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Urbanism and Suburbanism as Ways of
Life: A Re-evaluation of Definitions

The contemporary sociological conception of cities and of urban life is
based largely on the work of the Chicago School and its summary state-
ment in Louis Wirth’s essay “Urbanism as a Way of Life.”* In that paper,
Wirth developed a “minimum sociological definition of the city” as “a
relatively large, dense and permanent settlement of socially heterogeneous
individuals.” From these prerequisites, he then deduced the major out-
lines of the urban way of life. As he saw it, number, density, and hetero-
geneity created a social structure in which primary-group relationships
were inevitably replaced by secondary contacts that were impersonal,
segmental, superficial, transitory, and often predatory in nature. As a re-
sult, the city dweller became anonymous, isolated, secular, relativistic,
rational, and sophisticated. In order to function in the urban society, he
was forced to combine with others to organize corporations, voluntary
associations, representative forms of government, and the impersonal
mass media of communications. These replaced the primary groups and
the integrated way of life found in rural and other preindustrial settle-
ments.

Wirth’s paper has become a classic in urban sociology, and most texts
have followed his definition and description faithfully.” In recent years,
however, a considerable number of studies and essays have questioned
his formulations.® In addition, a number of changes have taken place in
cities since the article was published in 1938, notably the exodus of white
residents to low- and medium-priced houses in the suburbs and the de-
centralization of industry. The evidence from these studies and the changes
in American cities suggest that Wirth’s statement must be revised.

There is yet another and more important reason for such a revision.
Despite its title and intent, Wirth’s paper deals with urban-industrial
Reprinted from Arnold M. Rose, ed., Human Behavior and Social Processes (Bos-
ton: Houghton Mifflin, 1962), pp. 625-648, by permission of the publishers. I am

indebted to Richard Dewey, John Dyckman, David Riesman, Melvin Webber, and
Harold L. Wilensky for helpful comments on earlier drafts of this essay.
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society, rather than with the city. This is evident from his approach. Like
other urban sociologists, Wirth based his analysis on"a comparison of
settlement types, but unlike his colleagues, who pursued urban-rural com-
parisons, Wirth contrasted the city to the folk society. Thus, he compared
settlement types of preindustrial and industrial society. This allowed him
to include in his theory of urbanism the entire range of modern institu-
tions which are not found in the folk society, even though many such
groups (for example, voluntary associations) are by no means exclusively
urban. Moreover, Wirth’s conception of the city dweller as depersonalized,
atomized, and susceptible to mass movements suggests that his paper is
based on, and contributes to, the theory of the mass society.

Many of Wirth’s conclusions may be relevant to the understanding of
ways of life in modern society. However, since the theory argues that all
of society is now urban, his analysis does not distinguish ways of life in
the city from those in other settlements within modern society. In Wirth’s
time, the comparison of urban and preurban settlement types was still
fruitful, but today, the primary task for urban (or community) sociology
seems to me to be the analysis of the similarities and differences between
contemporary settlement types.

This paper is an aitempt at such an analysis; it limits itself to distin-
guishing ways of life in the modern city and the modern suburb. A re-
analysis of Wirth’s conclusions from this perspective suggests that his
characterization of the urban way of life applies only—and not too ac-
curately—to the residents of the inner city. The remaining city dwellers,
as well as most suburbanites, pursue a different way of life which I shall
call “quasi-primary.” This proposition raises some doubt about the mutual
exclusiveness of the concepts of city and suburb and leads to a yet broader
question: whether settlement concepts and other ecological concepts are
useful for explaining ways of life.

The inner city

Wirth argued that number, density, and heterogeneity had two social
consequences which explain the major features of urban life. On the one
hand, the crowding of diverse types of people into a small area led to the
segregation of homogeneous types of people into separate neighborhoods.
On the other hand, the lack of physical distance between city dwellers
resulted in social contact between them, which broke down existing social
and cultural patterns and encouraged assimilation as well as acculturation
—the melting-pot effect. Wirth implied that the melting-pot effect was far
more powerful than the tendency toward segregation and concluded that,
sooner or later, the pressures engendered by the dominant social, eco-
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nomic, and political institutions of the city would destroy the remaining
pockets of primary-group relationships. Eventually, the social system of
the city would resemble Tonnies’ Gesellschaft—a way of life which Wirth
considered undesirable.

Because Wirth had come to see the city as the prototype of mass
society, and because he examined the city from the distant vantage point
of the folk society—from the wrong end of the telescope, so to speak—
his view of urban life is not surprising. In addition, Wirth found support
for his theory in the empirical work of his Chicago colleagues. As Greer
and Kube* and Wilensky® have pointed out, the Chicago sociologists con-
ducted their most intensive studies in the inner city.® At that time, these
were slums recently invaded by new waves of European immigrants and
rooming-house and skid-row districts, as well as the habitat of Bohemians
and well-to-do Gold Coast apartment dwellers. Wirth himself studied the
Mazxwell Street Ghetto, an inner-city Jewish neighborhood then being dis-
persed by the acculturation and mobility of its inhabitants.” Some of the
characteristics of urbanism which Wirth stressed in his essay abounded
in these areas.

Wirth’s diagnosis of the city as Gesellschaft must be questioned on three
counts. First, the conclusions derived from a study of the inner city can-
not be generalized to the entire urban area. Second, there is as yet not
enough evidence to prove—nor, admittedly, to deny—that number, den-
sity, and heterogeneity result in the social consequences which Wirth
proposed. Finally, even if the causal relationship could be verified, it can
be shown that a significant proportion of the city’s inhabitants were, and
are, isolated from these conmsequences by social structures and cultural
patterns which they either brought to the city or developed by living in it.
Wirth conceived the urban population as consisting of heterogeneous indi-
viduals, torn from past social systems, unable to develop new ones, and
therefore prey to social anarchy in the city. While it is true that a not
insignificant proportion of the inner-city population was, and still is, made
up of unattached individuals,® Wirth’s formulation ignores the fact that
this population consists mainly of relatively homogeneous groups, with
social and cultural moorings that shield it fairly effectively from the sug-
gested consequences of number, density, and heterogeneity. This applies
even more to the residents of the outer city, who constitute a majority of
the total city population.

The social and cultural moorings of the inner-city population are best
described by a brief analysis of the five types of inner-city residents. These
are:

i. the “cosmopolites”;
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2. the unmarried or childless;

3. the “ethnic villagers”;

4. the “deprived”; and

5. the “trapped” and downward-mobile.

The “cosmopolites” include students, artists, writers, musicians, and
entertainers, as well as other intellectuals and professionals. They live in
the city in order to be near the special “cultural” facilities that can be
located only near the center of the city. Many cosmopolites are unmar-
ried or childless. Others rear children in the city, especially if they have
the income to afford the aid of servants and governesses. The less affluent
ones may move to the suburbs to raise their children, continuing to live
as cosmopolites under considerable handicaps, especially in the lower-
middle-class suburbs. Many of the very rich and powerful are also cos-
mopolites, although they are likely to have at least two residences, one of
which is suburban or exurban.

The unmarried or childless must be divided into two subtypes, depend-
ing on the permanence or transience of their status. The temporarily un-
married or childless live in the inner city for only a limited time. Young
adults may team up to rent an apartment away from their parents and
close to job or entertainment opportunities. When they marry, they may
move first to an apartment in a transient neighborhood, but if they can
afford to do so, they leave for the outer city or the suburbs with the
arrival of the first or second child. The permanently unmarried may stay
in the inner city for the remainder of their lives, their housing depending
on their income.

The “ethnic villagers” are ethnic groups which are found in such inner-
city neighborhoods as New York’s Lower East Side, living in some ways
as they did when they were peasants in European or Puerto Rican vil-
lages.® Although they reside in the city, they isolate themselves from
significant contact with most city facilities, aside from workplaces. Their
way of life differs sharply from Wirth’s urbanism in its emphasis on kin-
ship and the primary group, the lack of anonymity and secondary-group
contacts, the weakness of formal organizations, and the suspicion of any-
thing and anyone outside their neighborhood.

The first two types live in the inner city by choice; the third is there
partly because of necessity, partly because of tradition. The final two
types are in the inner city because they have no other choice. One is the
“deprived” population: the very poor; the emotionally disturbed or other-
wise handicapped; broken families; and, most important, the nonwhite
population, These urban dwellers must take the dilapidated housing and
blighted neighborhoods to which the housing market relegates them, al-
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though among them are some for whom the slum is a hiding place or a
temporary stopover to save money for a house in the outer city or the
suburbs.10 .

The “trapped” are the people who stay behind when a neighborhood is
invaded by nonresidential land uses or lower-status immigrants, because
they cannot afford to move or are otherwise bound to their present loca-
tion,’* The “downward-mobiles” are a related type; they may have started
life in a higher class position, but have been forced down in the socio-
economic hierarchy and in the quality of their accommodations. Many
of them are old people, living out their existence on small pensions.

These five types all live in dense and heterogeneous surroundings; yet
they have such diverse ways of life that it is hard to see how density and
heterogeneity could exert a common influence. Moreover, all but the last
two types are isolated or detached from their neighborhood and thus from
the social consequences which Wirth described.

When people who live together have social ties based on criteria other
than mere common occupancy, they can set up social barriers, regardless
of the physical closeness or the heterogeneity of their meighbors. The
ethnic villagers are the best illustration. While a number of ethnic groups
are usually found living together in the same neighborhood, they are able
to isolate themselves from one another through a variety of social devices.
Wirth himself recognized this when he wrote that “two groups can occupy
a given area without losing their separate identity because each side is
permitted to live its own inner life and each somehow fears or idealizes the
other.”? Although it is true that the children in these areas were often
oblivious to the social barriers set up by their parents, at least until
adolescence, it is doubtful whether their acculturation can be traced to
the melting-pot effect as much as to the pervasive influence of the Ameri-
can culture that flowed into these arcas from the outside.’®

The cosmopolites, the unmarried, and the childless are detached from
neighborhood life. The cosmopolites possess a distinct subculture which
causes them to be uninterested in all but the most superficial contacts
with their neighbors, somewhat like the ethnic villagers. The unmarried
and childless are detached from neighborhood because of their life-cycle
stage, which frees them from the routine family responsibilities that entail
some relationship to the local area. In their choice of residence, the two
types are therefore not concerned about their neighbors or the availability
and quality of local community facilities. Even the well-to-do can choose
expensive apartments in or near poor neighborhoods, because if they have
children, these are sent to special schools and summer camps which effec-
tively isolate them from neighbors. In addition, both types, but especially

Urbanism and Suburbanism as Ways of Life | 39

the childless and unmarried, are transient. Therefore, they tend to live
in areas marked by high population turnover, where their own mobility
and that of their neighbors creates a universal detachment from the
neighborhood.**

The deprived and the trapped do seem to be affected by some of the
consequences of number, density, and heterogeneity. The deprived popu-
lation suffers considerably from overcrowding, but this is a consequence
of low income, racial discrimination, and other handicaps and cannot be
considered an inevitable result of the ecological make-up of the city.!
Because the deprived have no residential choice, they are also forced to
live amid neighbors not of their own choosing, with ways of life different
and even contradictory to their own. If familial defenses against the
neighborhood climate are weak, as may happen among broken families and
downward-mobile people, parents may lose their children to the culture
of “the street.” The trapped are the unhappy people who remain behind
when their more advantaged neighbors move on; they must endure the
heterogeneity which results from neighborhood change.

Wirth’s description of the urban way of life fits best the transient areas
of the inner city. Such areas are typically heterogeneous in population,
partly because they are inhabited by transient types who do not require
homogeneous neighbors or by deprived people who have no choice or
may themselves be quite mobile. Under conditions of transience and
heterogeneity, people interact only in terms of the segmental roles neces-
sary for obtaining local services. Their social relationships thus display
anonymity, impersonality, and superficiality.'é

The social features of Wirth’s concept of urbanism seem, therefore, to
be a result of residential instability, rather than of number, density, or
heterogeneity. In fact, heterogeneity is itself an effect of residential in-
stability, resulting when the influx of transients causes landlords and
realtors to stop acting as gatekeepers—that is, wardens of neighborhood
homogeneity.*” Residential instability is found in all types of settlements,
and presumably its social consequences are everywhere similar. These
consequences cannot, therefore, be identified with the ways of life of the
city.

The outer city and the suburbs

The second effect which Wirth ascribed to number, density, and hetero-
geneity was the segregation of homogeneous people into distinct neighbor-
hoods'® on the basis of “place and nature of work, income, racial and
ethnic characteristics, social status, custom, habit, taste, preference and
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prejudice.”*® This description fits the residential districts of the outer
city.2® Although these districts contain the majority of the city’s inhabit-
ants, Wirth went into little detail about them. He made it clear, however,
that the sociopsychological aspects of urbanism were prevalent there as
well. 2

Because existing neighborhood studies deal primarily with the exotic
sections of the inner city, very little is known about the more typical
residential neighborhoods of the outer city. However, it is evident that
the way of life in these areas bears little resemblance to Wirth’s urbanism.
Both the studies which question Wirth’s formulation and my own ob-
servations suggest that the common element in the ways of life of these
neighborhoods is best described as quasi-primary. 1 use this term to
characterize relationships between neighbors. Whatever the intensity or
frequency of these relationships, the interaction is more intimate than
a secondary contact, but more guarded than a primary one.*?

There are actually few secondary relationships, because of the isolation
of residential neighborhoods from economic institutions and workplaces.
Even shopkeepers, store managers, and other local functionaries who live
in the area are treated as acquaintances or friends, unless they are of a
vastly different social status or are forced by their corporate employers
to treat their customers as economic units.*® Voluntary associations attract
only a minority of the population. Moreover, much of the organizational
activity is of a sociable nature, and it is often difficult to accomplish the
association’s “business” because of the members’ preference for sociabil-
ity. Thus, it would appear that interactions in organizations, or between
neighbors generally, do not fit the secondary-relationship model of urban
life. As anyone who has lived in these neighborhoods knows, there is
little anonymity, impersonality, or privacy.?* In fact, American cities have
sometimes been described as collections of small towns.2* There is some
truth to this description, especially if the city is compared to the actual
small town, rather than to the romantic construct of antiurban critics.?®

Postwar suburbia represents the most contemporary version of the
quasi-primary way of life. Owing to increases in real income and the
encouragement of homeownership provided by the F.H.A., families in the
lower middle class and upper working class can now live in modern
single-family homes in low-density subdivisions, an opportunity previ-
ously available only to the upper and upper-middle classes.?”

The popular literature describes the new suburbs as communities in
which conformity, homogeneity, and other-direction are unusually ramp-
ant.?8 The implication is that the move from city to suburb initiates a new
way of life which causes considerable behavior and personality change in
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previous urbanites. A preliminary analysis of data which I am now col-
lecting in Levittown, New Jersey, suggests, however, that the move from
the city to this predominantly lower-middle-class suburb does not result
in any major behavioral changes for most people. Moreover, the changes
which do occur reflect the move from the social isolation of a transient
city or suburban apartment building to the quasi-primary life of a neigh-
borhood of single-family homes. Also, many of the people whose life has
changed report that the changes were intended. They existed as aspira-
tions before the move or as reasons for it. In other words, the suburb
itself creates few changes in ways of life.?®

A ooimmamo: of city and suburb

If urban and suburban areas are similar in that the way of life in both
is quasi-primary, and if urban residents who move out to the suburbs do
not undergo any significant changes in behavior, it is fair to argue that
the differences in ways of life between the two types of settlements have
been overestimated, Yet the fact remains that a variety of physical and
demographic differences exist between the city and the suburb. However,
upon closer examination, many of these differences turn out to be either
spurious or of little significance for the way of life of the inhabitants.3?

The differences between the residential areas of cities and suburbs
which have been cited most frequently are:

1. Suburbs are more likely to be dormitories. )

2. They are further away from the work and play facilities of the
central business districts.

3. They are newer and more modern than city residential areas and
are designed for the automobile rather than for pedestrian and mass-
transit forms of movement. o

4, They are built up with single-family rather than multifamily struc-
tures and are therefore less dense.

5. Their populations are more homogeneous.

6. Their populations differ demographically: they are younger; more
of them are married; they have higher incomes; and they hold pro-
portionately more white collar jobs.3

Most urban neighborhoods are as much dormitories as the suburbs.
Only in a few older inner-city areas are factories and offices still located
in the middle of residential blocks, and even here many of the employees
do not live in the neighborhood.

The fact that the suburbs are farther from the central business district
is often true only in terms of distance, not travel time. Moreover, most
people make relatively little use of downtown facilities, other than work-
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places.** The downtown stores seem to hold their greatest attraction for
the upper-middle class;*® the same is probably true of typically urban
entertainment facilities. Teen-agers and young adults may take their dates
to first-run movie theaters, but the museums, concert halls, and lecture
rooms attract mainly upper-middle-class ticket-buyers, Emnw of them:
suburban.®*

The suburban reliance on the train and the automobile has given rise
to an imaginative folklore about the consequences of commuting on
alcohol consumption, sex life, and parental duties. Many of these con-
clusions are, however, drawn from selected high-income suburbs and
exurbs and reflect job tensions in such hectic occupations as advertising
and show business more than the effects of residence.?® It is true that the
upper-middle-class housewife must become a chauffeur in order to expose
her children to the proper educational facilities, but such differences as
walking to the corner drugstore and driving to its suburban equivalent
seem to me of little emotional, social, or cultural import.®® In addition,
the continuing shrinkage in the number of mass transit users suggests that
even in the city many younger people are now living a wholly auto-based
way of life.

The fact that suburbs are smaller is primarily a function of political
boundaries drawn long before the communities were suburban. This
affects the kinds of political issue which develop and provides somewhat
greater opportunity for citizen participation. Even so, in the suburbs as
in the city, the minority who participate are the professional politicians,
the economically concerned businessmen, lawyers, and salesmen, and
the ideologically motivated middle- and upper-middle-class _uamv_o with
better than average education.

The social consequences of differences in density and house type also
seem overrated. Single-family houses on quiet streets facilitate the super-
vision of children; this is one reason why middle-class women who want
to keep an eye on their children move to the suburbs. House type also
has some effects on relationships between neighbors, insofar as there are
more opportunities for visual contact between adjacent homeowners than
between people on different floors of an apartment house. However, if
occupants’ characteristics are also held constant, the differences in actual
social contact are less marked. Homogeneity of residents turns out to be
more important than proximity as a determinant of sociability. If the

population is heterogencous, there is little social contact between neigh-
bors, either on apartment-house floors or in single-family-house blocks;
if people are homogeneous, there is likely to be considerable social con-
tact in both house types. One need only contrast the apartment house
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located in a transient, heterogeneous neighborhood and exactly the same
structure in a neighborhood occupied by a single mﬁ.wao group. 1.;@ former
is a lonely, anonymous building; the latter, a bustling microsociety. I have
observed similar patterns in suburban areas: on blocks where wmom_o.m:o
homogeneous, they socialize; where they are heterogeneous, they do little
more than exchange polite greetings.®” .

Suburbs are usually described as being more woBomg,.on in r.oamm
type than the city, but if they are compared to Pn outer city, the differ-
ences are small. Most inhabitants of the outer city, other than well-to-do
homeowners, live on blocks of uniform structures as .anz.w for example, the
endless streets of row houses in Philadelphia mna. Baltimore o of two-
story duplexes and six-flat apartment houses in Chicago. They a_mn.n m.:.VB
the new suburbs only in that they were erected through more @JB::&
methods of mass production. Suburbs are, of course, more mwomwau.nmum%
areas of owner-occupied single homes, though in the oc.ﬂon districts of
most American cities homeownership is also extremely high.

Demographically, suburbs as a whole are clearly more onomou.awcm
than cities as a whole, though probably not more so than oc.ﬁoa oE.oM.
However, people do not live in cities or suburbs as a i.po_a“ but in m.ﬁmo.&o
neighborhoods. An analysis of ways of life 40:.5 require a am.ﬂmHEEm:om
of the degree of population homogeneity ﬁ.;EE the boundaries of mynnmm
defined as neighborhoods by residents’ social ooEE.ua. mnnm.ﬂ an analysis
would no doubt indicate that many neighborhoods in Ew n:.a\ as well as
the suburbs are homogeneous. Neighborhood homogeneity 1 moEsz a
result of factors having little or nothing to do with the house J.%n_ density,
or location of the area relative to the city limits. Brand new am_mrcozuooa.m
are more homogeneous than older ones, because Em.w have uoﬁ.uaﬁ experi-
enced resident turnover, which frequently Hnwﬂ.ﬂm in moﬂbﬁ_cu hetero-
geneity. Neighborhoods of low- and Ea&cﬁ-@nmom housing are :émEM
less homogeneous than those with expensive ms.am:.mm @nomwmn E.om mﬁwm
families who have reached the peak of oon:@mznﬁw_ and wnma.nss& mol “_ M
ity, as well as young families who are just starting their climb B.a w
eventually move to neighborhoods of higher status. The latter, being mm.u
cessible only to high-income people, are therefore more homogeneous M.S
respect to other resident characteristics as well. Moreover, such E..nmm .m<n

the economic and political power to slow down o ?.Sa.n.ﬁ invasion.
Finally, neighborhoods located in the path of ethnic or religious group
movement are likely to be extremely roﬁ.ﬁmnnmoﬁ. .

The demographic differences between cities and suburbs omss_wﬂ ;
questioned, especially since the suburbs have attracted a large number o_H
middle~class child-rearing families. The differences are, however, muc
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reduced if suburbs are compared only to the outer city. In addition, a
detailed comparison of suburban and outer-city residential areas would
show that neighborhoods with the same kinds of people can be found in
the city as well as the suburbs. Once again, the age of the area and the
cost of housing are more important determinants of demographic char-
acteristics than the location of the area with respect to the city limits.

Characteristics, social organization, and ecology

The preceding sections of the paper may be summarized in three
propositions:

1. As concerns ways of life, the inner city must be distinguished from
the outer city and the suburbs; and the latter two exhibit a way of life
bearing little resemblance to Wirth’s urbanism.

2. Even in the inner city, ways of life resemble Wirth’s description
only to a limited extent. Moreover, economic condition, cultural charac-
teristics, life-cycle stage, and residential instability explain ways of life
more satisfactorily than number, density, or heterogeneity.

3. Physical and other differences between city and suburb are often
spurious or without much meaning for ways of life.

These propositions suggest that the concepts “urban” and “suburban”
are neither mutually exclusive nor especially relevant for understanding
ways of life. They—and number, density, and heterogeneity as well—
are ecological concepts which describe human adaptation to the environ-
ment. However, they are not sufficient to explain social phenomena,
because these phenomena cannot be understood solely as the consequences
of ecological processes. Therefore, other explanations must be considered.

Ecological explanations of social life are most applicable if the subjects
under study lack the ability to make choices, be they plants, animals, or
human beings. Thus, if there is a housing shortage, people will live almost
anywhere, and under extreme conditions of no choice, as in a disaster,
married and single, old and young, middle and working class, stable and
transient will be found side by side in whatever accommodations are
available. At that time, their ways of life represent an almost direct
adaptation to the environment. If the supply of housing and of neighbor-
hoods is such that alternatives are available, however, people will make
choices, and if the housing market is responsive, they can even make
and satisfy explicit demands.

Choices and demands do not develop independently or at random;
they are functions of the roles people play in the social system. These can
best be understood in terms of the characteristics of the people involved,
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that is, characteristics can be used as indices to choices and demands
made in the roles that constitute ways of life. Although many character-
istics affect the choices and demands people make with respect to housing
and neighborhoods, the most important ones seem to be class—in all its
economic, social, and cultural ramifications—and life-cycle stage.® If
people have an opportunity to choose, these two characteristics will go
far in explaining the kinds of housing and neighborhood they will occupy
and the ways of life they will try to establish within them.

Many of the previous assertions about ways of life in cities and suburbs
can be analyzed in terms of class and life-cycle characteristics. Thus, in
the inner city, the unmarried and childless live as they do, detached from
neighborhodd, because of their life-cycle stage; the cosmopolites, because
of a combination of life-cycle stage and a distinctive but class-based
subculture. The way of life of the deprived and trapped can be explained
by low socioeconomic level and related handicaps. The quasi-primary
way of life is associated with the family stage of the life cycle and the
norms of child-rearing and parental role found in the upper working class,
the lower-middle class, and the noncosmopolite portions of the upper-
middle and upper classes.

The attributes of the so-called suburban way of life can also be under-
stood largely in terms of these characteristics. The new suburbia is nothing
more than a highly visible showcase for the ways of life of young, upper-
working-class and lower-middle-class people. Ktsanes and Reissman have
aptly described it as “new homes for old values.”3® Much of the descrip-
tive and critical writing about suburbia assumes that as long as the new
suburbanites lived in the city, they behaved like upper-middle-class
cosmopolites and that suburban living has mysteriously transformed
them .0 The critics fail to see that the behavior and personality patterns
ascribed to suburbia are in reality those of class and age.** These patterns
could have been found among the new suburbanites when they still lived
in the city and could now be observed among their peers who still reside
there—if the latter were as visible to critics and researchers as are the
suburbanites.

Needless to say, the concept of “characteristics” cannot explain all
aspects of ways of life, among either urban or suburban residents. Some
aspects must be explained by concepts of social organization that are
independent of characteristics. For example, some features of the quasi-
primary way of life are independent of class and age, because they evolve
from the roles and situations created by joint and adjacent occupancy of
land and dwellings. Likewise, residential instability is a universal process
which has a number of invariate consequences. In each case, however,
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the way in which people react varies with their characteristics. So it is
with ecological processes. Thus, there are undoubtedly differences be-
tween ways of life in urban and suburban settlements which remain after
behavior patterns based on residents’ characteristics have been analyzed
and which must therefore be attributed to features of the settlement.??

Characteristics do not explain the causes of behavior; rather, they are
clues to socially created and culturally defined roles, choices, and demands.
A causal analysis must trace them to the larger social, economic, and
political systems which determine the situations in which roles are played
and the cultural content of choices and demands, as well as the opportuni-
ties for their achievement.*® These systems determine income distributions,
educational and occupational opportunities, and, in turn, fertility patterns
and child-rearing methods, as well as the entire range of consumer be-
havior. Thus, a complete analysis of the way of life of the deprived
residents of the inner city cannot stop at indicating the influence of low
income, lack of education, or family instability. These must be related to
such conditions as the urban economy’s “need” for low-wage workers and
the housing-market practices which restrict residential choice. The urban
economy is in turn shaped by national economic and social systems, as
well as by Iocal and regional ecological processes. Some phenomena can
be explained exclusively by reference to these ecological processes. How-
ever, it must also be recognized that as man has gained greater control
over the natural environment, he has been able to free himself from many
of the determining and limiting effects of that environment. Thus, changes
in local transportation technology, the ability of industries to be foot-loose,
and the relative affluence of American society have given ever larger
numbers of people increasing amounts of residential choice. The greater
the amount of choice available, the more important the concept of char-
acteristics becomes in understanding behavior.

Consequently, the study of ways of life in communities must begin with
an analysis of characteristics. If characteristics are dealt with first and
held constant, we may be able to discover which behavior patterns can
be attributed to features of the settlement and its natural environment. 4
Only then will it be possible to discover to what extent city and suburb
are independent—rather than dependent or intervening—variables in the
explanation of ways of life.

This kind of analysis might help to reconcile the ecological point of
view with the behavioral and cultural one and possibly put an end to the
conflict between conceptual positions which insist on one explanation or
the other.*> Both explanations have some relevance, and future research
and theory must clarify the role of each in the analysis of ways of life in
various types of settlement.*® Another important rationale for this ap-
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proach is its usefulness for applied sociology; for example, city planning.
The planner can recommend changes in the spatial and physical arrange-
ments of the city. Frequently, he seeks to achieve social goals or to change
social conditions through physical solutions. He has been attracted to
ecological explanations because these relate behavior to phenomena which
he can affect. For example, most planners tend to agree with Wirth’s
formulations because they stress number and density, over which the
planner has some control. If the undesirable social conditions of the inner
city could be traced to these two factors, the planner could propose large-
scale clearance projects which would reduce the size of the urban popula-
tion and lower residential densities. Experience with public housing
projects has, however, made it apparent that low densities, new buildings,
or modern site plans do not eliminate antisocial or self-destructive be-
havior. The analysis of characteristics will call attention to the fact that
this behavior is lodged in the deprivations of low socioeconomic status
and racial discrimination and that it can be changed only through the
removal of these deprivations. Conversely, if such an analysis suggests
residues of behavior that can be attributed to ecclogical processes or
physical aspects of housing and neighborhoods, the planner can recom-
mend physical changes that can really affect behavior.

A re-evaluation of definitions

The argument presented here has implications for the sociological
definition of the city. Such a definition relates ways of life to environmental
features of the city qua settlement type. But if ways of life do not coin-
cide with settlement types, and if these ways are functions of class and
lifecycle stage rather than of the ecological attributes of the settlement, a
sociological definition of the city cannot be formulated.*” Concepts such
as “city” and “suburb” allow us to distinguish settlement types from each
other physically and demographically, but the ecological processes and
conditions which they synthesize have no direct or invariate consequences
for ways of life. The sociologist cannot, therefore, speak of an urban or
suburban way of life.

Conclusion

Many of the descriptive statements made here are as time-bound as
Wirth’s.4® In the 1940’s Wirth concluded that some form of urbanism
would eventually predominate in all settlement types. He was, however,
writing during a time of immigrant acculturation and at the end of a
serious depression, an era of minimal choice. Today, it is apparent that
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high-density, heterogeneous surroundings are for most people a temporary
place of residence; other than for the Park Avenue or Greenwich Village
cosmopolites, they are a result of necessity, rather than choice. As soon as
they can afford to do so, most Americans head for the single-family
house and the quasi-primary way of life of the low-density neighborhood,
in the outer city or the suburbs.*®

Changes in the national economy and in government housing policy
can affect many of the variables that make up housing supply and demand.
For example, urban sprawl may eventually outdistance the ability of
present and proposed transportation systems to move workers into the
city; further industrial decentralization can forestall it and alter the entire
relationship between work and residence. The expansion of present urban-
renewal activities can perhaps lure a significant number of cosmopolites
back from the suburbs, while a drastic change in renewal policy might
begin to ameliorate the housing conditions of the deprived population.
A serious depression could once again make America a nation of doubled-
up tenants.

These events will affect housing supply and residential choice; they will
frustrate, but not suppress, demands for the quasi-primary way of life.
However, changes in the national economy, society, and culture can affect
people’s characteristics—family size, educational level, and various other
concomitants of life-cycle stage and class, These in turn will stimulate
changes in demands and choices. The rising number of college graduates,
for example, is likely to increase the cosmopolite ranks. This might in
turn create a new set of city dwellers, although it will probably do no
more than encourage the development of cosmopolite facilities-in some
suburban areas.

The current revival of interest in urban sociology and in community
studies, as well as the sociologist’s increasing curiosity about city plan-
ning, suggests that data may soon be available to formulate a more
adequate theory of the relationship between settlements and the ways of
life within them. The speculations presented in this essay are intended to
raise questions; they can be answered only by more systematic data col-
lection and theorizing.
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CITY PLANNING AND
va;é H GOAL-ORIENTED
PLANNING

Introduction

If the physical environment plays only a minor role in people’s lives and
the community is not the most important social group in which these
lives take place, traditional planning comes close to being irrelevant. The
essays in Part II explore this thesis and propose an alternative, which
I call goal-oriented planning.

The basic idea behind goal-oriented planning is simple; that planners
must begin with the goals of the community—and of its people—and
then develop those programs which constitute the best means for achiev-
ing the community’s goals, taking care that the consequences of these
programs do not result in undesirable behavioral or cost consequences.

This conception of planning I owe to Martin Meyerson and to a study
that he, John Dyckman, and I undertook with a grant from the Russell
Sage Foundation testing, his conception by an analysis of planning for
health, education, and recreation facilities. Our first step was to identify
the goals and behavior patterns of various actors connected with these
facilities. These actors we thought of as the suppliers (for example,
recreation officials), the users (of parks and playgrounds), and the com-
munity, by which we meant the decision-makers and the residents qua
citizens (and members of interest groups), but also the public interest.
Once goals had been determined, largely through sociological analyses,
we hoped to use empirical behavioral data to determine what programs
would best achieve the various goals of these actors and with what con-
sequences, the eventual aim being a handbook which would tell the
planner what programs and consequences were related to a specific goal.
Beyond that, we sought to evaluate the goals of the various actors, deter-
mine which ought to be pursued by the community in planning for the



