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

HERBERT J. GANS

UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA

Social scientists have noted that wariations in residence — city,
suburb, siall town, open country — tend to be associated with
different patterns of bebavior. The late Louis Wirth, who un-
doubtedly would bave contributed to this volume were he still
alive, described urbanism as a way of life in a classic article pub-
lished in 1938. Professor Gans now reviews Wirth’s theory in
the light of subsequent research. He argues that residence is
less a source of wvariation in bebavior than an index (not always
useful) to other sources, that no single urban — or suburban —
way of life can be identified, and that differences in ways of life
between the big city and the suburb can be cxplained more ade-

quately by the class and life-cycle variations of their respective
inhabitants.

The contemporary sociological conception of cities and of urban
life is based largely on the work of the Chicago School, and its
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summary statement in Louis Wirth’s essay, “Urbanism as a Way
of Life.” (40)* In that paper, Wirth developed a “mininum
sociological definition of the city” as “a relatively large, densc
and permanent settlement of socially heterogeneous individuals.”
(40, p. 50) From these prerequisites, he then deduced the major
outlines of the urban way of life. As he saw it, number, density,
and heterogeneity created a social structure in which primary-
group relationships were inevitably replaced by secondary con-
tacts that were impersonal, segmental, superficial, transitory, and
often predatory in nature. As a result, the city dweller became
anonymous, isolated, secular, relativistic, rational, and sophisti-
cated. In order to function in the urban society, he was forced
to combine with others to organize corporations, voluntary asso-
ciations, representative forms of government, and the impersonal
mass media of communications (40, pp. 54-60). These replaced
the primary groups and the integrated way of life found in rural
and other pre-industrial settlements,

Wirth's paper has become a classic in urban sociology, and
most texts have followed his definition and description faithfully
(5). In recent years, however, a considerable number of studies
and essays have questioned his formulations {1, 5, 13, 15, 17, 19,
20, 23 24, 27, 2%, 30, 35, 38, #)) 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 me-
dium-priced houses in the suburbs, and the decentralization of
industry. The cvidence from these studics and the changes n
American citics suggest that Wirth's statcment 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 society, racher than with the city. This is cvi-
dent from his approach. Like other urban sociologists, Wirth
based his analysis on a comparison of scttlement types, but unlike
his colleagues, who pursued urban—rural comparisons, Wirth
contrasted the city to the folk socicty. Thus, he compared seetle-
ment types of pre-industrial and industrial socicty, This allowud
* [ am indebred to Richard Dewey, John Dyckman, David Riesman, i\]‘L"l\ mn
Webber, and Harold Wilensky for helpful comments on earlicr drafts o
this essay.

11 shall not attempt to summarize these studies, for this task has already

been performed by Dewey (5), Reiss (23], Wilensky (38), and others.
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him to include in his theory of urbanism the entire range of
modern institutions which are not found in the folk society, even
though many such groups (e.g., 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 con-
tributes to, the thecory of the mass society.

Many of Wirth's conclusions may be relevant to the under-

standing of ways of life in modern society. However, since the

theory argues that all of society is now urban, bis analysis does
not distinguish ways of life in the city from those in other
settlements within modern society. In Wirth's time, the com-
parison of urban and pre-urban settlement types was stll fruit-
ful, but today, the primary task for urban (or community)
sociology seems to me to be the analysis of the similarities and
differences between contemporary scttlement types.

This paper is an attempt at such an analysis; it limits itself to
distinguishing ways of life in the modern city and the modern
suburb. A re-analysis of Wirth’s conclusions from this perspee-
tive suggests that his characterization of the urban way of life
applies only —and not too accurately — to the residents of the
inner city. The remaining city dwellers, as well as most subur-
banites, pursuc 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.

Tue Inner City

Wirth argued that number, density, and heterogeneity had
two social conscquences 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
tvpes of people into scparate neighborhoods (40, p. §6). On the
other hand, the lack of physical distance berween 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 (40, p. 52).
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‘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-
nomic, and political institutions of the city would destroy the
remaining pockets of primary-group relationships (40, pp. 60-62).
Eventually, the social system of the city would resemble To6nnies’
Gesellschaft —a way of life which Wirth considered undesir-
able.

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 socicty — from the wrong end .Of the telesIC(l)pc,
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 (19, p. 112? and. Wilen-
sky (38, p. 121) have pointed out, the Chicago sociologists con-
dueted their most intensive studies in the inner city.® At that
time, thesec were slums recently invaded by ncw waves of Luro-
pean 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 M:f.chu Street
Ghetto, an inncr-city Jewish neighborhood then being dispersed
by the acculturation and mobility of its inhabitants (39). .Scnn}'
of the characteristics of urbanism which Wirth stressed in s
essay abounded in these areas.

Wirth's diagnosis of the city as Gesellschaft must be ques-
tioned on three counts. First, the conclusions derived from a
study of the inner city cannot be generalized to the entire urban
area. Second, there is as yet not enough evidence to prove —
nor, admittedly, to deny — that number, density, and hetero-
geneity result in the social conscquences which V\/nrt!x pm}_)uscd.
Finally, even if the causal relationship could be verified, it can
be shown that a significant proportion of the city’s inhabitants

2 By the inner city, | mean the transient residential areas, the G(_»ld_Cozsu
and the slums that generally surround the central buszpcss district, al-
though in some communities they may continuc _for miles beyond that
district. The outer city includes the stable residential areas that hou§c the
working- and middle-class tenant and owner. The Ju_bu.rbs .I conceive as
the latest and most modern ring of the outer city, distinguished from it
only by yet lower densities, and by the often irrelevant fact of the rngs
location outside the city limits.
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were, and are, isolated from these consequences by social struc-
tures and cultural patterns which they ecither brought to the
city, or developed by living in it. Wirth conceived the urban
population as consisting of heterogeneous individuals, 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 (26), Wirth’s formu-
lation ignores the fact that this population consists mainly of
relatively homogeneous groups, with social and cultural moorings
that shield it fairly effectively from the suggested 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. Thesc are:

1. the “cosmopolites”™;

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 only be located near the center of the city.
Many cosmopolites arc unmarried 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 cosmopolites, 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,
depending on the permanence or transience of their status. The
temporarily unmarried or childless live in the inner city for only
a limited time. Young adults may team up to rent an apartnient
away from their parents and close to job or entertainment op-

629



WLAUILY Bl DU L RaE & v e

portunitics, When they marry, they may move first to an apart-
ment in a transient ncighborhood, but if they can afford tf)‘do
so, they leave for the outer city or the suburbs with th.c arrival
of the first or second child. The permanentl{y .unmarrn‘ad may
stay in the inner city for the remainder of their lives, their hous-
i ing on their income. '
mgl’(ilcepc‘:‘[(]:?hn?c villagers” are ethnic groups \’Nhich are founq in
such inner city neighborhoods as New York’s Lower E{ast S1d'e,
living in some ways as the_v. did when they wcrﬁ p;,asar;zsqiér;
European or Puerto Rican villages (15). .Allthoug t e'yt ‘,-th
in the city, they isolate themselves from &gmﬁcanF contac f\x;f
most city facilities, aside from w:l)rkp}ac.es. Thelr.?vay ]q li‘c
differs sharply from Wirth’s urbanism 1n 1its e.mphasm on (135 ip
and the primary group, the lack of anonymity an.d sccondaﬁ,;';
group contacts, the weakness of formal' orgargzattopséhar;ho()d
suspicion of anything and anyone mxts@c their n.elgl ﬁ i’ d
The first two types live in the inner city by choice; t edF_1r
is there partly because of nccessity, pﬂ.l"tly because of trla ition,
The final two types arc in the inner city hc_causc they have ncf
other choice. One is the “deprived” p(-)pulatlon:' the vcry1 pcif)r,
the emotionally disturbed or otherwise J];l[]dlCﬂppEfd; )1;)] ten
families; and, most important, the non-white pf‘qulatmn. : 11&53
urban dwellers must take the dilgpidated housing an‘d ]bl‘lg m:l-
neighborhoods to which the housing market re%cl:gatc? tmlr:;,zﬁ:rl‘
though among them are some for whom the slum 1s }a | iﬁ
place, or a temporary stop-over to save moncy for a house
the outer city or the suburbs (27). . e
The “trapped” are the people who sty behind when a ncigh
borhood is invaded by non-residential land uses or iowcr—stiatus
inmigrants, because they cannot nf_furd to nr10vc_, or“are ocrmrL—l
wise bound to their present location (27).% The do_wm}ar
mobiles” are a rclated type; they may have start‘cd life in 2
higher class position, but have bcm? forced (?own in the socio-
cconomic hierarchy and in the quality of thf:lr a@mnmﬁdatpn;
Many of them are old people, Living out their existence on sma
pensions.
8 The trapped are not very visible, but T suspect that they are a significant

clement in what Raymond Vernon has described as the “gray areas” of the
city (32).
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These five types all live in dense and heterogencous surround-
ings, yet they have such diverse ways of life that it is hard to
sec how density and heterogeneity could exert a common influ-
ence. Moreover, all but the last two types are isolated or de-
tached from their neighborhood and thus from the social conse-
quences 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
neighbors. 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 each
other through a variety of social devices. Wirth himself recog-
nized 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.” (39, p. 283) Although it is true that the
children in these arcas 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 American cul-
ture that flowed into these areas from the outside.*

The cosmopolites, the unmarried, and the childless are de-
tached from neighborhood life. The cosmopolites possess a dis-
tinct subculture which causes them to be disinterested in all but
the most superficial contacts with their neighbors, somewhat
like the ethnic villagers. The unmarried and childless are de-
tached 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 resi-
dence, the two types are therefore not concerned about their
neighbors, or the availability and quality of local community fa-

cilities. 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-

+1f the melting pot has resulted from propinquity and high density, one
would have expected second-generation Italians, Irish, Jews, Greeks, Slavs,
etc. to have developed a single “pan-ethnic culture,” consisting of a syn-
thesis of the cultural patterns of the propinquitous national groups.
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tively isolate them from neighbors. Tn addition, both types, but
especially 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 population suffers considerably from overcrowding, but
this is a consequence of low income, racial discrimination, and
other handicaps, and cannot be considered an inevitable resule 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 neigh-
borhood climate are weak, as is the case among broken families
and downward mobile pcople, parents may lose their children to
the culture of “the strect.” The trapped arc the unhappy people
who remain behind when their more advantaged ncighbors move
on; they must endure the heterogencity which results from ncigh-
borhood change.

Wirth's description of the urban way of life fits best the tran-
sient arcas of the inner city. Such areas are typically hetero-
gencous in population, partly because they arc inhabited by tran-
sient 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, peo-
ple interact only in terms of the segmental roles necessary for
obtaining local services. Their social relationships thus displa
anonymity, impersonality, and superficiality.”

8 The corporation transients (36, 38), whe provide a new source of res
dential instability to the suburb, differ from city transients.  Since they
are raising families, they want rto integrate themselves into neighborhood
life, and arc usually able to do so, mainly beeause they tend to move inn
similar types of communities wherever they go.

8 'The negative social consequences of overcrowding are a result of high
room and fAoor density, not of the land coverage of population density
which Wirth discussed. Park Avenuc residents live under conditions of
high land density, but do not seem to suffer visibly from overcrowding.
T Whether or not these social phenomena have the psychological conse-
quences Wirth suggested depends on the people who live in the area
Those who are detached from the neighborhood by choice are probably
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The social features of Wirth’s concept of urbanism seem thers-
fore to be a result of residential instability, rather than of num-
ber, density, or heterogeneity. In fact, heterogeneity is itself an
e.ffect of residential instability, resulting when the influx of tran-
sients 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.

Tue QuTer CiTY AND THE SUBURBS

The second effect which Wirth ascribed to number, density,
and heterogeneity was the segregation of homogeneous people
into distinct neighborhoods,® on the basis of “place and nature of
worl, income, racial and ethnic characteristics, social status,
custom, habit, taste, prefercnce and prcjﬁdice.” (40, p- 56) This
description fits the residential districts of the outer city.'® Al-
though 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 socio-psychological aspects of urbanism were
prevalent there as well (40, p. 56).

Bgcause existing ncighborhood studies deal primarily with the
exotic scctions of the inner city, very little is known about the
more typical residential neighborhoods of the outer city. How-
ever, it is evident that the way of lifc in these areas bears little
resemblance to Wirth’s urbanism. Both the studies which ques-

immune, but those who depend on the ncighborhood for their social
relationships — the unarrached individuals, for example — may suffer greatl
from loncliness. : ¢ Y
# Needless to say, residential instability must uldmartely be traced back
to rln'c fact that, as Wirth poinred out, the city and it$ economy attract
transient — and, depending on the sources of outmigration, heterogencous
— people. However, this is a characteristic of urban-industrial society, not
of the city specifically. ,

9 By neighborhoods or residential districts I mean areas demarcated from
nthcrs.by distinctive physical houndaries or by social characteristics, some
of which may be perceived only by the residents. However, these, areas
arc not nccessarli]_y socially sclf-sufficient or culturally distinctive.

10 I'or the definition of outer ciry, sce Footnote 2,
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Gon Wirth’s formulation and my own observations suggest that
the common element in the ways of life of these ncighborhoods
is best described as guasi-primary. 1 usc this term to characterize
relationships between neighbors. Whatever the intensity or fre-
quency 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 acquaint-
ances or friends, unless they are of a vastly different social status
or are forced by their corporate employers to treat their cus-
tomers as economic units (30). Voluntary associations attract
only a minority of the population. Moreover, much of the or-
ganizational activity is of a sociable nature, and it is often diffi-
cult to accomplish the association’s “husiness” because of the
members’ preference for sociability. Thus, it would appear that
interactions in organizations, or between ncighbors generally, do
not fit the secondary-relationship model of urban life. As any-
one who has lived in these neighborhoods knows, there is httle
anonymity, impersonality or privacy.'? In fact, American citics
have somectimes been described as collections of small towns.™
There is some truch to this description, especially if the city is
compared to the actual small town, rather than to the romantic
construct of anti-urban critics (33).

Postwar suburbia represents the most contemporary version of
the quasi-primary way of life. Owing to increases in real incomc
and the encouragement of home ownership provided by the

11 Because neighborly relations are not quite primary, and not quite svt-
ondary, they can also become pseudo-primary; that 18, scconda_ry ones
disguised with false affect to make them appear primary. Critics have
often described suburban life in this fashion, although the actual prevalence
of pscudo-primary relationships has not been studicd systematically
cities or suburbs.

12 These neighborhoods cannot, however, be considered as urb_:m folk
socictics. People go our of the area for many of their friendships, ‘:mi'l
their allegiance to the neighborhood is neither intense nor all-encompassine.
Janowitz has aptly described the relationship between resident and neigh-
borhood as one of “limited liability.” (20, Chapter 7) .
18 Were 1 not arguing that ecological concepts cannot double as socio-
logical ones, this way of life might best be described as small-townish.
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FHA, families in the lower-middle class and upper working class
can now live in modern single-family homes in low-density sub-
divisions, an opportunity previously available only to the upper
and upper-middle classes (34).

The popular literature describes the new suburbs as com-
munities in which conformity, homogeneity, and other-direction
are unusually rampant (4, 32). The implication is that the move
from city to suburb initiates a new way of life which causes con-
siderable behavior and personality change in previous urbanites.
A preliminary analysis of data which I am now collectung 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 build-
ing to the quasi-primary life of a neighborhood of single-family
homes. Also, many of the people whose life has changed re-
ported 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. Similar con-
clusions have heen reported by Berger in his excellent study of a
working-class population newly moved to a suburban sub-
division (4). '

A ComparisoNn 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 would be fair to argue that the differences in ways of life be-
tween the two types of settlements have been overcstimated.
Yet the fact remains that a variety of physical and deimographic
differences exist hetween the city and the suburb. However,
upon closer examination, many of these differences turn out to be
cither spurious or of little significance for the way of life of the
inhabitants (34).1*

14 They may, of course, be significant for the welfare of the total metro-
politan area.
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" The diffcrences between the residential areas of “citics 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. .

4. They are built up with single-family rather than mula-

family structures and are therefore less dense.

. Their populations arec more homogcneous.

6. Their populations differ demographically: they are younger;
more of them are married; they have higher incomes; and
they hold proportionately more white collar jobs (8, p. 131).

“n

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 neighborhoo'd.

The fact that the suburbs are farther from the central busslncs.w
district is often true only in terms of distance, not travel time.
Moreover, most people make relatively little use of downtown
facilities, other than workplaces (12, 21). The downtqwn stores
seem to hold their greatest attraction for the uppcr-_mtddle class
(21, pp. 91-92); 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, many of them suburban.’® '

The suburban reliance on the train and the automobile has
given rise to an imaginative folklore about the conscqucnccs'nf
commuting on alcohol consumption, sex life, and parental dutics.
Many of these conclusions are, however, d:"nwn frf)m s_clccrcd
high-income suburbs and cxurbs, and reflect job tensions in such
hectic occupations as advertising and show business morc than
the effects of residence (29). It is true that the upper-middle-
class housewife must become a chauffeur in order to expose her
children to the proper cducational facilities, but such differences

156 A 1958 study of New York theater goers showed a median income of
close to $10,000 and 35 per cent were reported as living in the suburbs (10).
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as walking to the corner drug store and driving to its suburbzn
equivalent seem to me of little emotional, social, or cultural im-
port.!® 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 issues which develop
and provides somewhat greater opportunity for citizen partici-
pation. Even so, in the suburbs as in the city, the minority who
participate are the professional politicians, the economically con-
cerned businessmen, lawyers and salesmen, and the ideologically
motivated middle- and upper-middle-class people 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 supervision 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 rela-
tionships between neighbors, insofar as there are more oppor-
tunities for visual contact between adjacent homeowners than
between people on different floors of an apartment house. How-
ever, if occupants’ characteristics are also held constant, the dif-
ferences in actual social contact are less marked. Homogeneity of
residents turns out to be more important as a determinant of
sociability than proximity. If the population is heterogeneous,
there is little social contact between neighbors, either on apart-
ment-house floors or in single-family-house blocks; if people are
homogeneous, there is likely to be considerable social contact in
both house types. One need only contrast the apartment house
located in a transient, heterogeneous neighborhood and exactly
the same structure in a neighborhood occupied by a single ethnic
group. The former is a lonely, anonymous building; the latter, a
bustling micro-society. I have observed similar patterns in sub-
urban areas: on blocks where people are homogeneous, they
socialize; where they are heterogeneous, they do little more than
exchange polite greetings (16).

161 am thinking here of adults; teen-agers do suffer from the lack of
informal meering places within walking or bicycling distance.
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‘Suburbs are usually described as being more homogeneous in
" house type than the city, but if thcy are F:mnparcd to the outer
city, the differences are small. Most mhahltanm of the outer city,
other than well-to-do homeowncrs, live on blocks of uniform
structures as well — for example, the endless streets of rowhou§cs
in Philadelphia and Baltimore or of tWO-Story duplexes and six-
flat apartment houses in Chicago. They differ from thf: new
suburbs only in that they were erected through more primitive
methods of mass production. Suburbs are of course more pre-
dominantly arcas of owner-occupied single homcs, tbough 1_n the
outer districts of most American citics homeownership is also cx-
tremely high. .
Demographically, suburbs as a whole are clearly more homo-
geneous than cities as a whole, though p_mh?hl_v. not more so than
outer citics. However, people do not live n cities or suburbs as
a wholc, but in specific neighborhoods. An analysis of \u'ﬂ}'s.1>f
life would require a determination of the degree of pnpuin.m}m
homogencity within the boundaries of areas defined 19 n?lglm-]
borhoods by residents’ social contacts. Such an :m.alyms woul
1o doubt indicate that many neighborhoods in the city as ufcl] as
the suburbs are homogencous. Neighborhooq homogcn;zrylm
actually a result of factors having little or nothmg'to do whlth th
house type, density, or location of the area relative to t e city
limits. Brand new neighborhoods are more homogcr_mous than
older ones, because they have not yet cxpcncr}ced resident n\r'rn-
over, which frequently results . n po_pulatlon ‘hetcrogm.m.nn\.‘
Neighborhoods of low- and mCdlUIﬂ-pI‘]CE.d housmg arF lust‘l‘a _\‘
less homogenecous than those with expensive dweﬂmfg? ‘)CL..lHTl[
they attract families who have rcached the pea?{. of occupation:
and residential mobility, as well as young families v'vho are 111}r
starting their climb and will eventually move to nelghbo'rh‘nm:
of higher status. The latter, being accessible f)nly to hlghunu.n;]w LI
people, are therefore more homogeneous with respect to 'm IL‘
resident characteristics as well. Moreover, such areas i'm\fc i
economic and political power to slow down or prevent 1ml'_-.1§.1sm.
Finally, neighborhoods located in the path of ethnic or rc 1rgums
group movement are likely to be extrcmc'i)lf homogeneor.‘f. o
The demographic differences between cities and subur afi tl 1
not be questioned, especially since the suburbs have attracted .
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large number of middle-class child-rearing families. The differ-
ences are, however, much 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 EcoLocy

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

1. As concerns ways of life, the inner city must be distin-
guished from the outer city and the suburbs; and the latter

twao exhibit a way of life bearing little resemblance to Wirth's
urbanism.

. Even in the inner city, ways of life resemble Wirth's de-
scription only to a limited extent. Moreover, economic con-
dition, cultural characteristics, life-cycle stage, and residential
instability explain ways of life more satisfactorily than num-
ber, density, or heterogeneiry.

. 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 sub-
urban 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 environment. 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
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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 adapta-
tion to the environment. If the supply of housing and of ncigh-
borhoods is such that alternatives are available, however, pcople
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 character-
istics of the people involved; that is, characteristics can be used
as indices to choices and demands made in the roles that con-
stitute wavs of life. Although many characteristics affect the
choices and demands people make with respect to housmg and
neighborhoods, the most important ones seem to be class —in
all its economic, social and cultural ramifications — and lfe-cycle
stage.)™ 1f people have an opportunity to choose, these two char-
acteristics will go far in explaining the kinds of housing  and
neighborhoods they will occupy and the ways of life they will
try to cstablish within them.

_Many of the previous assertions about ways of life in citics
and suburbs can be analyzed in terms of class and life-cycle char-
acteristics. Thus, in the inner city, the unmarried and childless
live as they do, detached from neighborhood, because ()f their
life-cycle stage; the cosmopolites, because of a combination ‘uf
life-cycle stage and a distinctive but class-based subculture. The
way of life of the deprived and trapped can be explained by Tow
socio-cconomic level and related handicaps. The quasi-primar
way of life is associated with the family stage of the life-cyele.
and the norms of child-rearing and parenral role found in the
upper working class, the lower-middle class, and the non-cosmaop-
olite portions of the upper-middle and upper classes.

The attributes of the so-called suburban way of life can alo
be understood 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-

17 These must be defined in dynamic terms. Thus, class includes also the
process of social mobility, stage in the life-cycle, and the processes af
socialization and aging.
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class people. Ktsanes and Reissman have aptly described it as
“new homes for old values.” (22) Much of the descriptive 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 trans-
formed them (7; 14, pp. 154-162; 25; 36). The critics fail to see
that the behavior and personality patterns ascribed to suburbia
are in reality those of class and age (6). 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 ex-
plain all aspects of ways of life, either among urban or suburban
residents. Some aspects must be explained by concepts of social
organization that are independent of characteristics. For ex-
ample, some features of the quasi-primary way of life are inde-
pendent 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, how-
ever, the way in which people react varies with their character-
istics. So it is with ecological processes. Thus, there are un-
doubtedly differences between ways of life in urban and sub-
urban settlements which remain after behavior patterns based on
residents’ characteristics have been analyzed, and which must
therefore be attributed to features of the settlement (11).

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 tracc them back 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 opportunities for their
achievement.'® These systems determine income distributions,
educational and occupational opportunities, and in turn, fertility
patterns, child-rearing methods, as well as the entire range of

18 This formulation may answer some of Duncan and Schnore's objections

to socio-psychological and cultural cxplanations of community ways of
life (9).
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consumer behavior. Thus, a complete analysis of the way of life
of the deprived residents of the inner city cannot stop by indi-
cating 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 mar-
ket practices which restrict residential choice. The urban econ-
omy is in turn shaped by national economic and social systems,
as well as by local and regional ecological processes. Some phe-
nomena can be explained exclusively by reference to these eco-
logical processes. However, it must also be recognized that as
man gains greater control over the natural environment, he has
been able to free himself from many of the determining and limit-
ing effects of that environment. Thus, changes in local trans-
portation technology, the ability of industries to be footloose, 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 docs
the concept of characteristics become in understanding behavior.
Conscquently, the study of ways of life in communities must
begin with an analysis of characteristics. If characteristics arc
dealt with first and held constant, we may be able to discover
which bchavior patterns can be attributed to features of the
settlement and its natural environment.’® Only then will it he
possible to discover .to what extent city and suburb are indc-
pendent — 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 (9). 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

19 The ecologically oriented rescarchers who dcw_loped the Shevsky-Dell
social area analysis scale have worked on the assumption that “social leu
ences between the populations of urban ncngﬂ)orhoodﬁ can convenicnrly he
summarized into differences of economic level, famxiy characteristics and
ethnicicy.” (3, p. 260 However, thLy have equated “urbanization” with
a concept of life-cycle stage by using family characteristics to define the
index of urbanizadon (3, 18, 19). In fact, Bell has identified suburbanisin
with familism (2).
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settlement (6, p. xxii). Another important rationale for this ap-
proach is its usefulness for applied sociology — for example, city
planning. The planner can recommend changes in the spatial and
physical arrangements of the city. Frequently, he seeks to
achieve social goals or to change social conditions through physi-
cal 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 formula-
tions, 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 population, and lower residential densities.
Ixperience with public housing projects has, however, made it
apparent that low densities, new buildings, or modern site plans
do not eliminate anti-social or self-destructive behavior. The
analysis of characteristics will call attention to the fact that this
behavior is lodged in the deprivations of low socio-economic
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 ecological processes or physical aspects of housing and neigh-
horhoods, the planner can recommend physical changes that can
really affect behavior.

A RE-EVALUATION OF DEFINITIONS

The argument presented here has implications for the socio-
logical 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 coincide with settlement types, and if
these ways are functions of class and life-cycle stage rather than
of the ecological attributes of the settlement, a sociological defi-
nition of the city cannot be formulated.?® Concepts such as city

20 Because of the distinctiveness of the ways of life found in the inner
city, some writers propose definitions that refer only to these wa's, ignor-
ing those found in the outer city. For example, popular writers somctimes
wentify “urban” with “urbaniry,” ie., “cosmopolitanism.” However, such a
definition ignores the other ways of life found in the inner city. Moreover,
1 have tried to show that these ways have few common elements, and
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and suburb allow us to distinguish scttlement types from cach
other physically and demographically, but the ccologicz}l proc-
esses 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.2! Twenty years ago, Wirth concluded that
some form of urbanism would eventually predominatc‘ in all
settlement types. He was, however, writing dqring a time of
immigrant acculturation and at the end of a scrums.dcpressllnn,
an era of minimal choice. Today, it is apparent that high-density,
heterogencous surroundings are for most people a tcmpﬁorary
place of residence; other than for the Park Avenuc ot Green-
wich Village cosmopolites, they are a result of necessity rzllther
than choice. As soon as they can afford to do so, most Aumericans
head for the single-family house and the quasiq)rimnrly way of
life of the low-density neighborhood, in the outer city or the
suburbs.2? ‘

Changes in the national economy and in government housTng
policy can affecct many of the variables that make up housing
supply and demand. For example, urban sprawl may cvcntun'll_v
outdistance the ability of present and proposed transportation
systems to move workers into the city; further ind.ustri:_ﬂ de-
centralization can forestall it and alter the entire relationship be-
tween work and residence. The expansion of present urban re-
newal activitics can perhaps lure a significant number of cosmop-
olites back from the suburbs, while a drastic change in rencwal
policy might begin to ameliorate the housing conditions of the

that the ccological features of the inner city have licde or no influence
in shaping them. ) _

21 Even more than Wirth's they are based on dara and impressions gath-
ered in the large Fastern and Midwestern cities of the United Srates.

22 Personal discussions with European planners .:md sociologists suggest
that many Furopean apartment dwellers have similar pr.cfcrcnccs, alrlmugb
economic conditions, high building costs, and the scarcity of land make 1t
impossible for them to achieve their desires.
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deprived population, A serious depression could once again
make America a nation of doubled-up tenants.

These events will affect housing sipply 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, edu-
cational 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 com-
munity studies, as well as the sociologist’s increasing curiosity
about city planning, suggest 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 paper are intended to raise questions; they can
only be answered by more systematic data collection and theoriz-
ing.
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Indwidual bebavior and community institutions are linked to the
social processes operating in the metropolitan conmmmumnity in this
final essay by Warren Peterson and George Zollschan. The au-
thors are sociological researchers on the metropolitan community
who conduct their research on its practical problems within a
fravnework of sociological and social-psychological theory. They
have found that framcworl most useful which views the me-
tropolis in terms of rwo processes which connect the population
aggregate with the institutional system — the allocation of per-
Sons to positions and the institutionalization of needs.

THE State or UrRBaN SocloLogy*

Forty-five years ago Robert I, Park introduced the city as a field
of rescarch and analysis to American sociologists (10). Park

* This essay was written while Professor Zollschan
fellow at Community Studies, Inc.
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