
URBANIZATION

THE NATURE OF URBANIZATION

Urbanization is the process whereby large numbers of
people congregate and settle in an area, eventually develop-
ing social institutions, such as businesses and government,
to support themselves. Urban areas, or those pockets of
people and institutions thereby created, are generally char-
acterized as relatively dense settlements of people. Further-
more, it is claimed, they sometimes originate from the effort
by authorities to consciously concentrate power, capital, or
both at a particular site.

The process of urbanization has gone on throughout
history. Large congregations of people have existed across
the world, from ancient China to ancient Rome and Greece.
Although the numbers of residents of such cities pale by
comparison with urban areas today, the relatively large and
dense congregations of people still helped to foster new
institutions and, in general, to make urban life in many
ways preferable to that of living in relatively isolated rural
areas. Urban residents typically benefit from better forms
of education, improved medical care, the availability and
distribution of information, and the greater supply of life-
sustaining goods, such as food and shelter.

Today, more than half the world’s population resides
in urban areas. Furthermore, demographers project that
between 2000 and 2025 the population growth of urban
areas will constitute about 90 percent of all world popula-
tion growth. Major concentrations of people today can be
found on all continents (see Table 1).

Yet urbanization is more than just the process leading
to dense settlements. Social theorists across the ages have
wrestled to understand it. Indeed, one might say that the
process of urbanization is a focal point for many sociolog-
ical concerns; the urban area serves, in effect, as a major
stage on which social change plays itself out. If one takes a

dim view of such change, then urbanization tends to be crit-
icized for the evils it unleashes. Yet if one takes a positive
view of social change, then urbanization is claimed to pro-
duce many benefits. The next section examines the varying
theories of urbanization more closely to discover how, and
why, social theorists differ in their views of the process.

THEORIES OF URBANIZATION

Even though observers generally agree on the nature of
urbanization, there is widespread disagreement both as to
its social sources and consequences. Moreover, there is also
disagreement over the extent to which human actors can
intervene in the process. Here, some of the leading views
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Table U.1 Fifteen Largest Metropolitan Areas of the World

Name Size

Tokyo (Japan) 33,750,000
Mexico City (Mexico) 21,850,000
New York (United States) 21,750,000
Seoul (South Korea) 21,700,000
Sao Paulo (Brazil) 20,200,000
Bombay (India) 18,800,000
Delhi (India) 18,100,000
Los Angeles (United States) 17,450,000
Osaka (Japan) 16,700,000
Jakarta (Indonesia) 16,300,000
Cairo (Egypt) 15,600,000
Moscow (Russia) 15,350,000
Calcutta (India) 14,950,000
Manila (Philippines) 14,000,000
Buenos Aires (Argentina) 13,900,000

Source: Thomas Brinkhoff, City Population http://www.citypopulation.de,
as of September 2003.
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are considered, noting how, and why, they differ from one
another.

The German Perspective

One of the first theorists to acknowledge the deep and
important impact of urbanization on social life was the
German scholar, Georg Simmel. Simmel developed a sociol-
ogy that focused on the special ways that forms, such as the
numbers of people in groups, influenced social life. His
effort to understand the nature of urbanization and, in partic-
ular, the metropolis of the late nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, displayed his characteristic method of analysis.

In a famous article, “The Metropolis and Mental Life,”
Simmel argued that there were certain features of the modern
metropolis that rendered it different from all prior forms
of social organization. In particular, life in the metropolis
requires that people engage in social interactions with large
numbers of different people. It also requires that they carry
on their social life with a good deal more rapidity than other
forms of settlement. The characteristic type of relationship in
the metropolis, he suggested, was the relationship between
the customer and clerk in a business exchange. Both treat one
another not as intimates but, rather, simply as people engaged
in business with one another. The impersonal and instru-
mental qualities of such relationships were, Simmel argued,
essential features of the modern metropolis. Moreover, these
features extended to life throughout the metropolis. People
tend not to know one another as individuals but, rather, as
passersby or mere acquaintances. The consequence of all
such relationships was to give life in the modern metropolis
an air of anonymity. Money, not interpersonal trust, lies at the
heart of the metropolis, so Simmel insisted.

Simmel was not the only German theorist to take the
difference between the metropolitan form and prior social
forms seriously. Ferdinand Tönnies, a fellow German, insisted
on a somewhat similar contrast. Unlike Simmel, who cast
his argument in terms primarily about the modern form,
that of the metropolis, Tönnies developed a theoretical
polarity between what he termed Gemeinschaft, on one
hand, and Gesellschaft, on the other. The former represents
the close-knit community, whereas the latter refers to society.
Gemeinschaft suggested intimacy, warmth, and human
closeness, whereas Gesellschaft clearly suggests impersonal
exchanges, based on forms such as business exchanges. Like
Simmel, Tönnies’s intention was to capture in theoretical
analysis a real social change that was unfolding across
Europe over the course of the eighteenth and, especially,
nineteenth centuries.

The Chicago School

These themes—impersonality, anonymity, and eco-
nomic exchange in the metropolis—heavily influenced the

writings of American sociologists in the early twentieth
century as they sought to unravel the nature of the expand-
ing metropolis. The influence was by no means accidental.
The leading figure of what came to be known as the
Chicago School of Sociology—so-called because all the
sociologists were located at the University of Chicago—
was Robert Park, a man trained as an American journalist
who studied in Germany with Georg Simmel.

The central theoretical argument about the nature of
urbanization, the metropolis, in particular, is to be found in
the writing of Chicago sociologist, Louis Wirth. In another
famous article, “Urbanism as a Way of Life,” Wirth (1938)
amplified themes that first appear in the writing of Simmel
and, to a lesser extent, Tönnies. Wirth insisted that urban-
ism, or urbanization, produced any of several important
social consequences among people: (1) impersonality and
anonymity in everyday life, (2) loss of trust among people,
and (3) various forms of social disorganization, as in higher
rates of crime than in rural areas. Yet unlike Simmel and
Tönnies, there was growing empirical evidence on which
Wirth could draw. Like other members of the Chicago
School, his attention was principally focused on the city
of Chicago and the period of the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries during which it multiplied in size enor-
mously. Chicago, in fact, seemed to fit all the theoretical
forecasts of urbanism, showing, among other things, a high
crime rate and an abundance of urban gangs. In effect, the
theoretical portrait that first emerged in the writings of
Simmel and Tönnies, later appearing in that of Wirth, was
more than just a social theory: It was a theory that seemed
to be well grounded in empirical facts.

While Wirth’s work expanded on the broad social conse-
quences of urbanization, other Chicago sociologists expanded
on other parts. Ernest Burgess, a longtime collaborator of
Robert Park, produced a famous model of the growth of the
urban area. The model consisted of a series of concentric
zones. Each zone was composed of a different set of busi-
nesses and residential characteristics. The interior zone, for
example, consisted of major business and financial firms; the
immediately adjacent zone consisted of the red-light
district as well as certain ethnic settlements, such as Little
Sicily. And in the farthest reaches of the metropolis, one
found wealthier residents as well as the apartment houses
and fancier hotels. The model was based entirely on the
city of Chicago, yet it eventually gave rise to many efforts
to discover the extent to which it reappeared in many other
growing metropolises. Moreover, there were additional
efforts to show that the concentric pattern of growth was
not the only one; other theories suggested, for example, that
cities could develop in the form of a variety of different
social and economic nuclei.

Human Ecology. Besides the theory of urbanism and the con-
centric pattern of metropolitan growth, the Chicago School
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also gave rise to a general theoretical perspective on the
nature of the metropolis, one rooted in a view of the city in
terms of its population and broad social environment. Robert
Park was the major developer of this view. And because it
was inspired by the writings of ecologists—again an influ-
ence Park came under in Germany—it became known as the
“human ecology” paradigm. The human ecology perspective
was especially focused on the ways in which the population
of areas expanded or declined. It concentrated its attention
on how the change of specific areas of the city occurred,
and which economic social actors were winners and losers
in the process. Any of several outcomes could happen, Park
believed—among them, conflict, accommodation, and in
certain cases, assimilation by the newcomers of the cultural
patterns of the natives. Indeed, it was Park’s conception of
human ecology and the city that eventually gave rise to his
theory of the race relations cycle, and the nature of assimila-
tion among immigrants, in general.

Park’s theory was relatively simple and never extensively
developed as a fully integrated theory. Amos Hawley, a soci-
ologist who taught at the University of Michigan and North
Carolina, took it upon himself to make the human ecology
paradigm far more systematic. He fleshed out the ideas of
the environment as well as the processes of adaptation and
competition through which social groups adjusted both to
one another and to the environment. Moreover, he advanced
certain ideas about the nature of dominance and power
among actors, among them the claim, later confirmed, that
metropolitan areas with higher concentrations of profes-
sional and managerial workers would be more effective in
getting broad civic actions implemented than those with
smaller concentrations.

Theoretical Alternatives
to the Chicago School

The Chicago School’s theories of urbanization remained
dominant among sociologists until the early 1970s. Then
they were challenged by other points of view. The result
was to create both reforms in the theories as well as to pro-
vide other theories grounded in different principles about
the working of societies.

The City as Neighborhood and Community. One of the first
and most important critiques of the Chicago School view of
the city came from the sociologist Claude Fischer. Fischer
challenged the Wirth/Simmel interpretation of the city.
Fischer argued that the city was not characterized by imper-
sonality and anonymity but, rather, by a variety of social
ties and subcultures that connected people to one another.
Fischer found the characteristic form of urban life in the
neighborhood, not, as Wirth and Simmel had, in business or
economic exchanges. Thus, he insisted, cities are not sites
of impersonality but, rather, sites of trust and friendship:

Such relationships are to be found in the neighborhood, not
in the department store.

The Political Economy Perspective. The dominant critique
and most substantial alternative to the view of the Chicago
School came, as one might anticipate, in the writings of
Marxist scholars who began to build their alternative theory
in the early 1970s. There are several variants of this per-
spective; although each is a rich and compelling portrait by
itself, the discussion here must be abbreviated because of
space limitations.

The leading Marxist theorist on the city is Henri Lefebvre,
a French scholar. Lefebvre argued that the urbanization
process is not one driven by population expansion and mobility,
per se, but rather by the actions of key social actors. Social
agents, he insisted, produce, and reproduce, the spaces
in cities; and, to the extent that such agents reflect the
dominant forms of social and economic inequalities, those
inequalities will be re-created in the nature of metropolitan
space. Lefebvre extended his basic insights in several direc-
tions, insisting that we must study not simply the different
parts of the metropolitan area but also the way that social
rhythms are created therein, such as the rhythm to work life
and that to the nature of life on the streets.

Lefebvre inspired several important theorists. Among
them are the sociologist Manuel Castells. Castells leveled
the most major charges at the Chicago School view of the
city. He argued specifically that it was not simply population
growth that created the various forms of social disorganiza-
tion, such as higher crime rates in the city, but instead it was
the forces of capitalism. Capitalism created the inequalities,
between residents as well as between sectors of the city.
Moreover, Castells suggested, the Marxist view of the world,
when applied carefully to the city and to the process of
urbanization, emphasized the forces of collective consump-
tion, not those of production, as Marx himself originally
argued. Thus, Castells argued, it is the conditions of public
housing and of other forms in which urban laborers are
exploited as consumers, to which sociologists, studying
urbanization, must turn their attention and seek to correct.

A third Marxist writer on urban areas is the British geog-
rapher, David Harvey. Harvey has had the widest influence
over modern writings about the city. He maintains that from
a Marxist perspective the major economic activity in urban-
ization is that which deals with the use and value of land.
Thus, those social actors, such as real estate developers and
bankers, actually exploit the value of urban space through
their investment and selling strategies. Whereas capitalist
employers secure profit by, for example, paying workers low
wages, real estate developers and bankers secure their profits
by setting high prices on the land in cities. Furthermore,
Harvey argues, the inequalities characteristic of urban areas,
such as the wide differential in values between suburban and
inner-city areas, are also the product of how capitalism
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manipulates the value of land. There is nothing natural to the
disparate values of suburban and inner-city land; it is simply
that bankers and real estate developers constantly seek to
divest themselves of property that produces little income, as
within the interior of the city, and reinvest their funds in other
portions of the city, those especially in the outlying areas,
where they can expect both to set higher prices and secure
greater profits from the sales of land and housing. In recent
years, it might be noted, that process has been reversed to
some degree, as bankers and developers now turn their atten-
tion back to the central city, creating new housing develop-
ments where they can expect to lure both wealthy young
professionals and older former suburban residents.

Other writers, taking a similar political economic per-
spective on urbanization, have developed similar critiques of
the Chicago School as well as their own special theoreti-
cal portraits. John Logan and Harvey Molotch, in a famous
work, argue that the city must be viewed as a “growth
machine.” Cities expand not because of the dynamics of pop-
ulation but, rather, because there are key social groups that
benefit from such expansion. Such groups include, among
others, real estate developers, bankers, and even political
officials. All of them profit from growth, Logan and
Molotch insist: Developers and bankers gain financial
profit, while political officials garner the key political sup-
port of the business community if they insist on expansion.

MODERN FORMS OF URBAN GROWTH

Urbanization today is different in important respects from
its form in the past. Here are a few of the significant twists
and turns it has taken.

The Megalopolis

In the early 1960s, the urban scholar Jean Gottesman
sought to capture the novelty of the growing interconnect-
edness of various major metropolitan areas in the world. He
claimed that regions such as that from Boston south to
Washington, D.C., along the Eastern seaboard of the United
States represented new forms of metropolitan expansion in
which major cities came to overlap with one another. He
insisted that in the future more and more such mega-
lopolises would emerge in the world, providing ever more
dense concentrations of people. Such patterns, in fact, are
to be found increasingly in the United States, in the West as
well as the Southwest. There are many other countries as
well, such as Japan, in which similar patterns of urban
expansion are also to be found.

Suburbanization

Urbanization that produces new residential communities
on the outskirts of major cities has become known as
suburbanization. In the United States, suburbanization has

become the fundamental form of urban growth since the
end of World War II, suburbs taking root outside virtually
all major cities. There are different explanations for the
process. Unlike the Chicago School, which insisted that
suburban growth was a simple part of the inexorable expan-
sion of the city, the historian Kenneth Jackson has argued
convincingly that the suburb represents a symbolic place
rooted deep in American culture, a setting rooted in the
imagination wherein people come to expect they can live a
satisfying life, with their own yards and neighbors, inti-
mately embedded in the natural environment. But Jackson
has also shown that political actors play a key role in the
creation of suburbs. In particular, he shows, the Federal
Housing Agency after World War II provided low-interest
loans to returning veterans, the effect of which was to make
suburban housing far more affordable than it had ever been
in the past. To this day, the process of suburbanization
continues to engage the writings of social scientists as they
seek to better understand the nature of urban growth, espe-
cially in the United States.

Edge Cities

Yet an even newer wrinkle to the process of urbanization
today is the growth of what the journalist, Joel Garreau, has
called “edge cities.” Edge cities are those congregations
of people, residences, and businesses that have grown up
alongside major thoroughfares and, especially, highways
around cities. They seem to occur everywhere that the high-
way system transports people, and they account for much
of the most recent urban growth. Places such as Naperville,
Illinois, and Georgetown, Texas, serve as examples of such
expansion: Indeed, without the highway system, such
rapidly growing cities would never have developed.

Global Cities

The growth of megacities such as London, Shanghai, and
Mexico City, cities that number in the millions, has given
rise to various explanations. Some, of course, would simply
see such cities as the inevitable outcome of the urbanization
process. But other scholars see in such megacities a new
historic phenomenon.

The most popular writer on large cities today is the soci-
ologist Saskia Sassen. Sassen argues that over the course
of the last three decades the urbanization process has pro-
duced a tendency for people to congregate in enormous
numbers on relatively small spaces. Three cities typify the
process of urban globalization: Tokyo, New York, and
London. All three cities, Sassen finds, are based on new and
emerging economic foundations, in particular, the concen-
tration of financial, real estate, and communications indus-
tries. Moreover, the growth of these cities has also led to
their bifurcation along economic lines. Two major eco-
nomic groups have emerged: on one hand, a large and
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expanding class of service employees and, on the other
hand, a much smaller but far more wealthy group of pro-
fessional workers. The effect, she argues, is to increase
economic inequalities in the city; moreover, she insists,
the growth of the service sector jobs has also prompted the
influx of many immigrants who are willing to take on the
low-paying positions. Finally, she argues that these global
cities have become disconnected from their nation-states;
they tend to act as strong political and economic actors on
their own, relatively autonomous from nations. Sassen’s
argument has proven very influential, but it also has its crit-
ics, some of whom charge that she underplays the key polit-
ical role of the nation-state in today’s world.

It is notable that among these major novelties to urban
growth in the recent past, only the work of Sassen on global
cities and globalization is based on important theoretical
work. The other new elements, such as edge cities and even
suburbanization, are regarded by urban scholars as signifi-
cant, although they have not yet prompted extensive theo-
retical work by sociologists.

POVERTY, IMMIGRATION, AND URBANIZATION

New patterns of urban expansion have helped to modify
the earlier theoretical views of the city and suggested not
only the limitations of such theories but also the impor-
tance of human actors in the construction of the metropolis.
One of the most important areas of contemporary work on
urban expansion and change lies in research on poverty and
immigration.

Poverty and Urbanization

The sociologist, William Julius Wilson, has had an impor-
tant impact on these writings. In his various writings Wilson
inspired a line of research on the modern city in which work,
and its absence, he believed, played a powerful role in shap-
ing the urban area. His claim is that over the course of two
decades, from about 1970 until 1990, the nature of cities
in the United States changed dramatically. Parts of the city
declined, while other parts expanded. Those parts that
declined, almost always located in the inner-city areas inhab-
ited by black residents, did so, he insisted, because major
industries abandoned these areas in favor of labor markets
elsewhere, especially overseas. The result was to create a
huge group of unemployed people, those whom he came to
describe as the “underclass.” In turn, new jobs tended to
show up on the fringe of urban areas, at those sites generally
occupied by the white middle class. Moreover, such jobs
became part of the suburbanization phenomenon, even in
many cases integral to the emergence of “edge cities.”

Unlike the Chicago School of sociologists, however,
Wilson believed that such decline was not inevitable but,
rather, directly traceable to the decisions of industries to
leave the city. Hence, he became a strong advocate of efforts

to encourage new public policies that would promote a
revitalization of the inner city along with efforts to increase
the growth of low-income housing in the suburbs, thereby
bringing low-income people closer to the location of the
new employment opportunities.

This work on poverty has also led to further studies of
the nature of social disorganization and decline in the inner-
city areas of the modern metropolis. Sociologists such as
Robert Sampson have argued that some neighborhoods are
much more able to deal with issues of social disorganiza-
tion, attributing their success to the “collective efficacy,” or
the capacity of residents to take common and effective local
action. Many other social scientists are following up simi-
lar leads, with efforts now under way to create more viable
and successful communities among the poor and minority
residents of the inner city.

Immigration and Urbanization

Immigration in the contemporary period also represents
an important new social element to the picture of urban
growth. In the past, immigrants tended to settle in the inte-
rior of major cities, partly because that is where they first
arrived and partly because, in the absence of highways,
mobility to the outlying areas was virtually impossible.
Today, however, there are new patterns of immigrant growth
and communities in urban areas. Part of the difference is to
be found in the vast numbers and movement of people
across the world. Since 1945, there have been massive shifts
of people from one country to another, most of whom settle
in or around urban areas. In cities from London to Paris,
Berlin to Toronto, one can find new and relatively large
immigrant settlements. Some such settlements have arisen
because of a government’s selective use of guest worker pro-
grams, like the bracero program in the United States or the
Gastarbeiter program in Germany; but many others have
emerged simply because immigrants come to a new place
for the job opportunities it offers. In the United States,
today’s immigrants are remaking the metropolitan area, not
only through the introduction of groups of people from
Latin America, Asia, and Africa—nations formerly under-
represented—but also by a host of new settlements across
the entire metropolitan region. Thanks to the system of high-
ways and public transportation, today’s immigrants can set-
tle not only in the inner core of the metropolis but also on
the suburban fringes as well. Because of such new patterns
of settlement by immigrants in the metropolis, sociologists
have modified their older theories and developed new argu-
ments about the growth of a multicultural metropolis.

THE FUTURE OF URBANIZATION

Urbanization will continue as long as people form com-
munities, move from one place to another, and settle in sites
where new friends, old family, and good job opportunities
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can be found. Whether it will tend to improve the condition
of humankind, or detract from it, depends on many things.
One thing is now very clear: Human beings and social insti-
tutions can play a far more important role in the shaping of
urban areas than early twentieth-century theorists ever
thought possible. Indeed, one might say that the early theo-
rists tended to view urbanization as a broad structural
process, in part simply to make the new enterprise of scien-
tific sociology a legitimate one. Today’s urban writers and
thinkers tend to see the process of urban expansion both as
one more subject to the exercise of human agency as well
as one heavily influenced by events and actions rooted in
international circumstances.

— Anthony Orum

See Also Ecological Theory; Globalization; Hawley, Amos;
Lefebvre, Henri; Park, Robert; Political Economy; Simmel,
Georg; Tönnies, Ferdinand
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UTOPIA

THE INVENTION OF UTOPIA

The term utopia was coined by the English writer Sir
Thomas More in his book, Utopia (1516). More combined,

in a punning way, two Greek words, eutopia = the good
place, and outopia = no place. Utopia is therefore the good
place that is nowhere.

This would seem to lend itself to the most fantastic prod-
ucts of the imagination, unchecked by any considerations of
reality or rationality. The wider reaches of science fiction, as
well as the fantasies of the dream, would seem to belong to
its province. If utopia, by definition, is not and never can be
somewhere, why restrict ourselves to the merely practicable,
let alone the realistically probable? Why not give the freest
plays to our fancies, let our imaginations rip in the devising
of schemes for the fullest fulfillment of our desires?

There are indeed, it seems, at all times and in all societies,
forms of thought and popular culture that express this kind of
longing. Nearly all societies have traditions of Paradise or the
Golden Age, a time and a place where the pain and privations
of everyday life did not exist and all lived freely and bliss-
fully. There are folk images of the Land of Cockaygne and
Schlaraffenland, places of exuberantly unrestrained wishes
and more or less instant gratification. There are El Dorados
and Shangri-las where people live in peace, harmony, and
everlasting contentment.

But these are not utopia—not, at least, as that form has
been understood and practiced for more than 500 years in
the West. From the very beginning, from More’s own ratio-
nal and restrained vision in his Utopia, utopia has displayed
a certain sobriety, a certain wish to walk in step with current
realities. It is as if it has wanted deliberately to distinguish
itself from the wilder fancies of the popular imagination.
Typically, it has been a form of the high literary culture of
the age. Certainly it has wished to go beyond its own time
and place. It has sought to create a picture of a good, even
perfect, society. But it has wanted to remain within the realm
of the possible. It has wanted to work with the human and
social materials at hand; it has accepted the psychological
and sociological realities of human society. The realm of
utopia is wide, but it is not boundless. Utopia, while it liber-
ates the imagination, also sets limits. This is perhaps the
source of its fascination—and its strength.

More’s Utopia initiated a tradition of social thought that
has had a continuous history ever since (More’s own book,
remarkably, has been in print in one language or another
without a break since its original publication). In addition to
Utopia, certain major utopian works inspired by it—Anton
Francesco Doni’s I Mondi (1553), Johann Valentin Andreae’s
Christianopolis (1619), Tommaso Campanella’s City of the
Sun (1623), and Bacon’s New Atlantis (1627)—achieved
great fame among European men of letters. All utopian writ-
ers were aware of these great exemplars even when they
sought, as in Bishop Hall’s Mundus Alter et Idem (1605) or
Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), to satirize or
rebut them (thus inventing the anti-utopia or dystopia). Right
down to the twentieth century, we can trace the continuing
influence of the great early modern utopias.
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