development
by pro-growth coalitions of business interests). Argues that
power does not flow automatically but has to be actively
acquired.

Regulation theory A set of Marxist-inspired ideas that
attempt to relate changes in labour practices and forms 
of industrial and social organization to wider economic
developments and the changing relations between nation
states. See regime of accumulation, mode of regulation, Fordism
and neo-Fordism.

Reification Treating people as objects (but may also involve
regarding objects as having agency).

Reinstitutionalization The process whereby ex-patients
of welfare institutions that have been closed, such as psy-
chiatric hospitals, end up in other types of institution, 
especially prisons. See deinstitutionalization.
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Revanchist city Neil Smith’s term for a city in which the
powerful take their ‘revenge’ (from the French work revanche)
by reasserting their authority through processes such as 
gentrification, privatization and deregulation.

‘Risk society’ Ulrich Beck’s notion that the risks in contem-
porary society are much greater than in previous societies.

Rotation A technical procedure used within factor analysis
to obtain the clearest patterns within the data. Also used
within principal components analysis. See factorial ecology.

Scale A term used by geographers to indicate that geo-
graphical processes operate at different levels (e.g. global,
national, regional, neighbourhood, household, etc.). It is
increasingly recognized that these processes are intercon-
nected in complex ways. See global–local nexus.

‘Scanscape’ A term used by Mike Davis to describe the
electronic surveillance strategies utilized in Los Angeles to
exclude groups regarded as undesirable from certain parts
of the city. See Panopticon.

Schumpeterian workfare state (SWS) An emerging form
of welfare state in which the needs of individuals are sub-
ordinated to enhancing the international competitiveness of
the economy. Unlike the Keynesian welfare state, the SWS
tends to be based on discretion, minimalism and means
testing.

Scripting The process whereby spaces (and social groups)
are produced or constructed through various forms of dis-
course or representation. See text.

Search space The region within which a potential migrant
searches for a new location. See aspiration region, awareness
space, activity space.

Secondary relationships Relationships with people other
than family and friends designed to achieve a particular
purpose. See expressive interaction, instrumental interaction.

Sectoral model The model of urban residential structure
advocated by Homer Hoyt which suggests that class differ-
ences in residential areas are arranged in sectors. Contrast
with concentric zone model. See filtering.

Segregation The tendency for minority groups to be
unevenly distributed in cities (i.e. to display residential 
differentiation). Very rarely are groups completely separate
in residential terms – hence studies measure the degree of
segregation. See ghetto, index of dissimilarity, assimilation.

Self-provisioning A situation where individuals make
their own arrangement to meet their welfare needs, rather
than relying upon the state. The alternatives could be self-
help, the voluntary sector or private sector agencies. See 
also domestication.

Semiology The study of signs and their meanings. Also
termed semiotics. See signifiers, signified, text.

Semiotic redundancy The tendency for changes in style and
fashion to make existing products undesirable even though
they may currently function adequately. See aestheticization,
semiology.

Service-dependent ghetto Concentrations of ex-psychiatric
patients and other dependent groups in inner city areas close
to community-based services. Also known as the ‘asylum-
without-walls’. See community care.

Sexism Sets of ideas, attitudes and behaviour that ascribe one
of the sexes with inferior characteristics. See gender, feminism.

Sexuality Ideas and concepts about sex. Implicit in this
term is recognition that human sexual activity is primarily a
learned form of behaviour shaped by cultural values.

Shadow state The tendency for the voluntary sector to take
over services that were previously allocated by the state. The
shadow state is diverse and outside traditional channels of
democratic control.

Signification The process whereby places, peoples and
things are given meaning in writing and other forms of 
representation. See spaces of representation.

Signified The cultural meaning that is indicated by the
signifier. See also text.

Signifier That which points to some wider cultural meaning.
This may be a word, sign or material object. See signified.

Signifying practices Social activities that are full of cultural
meaning. See representation, signification, signifier, signified,
signifying systems.

Signifying systems The idea that culture involves signs,
symbols and material activities which provide a way of inter-
preting and understanding the world.

Simulacra Images or copies of the ‘real’ world that are
difficult to distinguish from the original reality they purport
to represent. May be thought of as copies without originals
that take on a ‘life of their own’. A key element in post-
modern culture. See postmodernism, hyperreality.
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Social engineering The belief that society can be improved
by rational comprehensive planning based on scientific
principles (as in comprehensive slum clearance and urban
redevelopment schemes).

Social enterprises Organizations that use commercial act-
ivities to achieve social benefits for defined communities and
interest groups. Part of the social economy or third sector.

Social entrepreneurs Innovators in social policy; key drivers
of social enterprises.

Social gatekeepers Professionals, managers and bureaucrats
(in both the private and public sectors) who determine access
to scarce resources and facilities (e.g. housing, mortgage
finance, welfare benefits). See decision rules, managerialism,
‘street-level’ bureaucrats.

Social movements Pressure groups and organizations with
varying degrees of public support petitioning for change,
often outside of conventional political channels. Sometimes
termed new social movements and urban social movements.
These formed an important part of the theory of collective
consumption.

Social polarization Growing inequalities between groups
in society. May refer to increases in the poorest, the wealthi-
est, or both (i.e. a disappearing middle class forming a social
structure shaped like an hourglass).

Social rank The name frequently given to one of the 
main dimensions of urban residential structure revealed 
by factorial ecology studies, class-based variations in the
material wealth of inhabitants. See family status, ethnic 
status, multiple deprivation. May produce results similar to
territorial social indicators.

Social relations of production The various legal, institu-
tional and social arrangements in society that permit the
capitalist mode of production to function. See also forces of
production.

Social reproduction All the various elements that are neces-
sary to reproduce the workforce and the consumers needed
to keep a capitalist society functioning (e.g. the family, schools,
health services, welfare state, etc.). A key part of Marxian
theories that stress the role of the welfare state in overcom-
ing the problems of capitalism. Much criticized in the past
for functionalism.

Social wage The public services and activities undertaken
by the state (such as the regulation of labour markets) to
maintain the welfare of citizens. See welfare statism.

Situatedness An approach which recognizes that all writ-
ings and other forms of representation emerge from people
with particular values and in cultures that are distinct in
time and space. An approach which denies that there are
invariant patterns of human behaviour across time and space,
as assumed in much neoclassical economics. Also referred to
as situated knowledge.

Social Area Analysis The work undertaken in the 1950s
primarily by Shevky and Bell that attempted to relate 
measures of social change to the geographical structure of
cities. Influenced by the Chicago School of human ecology
and in turn influenced factorial ecology. May also be used 
as a general sense to indicate geographical analysis of city
structure.

Social capital Relationships within social networks based
on trust, goodwill and sympathy that some argue can be 
a valuable community resource while others argue can be a
source of social exclusion and repression. See also cultural
capital.

Social closure Another name for processes whereby 
powerful groups exclude other groups from wealth, status
and power. May be called exclusionary closure. See purified
communities.

Social constructionism An approach that asserts that
most of the differences between people are not the result of
their inherent characteristics but the way in which they are
treated by others in society. Can be applied to differences
related to ethnicity and gender together with the characteris-
tics of places and technologies. See place, racism and sexism.
Contrast with essentialism.

Social Darwinism The application of ideas about natural
competition in the plant and the animal world to the study
of urban social geography. See Chicago School, human ecology.

Social distance Differences between people based on 
factors such as class, status and power leading to separation
in social life. May be the result of mutual desire or pre-
dominantly the wishes of the powerful. Often expressed in
terms of physical distance and residential differentiation.

Social division of labour The social characteristics of the
people who undertake different types of work (e.g. age, 
ethnicity, gender). See also technical division of labour.

Social economy The part of the economy made up of social
enterprises that is not part of the true private or public sectors.
See social entrepreneurs.
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Social well-being See quality-of-life indices.

Sociobiology Explanations of human behaviour based on
genetic factors relating to biology. Disputed by those who
adopt social constructionism.

Sociospatial dialectic Ed Soja’s term for the mutually inter-
acting process whereby people shape the structure of cities
and at the same time are affected by the structure of those
cities.

Sociospatial differentiation Another name for residential
differentiation.

Space A term often used in a general sense to indicate
geography, location or distance, but also used specifically 
by human geographers to acknowledge the socially con-
structed nature of environments. Also termed place. See
‘betweenness’ of place, purified communities, social construc-
tionism, spatiality.

Spaces of exclusion Areas in which certain groups of 
people are excluded by other more powerful groups. Often
based on stereotyped notions of other groups. See gated
communities, othering, purified communities.

Spaces of flows Manuel Castells’ term to describe the 
spatial structures associated with the information economy.
See cyberspace, distanciation, time–space compression.

Spaces of representation A term used by Lefebvre to 
indicate the various ways in which new spatial practices 
can be planned or imagined in cities. See material practices, 
representations of space.

Spaces of resistance Areas of cities that challenge domin-
ant, majority, ways of life through fostering ‘alternative’
lifestyles. See counter-site, heterotopia, liminal space, para-
doxical space, third space.

Spatial autocorrelation Interdependence, resulting from
spatial contiguity, among so-called ‘independent’ variables
used in multivariate techniques such as factor analysis and
multiple regression leading to unstable and unreliable results.

Spatial division of labour The tendency for different 
types of work (e.g. product assembly, research and design,
finance and corporate control) to be undertaken in differ-
ent places at varying scales (e.g. neighbourhoods, cities,
regions, nations or trading blocks). Linked to Fordism, and
vertical integration and said to be undermined by vertical
disintegration within neo-Fordism leading to the growth of
new industrial districts.

‘Spatial fix’ The periodic (usually temporary) resolution
to problems of integrating production and consumption in
capitalist economies as manifest in urban structures.

Spatiality Also known as sociospatiality, a term used by
geographers to acknowledge the socially constructed and
material nature of space (as with the term place). See space,
social constructionism.

Spatialized subjectivities A term that recognizes the explicit
role of space in the formation of subjectivities and identities.

Spatial science Another name for quantitative geography.

Spectacle The idea that social life is increasingly dominated
by images. See commodity fetishism. Also may refer to tend-
ency to promote cities through grand events and spectacular
landscapes. See Disneyfication, festival retailing.

Spillover Another name for an externality.

Splintering urbanism Increasing inequalities in cities
resulting from differential access to new communications
technologies (such as the Internet). See cyberspace, social
polarization.

Standpoint theory The controversial argument that women
can provide a deeper understanding of the world through
their involvement in child rearing and social reproduction.
Also used in a general sense to indicate theories that recog-
nize the situatedness of theory and the need to champion the
oppressed.

State apparatuses A term used within structuralist theories
to refer to key elements of the ideological superstructure
such as the church, family and education system. See ideo-
logical superstructure, micropowers, structuralism.

Strategic essentialism The temporary adoption of essen-
tialist attitudes by deconstructionists to achieve political
objectives. See essentialism, deconstruction, discourse, social
constructionism.

‘Street-level’ bureaucrats Managers who have direct con-
tact with the public, such as housing inspectors and police
officers. See decision rules, managerialism.

Structural assimilation The process whereby a minority
group is incorporated into the class and occupational struc-
ture of the wider society (or charter group). Contrast with
behavioural assimilation.

Structuralism A theoretical approach derived originally
from the study of languages that involves delving below 
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studies these views are seen as the product of ideology and
discourse and not some stable factor resulting from innate
characteristics (as argued in essentialism). Similar to identities
but a more dynamic concept resulting from the interactions
of the self, experience and discourses in different contexts.
See subjectivities, spatialized subjectivities.

Subject positions Ways of acting and thinking that are
implicit with various discourses about people classified in
some way (e.g. on the basis of class, age or gender). These
interact with subjectivities to form identity.

Subsidiarity The idea that national-level decision making
should be devolved to the most appropriate level (usually
downwards to local communities). See devolution and
decentralization.

Suburban exploitation thesis The argument, mainly applied
to the United States, that residents in relatively wealthy 
suburban local governments are consuming services (such
as roads and policing) in poorer inner cities for which they
are not fully paying. Related to fiscal imbalance, free-rider,
metropolitan fragmentation.

Succession A term derived from the study of plants and
animals used by the Chicago School of human ecology to
refer to the process whereby a new social group begins to
dominate a residential district after initial invasion. See also
dominance, natural areas, social Darwinism.

Superorganic (culture) The controversial view of Carl Sauer
and the Berkeley School of cultural geography, derived in
part from evolutionary theory, that the culture of a region
should be regarded as a single over-arching entity struggling
with other cultures.

Superstructure A term derived from classical Marxism to
indicate all the elements of society outside of the system of
production including the state and legal system. Similar to
the notion of civil society. See state apparatuses.

Surplus value A key element of Karl Marx’s labour theory
of value – the difference between the wages paid to workers
and the prices the goods they produce can command through
market exchange. See exchange value, use value.

Surveillance The scrutiny and control of subordinate
peoples. See gaze, interpellation, Panopticon, ‘scanscape’.

Sustainability A much-contested idea with many different
interpretations but generally alludes to economic develop-
ment in a manner that can be sustained in the long run 

the surface appearance of human activity to examine the
underlying structures that affect human behaviour. See
poststructuralism.

Structuration theory A theory expounded by Anthony
Giddens that attempts to bridge the divide between volunt-
arist and determinist theories. See voluntarism, economic
determinism.

Structure Used in a general sense to indicate a broad
over-arching framework. Also a key part of structuration
theory that refers to the rules, norms and resources that
individuals draw upon to carry out their lives. See system,
recursiveness.

Structured coherence A term coined by David Harvey to
indicate the ways in which urban regions assume distinctive
characteristics that are the products of local systems of 
production, local labour markets and the associated modes
of consumption and life style. A Marxian explanation that
argues struggles over the labour process are the key (but not
the only) process at work in cities.

Subaltern classes A term originally devised by Gramsci to
denote subordinate groups in society who are subject to the
hegemony of ruling classes (from the army term ‘subaltern’
meaning ranks below the officer class). Used in postcolonial
theory to highlight people subject to colonialism.

Subcontracting A situation in which one organization
contracts with another for the provision of a good or service.
Also termed contracting-out.

Subcultural theory An approach that examines the influ-
ence of factors such as class, ethnicity and family status upon
behaviour in cities arguing that new subcultures are spawned
by urban living.

Subculture A group with values and norms different from
the majority culture in society. Often expressed in residential
differentiation in cities. May be termed a deviant subgroup.

Subject formation The process whereby identities are
socially constructed. See social constructionism. Contrast
with essentialism.

Subjectivities A term similar to subjectivity but one that
explicitly recognizes the context-dependent, and therefore
continually changing, nature of the concept. See spatialized
subjectivities.

Subjectivity The continually changing views that people
take of themselves and the world around them. In cultural
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for future generations. See ecocentric approach, technocentric
approach, urban social sustainability.

Symbolic capital Goods and services that reflect the social
position, taste and distinction of the owner. May also be
reflected in imposing buildings also known as monumental
architecture. See aestheticization, cultural capital, positional
good, symbolic distancing.

Symbolic distancing The tendency for people to display
their social position through various forms of ostentatious
consumption (including residential location and housing
type). See symbolic capital.

Syncretism See appropriation.

Synekism Ed Soja’s term for processes leading to the 
creation of regional networks of settlements that excel at
innovation, both social and economic. See creative cities.

Synergy Another name for hybridity.

System A term used in many different ways according 
to the approach in question but generally used to refer to
the interdependent parts of a larger entity. In structuration
theory the system is the outcome of all the actions under-
taken by people. See also structure, recursiveness, reflexivity.

Tapering Another name for distance-decay effect.

Taylorism A set of ideas developed by US engineer Frederick
Taylor to manage the labour processes that were adopted 
by Henry Ford in the early twentieth century to mass pro-
duce automobiles in Detroit. Also termed the ‘principles 
of scientific management’. These involved simplification of
tasks, managerial control of workers and the utilization 
of ‘time and motion’ studies to determine the most efficient
ways of working. See Fordism.

Technical division of labour The types of work that need
to be undertaken within an industrial system. Contrast with
social division of labour.

Technoburb A relatively independent suburban area or
edge city characterized by high-technology industries. See
edge cities, new industrial spaces.

Technocentric approach An approach to sustainability
which argues that environmental problems can be met with-
out fundamentally disturbing the capitalist system. Also
called ecological modernization. Stresses the capacity of exist-
ing institutions to adapt and meet environmental problems
and the ability of science and technology to meet these 
challenges. Contrast with ecocentric approach.

Technological determinism The notion that technology
exists as some independent external force which impinges
‘upon’ society. Disputed by social constructionists who
argue that technologies are an integral part of society (i.e.
the product of economic, political and cultural processes).

Telematics Services that link computer and digital media
equipment to new forms of satellite and fibre-optic tele-
communications channels. See cyberspace.

Territoriality A term with various interpretations, includ-
ing the idea that humans have an innate desire to occupy 
a specific territory to satisfy needs of safety, security and 
privacy and to enable the expression of personal identity.
Sometimes called the ‘territorial imperative’. A form of
explanation based on sociobiology that is disputed by those
who take a social constructionist approach. Also a concept 
on postmodern thought that involves any institution which
represses people’s desires (such as the family). May also 
be a strategy to achieve political power by mobilizing the 
support and resources in geographical areas such as urban
neighbourhoods, cities or regions.

Territorial justice The allocation of resources across a set
of areas in direct proportion to the needs of the areas. See
territorial social indicators.

Territorial social indicators Measures of social disadvant-
age (or need) that relate to particular types of geographical
region such as residential areas within cities or local govern-
ment areas. May be used to evaluate degrees of territorial
justice.

Text A key concept in cultural studies that refers to any
form of representation which conveys social meanings – 
not just the written word but also paintings, landscapes and
buildings. See discourse and deconstruction.

Theory of public goods A theory which states that some
goods and services have characteristics that make it impos-
sible for them to be allocated by private markets. See joint
supply, non-excludability, non-rejectability.

Third sector The part of the economy that lies between the
private and public sectors comprised of voluntary organiza-
tions and social enterprises. See social economy.

Third-party effect Another name for an externality.

Third space The mixture of meanings that emerges when
two cultures interact, as under colonialism. See ambivalence,
hybridity, liminal space, paradoxical space.
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Trope A regular pattern or convention in storytelling
(such as the victory of the individual over ‘the system’ in
Hollywood movies).

‘Turf ’ politics Another name for community action.

Underclass The poorest and most disadvantaged in society.
Often linked with the culture of poverty explanation. Also
used to denote the growing numbers of the poor and the
changing character of poverty. See social polarization.

Underclass hypothesis The argument that the poorest
groups in society receive the worst levels of both public and
private sector service provision. See race-preference hypothesis.

Urban development corporations (UDCs) Quasi-public
sector bodies in the United Kingdom that encourage private
sector investment in run-down urban areas through the
provision of infrastructure such as reclaimed land and
transport networks. See property-led development.

Urban entrepreneurialism A new period of governance
in cities characterized by competition between cities to
encourage economic development. May also be termed civic
entrepreneurialism and be linked with the ‘hollowing out’
of the central state. See civic boosterism, growth coalitions,
regime theory.

Urban governance All the methods and institutions by
which cities are governed. The term is commonly used to
indicate the shift away from direct government control of
cities via hierarchical bureaucracies towards indirect control
via diverse non-governmental organizations. Associated
with the demise of local forms of government. May also be
termed governance. See quango, quasi-state.

Urban growth coalitions See growth coalitions.

Urban managerialism Urban-based versions of the man-
agerialist thesis. See managerialism.

Urban morphology The physical structure of the urban
environment. See morphogenesis.

Urban nightscapes Districts of cities catering for the 
nocturnal leisure-based activities of young adults (e.g.
clubs, pubs, bars and cinemas). Linked with civic boosterism
and increasing surveillance.

Urban social areas Residential districts within cities in
which people with similar characteristics tend to live near
one another.

Urban social movements See social movements.

Time–geography The work originated by Torsten Hager-
strand that examines the joint influences of time and space
upon people’s daily lives. See authority constraint, capability
constraint, coupling constraint.

Time–space compression David Harvey’s term to 
indicate the ways in which various processes including 
technological change have speeded up processes of capital
accumulation.

Time–space convergence The idea that new transport sys-
tems are leading to much greater mobility and a ‘shrinking
world’. Contrast with distanciation.

‘Tipping point’ A situation when a new minority group
migrating into a residential area becomes such a significant
presence that they provoke a sudden and rapid exit of the
remainder of the original population. See ‘blockbusting’,
invasion.

Totalizing discourse See totalizing narrative.

Totalizing narrative A theory that purports to be a privi-
leged way of interpreting the world, providing superior
insights. May also be termed a metanarrative.

Transculturation Another term for the reciprocal inter-
action of dominant and subordinate cultures as depicted by
hybridity.

Transitional cities Cities in economies that have moved
from centrally planned command economies under com-
munist regimes to market-led capitalist economies.

Transmitted deprivation The idea that poverty results
from poor skills and low aspiration levels which result from
poor parenting.

Transnationals Companies whose production, distribu-
tion and marketing operate in more than one country. May
also refer to companies whose operations are integrated at a
global level. See globalization, global–local nexus.

Transnational urbanism New urban forms created by
migrants who maintain diverse connections with more than
one nation. Contrasts with previous distinctions between
permanent migrants (who might undergo assimilation) or
temporary migrants who might remain excluded from the host
society. Has been linked with the growth of transnationals
and flexible forms of capitalism that require a mobile work-
force. May be elite groups or the relatively disadvantaged.
See also diaspora.
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Urban social sustainability Social life within cities that 
is relatively free of inequality and conflict and which can be
sustained in the long run. A component of sustainability.

Urban villages Neighbourhoods within cities characterized
by dense networks of primary relationships. See community,
ethnic village.

Use value The utility of a commodity (such as housing) to
the consumer. Related to but distinct from exchange value.

Vacancy chains The chains of movement resulting from
properties becoming available through factors such as new
building, the subdivision of properties, and the death or
out-migration of existing occupants. See filtering.

Vertical disintegration A situation in which companies
and organizations subcontract work out to other (usually
small) organizations. Contrast with vertical integration. See
also contracting-out.

Vertical integration A structure in which functions are
integrated into a large organization in a complex inter-
dependent hierarchy. Contrast with vertical disintegration.

‘Voice’ option A strategy of overt campaigning by a 
community action group. Contrast with ‘exit’ and ‘loyalty’
options. See community action, ‘turf ’ politics.

Voluntarism The use of the voluntary sector to meet 
welfare needs. See also shadow state. This term may also
refer to a type of social analysis that envisages people as
capable of making decisions to evolve in an almost infinite
range of possible directions. This approach therefore plays
down the constraints upon people. See also human agency.
Contrast with economic determinism.

Voluntary organizations Interest groups and pressure
groups in cities (e.g. work-based clubs, religious organiza-
tions, community groups, welfare organizations). Only a
small proportion are likely to be overtly politically active at
any given time.

Voluntary sector May refer to voluntary organizations in
general but more usually to the diverse set of non-profit-
making agencies attempting to meet welfare needs such as
charities, charitable trusts and pressure groups.

‘Weightless world’ Diana Coyle’s term to indicate the
increasing importance of knowledge and non-material
products in modern economies. See culturalization of the
economy.

Welfare corporatism A society characterized by corporatist
forms of collaboration in which certain groups can gain
privileged access to government to derive benefits of various
types (e.g. contracts, tax concessions). Usually applies to big
business or organized labour rather than the most deprived.
See corporatism.

Welfare pluralism A system in which welfare needs are
met by a diverse set of agencies including those from 
the voluntary and private sectors rather than relying upon 
universal provision by state agencies. Also known as the
mixed economy of welfare. See contracting-out, privatization.

Welfare state A set of institutions and social arrangements
designed to assist people when they are in need through 
factors such as illness, unemployment and dependency
through youth or old age.

Welfare statism The notion that the state should have
responsibility to ensure an adequate standard of living 
for its citizens through policies designed to achieve full
employment, relatively high minimum wages, safe working
conditions and income transfers from relatively affluent
majorities to deprived minorities.

Wirthian theory The highly influential ideas of Louis Wirth,
which suggest that social life in cities (i.e. ‘urbanism’) is
characterized by increased rates of crime, illness and social
disorganization that are largely a product of the increasing
size and heterogeneity of urban life. See ‘psychic overload’.

Workfare A system in which those who are unemployed
have to undertake work in order to receive benefits. Also
associated with a number of other policies designed to 
regulate the behaviour of welfare recipients.

World cities See global cities.

Worlding The discourses used to represent colonized 
territories (see colonial discourse). May be used to describe
the ways in which any place is represented.

Zeitgeist The spirit of the age (i.e. the prevailing ideology,
or hegemonic discourse).

Zone in transition The name given by the Chicago School
of human ecology for the concentric ring between the city
centre and working-class residential areas. Characterized by
a mixture of industry and poor-quality rented accommoda-
tion, often inhabited by immigrants and various forms of
‘social deviant’. Also termed transition zone.

Zoning See exclusionary zoning.
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