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Preface

WHY CITIES?

Why read and write about cities? What can you learn about language from read-
ing and writing about cities? Whether you live in a rural area, the suburbs, or a
city, you have knowledge of cities and urban culture in the United States today.
When you think about it, your knowledge of cities comes from a variety of
sources. You may have firsthand experience with urban environments, or you
may have friends or family who talk with you about their urban experiences. But
you certainly have a sense of cities and urban life from books, magazines,
movies, music, newspapers, school, and television. Because you are surrounded
by talk about cities, you have opportunities to think and talk about city life and
urban issues. So wherever you live, you have some sense, some idea, of what
cities are like, who lives in cities, and how cities figure in the current culture.

This book asks you to bring the knowledge and experience of cities that you
already have to the task of improving your writing. What you know of urban cul-
ture and the ways you have of making sense of what you hear about cities from
your family and friends and from the mass media can be valuable resources for
learning more about how to read critically and how to write effectively. As the
title of this book, Cities, Cultures, Conversations, suggests, our view is that what
we think and how we act are both shaped by the way¥we use language. What
we think about cities—whether we enjoy them or are afraid of them—as well as
how we act in response to urban environments—whether we avoid them or seek
them out—depend on the ways we talk with others about the perils and promis-
es of city life.

Throughout Cities, Cultures, Conversations, we use terms such as city life,
urban environment, and urban experience to describe both the direct experience
of city life and common knowledge about cities and city life available through the
mass media. More often than not, mass media images are more persuasive than
direct experience. Even if they have never been there before, many people
already have ideas about cities like Miami drawn from the news, from television
shows, or from the movies. Cities, Cultures, Conversations provides an opportuni-
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X Preface

ty to evaluate critically such images of urban life. Cities, Cultures, Conversations
also asks you to consider what makes the urban landscape such an important
site for communicating our fears and hopes for our world. Critically discussing
experiences and perceptions of the meaning of urban life, you will learn reading,
thinking, and writing strategies and skills that will be useful in your other cours-
es and in your life as a citizen.

The chapters in this book bring together readings on specific features of
urban life: the idea of cities, communities and neighborhoods; crime; urban art;
style; suburban sprawl; and politics. The readings have been chosen for what
they say and for how they say it. Questions, discussions, and writing prompts in
each part direct you to think critically about the topics and to produce various
kinds of writing that réSpond to and build on both your own experiences and the
articles you have read.

Cities, Cultures, Conversations includes several features intended to facilitate
your ability to bring your knowledge and experience to the task of improving
your writing. These features are as follows:

1. To get you started, Part 1 takes you step-by-step through several essays,
examining the writing and reading processes, and allowing you to begin to
think about cities and urban life through freewriting exercises. As you work
your way through this first part, keep in mind that what you already know
about cities and that how you already talk about urban life are important. Use
what you know and how you talk to take part in the conversation that asks,

“Why cities?” .

Beginning with Part 2, the readings are divided into separate thematic parts.

3. Each part begins with two or more quotes and a brief introduction that
explains the issues addressed by the essays in the particular part.

4. Beginning with Part 2, the introductory essay is followed by some prereading
exercises. These exercises are intended to get you to reflect on what you
already know about the topic so that you can read the essays in each part with
your own thoughts in mind.

5. Each essay is preceded by a short introduction that lets you know something
about the author and invites you to think about the topic.

6. Every essay is followed by questions for discussion that ask you to reflect on
what was said in the essay, to consider the effectiveness of the writing, and to
relate the essay to your own experience. In discussions and in your writing,
you are encouraged to draw on what you already know, to use your knowl-
edge and experience to make sense of what an author writes, and even to dis-
agree with an author.

7. In Parts 2 through 7, there are several more discussion questions at the end of
each part that ask you to relate the essays to one another. These questions
also ask you to think more generally about the topic itself and to make some
judgments of your own.

8. The longer writing assignments at the end of each part often ask you to go out
into your community and talk to people there or to gather information. Just as
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we encourage you to bring prior knowledge of and experience with cities to
the classroom, we encourage you, through these assignments, to bring what
you have learned in the classroom to the people around you and to the places
where you live.
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Reading, Writing, and
Talking about Cities

THE ABILITY TO READ, write, and speak in accordance with the code sanc-
tioned by a culture’s ruling class is the main work of education, and this is
true whether we are discussing ancient Athens or modern Detroit. These
rules are of course inscribed in a rhetoric, a systematic designation of who
can speak, when and where they can speak, and how they can and must
speak. Educational institutions mculcate these rules, determining who is fit
to learn them and who has flnaIIy ‘done so—in other words, who is autho-
rized to be heard. A rhetoric CQdIers these rules for the members of a soci-
ety. It is therefore never simply a set of Jlsembodled principles that discuss
the way language is used for purposes of persuasion or communication. It is
a set of strlcturesf regarding the way language is used T the service of power.
It designates who may have access to power and who may not, doing so in a
way even more effective than legal sanctions with all of their punitive’
devices.To use Althusser’s term a rhetoric serves as an important ideological
state éppara‘cus It affirms economic, social, political, and cultural arrange-
ments, domg <0 in the name of passing on to the young the “natural” rules
that govern discursive and, more important, non-discursive practices. A soci-
ety rarely, if ever, of course sees its rules regarding discourse as a social con-
struction designed to serve a particular set of power arrangements, offering
these rules instead as normal, “in the nature of things.”

—James Berlin
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IN LOOKING AT HISTORY with a subtle historical sense, | also have in mind
the fundamental question: What do we have in common? By history, | mean
the human responses to a variety of different processes over time and
space—various social structures that all human beings must respond to. In
responding to these circumstances, the problem has been that most of us
function by a kind of self-referential altruism, in which we're altruistic to
those nearest to us, and those more distant, we tend to view as pictures
rather than human beings. Yet, as historical beings, as fallen and fallible his-
torical beings, we do have a common humanity. We must not forget our long
historical backdrop. The present is history—that continues to inform and
shape and mold our gerceptions and orientations.

The political challenge is to articulate universality in a way that is not a
mere smokescreen for someone else’s particularity. We must preserve the
possibility of universal connection. That’s the fundamental challenge. Let’s
dig deep enough within our heritage to make that connection to others.

We're not naive; we know that argument and critical exchange are not
the major means by which social change takes place in the world. But we rec-
ognize it has to have a role, has to have a function. Therefore, we will trash
older notions of objectivity, and not act as if one group or community or one
nation has a god’s-eye view of the world. Instead we will utilize forms of
intersubjectivity that facilitate critical exchange even as we recognize that
none of us are free of presuppositions and prejudgments. We will put our
arguments on the table and allow them to be.

—Cornel West

THE CITY HAS ALWAYS BEEN man’s single most impressive and visible
achievement. It is a human artifact which has become an object in the world
of nature. Cities are a plural phenomenon: There are many of them, but
though each has its individual history, they all seem to exemplify similar pat-
terns.The most basic of these is the interpenetration of past and present.On
the one hand there is the visible city of streets and buildings, frozen forms of
energy fixed at different times in the past and around which the busy kinet-
ic energy of the present swirls.On the other hand there are the subconscious
currents arising in the minds of the city’s living inhabitants from this combi-
nation of past and present. These currents include the city’s ties with the
realm of the dead through its temples, cemeteries, and ceremonies as well as
its old buildings, and also its functions as the seat of secular power, embod-
ied in kings, governments, and banks.

—ABurton Pike
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INTRODUCTION

Cities

Why cities? When we think of cities we think of places that we can point to on a
map, places like Baltimore, Kansas City, Newark, Portland, and San Antonio. But
cities are more than just places we can find on maps, where a lot of people live
and many things have happened. Cities are also places that have meaning, sig-
nificance, and value for us because of what they represent in the wider culture.
In this part we will ask you to explore the question, Why cities? by asking you to
talk and think and read and write about what cities are, what we know about
them, how we know about them through our culture, and how we represent
them in our conversations. Doing this will introduce you to the themes of this
book: cities, cultures, and conversations. Trying to answer the question, Why
cities? will also lead you to appreciate how representations of urban culture are
linked to issues of learning writing.

Anyone who has experience with contemporary culture through magazines,
newspapers, television, radio, music, or the movies has ideas about the mean-
ing, significance, and value of cities. As a consumer of mass media images and
as a participant in contemporary culture, you not only have a lot of knowledge
about cities, you also use that knowledge when you communicate with others.
When you hear or read about a particular city, almost automatically you draw
upon what you previously heard or read about that city to judge what you are
hearing or reading now. Using the widely available cultural knowledge of cities
and urban life in this way, you take part in challenging and even perpetuating the
meanings, significance, and values cities and urban spaces have in contempo-
rary American culture. To begin to demonstrate this to yourself, complete the fol-
lowing freewriting exercise.

Take a few moments now to write down on a sep-
arate sheet of paper all the things each of the following cities evokes for
you: Anchorage, Alaska; Birmingham, Alabama; Cleveland, Ohio; and
Denver, Colorado.

Looking at your list, you should discover that even iyou have never been to
any of these cities, you have ideas and opinions about them. Compare your list
to the lists of other members in your class. How do they compare? Do people
who have been to, or even lived in, Anchorage, Birmingham, Cleveland, or
Denver have different lists than people who have never been to any of these
cities? Talk about the lists in class. How would you account for the differences?
When you compare lists among people who have never been to any of these
cities, how similar are they? Where might these similarities come from? What do
these similarities tell you about how people form impressions of cities?

Our ability to communicate with others is often helped or hindered by the
similarities and differences in our perceptions. What we think about certain
cities, and even how we respond initially to people from those cities, therefore
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greatly influences our abilities to communicate by providing us opportunities to
identify shared assumptions, meanings, points of view, and values. The ways in
which we talk and write about cities are, therefore, also functions of the way we
have learned to perceive those places and the people who live there. Whatever
individual perceptions we have, we generate these perceptions through our
responses to others. Because we create our individual perceptions out of widely
available informatiocn, we can say that the assumptions, meanings, points of
view, and values we collectively create and negotiate through our talk about
cities come to us from a variety of widely available sources.

Consider the example of Philadelphia. Philadelphia is commonly referred to
as the “city of brotherly love.” In addition, most people who do not live in
Philadelphia, or whe-have never been there, think of it as the location of the
Rocky movies or as the home of the Liberty Bell or even as the place where racial
tensions led police to firebomb the homes of African American separatists. If we
only know of Philadelphia through the movies, or through history books, or
through news accounts, we only have a partial picture of the city. Philadelphia is
all of these things; it is a location for popular films, a historic site, and an urban
landscape torn by racial tensions. But Philadelphia is also more than just the sum
of these things. As a city in which we can locate our dreams of heroic struggle,
as in the Rocky movies, or our nightmares of racial violence, as in the firebomb-
ing of the MOVE home, Philadelphia communicates our hopes, dreams, anxi-
eties, and fears about living in the United States today.

As the example of Philadelphia suggests, even though not everyone lives in
a large city, or even in a major metropolitan area, everyone has experience with
representations of cities. Whether you live in a rural area, the suburbs, or a city,
you have knowledge of cities and urban culture in the United States today. When
you think about it, your knowledge of cities comes from a variety of sources. You
may have firsthand experience with urban environments, or you may have
friends or family who talk with you about their experiences. But you certainly
have a sense of cities and urban life from books, magazines, movies, music,
newspapers, school, and television.

Pause for a moment and consider what you know about a city such as New
York. We know a lot about New York City from the television shows NYPD Blue,
Seinfeld, and David Letterman. What do you know about New York City from
newspapers and magazines such as the New York Times, The New Yorker, or the
Village Voice? Through music we have images of New York as the “city that never
sleeps.” What perceptions of New York City do you have from movies such as
Clockers or Taxidriver? And while it may seem trivial, representations of New York
City are available in commercials as well, as when a character rejects a picante
sauce because it is “made in New York City!”

To make explicit some of the specific sources for your images and represen-
tations of cities other than New York, complete the following freewriting exercise.

P AW N STl Identify as many different sources as you can for

representations of specific cities. Describe those representations of spe-
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cific cities. So, for example, whether or not you like their music, you
could describe what you know about Los Angeles from Coolio, Ice-T, or
NWA. Draw from as many different kinds of media as you can, including
books, magazines, school, and television, and talk with friends and rel-
atives.

Compare your lists and descriptions with the lists and descriptions of others.
Discuss among yourselves the similarities and differences of your lists. What
cities and sources have you included that they have not? What cities and sources
have they included that you have not? How do you account for these differences?
What do the differences say about you? In what ways might these differences
influence your relationships with others?

The point of identifying all that you already know about cities is not simply
to demonstrate to yourself the wealth of images you have about places you may
never have been before. That we can have so much information available to us
about places we have never experienced suggests that those places serve as
important sites for our exchange of attitudes, beliefs, and values with others.
What matters most then is that you act and think and communicate in certain
ways through your use of those images. Because you are surrounded by talk
about cities, you are influenced to think of cities in certain ways at the same time
that you are influenced to act in certain ways toward city life and to talk in cer-
tain ways about urban issues. So wherever you live, you have some sense, some
idea, about what cities are like, who lives in cities, and how cities figure in the
current cuiture. Through your use of representations of cities, you choose what
you will say and do and what you won't say and do, where you will go and where
you won't go, who you will talk to and who you won't talk to.

Before proceeding to the next section, discuss these points with the other
members of your class. To begin the discussion, consider the following ques-
tions: What do the representations of cities so far discovered and discussed ask
you to do? Do they invite you into cities? Do they scare you away? Just how do
you respond to these representations? Do you seek out city life or avoid it? Why
do you respond one way as opposed to another? Further consider the way rep-
resentations of cities influence your talk. How do you talk about cities? Do you
talk positively or negatively? In what ways does your talg about cities match talk
available through the mass media? In what ways does your talk differ from talk
in the mass media? How would you explain these similarities and differences?
And finally, what does your talk about cities say about your attitudes, beliefs,
and values?

Cultures

By using this book to read and write about cities, about our experiences of them,
about our attitudes toward them, and about our ways of representing them, you
are investigating the many ways in which we make sense of our world and find
our place in it. You are investigating the ways we use language to orient our-
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selves in the world; by reading and thinking and writing about cities you there-
fore have an opportunity to develop new ways of using written language to ori-
ent yourself and your actions in contemporary culture.

In the previous section, you read and wrote about the fact that, whether we
realize it or not, most of us read and write and talk about cities and urban expe-
riences every day. From newspapers and magazines to TV news, political
speeches, and movies, we are all surrounded with language about what it is like
to live in an urban setting. Through this language, we gain images of places
many of us have never been to. The bustling business world of Wall Street, the
gleaming skyscrapers of Dallas, the crime-ridden inner-city streets of
Washington, D.C,, the glitter of Las Vegas, the mosaic of separate ethnic areas in
Los Angeles, and thé@ging, abandoned factories of northern industrial cities like
Detroit are all images that any of us can picture. Each of these images—a fast-
paced financial center, towering glass buildings, crime-ridden inner cities, and
abandoned factories—represents the city as a certain kind of place. By repre-
senting specific cities as certain kinds of places, we are in a way determining our
potential actions in those places. We would, for example, expect to have com-
pletely different experiences in Las Vegas and Detroit. So when we go to those
places, we go expecting to do some things and not others.

Take a few minutes to consider how our repre-
sentations of places influence our actions in those places. Discuss the
following questions with the other members of your class: Just what
influence might representations of Las Vegas and Detroit have on our
actions? How accurate or effective are they in telling us what these cities
are like? And in telling us what these cities are like, how accurate or
effective are they in telling us what contemporary American culture is
like? And in telling us something meaningful about cities and contem-
porary culture, how forcefully do these representations influence our
actions?

Like any language, the language about cities used by the media, by politi-
cians, and by us and our friends encourages us to think about cities in certain
ways—and not to think about them in other ways. This language also encourages
some types of action and discourages others. For example, an advertisement for
perfume may picture the city as sophisticated and cultured, whereas an adver-
tisement for an automobile may picture the city as noisy and congested with traf-
fic. At the same time, a political candidate’s speech may depict the city as crimi-
nal and dangerous. Each of these images tries to shape our ideas about cities and
influence our actions within them, encouraging us to desire a particular fra-
grance or a new car, or to “get tough on crime” by building more prisons and hir-
ing more police officers. As these examples show, the ways we represent cities
in pictures and in print have everything to do with how we are asked to feel
about cities—whether we consider them glamorous or decayed, inviting or dan-
gerous. They also have everything to do with what we do in response to our per-
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ceptions. Images and discussions of cities are thus also about what we want to
do in cities: Do we want to shop there for things like perfume? Do we see our-
selves participating in urban life from within a car? Or do we want to hire more
police and build more prisons in order to make cities more safe?

Shopping, driving, and even “getting tough on crime” are all features of con-
temporary urban culture. Culture can be defined as the vast range of activities
people engage in day after day. Of course, culture is not simply the sum of every-
one’s everyday activities; culture can also be defined as what we value most in
our social lives. What people do with their lives on a daily basis expresses what
they value most. For example, the daily activities of fighting crime and of spread-
ing information about crime demonstrate how much of an issue people believe
crime is and what they consider important to do in response to crime. Crime pre-
vention is thus an activity that communicates shared as well as competing val-
ues and perceptions. As such an activity, crime prevention is part of our culture.
By thus investigating daily activities such as crime prevention, we are investigat-
ing cultural activities. By thinking about crime prevention in terms of how peo-
ple represent their activities and the value of those activities, we are investigat-
ing culture itself.

Take a few minutes now to clarify for yourself just what you think culture is

by freewriting in response to the following prompt.

lllustrate urban culture by describing all the day-

to-day activities and practices that constitute it. Include not only
descriptions of all the things people do as participants in an urban cul-
ture but also explanations of what those activities mean. Why do those
activities matter? Also, what makes those activities distinctly urban?

Exchange your descriptions and explanations of urban activities with the
other members of your class. There are probably some explanations that you all
seem to agree on and others that you do not agree on. Talk for a few minutes
about your agreements and disagreements. Use the following to get the conver-
sation going: As a class, define urban culture. What daily activities does your def-
inition of urban culture include? What mass media representations of cities sup- -
port this definition? What representations contradict it? Now generate a list of
activities that might be considered urban but are excludgd by your definition of
urban culture. Are these activities promoted or not in the mass media? Through
the general culture? Why?

For the most part, what people believe about cities today is communicated
through their culture, and by what they do in and with cities. Thus, perfume and
car ads, political speeches, and urban images in rap music influence what we
think about Los Angeles, Chicago, Miami, or Memphis. By reading ads and lis-
tening to speeches or songs, we are participating in contemporary culture. When
we agree with, challenge, disagree with, or reflect on the representations of cities
made available through ads, speeches, and songs, we are negotiating the repre-
sentations of cities available through contemporary culture. In negotiating rep-



