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For sociological purposes a city may be defined
as a relatively large, dense, and permanent settle-
ment of socially heterogeneous individuals. On
the basis of the postulates which this minimal def-
inition suggests, a theory of urbanism may be
formulated in the light of existing knowledge con-
cerning social groups.

A THEORY OF URBANISM

Given a limited number of identifying characteris-
tics of the city, I can better assay the consequences
or further characteristics of them in the light of
general sociological theory and empirical research.
I hope in this manner to arrive at the essential pro-
positions comprising a theory of urbanism. Some
of these propositions can be supported by a con-
siderable body of already available research materi-
als; others may be accepted as hypotheses for which
a certain amount of presumptive evidence exists,
but for which more ample and exact verification
would be required. At least such a procedure will,
it is hoped, show what in the way of systematic

A SOCIOLOGICAL DEFINITION 
OF THE CITY

Despite the preponderant significance of the city
in our civilization, our knowledge of the nature of
urbanism and the process of urbanization is meager,
notwithstanding many attempts to isolate the distin-
guishing characteristics of urban life. Geographers,
historians, economists, and political scientists have
incorporated the points of view of their respec-
tive disciplines into diverse definitions of the city.
While in no sense intended to supersede these, the
formulation of a sociological approach to the city
may incidentally serve to call attention to the inter-
relations between them by emphasizing the pecu-
liar characteristics of the city as a particular form
of human association. A sociologically significant
definition of the city seeks to select those elements
of urbanism which mark it as a distinctive mode of
human group life. . . .

For many decades, sociologists in Europe and the United States have commented on the
distinctive qualities of urban social life. In 1938, U.S. sociologist Louis Wirth integrated
these various insights into a comprehensive theory of urbanism. Although it has been
challenged and reformulated over the years, Wirth’s theory remains probably the best-
known sociological statement on urbanism.
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they are different and thus useful to one another,
rather than because they are homogeneous and like-
minded.

A number of sociological propositions concern-
ing the relationship between (a) numbers of popu-
lation, (b) density of settlement, (c) heterogeneity of
inhabitants and group life can be formulated on the
basis of observation and research.

Size of the Population Aggregate

Ever since Aristotle’s Politics, it has been rec-
ognized that increasing the number of inhabitants
in a settlement beyond a certain limit will affect
the relationships between them and the character
of the city. Large numbers involve, as has been
pointed out, a greater range of individual varia-
tion. Furthermore, the greater the number of indi-
viduals participating in a process of interaction,
the greater is the potential differentiation between
them. The personal traits, the occupations, the cul-
tural life, and the ideas of the members of an urban
community may, therefore, be expected to range
between more widely separated poles than those of
rural inhabitants.

That such variations should give rise to the spa-
tial segregation of individuals according to color,
ethnic heritage, economic and social status, tastes
and preferences, may readily be inferred. The bonds
of kinship, of neighborliness, and the sentiments
arising out of living together for generations under
a common folk tradition are likely to be absent or,
at best, relatively weak in an aggregate the mem-
bers of which have such diverse origins and back-
grounds. Under such circumstances competition
and formal control mechanisms furnish the sub-
stitutes for the bonds of solidarity that are relied
upon to hold a folk society together.

Increase in the number of inhabitants of a
community beyond a few hundred is bound to
limit the possibility of each member of the com-
munity knowing all the others personally. Max
Weber, in recognizing the social significance of
this fact, explained that from a sociological point
of view large numbers of inhabitants and density

knowledge of the city we now have and what are
the crucial and fruitful hypotheses for future re-
search.

The central problem of the sociologist of the
city is to discover the forms of social action and
organization that typically emerge in relatively per-
manent, compact settlements of large numbers of
heterogeneous individuals. We must also infer that
urbanism will assume its most characteristic and
extreme form in the measure in which the condi-
tions with which it is congruent are present. Thus
the larger, the more densely populated, and the more
heterogeneous a community, the more accentuated
the characteristics associated with urbanism will
be. . . .

Some justification may be in order for the
choice of the principal terms comprising our def-
inition of the city, a definition which ought to be as
inclusive and at the same time as denotative as pos-
sible without unnecessary assumptions. To say that
large numbers are necessary to constitute a city
means, of course, large numbers in relation to a
restricted area or high density of settlement. There
are, nevertheless, good reasons for treating large
numbers and density as separate factors, because
each may be connected with significantly differ-
ent social consequences. Similarly the need for
adding heterogeneity to numbers of population as a
necessary and distinct criterion of urbanism might
be questioned, since we should expect the range of
differences to increase with numbers. In defense,
it may be said that the city shows a kind and de-
gree of heterogeneity of population which cannot
be wholly accounted for by the law of large num-
bers or adequately represented by means of a nor-
mal distribution curve. Because the population of
the city does not reproduce itself, it must recruit its
migrants from other cities, the countryside, and—
in the United States. . .—from other countries.
The city has thus historically been the melting-
pot of races, peoples, and cultures, and a most fa-
vorable breeding-ground of new biological and
cultural hybrids. It has not only tolerated but re-
warded individual differences. It has brought to-
gether people from the ends of the earth because
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The superficiality, the anonymity, and the tran-
sitory character of urban social relations make
intelligible, also, the sophistication and the rational-
ity generally ascribed to city-dwellers. Our acquain-
tances tend to stand in a relationship of utility to
us in the sense that the role which each one plays
in our life is overwhelmingly regarded as a means
for the achievement of our own ends. Whereas the
individual gains, on the one hand, a certain degree
of emancipation or freedom from the personal and
emotional controls of intimate groups, he loses,
on the other hand, the spontaneous self-expression,
the morale, and the sense of participation that
comes with living in an integrated society. This
constitutes essentially the state of anomie, or the
social void, to which Durkheim alludes in attempt-
ing to account for the various forms of social dis-
organization in technological society.

The segmental character and utilitarian accent
of interpersonal relations in the city find their
institutional expression in the proliferation of spe-
cialized tasks which we see in their most developed
form in the professions. The operations of the pecu-
niary nexus lead to predatory relationships, which
tend to obstruct the efficient functioning of the
social order unless checked by professional codes
and occupational etiquette. The premium put upon
utility and efficiency suggests the adaptability of
the corporate device for the organization of enter-
prises in which individuals can engage only in
groups. The advantage that the corporation has
over the individual entrepreneur and the partner-
ship in the urban-industrial world derives not only
from the possibility it affords of centralizing the
resources of thousands of individuals or from the
legal privilege of limited liability and perpetual
succession, but from the fact that the corporation
has no soul.

The specialization of individuals, particularly
in their occupations, can proceed only, as Adam
Smith pointed out, upon the basis of an enlarged
market, which in turn accentuates the division of
labor. This enlarged market is only in part sup-
plied by the city’s hinterland; in large measure it
is found among the large numbers that the city

of settlement mean a lack of that mutual acquain-
tanceship which ordinarily inheres between the
inhabitants in a neighborhood.1 The increase in
numbers thus involves a changed character of the
social relationships. As Georg Simmel points out:
“[If] the unceasing external contact of numbers
of persons in the city should be met by the same
number of inner reactions as in the small town, in
which one knows almost every person he meets
and to each of whom he has a positive relation-
ship, one would be completely atomized inter-
nally and would fall into an unthinkable mental
condition.”2 The multiplication of persons in a
state of interaction under conditions which make
their contact as full personalities impossible pro-
duces that segmentalization of human relation-
ships which has sometimes been seized upon by
students of the mental life of the cities as an ex-
planation for the “schizoid” character of urban
personality. This is not to say that the urban in-
habitants have fewer acquaintances than rural in-
habitants, for the reverse may actually be true; it
means rather that in relation to the number of
people whom they see and with whom they rub
elbows in the course of daily life, they know a
smaller proportion, and of these they have less
intensive knowledge.

Characteristically, urbanites meet one another in
highly segmental roles. They are, to be sure, depen-
dent upon more people for the satisfactions of their
life-needs than are rural people and thus are asso-
ciated with a greater number of organized groups,
but they are less dependent upon particular persons,
and their dependence upon others is confined to a
highly fractionalized aspect of the other’s round of
activity. This is essentially what is meant by saying
that the city is characterized by secondary rather
than primary contacts. The contacts of the city may
indeed be face to face, but they are nevertheless
impersonal, superficial, transitory, and segmental.
The reserve, the indifference, and the blasé outlook
which urbanites manifest in their relationships may
thus be regarded as devices for immunizing them-
selves against the personal claims and expecta-
tions of others.
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On the subjective side, as Simmel has suggested,
the close physical contact of numerous individuals
necessarily produces a shift in the media through
which we orient ourselves to the urban milieu, es-
pecially to our fellow-men. Typically, our physical
contacts are close but our social contacts are dis-
tant. The urban world puts a premium on visual
recognition. We see the uniform which denotes the
role of the functionaries, and are oblivious to the
personal eccentricities hidden behind the uniform.
We tend to acquire and develop a sensitivity to a
world of artifacts, and become progressively farther
removed from the world of nature.

We are exposed to glaring contrasts between
splendor and squalor, between riches and poverty,
intelligence and ignorance, order and chaos. The
competition for space is great, so that each area
generally tends to be put to the use which yields
the greatest economic return. Place of work tends
to become dissociated from place of residence,
for the proximity of industrial and commercial
establishments makes an area both economically
and socially undesirable for residential purposes.

Density, land values, rentals, accessibility, health-
fulness, prestige, aesthetic consideration, absence
of nuisances such as noise, smoke, and dirt deter-
mine the desirability of various areas of the city
as places of settlement for different sections of
the population. Place and nature of work, in-
come, racial and ethnic characteristics, social sta-
tus, custom, habit, taste, preference, and prejudice
are among the significant factors in accordance
with which the urban population is selected and
distributed into more or less distinct settlements.
Diverse population elements inhabiting a compact
settlement thus become segregated from one an-
other in the degree in which their requirements and
modes of life are incompatible and in the measure
in which they are antagonistic. Similarly, persons
of homogeneous status and needs unwittingly drift
into, consciously select, or are forced by circum-
stances into the same area. The different parts of the
city acquire specialized functions, and the city con-
sequently comes to resemble a mosaic of social
worlds in which the transition from one to the other

itself contains. The dominance of the city over the
surrounding hinterland becomes explicable in
terms of the division of labor which urban life
occasions and promotes. The extreme degree of
interdependence and the unstable equilibrium of
urban life are closely associated with the divi-
sion of labor and the specialization of occupa-
tions. This interdependence and this instability are
increased by the tendency of each city to special-
ize in those functions in which it has the greatest
advantage.

In a community composed of a larger number of
individuals than can know one another intimately
and can be assembled in one spot, it becomes nec-
essary to communicate through indirect media and
to articulate individual interests by a process of
delegation. Typically in the city, interests are made
effective through representation. The individual
counts for little, but the voice of the representative
is heard with a deference roughly proportional to
the numbers for whom he speaks.

While this characterization of urbanism, in so
far as it derives from large numbers, does not by
any means exhaust the sociological inferences that
might be drawn from our knowledge of the rela-
tionship of the size of a group to the characteris-
tic behavior of the members, for the sake of brevity
the assertions made may serve to exemplify the sort
of propositions that might be developed.

Density

As in the case of numbers, so in the case of con-
centration in limited space certain consequences
of relevance in sociological analysis of the city
emerge. Of these only a few can be indicated.

As Darwin pointed out for flora and fauna and
as Durkheim noted in the case of human societies,3

an increase in numbers when area is held constant
(i.e., an increase in density) tends to produce differ-
entiation and specialization, since only in this way
can the area support increased numbers. Density
thus reinforces the effect of numbers in diversify-
ing men and their activities and in increasing the
complexity of the social structure.
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has the undivided allegiance of the individual. The
groups with which he is affiliated do not lend them-
selves readily to a simple hierarchical arrangement.
By virtue of his different interests arising out of
different aspects of social life, the individual ac-
quires membership in widely divergent groups,
each of which functions only with reference to a
single segment of his personality. Nor do these
groups easily permit a concentric arrangement so
that the narrower ones fall within the circumfer-
ence of the more inclusive ones, as is more likely
to be the case in the rural community or in primi-
tive societies. Rather the groups with which the
person typically is affiliated are tangential to each
other or intersect in highly variable fashion.

Partly as a result of the physical footlooseness
of the population and partly as a result of their
social mobility, the turnover in group member-
ship generally is rapid. Place of residence, place
and character of employment, income, and interests
fluctuate, and the task of holding organizations
together and maintaining and promoting intimate
and lasting acquaintanceship between the members
is difficult. This applies strikingly to the local areas
within the city into which persons become segre-
gated more by virtue of differences in race, lan-
guage, income, and social status than through
choice or positive attraction to people like them-
selves. Overwhelmingly the city-dweller is not a
home-owner, and since a transitory habitat does
not generate binding traditions and sentiments,
only rarely is he a true neighbor. There is little
opportunity for the individual to obtain a concep-
tion of the city as a whole or to survey his place
in the total scheme. Consequently he finds it diffi-
cult to determine what is to his own “best interests”
and to decide between the issues and leaders pre-
sented to him by the agencies of mass suggestion.
Individuals who are thus detached from the orga-
nized bodies which integrate society comprise the
fluid masses that make collective behavior in the
urban community so unpredictable and hence so
problematical.

Although the city, through the recruitment of
variant types to perform its diverse tasks and the

is abrupt. The juxtaposition of divergent personali-
ties and modes of life tends to produce a rela-
tivistic perspective and a sense of toleration of
differences which may be regarded as prerequi-
sites for rationality and which lead toward the
secularization of life.4

The close living together and working together
of individuals who have no sentimental and emo-
tional ties foster a spirit of competition, aggran-
dizement, and mutual exploitation. Formal controls
are instituted to counteract irresponsibility and
potential disorder. Without rigid adherence to pre-
dictable routines a large compact society would
scarcely be able to maintain itself. The clock and
the traffic signal are symbolic of the basis of our
social order in the urban world. Frequent close
physical contact, coupled with great social distance,
accentuates the reserve of unattached individuals
toward one another and, unless compensated by
other opportunities for response, gives rise to lone-
liness. The necessary frequent movement of great
numbers of individuals in a congested habitat
causes friction and irritation. Nervous tensions
which derive from such personal frustrations are
increased by the rapid tempo and the complicated
technology under which life in dense areas must
be lived.

Heterogeneity

The social interaction among such a variety of
personality types in the urban milieu tends to break
down the rigidity of caste lines and to complicate
the class structure; it thus induces a more ramified
and differentiated framework of social stratifica-
tion than is found in more integrated societies.
The heightened mobility of the individual, which
brings him within the range of stimulation by a
great number of diverse individuals and subjects
him to fluctuating status in the differentiated social
groups that compose the social structure of the city,
brings him toward the acceptance of instability and
insecurity in the world at large as a norm. This fact
helps to account, too, for the sophistication and
cosmopolitanism of the urbanite. No single group
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accentuation of their uniqueness through compe-
tition and the premium upon eccentricity, novelty,
efficient performance, and inventiveness, produces
a highly differentiated population, it also exercises
a leveling influence. Wherever large numbers of
differently constituted individuals congregate, the
process of depersonalization also enters. This lev-
eling tendency inheres in part in the economic
basis of the city. The development of large cities,
at least in the modern age, was largely dependent
upon the concentrative force of steam. The rise
of the factory made possible mass production for
an impersonal market. The fullest exploitation of
the possibilities of the division of labor and mass
production, however, is possible only with stan-
dardization of processes and products. A money
economy goes hand in hand with such a system of
production. Progressively as cities have developed
upon a background of this system of production,
the pecuniary nexus which implies the purchasabil-
ity of services and things has displaced personal
relations as the basis of association. Individuality
under these circumstances must be replaced by
categories. When large numbers have to make
common use of facilities and institutions, those
facilities and institutions must serve the needs of
the average person rather than those of particular
individuals. The services of the public utilities, of
the recreational, educational, and cultural institu-
tions, must be adjusted to mass requirements. Sim-
ilarly, the cultural institutions, such as the schools,
the movies, the radio, and the newspapers, by virtue
of their mass clientele, must necessarily operate
as leveling influences. The political process as it
appears in urban life could not be understood un-
less one examined the mass appeals made through
modern propaganda techniques. If the individual
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would participate at all in the social, political, and
economic life of the city, he must subordinate some
of his individuality to the demands of the larger
community and in that measure immerse himself
in mass movements. . . .

On the basis of the three variables, number,
density of settlement, and degree of heterogeneity,
of the urban population, it appears possible to ex-
plain the characteristics of urban life and to ac-
count for the differences between cities of various
sizes and types.

CRITICAL-THINKING QUESTIONS

1. What basic issue should a sociological theory
of urbanism address? Why is Wirth’s approach to
studying urbanism also termed “ecological”?
2. How does Wirth define a city? How do the
three defining factors give rise to an urban way
of life?
3. According to Wirth, what are the qualities of
social relationships in cities? What moral conse-
quences seem to follow?

NOTES

1. Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft (Tübingen, 1925), part I,
chap. 8, p. 514.

2. “Die Grossstädte und das Geistesleben,” Die Grossstadt,
ed. Theodor Petermann (Dresden, 1903), pp. 187–206.

3. E. Durkheim, De la division du travail social (Paris,
1932), p. 248.

4. The extent to which the segregation of the population
into distinct ecological and cultural areas and the resulting so-
cial attitude of tolerance, rationality, and secular mentality are
functions of density as distinguished from heterogeneity is
difficult to determine. Most likely we are dealing here with
phenomena which are consequences of the simultaneous op-
eration of both factors.
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