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Preface

This book is written for first- and second-year students at universities,
colleges and polytechnics taking courses in urban geography. The book
was written for many reasons, but it primarily arose from my dissatis-
faction with existing texts which seemed to be both parochial in
concern and limited in outlook. Too few textbooks seemed, at least to
me, to combine an awareness of the urban picture outside of North
America with an appreciation of the social context of urban living. The
emphasis was on urban structure, often at the expense of social process.
This book is an attempt to make students aware of the variety in the
urban condition and to introduce them to some of the relationships
operating between space and society.

The book draws upon some of my previous work. Those seeking a
fuller discussion of the range of approaches to cities should consult
Housing and Residential Structure, while those wishing a more explicit
account of the core-periphery model constantly used in the text should
read An Introduction to Political Geography. For students wishing,
or more likely being forced, to undertake project work, Urban Data
Sources aims to provide an introduction to some source material. The
work presented here is thus in one sense a survey of past work. But by
pointing to important areas it also hopefully points to future lines of
enquiry. The aim of all textbook writers should be to generate enough
interest so that their work is eventually surpassed.

In writing this book my greatest debt is to my colleagues at the
Department of Geography, University of Reading, who have provided
a tolerant and supportive atmosphere in which I was given time and
institutional space to develop my ideas. Andrew Kirby, Sophie Bowlby,
Dave Foot, Mike Breheny, John Whittow and Peter Hall have all given
me material and ideas which I have incorporated in this text. In parti-
cular a number of colleagues gave me access to their slide collections.
The generosity was much appreciated and the specific debts are men-
tioned in the acknowledgments section, where the bland list conceals
the sincerity of my gratitude. A special thanks to Chris and Tony
Holland. Chris typed most of the manuscript and Tony kindly gave me
access to his excellent picture collection.
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Introduction

DEFINING TERMS

The aim of this book is to introduce you to the
field of study known as urban geography. There is
no one accepted definition of urban geography. It
is a shorthand notation for a set of concepts, tech-
niques and theories applied to a particular area of
reality we call urban. This introductory chapter
affords us the opportunity to consider each of
these two main elements in some detail.

Changing approaches

The body of theories which have been applied by
geographers to urban areas has varied over time,
indeed it varies by geographer. We can identify
four distinct approaches:

1 The ecological approach grew out of the work
of the Chicago-based sociologists in the early
part of this century. The work of Burgess and
Park was concerned with applying the princ-
iples of ecology to the urban area. Particular
emphasis was placed on the study of specific
neighbourhoods and on identifying the spatial
patterns of urban social structure. The best-
known example of this approach is the concen-
tric model formulated by Burgess. The elabora-
tion of the ecological principles outlined by the
early workers has all but ceased as a major
academic exercise. Most people no longer take
the ecological principles as anything more than
extended metaphors. Subsequent work in the
ecological tradition has concentrated on ident-
ifying different sub-areas of the city. There has
been a growing sophistication in the techniques
used to identify the different fragments of the
urban social mosaic. But much of the contem-
porary work on identifying residential neigh-

bourhoods of the city owes a great deal to the
early human ecologists and subsequent commen-
tators.

The neo-classical approach takes its basic orien-
tation from neo-classical economics which
pictures the economy as a harmonious system
in which firms seek to maximise profits and
households maximise their net benefits (termed
utility). The neo-classical approach seeks to
understand how the distribution of differ-
ent land uses in social groups comes about in
the city with reference to profit maximisation
on the part of firms and utility maximisation
on the part of households. This approach
focuses on the choices open to households and
firms rather than the constraints. For this reason
it has been criticised and many have argued that
the neo-classical approach ignores too much of
contemporary urban reality.

The behavioural approach. Discontent with the
grand generalisation of the previous approaches
has led to the emergence of an explicitly
behavioural approach which stresses the behav-
ioural basis to aggregate social processes and
urban spatial patterns. This approach focuses
on human perception of the city and individual
decision-making in urban areas.

The structuralist approach is not one approach
but a number of different strands. The broad
emphasis is on treating cities and urban pheno-
mena as part of the wider view of society.
Individual decisions are seen to arise from an
environment structured by broader-scale social
and economic processes. Thus, in the structura-
list approach, it is considered impossible to
understand individual households’ housing

3



4 Setting the scene

decisions without reference to the structure and
functioning of the housing market.

Within each of the broad approaches outlined
there are variations. In the ecological approach
there is a difference between the early workers
who stressed ecological principles and the later
work of urban social geographers who were and
are much more aware of the individual decision-
making processes which underlie aggregate spatial
patterns and the social processes which structure
the urban environment. In the structuralist
approach we can identify the two strands (a) the
institutional variant, which seeks to identify the
main agents and institutions which shape the city,
and (b) the more recent emergence of an explicitly
marxist interpretation which seeks to draw out the
connections between economic structure, social
classes and the production and consumption of
urban space. The four approaches outlined are
broad terms which cover a variety and diversity of
work.

These different approaches have sometimes
been associated with different methods of analysis.
The neo-classical approach, for example, has long
used mathematical models while the behavioural
approach has often been reliant on questionnaires.
This methodological division has sometimes led to
the erroneous belief that some methods are only
consistent with certain approaches. This is in-
correct. Just because your theoretical adversaries
monopolise a certain method does not invalidate
its wider use. This book is firmly based on the
belief that in order to understand the complex
urban world a variety of methods are needed. An
understanding of the city is a difficult prize to
attain, and one which is not won by any single line
of attack.

This book aims to provide you with an indica-
tion of the range of approaches. Some of the
chapters draw heavily on some approaches rather
than others while the general flavour of the book
is to show the ways in which elements of the
behavioural and structural approaches can be
combined in order to understand the city. Less
emphasis is placed on the neo-classical approach,
while the ecological approach is mentioned only
at a number of key points.

The city

The field of enquiry of urban geography is urban
areas, what we generally call towns and cities. The
treatment of the urban has varied. Nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century commentators, perhaps
overwhelmed by the scale and pace of urbanisation,
tended to view the city as an independent unit of
enquiry. They thought it legitimate to append the
adjective ‘urban’ to all manner of things. Habits
still persist and we thus have ‘urban’ problems,
‘urban’ issues, ‘urban’ geography, ‘urban’ sociology
and ‘urban’ studies. There were exceptions. Henry
George, Thorstein Veblen, Frederick Engels and
Karl Marx were amongst those who sought to
relate an understanding of societies to an under-
standing of cities. This has also been the aim of
much recent work in urban geography which sees
the separation into the different disciplines and
subsequent sub-disciplines as merely a convenient
division of academic labour but not a reflection
of the way society is structured. This book shares
that belief. In this text the city will be identified
as a useful object of analysis but not one indepen-
dent from the nature of the wider society. A
guiding principle of this book will be to integrate
the study of cities and urbanism to a wider view of
how society works. I will seek to show how wider
social theories can be brought to bear on the
analysis of the city and how an understanding of
cities can enrich our view of society.

RECURRING THEMES

From the broad aim of seeking to show the
relationships between urbanism and society
flows a number of sub-themes. These reappear
in slightly different forms throughout the expo-
sition.

1 The importance of cross-cultural compari-
sons and contrasts. Most urban geography
textbooks have a degree of parochialism
which for geography textbooks is very distur-
bing. The rich diversity of world urbanism,
the subtle nuances in the urban process in
different societies and the noticeable differ-
ences of the city as lived experience in various
countries seem to be reduced by most text-
books to either intellectual insignificance or to



the chauvinistic status of variations on a North
American theme. The purpose of this book is
thus twofold; to present an urban geography
textbook which by virtue of its structure and
exposition provides a fresh insight into that
generator of economic, social and political
change, the city, and which also allows cross-
cultural contrasts to be made. Of course great
care has to be taken in using a cross-cultural
approach since it is all to easy to slip into a
tourist-guide style which breathlessly surveys
topics of local interest. The rich diversity of
world urbanism cannot be covered in a book
of this kind. However, by judicious selection
of case studies it is hoped to highlight patterns
of urbanisation in third-world countries and
socialist countries. The main co-ordinates of
the contemporary world order are a north-
south dimension, to use the terminology of
the Brandt report, although it is also termed
core-periphery and an east-west dimension
between centrally planned economies and
capitalist economies. Most urban geography
textbooks would thus seem to be concentra-
ting on only one quadrant of these co-ordinates,
the rich capitalist countries. But it is important
to consider patterns of urban life in other
societies in order to avoid the parochial view
that cities of the world are merely variations on
the basic theme found in Chicago. In most
chapters, therefore, cross-cultural material will
be presented at the appropriate points. The
terms core and developed will be used inter-
changeably with reference to rich countries,
such as USA and UK, while the terms periphery
and third world will be used with reference to
the poor countries of the world.

Re-distributional consequences. The city can
be seen as an arena in which groups bargain,
compete and come into conflict over scarce
resources. It is important to make assessments
of the outcomes. Thus a major element of this
book will be to assess the re-distributional con-
sequences of social processes and spatial
patterns. We need to identify urban winners
and urban losers. Often, the conflict expresses
itself in the general form of a tension between
equity considerations and those of efficiency.
Efficiency can be measured in various ways: in
capitalist countries profit maximisation is the
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general criterion while in centrally planned
economies minimisation of costs is important.
There is often a tension between the efficiency
of individual firms or of public sector institu-
tions and equity considerations. While it may
be efficient for a firm to locate its manufac-
turing base in a suburban location, this denies
job opportunities to central city residents
unable to travel long distances to work. These
considerations need to be borne in mind when
looking at social processes and spatial structure.

The role of government. One of the most
important actors in the urban scene is the
government. Even in the capitalist countries the
role of the government is large and it has been
growing. An analysis of their role, form and
function of government should thus play a
central role in our analysis. In much of the
geographical literature the study of public
policy has been weak. But public policy
impacts have a huge role in shaping urban areas.
Although the role of the local government is
examined in detail in chapter 10, throughout
all of the book the role of the government is
considered a key element in the analysis. The
state is seen as an arena for struggle; in some
instances the arena is held by one dominant
group, but throughout most of the time,
however, there are competing groups. The laws
define the rules of the game while the legisla-
tion indicates the outcome of the struggles. The
state’s role is regressive when, as in the case of
the urban renewal programmes of the 1960s
and 1970s, public policy aids the rich and
disadvantages the poor; progressive policies are
those which re-distribute income from rich to
poor.

Presented in this general form the major sub-themes
of the book lack historical depth and explanatory
width. In the subsequent pages life is breathed into
these categories by analysis of actual events.

A NOTE TO THE READER

Each author when writing a book has a particular
type of reader in mind and a broad aim in sight.
Since I am no exception, readers may find it use-
ful if I make the following points. My ideal reader
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is one who comes to this book with an enquiring
mind eager to learn and unwilling to accept easy
answers. When writing this book I did not assume
that readers had taken any specific courses,
although a general background in the social
sciences as a whole is relevant. Through reading
the book I hope the reader will become more
interested in the work done and the work that
needs to be done in this area. I hope I have pre-
sented enough food for thought and stimulated
curiosity. Ultimately my ideal reader should end
up dissatisfied with the book. All textbooks are
only partial because they attempt to cover existing
knowledge at one point in time, but reality is
constantly changing. The book is a battle report
not a victory salute. The campaign continues.

GUIDE TO FURTHER READING
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Structure of the City, Oxford University Press,
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Bourne, L.S. (ed.) (1978), Systems of Cities,
Oxford University Press, London.

Brunn, S.D. and Wheeler, J.O. (eds) (1980), The
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Future, Edward Arnold, London.

Dear, M. and Scott, A.J. (1981), Urbanisation and
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London.

Knox, P.L. (1982), Urban Social Geography,
Longmans, London.

Ley, D. (1983), 4 Social Geography of The City,
Harper & Row, New York.

and the successive volumes of Geography and The

Urban Environment edited by D.J. Herbert and

R.J. Johnston, published by John Wiley.

General introductions to the different approaches
in human and urban geography include:

Bassett, K.A. and Short, J.R. (1980), Housing and
Residential Structure: Alternative Approaches,
Routledge & Kegan Paul, London.
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