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CHAPTER 1 
 

 

The Urban Web: 
An Introduction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Inquiries Old and New 
 

This book is an inquiry into the politics of contemporary American cities, but 

it is inquiry built on foundations that are at least two thousand years old. As 

long ago as classical Greece, reflective minds attempted to unravel the 

puzzles of the city: How do cities get established and who comes to live 

there? Why do some cities grow large while others remain small? What kind 

of government is best for cities? Why is it that large cities are less easily 

governed than small cities? And why is it that some cities seem to bestow 

happiness on those who live there, while others seem forever bound in 

misery? 

These are ancient questions, but they fit the present because the 

ancients understood the city to be more than a unit of government. A city 

is also an urban place—marked by a relatively dense population and by 

lifestyles that set city dwellers apart from country dwellers. A city is also a 

sociological entity, a collection of strangers who relate to each other by 

means of an elaborate network of formal roles. And a city is an economic 

enterprise, groups of people who make, sell, and exchange goods and 

services. 

What the Greeks knew about cities and what we know about cities 

is a set of ideas that serves as the framework for this book. First, each city 

is a unit of government. Second, as a unit of government, a city is also a 

triad of related enterprises: an arena of politics, a creator of public policies, 
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and a provider of public services. Third, what a city does as a unit of 

government is very much affected by its other attributes; it is an urban place, 

a sociological network, an economic activity. And fourth, what a city does 

as a unit of government can also have consequences for its sociology and its 

economics. 

In essence, our framework of ideas means that each city is a web of 

interconnecting attributes; it is a government, an urban place, a sociological 

network, and an economic enterprise. The strands of the web connect, so that 

activity in any one part of the web affects every other part. 

It is the essence of a web that every strand connects with every 

other strand. Pull or twist even a single strand and all others are affected. 

At any point in the web, begin to trace any single strand and, sooner or later, 

the tracing travels across every other strand. 

We, as students of political science, concentrate our attention on one part 

of the urban web, that which deals with government and the enterprises of 

government—politics, policy, and public services. But to concentrate our 

attention there does not mean that we ignore other strands of the web. Quite the 

contrary. We will, for example, examine the relationship between city politics 

and urban poverty, and, for another example, the relationship between city 

politics and city size. And we will also be mindful of the fact that the urban web 

does not stand alone. It is connected to other levels of American government 

and to their politics and policies. This is so because in the United States every 

city is a unit of government, but no city is an autonomous unit of government. 

Each city is affected and controlled by the state in which the city is located; by 

the presence of other, nearby cities; and by the activities of the national 

government. Thus, the urban web is anchored to the larger web of government 

in the United States. But if we are to keep the idea of an urban web fairly 

discrete, it will be useful to retrace some of our ideas, by better defining our 

terms, and by paying further attention to one of the oldest puzzles of urban life: 

How is it possible that a collection of strangers—and the city is mostly a 

collection of strangers—can live in close physical proximity in a reasonably 

cooperative manner, without doing each other violence and harm?1 

 

Urban and City Defined: The City in History and 

Logic 
 

The City is the People. 

 Shakespeare, Coriolanus 

 

Although the words urban and city are nowadays used almost 

interchangeably, there is more than a shade of difference between them, a 

difference that can be traced to their original meanings. The noun city 
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incorporates the idea of government and administration, while the adjective 

urban carries the idea of a densely populated place and the lifestyles of 

those who live there. Urban comes from the Latin word urbs. The word 

derives from the palings or palisades that were once used to surround and 

protect a settled place from intruders. From the earliest of times, those who 

lived in settled, protected places developed a characteristic way of life 

associated with a nonagricultural, nonnomadic existence. Our English word 

urbane came into the language about 1500, and with it came a sense of the 

qualities of life and mind that are traditionally associated with lives lived in 

an urban setting. 

The word city is also Latin in its derivation. Civitas, to the Romans, 

carried in its meaning the idea of citizenship and the rights and privileges of 

those who were citizens. The rise of cities as self-governing places began 

in Europe with the Greek city-states and continued until the end of the 

Roman Republic (about the last century B.C.). During the Roman Empire 

and through the successive stages of feudalism, European cities continued as 

walled enclaves, but not usually as self-governing entities. Then, sometime in 

the eleventh century, the city as a self-governing place came into being again. 

Feudal rulers bestowed certain degrees of self-government on their cities, 

largely as a result of the insistence of local craft guilds that they be free to 

conduct guild business, including the right to enforce contracts, conditions 

of work, and standards of craftsmanship. Cities as we now know them thus 

began with the granting of charters from their feudal overlords that bestowed 

on them a measure of self-government (Pirenne 1925). It was this tradition 

of the city as a group of citizens with a charter for self-rule that was carried 

into the New World when the first settlers came to build cities in the 

American wilderness. Thus, the meanings that attach to the word city have 

mostly to do with its legal and governmental status, while the meanings that 

attach to the word urban have to do with what is commonly called the 

culture of cities: their architecture, lifestyle, sociology, and economics. But 

the two sets of meanings meet and mingle. The reasons are not hard to find. 

Every city is an urban place and every urban place—if it has legally 

defined boundaries and a charter from its state—is a city.2 

But despite this mingling, it will be useful to play out the 

differences between city and urban a little longer. Doing so will permit us 

to see more clearly how the activities of a city's government are a response 

to a city's urban qualities. We begin, then, with a sketch of urban places as 

settlement places, places that have meaning for their residents that goes 

beyond the conventional concept of commodity (i.e., a home is more than 

a house). But this fact—that the city represents the confluence of both 

objective factors (e.g., a house is a commodity) and subjective factors 

(e.g., a house is a home)—often creates considerable conflict and tension 

(Gottdiener 1993, Orum 1995). The implications of this confluence for 
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urban governance are limned by historian Howard Chudacoff (1975).3 The 

city as an urban place, says Chudacoff, is characterized by "communities of 

concentrated populations that coordinate and control large-scale activities." 

 

This phrase implies four major criteria: (1) that population density is a 

necessary characteristic; (2) that cities are focal points, or nodes that 

centralize and disperse goods, services, and communications; (3) that 

complex and specialized relationships characterize social life; and (4) that 

urban dwellers display particularly 'urbane' habits and shared interests. (p. 

vi) 

 

Rural communities, in contrast, he says, are "less dense, contain lower 

proportions of wage earners, promote simpler, more close-knit social ties, and 

are less cosmopolitan in their outlook." These four characteristics (urban 

density, urban functions, urban society, and urban attitudes) set in motion 

those other qualities we associate with urban life and with the word 

urbane: cities as centers of human culture and creativity. What is more, by 

bringing "together people and resources, cities have encouraged the 

specialization that in turn has been responsible for economic and 

technological progress" (Chudacoff 1975, vi). 

But if these are the urban qualities of the city, what is it that 

connects them to the government of the city? Broadly speaking, what do 

city governments do that reflects an "urban presence?" Our answer begins 

with the fact of urban density—the presence of large numbers of persons 

living in close physical proximity. By the logic of urban life, places of 

residence are divorced from places of work. That is so because the urban 

dwellers do not farm surrounding land, nor cut timber, nor take minerals 

from the ground. Instead, the urban dweller trades things, makes things, 

transports things. And if he or she does not deal with material things 

directly, the urban dweller earns a livelihood by providing services for 

those who do. As a maker and dealer in goods and services, the urban 

person tends to earn a living as a member of a specialized group or 

organization whose logic of production requires that work be carried on in 

special buildings and specialized geographic areas. 

This said, let us take the explanation one step further. The larger the 

urban population, the more it is likely that the urban place is a place of 

strangers, whose capacity for existing in a reasonably safe, comfortable, and 

healthy environment only partially can depend on the cooperation of friends 

and family and on the self-restraint imposed by a sense of shared existence. 

To achieve a safe and comfortable life, the urban person relies on the 

services provided by the city's government, for it is government that (for 

example) uses a police force to keep the peace and restrain what society 

generally regards as harmful behaviors. It is city government that maintains 
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the streets that carry the city dweller from place to place and from home to 

work. City government brings safe water to buildings where people live and 

work, and it builds and maintains the pipes and sewage plants that carry 

waste materials away. City government lays down standards for the safe 

construction of buildings and protects them from the hazards of fire. It 

supervises the sanitary conditions under which an urban population lives, 

and it performs a thousand other tasks that make life lived among strangers 

possible. 

 

Politics and Public Policy 
 

This, then, is what city government is all about, and this, then, is the 

connection between the city as government and the city as an urban place: 

rules that direct and constrain behavior on behalf of the collective good; 

services that make collective living possible; and money-raised through 

taxes—that pays the people who enforce the rules and provide city 

services.4 

And here, too, is a working definition of public policy: the rules and 

services of government directed toward some specified end or purpose that is 

intended to serve the common good. And here, too, is the threshold of a 

definition of politics—for people quarrel over which rules are to be enforced, 

what services are to be provided, how much money is to be spent, and 

what (after all) is the common good?5 These terms deserve further 

elaboration. 

 

 Public Policy 
 

In simple terms, public policy is what government does or does not do. Public 

policy consists of the laws, judicial decisions, and administrative rules that 

determine the benefits and constraints that come from government. Thus, an 

inquiry into public policy not only looks at benefits and constraints, it also 

looks to see which persons and which groups are helped and hurt by those 

benefits and constraints. Of course, not every law, decision, or ruling is public 

policy. Common sense will suggest that while one police officer's decision to 

write a parking ticket is not public policy, the law under which the ticket is issued 

is public policy. Common sense will also suggest that the clerk who issues a 

building permit is not engaged in policy making, but that the ordinance that 

defines who may build what kind of building (and where) is public policy. 

Public policy is thus understood to apply to a broad class of things, 

events, or persons. It is intended to be consistent over time and is 

generally said to be purposeful; that is, those who urge it and those who 

create it are expected to understand and anticipate its consequences. Every 
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level of government creates public policy; but public policy in the city is a 

direct consequence of urban life. It is policy created by city government's 

need to make collective living possible within a densely populated 

environment. 

 

 Politics 
 

In its oldest and most general sense, politics refers to the art and craft of 

governing. Used in this way, the word directs our attention to the broad 

purposes of government. In democratic societies, these broad purposes have 

to do with creating public policy in furtherance of the public good, and as 

determined by popular will and public demand. Used in this way, politics 

also directs our attention to competing definitions of the public good and to 

the values and arguments that underlie those competing definitions. 

Another definition characterizes politics as the struggle to dominate 

government and determine its policies. This definition assumes that 

competing definitions of the public good, along with contending values and 

philosophic arguments, are all part of the struggle for dominance. And this 

same definition also includes the more ordinary, garden-variety politics—

activities that turn on running for public office. 

Harold Lasswell did much to bring this second definition into 

widespread use. Politics, as he defines it in a celebrated book title, is Who Gets 

What, When, and How (1936). Within this definition, politics can be found 

everywhere in human affairs; we speak of church politics, family politics, 

even sexual politics. But the politics we are concerned with is the politics 

of city government. City politics thus deals with what city governments 

do and do not do—in short, with their policies. Politics in the city deals 

with the behaviors, strategies, resources, and ideas of those who seek to 

influence city policies. It deals with the timing of those policies—for 

today's decision is an accomplished fact, while next year's decision is at 

best a hope and at worst a promise unfulfilled. And politics also deals with 

long-term outcomes—the ultimate consequences of city policies. 

Within this extended definition, city politics becomes inseparable 

from its urban anchorage. To understand city politics, it becomes important 

to pay attention to the sociology of the city, to see who among Chudacoff's 

"communities of concentrated populations" gets what, when, and how. 

Public policy affects nearly everyone in the city, but some groups are 

affected for the better, while others become worse off. Thus, to understand 

city politics, we need to ask which groups emerge better off from the 

struggle that is politics, and we also need to ask which groups emerge 

worse off. In short, to understand city politics, we need to see it as the 

knot that ties together the sociological, economic, and governmental strands 

of the urban web. 
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 Choice, Change, and Constraints 
 

If politics is part of governing, then governing is an exercise in choice. To 

govern is to choose among alternative courses of action. And unless the 

choice favors the status quo, choice results in change. But choices in 

government, as in private life, are neither free nor unlimited. Choices are 

almost always constrained by a clutch of considerations. As individuals, we 

choose among alternatives only in accordance with our ability to invent, 

imagine, or borrow those alternatives. We are further constrained in our 

choices by our values, those things and ideas and states of being that we 

prize and prefer (e.g., peace, liberty, low taxes, or an extension of the 

welfare state). The feasibility and practicality of a course of action is 

another constraint. So, too, are the costs and benefits we think will 

accompany any particular choice. And to these constraints, we need to add the 

constraint of resources (we are less likely to choose that which we cannot 

afford), along with constraints that come as we adjust what we choose to 

what we anticipate others will be choosing and doing. 

These constraints upon private decisions are multiplied many times 

over for those who make decisions for city governments. Four sets of 

constraints operate with special force on cities. First come constraints that 

result from the legal status of cities: cities are units of government, but not 

autonomous units. Any policy that a city may choose must conform to the 

policies of its state and also to the policies of the national government. Thus, 

no city may borrow money, nor hold elections, nor do anything else if what 

it does is not in accordance with the general policies of its state government 

or the national government. For example, no city may attempt to keep down 

the costs of providing services by forbidding the poor to settle there. No city 

may censor books or movies if they have been held by the courts to fall 

under the protection of the First Amendment. And no city may attempt to 

segregate persons by race. Cities are forever required to operate under the 

policy umbrellas of higher levels of government. 

A second set of constraints involves money. Cities are among the 

governmental poor. They depend for income largely upon property taxes. 

Some also raise revenue by means of an income tax. But property taxes are 

slow to adjust to inflation. Upward adjustments are limited by state law to a 

fixed percentage of property values. And city income taxes are also limited 

by state laws which commonly require that city income taxes be approved 

by popular vote rather than by the city council. 

Cities vary enormously in their taxable wealth. A few (mostly 

suburbs with expensive homes and high personal incomes) have revenues 

adequate to their policy desires. Most cities, particularly the largest cities, are 

revenue poor, and those cities which are revenue poor may well be those most 
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affected by personal poverty and those, ironically, with the greatest revenue 

needs. 

A third set of constraints is socioeconomic. Ancient and medieval 

cities were walled cities, whose walls served not only for defense, but to 

keep out those whom the urban governors did not approve of (Long 1972, 

Rybczynski 1995). Since at least the eighteenth century, people have moved 

freely in and out of American cities. In fact, the freedoms to choose one's 

form of livelihood and one's place of abode—with the troubling exception 

of blacks, native peoples, and other minorities—have been regarded 

traditionally as two of the freedoms implicit in our constitutional system 

(Herson 1990). What this means is that the size and composition of a city's 

population is very much a matter of individual and private choice: A city's 

population is the sum total of all those who choose to move in, move 

out, or stay in that city. Accordingly, those who make city policy must be 

constantly mindful that any policy that adversely affects a significant group 

in the city may cause members of that group to move elsewhere, "to vote 

with their feet."6 

Conversely, any policy that bestows significant benefits on any group 

may cause persons of similar social and economic circumstances to migrate 

to that city. Thus, policymakers are constrained to make policy that will 

keep in residence those who are regarded as desirable citizens, usually those 

whose affluence and education can contribute to civic leadership and the 

city treasury. And policymakers are also constrained by the prospect that 

some policies, however humane, may attract to their city a new group of 

urban poor, for the poor are those most likely to put the greatest burden on 

alreadystrained urban revenues and services (Clark and Ferguson 1983, 

Devine and Wright 1993, Rybczynski 1995). 

A final set of urban policy constraints has to do with national 

economic conditions. The prosperity of every city is tied to the prosperity of 

the country as a whole. It is true, of course, that some cities (and regions) 

are less severely affected by economic downturns. And it is also true that 

some cities benefit less than others from periods of rising prosperity. But by 

and large, it is true that economic good times and economic bad times are 

in the city but not of the city. There is relatively little that cities can do to 

offset general economic conditions, and though many cities become desperate 

to invent policies that will bring them prosperity (for example, building a 

sports arena or a convention center), the hard truth is that only the national 

government has resources sufficient to grapple with widespread economic 

distress. Cities are constrained to operate on the margins of policies created 

by other levels of government. And they are also constrained by the 

knowledge that a policy intended to give any city an economic edge over 

neighboring cities—say the building of a convention center or granting tax 

rebates to new industry—invites retaliation by those neighboring cities. 
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Thus, every city is part of an urban web. Its strands are many—

economic sociological, governmental. Political and policy choices and 

constraints are all part of the web. If we follow any single strand, sooner 

or later that strand will be seen to connect with every other strand. 

 

                                                           
1 Finley (1966) and Kitto (1951) explore this puzzle as it applies to the lives of the ancient 

Greeks. 

 
2 This mingling of governmental functions and the culture of cities is examined 

historically in several books by Lewis Mumford (especially, 1938 and 1961). 

 
3 Chudacoff and most others who examine the city in socioeconomic terms draw on the 

seminal work of Louis Wirth (1938, 1964). 

 
4 As disciplines, political science and economics are concerned with a common 

phenomenon: the allocation of scarce resources. This commonality can be extended by 

noting that government functions to bring order to otherwise random and dysfunctional 
social behaviors, while the market (and market exchanges) serves to bring order to 

otherwise random and dysfunctional economic behaviors. 

 
5 As will be noted, any definition of the public good invites a quarrel (a cornerstone of 

the struggle that is politics). And as will be noted, quarrels over the definition of the public 

good are inescapably shaped by individual and collective values and beliefs (the essence 

of an ideology). 

 

6 Albert Hirschman (1970) offers an elegant theory of political and market choices, neatly 
framed in his book's title, Exit, Voice, and Loyalty: Responses to Decline in Firms, 

Organizations and States, which says that critics and the dissatisfied can leave, voice 
dissent, or give their leaders loyalty. For an application to local politics, see Lowery et al. 

(1992). 


