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ABSTRACT

This review considers the following questions: Why is the city undertheorized
in -anthropology? Why is an anthropological voice rarely heard in the urban
studies and urban policy discourse? Anthropological literature published since
1989 is reviewed, with an emphasis on contributions to urban theory and the
locating of anthropological studies within the broader context of urban studies.
The city is found not to be absent in anthropological theory, but it has had no
major theoretical impact. The images of the ethnic city, divided city, deindus-
trialized city, and global city have been most influential, as has research in the
areas of racism, migration, poststructural studies of conflict and resistance, and
critiques of architecture and urban planning. The literature continues to focus
on the links between the experience of individuals and sociopolitical and
economic processes as well as on the cultural meaning of the urban environment.
The newest areas of inquiry include the study of urban space and time, metro-
politan knowledge, and ethnoaesthetics.

INTRODUCTION

Why has the city been undertheorized in anthropology? Urban analysis has
been left to a group of scholars who draw from architecture, history, geogra-
phy, planning, sociology, and economics (33, 43, 79, 80, 210, 216, 222, 224,
254), bringing their unique interdisciplinary skills to the study of the city.
These interdisciplinary analyses are quite broad in scope and focus on the city
as part of a critical theoretical discourse. Anthropologists, however, have been
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more concerned with everyday urban processes, so although the city is present
in anthropology, it has not had a major impact.

In addition, why is an anthropological voice rarely heard in the urban
studies discourse, even though many anthropologists have contributed actively
to the urban poverty, immigration, architecture, and planning literature? Stack
(227), Bourgois (20), Susser (232), and Newman (160) argue that while an-
thropological data are essential to understanding urban problems, anthropolo-
gists have hesitated to participate in urban public policy debates.

I address the above queries concerning the city and anthropology by (a)
reviewing the anthropological literature on the city published since 1989, (b)
identifying organizing images and metaphors as well as concepts and issues,
(c) highlighting anthropological contributions, (d) positioning anthropological
studies within the broader discourse of urban studies and urban policy, and (e)
offering suggestions for future research.

In earlier reviews, Fox (58, 59), Jackson (88), and Gulick (73) advocated an
anthropology of the city, rather than in the city. They argued that the distinc-
tion “is not trivial or hairsplitting” (73:xiv), yet their perspective has been
criticized as essentializing the city as an institution and identifying it through
population density, unique physical qualities or appearance, and styles of
social interaction (136). I am not arguing for an essentialism of the city but
favor attending to the social relations, symbols, and political economies mani-
fest in the city, and view the “urban” as a process rather than as a type or
category.

Theorizing the city is a necessary part of understanding the changing
postindustrial, advanced capitalist, postmodern moment in which we live. The
city as a site of everyday practice provides valuable insights into the linkages
of macroprocesses with the texture and fabric of human experience. The city is
not the only place where these linkages can be studied, but the intensification
of these processes—as well as their human outcomes—occurs and can be
understood best in cities. Thus, the “city” is not a reification but the focus of
cultural and sociopolitical manifestations of urban lives and everyday prac-
tices.

An eclectic set of materials selected from recently written field-based eth-
nographies and articles within anthropology, as well as monographs and arti-
cles from the cognate fields of geography, sociology, history, urban planning,
and political science, are included. Kemper (106) has indexed and summarized
urban anthropology dissertations, and Sanjek (208) and Kemper (105) have
covered urban work published through 1990. Therefore, I focus mainly on
works published since that date. Books were selected from both fieldwork and
nonfieldwork-based monographs, and articles were selected from English-lan-
guage anthropology journals. The selections from other disciplines include
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books and articles drawn from major journals and bibliographies in the urban
studies and urban policy fields. Of course, some research was excluded, in-
cluding that on urbanization, urban applied anthropology, urban historical
archaeology, urban medical anthropology, and urban linguistics. Research on
poverty and homelessness is covered by Susser in this volume of the Annual
Review of Anthropology.

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

With the emergence of the Chicago School in the 1920s and 1930s and the
development of an urban ecological perspective (173), the city is viewed as
made up of adjacent ecological niches occupied by human groups in a series of
concentric rings surrounding a central core. Class, occupation, world view, and
life experiences are coterminous with an inhabitant’s location within these
niches. Social change occurs through socioeconomic transitions, with each
group replacing the next in an outward spiral. Research strategies focus on
participant observation to uncover and explain the adaptations and accommo-
dations of urban populations to these microenvironments. The contemporary
sociologists Anderson (5) and Wacquant (238), both of whom trained at the
University of Chicago and studied the African-American ghetto experience in
Chicago, continue to draw upon this work for theoretical and methodological
inspiration.

A second major influence on how we view the city was the Institute of
Community Studies (in Bethal Green, London) program of policy and plan-
ning research on slum clearance and replacement of housing in London, Eng-
land, and Lagos, Nigeria. From the 1950s to the present, Young & Willmott
(250), Marris (143, 144), and their colleagues conceived of the city as a series
of urban “communities” based on extended family relations and kinship net-
works. Bott’s (19) research on the social networks of middle-class English
families drew upon discussions with anthropologists at the University of Man-
chester (66). Network analysis, used to study the social organization of city
residents, was also used to understand the rapidly urbanizing populations of
Africa (156) and Latin America (128), and employed by North American
researchers to study the interconnections and interdependencies of family and
household relationships among the urban poor (226, 227). Network analyses
are now more elaborate and quantitative, and they still provide an important
methodological strategy and theoretical model for urban research (96, 115,
123).

Planned physical and social change in Latin-American low-income residen-
tial neighborhoods (126, 127) as well as the planning and design of new towns
such as Ciudad Guayana (174) and Brasilia (51) provided further ethnographic
examples of local as well as national/international conflict over planning
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goals. Peattie (175) identified foreign capital investment and Rabinow (186)
identified the power/knowledge of the technologies of planning and architec-
ture as antithetical to producing a humane environment for local populations
and workers. Studies of urban renewal (68) and community rebuilding after
natural disasters (167) further examined how redevelopment processes exclude
the psychosocial needs of residents. Conflicts emerge among government
institutions, planning experts, and local communities that set the stage for
contemporary poststructural analyses of urban struggles for land tenure rights
(10, 84) and adequate housing (129) as well as critiques of planning and
architecture as instruments of social control (133, 148, 181).

Another theoretical force has been Leeds’s cumulative work (119), recently
published in a posthumous volume (209). Although Leeds concentrated on
supralocal and local linkages and the nation/state level of analysis, his field-
work dealt predominantly with the city as the point of articulation in these
complex relationships. Leeds’s model of the flow of goods, cash, labor, and
services between metropole and countryside continues to be used in analyses
of the city (70, 71).

The most important transition in the anthropological study of the city,
however, occurred in the 1980s with the introduction of political economy.
Susser’s (231) landmark ethnography of a Brooklyn working-class neighbor-
hood, Hannerz’s monograph (75), and Mullings’s (157) critique of urban
anthropology in the United States ushered in a decade of ethnographies that
document how structural forces shape urban experience. The examination of
the social effects of industrial capitalism and deconstruction of the confusion
of urbanism with inequality and alienation produced a new urban paradigm
(157, 168).

The final development in this trajectory includes the notion of “repre-
sentational cities” (89)—an approach in which messages encoded in the envi-
ronment are read as texts. Jacobs argues that “‘ethnographic studies were com-
monly prescribed the role of rendering more real the exotic and marginalized,
but were seen to have little value in terms of the modern project of theory-
building” (89:828). Radicalized urban ethnography, however, links everyday
practices and the broader processes of class formation. According to Jacobs
(89), new cities require new forms of analysis in which the urban built envi-
ronment becomes a discursive realm. The representational approach is re-
flected in Holston’s (82) analysis of the planning and architecture of Brasilia
read as an ideological tract of an imagined socialist utopia, and in Dorst’s (49)
postmodern ethnography of the re-creation of the history and landscape of
Chadd’s Ford, Pennsylvania.

The coincidence of geographical region with theoretical geneology has
resulted in research continuities within culture areas. The tradition of British
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social anthropology in Africa has generated a series of ethnographies of social
relations in the city—exchanges, political alliances, market relationships, and
network analyses that form the core of contemporary African urban analyses
(11, 137, 156, 176). Other continuities include the examination of favelas,
shantytowns, and turgurios in the urban periphery, and the informal economy
in Latin America (99, 207); Japanese ethnographies that focus on work organi-
zation (17, 74, 110, 230); and Chinese studies that emphasize urban hierar-
chies (72, 92).

The historical development of an anthropology of cities has produced many
approaches drawn upon to this day, including urban ecology models; commu-
nity, family, and network analyses; critiques of the power/knowledge of plan-
ning and architecture; supralocal/local linkage analyses; and political eco-
nomic, representational, and discursive models of the city.

IMAGINING THE CITY: METAPHORS AND IMAGES

The contemporary literature is much more diverse and does not fall neatly into
the categories presented above; it is therefore best presented through a series of
images and metaphors. These images of the city are meant to be heuristic and
illuminating and should not be confused with previous evolutionary schemes
or the development of urban typologies (59, 73). They are a guide to the
diverse ideas, concepts, and frameworks used to analyze and write about the
city, and they are different lenses that offer the reader as well as the writer
different ways to communicate about an often elusive and discursively com-
plex subject.

Social Relations

THE ETHNIC CITY As illustrated by the protagonist’s difficulties in the movie
Little Odessa (1994), which is set in the Russian immigrant community of
Brighton Beach, Brooklyn, it is often impossible to escape the pressures of one’s
cultural group when one remains in the community. However, trying to leave
can lead to unexpected and sometimes unfortunate circumstances. Little Odessa
presents a mythic image of an East-Coast ethnic city. This image of the ethnic
city, which has deep historical roots, focuses on ethnic politics and ethnically
based urban social movements. Edited volumes addressing the many immigrant
groups coexisting in large US cities (36, 56, 116, 235) and ethnographies that
portray the differences in the structure of opportunity (103), access to power by
generation (100), location of headquarters and subsidiary relations (114), and
self-conscious creation of collective identities (124, 244) define the parameters
of group success and failure in this urban model.

There are two dominant streams of research: (a) studies of the ethnic city as
a mosaic of enclaves economically, linguistically, and socially self-contained
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as a strategy of political and economic survival (183, 252); and () studies of
ethnic groups that may or may not function as enclaves but that are defined by
their location in the occupational structure (141), their position in the local
immigrant social structure (142), their degree of marginality (139), or their
historical and racial distinctiveness as the basis of discrimination and oppres-
sion (37, 57, 113). The ethnic enclave has been criticized as often assumed
rather than empirically verified (180). Nonetheless, it has generated a produc-
tive stream of research (182, 184). Studies of urban ethnic communities pro-
vide important insights into collective ethnic politics.

One book that has received considerable attention is Portes & Stepick’s
City on the Edge (183), a study of the development of Miami, Florida, a city of
competing ethnic enclaves. Historically dominated by the white middle class,
the cultural hegemony of Miami has more recently shifted to Cuban-born
immigrants, and Spanish has become the lingua franca of commerce and
sociopolitical networks. Cuban-born immigrants have been singularly success-
ful in manipulating the local power structure and media to create a new kind of
ethnic politics in which the oppressed have become the oppressor.

Probably the most ambitious research program has been Lamphere’s (116)
project on the changing relations between established residents and newcom-
ers in Miami; Chicago; Houston; Philadelphia; Monterey Park, California; and
Garden City, Kansas, which identifies quite different strategies in the develop-
ment of ethnic politics. Horton (87) discussed the “voluntary construction of
ethnicity” (87:234) of the Chinese majority and Latino newcomers in Mon-
terey Park, California. Stull (228, 229) emphasized class-based perceptions of
ethnic identity in Garden City, Kansas. And Goode & Schneider (67) framed
their study in terms of racial as well as ethnic divisions in Philadelphia.

Goode & Schneider’s (67) depiction of Philadelphia is particularly note-
worthy in that it assesses the political and economic processes that segregate
Philadelphia’s neighborhoods. Although Goode & Schneider use the term
racially “divided city,” their research suggests that new immigrants settling in
older divided communities are in fact reconfiguring the city into ethnically
diverse neighborhoods. An ethnically based real estate market has developed,
as well as speciality shopping areas, local ethnic associations, and a prolifera-
tion of ethnic festivals. Philadelphia is interesting in that it draws upon two
complementary images: It is a historically diverse city known for its neighbor-
hoods dotted with churches and synagogues that mark ethnic differences, and
it is a city divided into racial territories of black and white (111).

THE DIVIDED CITY The divided city conjures up images of the Berlin Wall
(18) or the Danube, which divides Buda from Pest. Within anthropology it
evokes hidden barriers of race and class encoded in metaphors of uptown and
downtown, upscale and ghetto, and particularly in the United States, of black
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and white. McDonogh (149) interpreted the experience of being black and
Catholic in the divided city of Savannah, Georgia, as “characterized by a
continuous tension among discourses that sustain stereotypes, delimit social
groups, and shape the activities of citizens who participate in urban cultures”
(149:65). Keith & Cross (102), however, argued that the divided city has restored
the cultural primacy of the urban as a culture and cash nexus or “city as
playground.” The division here is between the white cultural playgrounds and
the abandoned black residential areas so clearly seen in cities such as Washing-
ton, Los Angeles, and New York City.

The processes producing the divided city have been studied primarily in US
cities. Studies focus on different aspects of racism and racial segregation
(246). Williams’s (247) exploration of the displacement of blacks through
gentrification and other real estate activities and Greenbaum’s (68) examina-
tion of housing abandonment provide ethnographic explanations for the more
theoretical overviews of American residential apartheid (27, 147). According
to Massey & Denton (147), the continued high level of urban residential
segregation exemplifies racial prejudice and discriminatory real estate prac-
tices and mortgage structures designed to insulate whites from blacks. Gregory
(69) noted that a shift from race-based to class-based politics is even separat-
ing the residences of low-income blacks in Queens, New York City, from
middle-class blacks who are increasingly adopting the political values of white
homeowners.

Further explorations of the economic, social, and political consequences of
racism include Page’s (170) concept of “white public space” to analyze how
white institutions control even the production of “blackness.” Here efforts by
black entrepreneurs to serve their own people and culture are coopted by the
white power structure that dominates the economic and communication sys-
tems used by the black community. Sacks (206) explained race, class, and
gender relations through the metaorganization of capitalism, which she de-
fined as a materially based and state-reinforced social and cultural construc-
tion. Fernandez-Kelly (104) explained the divided city through the unequal
distribution of “cultural capital’—the symbolic repertory whose meanings
individuals learn and use as members of particular social networks—and “so-
cial capital’—the relations of reciprocity between individuals and groups.
Cultural and social capital are defined by physical vectors such as urban space
and by collective constructions such as social class, race, and gender, and thus
are toponomical, dependent on physical and social location.

Unequal distribution of material resources and urban services is also identi-
fied as a reflection of the “major cleavage between those able to augment their
basic needs through labor market participation at a wage high enough to
insulate them from the vagaries of state budget crises and those who remain on
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state services just to survive” (94:112). Susser (232, 233) pointed to the
separation of mothers and male children as perpetuating the dismantling of the
black family and as increasing the vulnerability of black male children, while
Jones (93, 95) demonstrated that although mothers want their children to
achieve, the material bases for social reproduction are not available to support
such desires. Ogbu (166) and George (61) identified city schools’ failure to
provide educational environments that affirm and allow black and other minor-
ity student achievements.

The most extreme image of the divided city is Wacquant’s (238) concept of
the hyperghetto, a racially and socioeconomically segregated section of the
inner city characterized by the “depacification” of everyday life, “desertifica-
tion” of organizations and institutions, social “dedifferentiation,” and “infor-
malization” of the economy. Wacquant (237) compared the stigma and racial
division of South Side Chicago’s Black Belt with the Parisian Red Belt of the
urban periphery, which “highlights the distinctively racial dimension of inner
city poverty in the United States” (237:380). Mingione (153) commented on
the “Americanization” of poverty in European cities to describe the increasing
racialization and ghettoization of the European poor.

Other researchers, however, argue that the South Side of Chicago is a
special case, and that New York’s Harlem and Los Angeles’s South Central
are not experiencing these desertification and depacification processes. New-
man (160, 162, 163) and George (61) refute the generalizations of Wacquant &
Wilson (240) and identified instead an increase in the number of local
churches, the development of new Afrocentric schools, and a reappropriation
of identity politics based on positive black images.

THE GENDERED CITY The city has been perceived primarily as a male place in
which women, “along with minorities, children, the poor, are still not full
citizens in the sense that they have never been granted full and free access to the
streets...and they have survived and flourished in the interstices of the city,
negotiating the contradictions of the city in their own particular way” (248:8).
The life within these interstices makes up the gendered city, seen by feminists
(48, 80, 146, 225, 248) as a place of work, struggle, and strife.
Anthropological studies have focused on women’s work and workplaces in
the informal sphere: the market (38, 78), homework, (245), and domestic
service (64, 190). With the increasing feminization of key sectors of the
informal economy and the informalization of economic and political processes
in third world cities, more women are supporting their children as street
vendors (“higglers”) in Jamaica (78), market women in West Africa (38),
pieceworkers in urban Turkey (245), and domestic workers in Bolivia (64).
Repak (190) argued that the structural forces in El Salvador of no rural jobs,
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low marriage rates, and multiple partners have produced a gender-specific
migration of women as a low-wage labor source of domestics for Washington,
DC, households. This historical-structural theory of “gendered labor recruit-
ment” explains why single women come to cities, but it is their newly acquired
values of freedom, growth, and individual achievement that explain why they
stay.

Another way of conceptualizing the gendered city has been to document
and analyze women’s urban protests against their “silencing” in urban public
high schools (54), their exclusion from the sites of knowledge acquisition in
Sudan and New York (101), and their control by traditional and Western
hegemonies in Cairo (138). Hayden (80) is particularly concerned about the
absence of physical and spatial markers of women’s contributions and designs
monuments to the forgotten histories of women who built and nourished Los
Angeles. Redevelopment schemes erase the cultural, architectural, and spatial
remains of ordinary people and leave an urban landscape that provides no
“place memories” for women, immigrants, and other minorities (23, 80, 132,
164).

THE CONTESTED CITY The West Indian Labor Day Parade in Brooklyn, New
York (100); the Halloween Parade in Greenwich Village, New York (112); and
Las Fallas in Valencia (117)—events that temporarily invert the urban power
structure through symbolic control of the streets—are well-known images of
“the contested city.” The growing attention to the masquerade politics of urban
cultural movements (39) and to earlier work on urban social movements (9, 32)
has broadened contemporary concepts of urban struggle and resistance. Post-
structural analyses describe the city as a site of ongoing urban conflicts about
the material basis for social reproduction reflected in a concern for the quality
of life (94), access to land (12, 83), and neighborhood control of affordable
housing (13). Historical studies of Central Park in New York City (192a) and
of Barcelona (98) also record the solidarity of class and gender in the struggle
to control land and labor.

Resistance, however, is not always a process of active contestation (165).
Pred (185) and Banck (8) emphasized how simply naming streets can be an act
of political struggle. In urban high schools, resistance has been explored
through the concept of “silencing,” a vehicle for understanding how it is that
“language, representations, and even the forms of resistance permitted or not”
(53) shape patterns of social injustice.

The contested city also provides a site for methodological innovation. Bura-
woy (28) used the “modern metropolis” as a laboratory for students who
produced ethnographies looking at issues of power and resistance. Abu-Lug-
hod’s (3) “collective ethnography” of New York City’s Lower East Side is
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another effort “to capture the economic and social complexities found in our
newest forms of inner-city neighborhoods” (3:5). These inner-city neighbor-
hoods have become arenas for struggle with developers and city government
officials, but also sites of conflict for the subgroups that live within them.

Economics

THE DEINDUSTRIALIZED CITY Michael Moore’s underground film Roger and
Me (1989) tells the story of the closing of the General Motors automobile factory
in Flint, Michigan, and the resulting unemployment of workers, disinvestment
in the community, declining standard of living, and subsequent deterioration of
family and personal life. The story is a common one: deterioration of a city
because of the closing or relocation of industries that were the sole employers
in working-class towns. The forces of globalization, new forms of flexible
capital, and new venues of cheap labor have accelerated the number of these
closings and their socially deleterious effects.

The consequences of deindustrialization on the lives of working-class men
and women have been described by Pappas (171), who focused on the effects
of the closing of the Seiberling plant of the Firestone Tire and Rubber com-
pany in the midwestern industrial town of Barberton, Ohio. His ethnography
sensitively depicts the reaction of displaced workers who once had a modicum
of affluence and security. Nash (159), in her comprehensive historical-struc-
tural analysis of the economic and social decline of Pittsfield, Massachuetts,
sees the response to deindustrialization in terms of the construction of commu-
nity and corporate hegemony. When General Electric announced downsizing
and the subsequent closing of local plants, the discourse between employees
and management began to change, and issues of corporate responsibility,
social contract, and community welfare took on new meaning. Nash (159:324)
concluded that:

General Electric consciously used the threat and actual practice of moving
production elsewhere when they recognized the strength of nationally organ-
ized unions.... Their growing global investments were as much an attempt to
control the labor movement in their domestic plants as to take advantage of
cheap labor in export processing plants or branches within low-wage countries.

Related research looks at the costs of deindustrialization according to its
impact on residents in New York City suburbs (161), immigrants in Philadel-
phia (111), and African-Americans in Chicago’s ghettos (240). Deindustriali-
zation has contributed to the hyperghettoization of the city (240) and to the
“withering” of the middle-class American dream (161). The consequences of
urban deindustrialization also are found in the poverty and homelessness lit-
erature.
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THE GLOBAL CITY New York, Tokyo, and London are cited as the preeminent
global cities—centers of technology, financial production, and support services
(210) in which translocal economic forces have more weight than local policies
in shaping urban economies (211). These three cities have “undergone massive
and parallel changes in their economic base, spatial organization, and social
structure” (210:4) to accommodate their “command post” functions as key
locations for markets, finance and special services, and sites of production and
innovation. The resulting polarization of the city and the economy, the interna-
tionalization and “casualization” of labor, and deterritorialization of the social
organization of work and community are products of the same post-Fordist
forces that have reshaped the deindustrialized city. Global forces are also
reshaping regional systems of cities and the formation of transnational identities
and communities (212). For example, along the US-Mexico border a distinct
category, the “border metropolis,” has arisen that is characterized by commuting
populations and transnational character (7, 81).

“World city” has also been used to describe the changing economies of
large, central cities from a world systems perspective (241). Friedmann (60),
summing up a decade of research, argued that world cities: (a) articulate local
economies in a global economy, (b) provide a space for capital accumulation
that excludes the world as a whole, (c) are locations of intense economic and
social interaction, (d) are hierarchically arranged within the world system
order, and (e) constitute a social class—the transnational capitalist class. An-
other manifestation is the “dual city” (155), comprised of upper-class and
upper-middle-class professionals who act as a group in pursuing their own
political ends and who effectively diffuse the political influence of more
pluralistic neighborhoods.

The consequences of globalization have been examined in the creation of
the third world “global factory” (199), the transformation of the Tsukji whole-
sale fish market in Tokyo (17), and the reinterpretation of Hong Kong’s
economic past and future within a global framework (220). Anthropological
contributions, however, have primarily focused on transnational perspectives
of migration (215) in which issues of race, class, ethnicity, and nationalism are
reconsidered (35, 62, 121, 169). Everything from drug trafficking by gangs
(77) to selling hats in Harlem made in Africa emblazoned with Malcolm’s “X”
(40) is transformed by international capitalism. Transnational forces are also
changing the “social, territorial, and cultural reproduction of group identity”
(6:191) in such a way that landscapes of group identity are deterritorialized.
The shifting terrain of public culture is constantly redefining the local accord-
ing to the global. This new world of cultural ebb and flow, however, has
probably been captured more adequately in the media-based image of the
informational city.
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THE INFORMATIONAL CITY In The Informational City, Castells (33) described
another kind of dual city, one in which space flows supersede the meaning of
the space of places. Space flows, however, are organized on the principles of
information-processing activities, rather than on the everyday spaces of living
and working. The resulting meaninglessness of everyday places and political
institutions is resented and resisted through a variety of individual and collective
strategies. People attempt to reaffirm their cultural identity, often in territorial
terms, by “mobilizing to achieve their demands, organizing their communities,
and staking out their places to preserve meaning, to restore whatever limited
control they can over work and residence” (33:350).

Castells (34) further outlined his theory of the informational society as a
world in which control over knowledge and information decides who holds
power in society. Communications technology and media control of images,
representations, and public opinion, as well as the increasing ability of com-
puter networks to allow the individual to create personal images, illustrate the
growing tension between globalization and individualization. Individuals react
by representing their values and interests through the reassertion of primary
identities of self-identified communities, which results in the rejection of other
communities, increasing racism and xenophobia. In response, Martin (145)
suggested that the emphasis on adaptive, continuous change is creating an
everyday concept of the “flexible body”; that new forms of inequality—in
poverty, education, immigrant experience, and communication—are being
produced (234); and that the dynamics of the new identity-making are, in fact,
dialectical rather than unidimensional processes (132).

Hannerz (76), in Cultural Complexity, offered another version of an infor-
mational society based on cultural flows organized according to states, mar-
kets, and movements. Here the city is the center of cultural growth, the place
where the interplay of the centralizing agencies of culture—schools and me-
dia—and the decentralizing forces of the diversity of subcultures are located.
Hannerz, in contrast with Castells, emphasized the linkages between local
experience and these global cultural flows.

Urban Planning and Architecture

THE MODERNIST CITY Brasilia is the archetypal modernist city. It is based on
CIAM’s (Congres Internationaux d’ Architecture Moderne’s) premise of social
transformation and executed by the force of a strong central government. The
design of Brasilia was supposed to integrate the disparate classes and colors of
Brazil’s complex social structure while simultaneously revitalizing the economy
through the creation of new jobs and industries in the central region. Brasilia
was conceived by President Kubitschek as an attempt to celebrate Brazil’s
arrival as a modern country ready to take its proper place in the world system
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and global economy. As a symbolic statement it was successful, but as a city its
abstract architecture and idealist plan conflicted with the needs and desires of
its people. This story is the substrate of Holston’s (82) architectural ethnography,
which provides an effective critique of Brasilia’s plan and architecture as well
as of the underlying cultural assumptions of the monumental urban project.
Holston’s (84) critique of modernist planning has led him to search for a new
social imagination, one that provides “spaces of insurgent citizenship” as
sources of legitimation and political participation (85).

“The colonial city,” another urban image recently reviewed by King (108),
is often critiqued from a modernist perspective in the sense that the “modern
technologies” of planning and architecture are employed to build these new
societies and indoctrinate citizens within the spatial confines of rationally
planned towns (249). Mitchell’s (154) Colonizing Egypt and Rabinow’s (186)
French Modern both examined the building and “enframing” of power rela-
tions reflected in colonial spatial configurations and visual perspectives. Low
(130, 131) explored the impact of the Spanish colonial system of spatial
organization on the urban landscape. Pellow (177) investigated the British
control of land and political power in the space accorded local peoples in
Accra, Ghana, while King (107) linked colonialism with the broader issues of
urbanism and the world economy. The analysis of the role of planning agen-
cies and of vested local interests has become a critical part of any study of
urbanization and the politics of modernization in third world countries such as
Ghana (31) and China (45).

THEPOSTMODERNCITY The movie Pulp Fiction (1994) reflects the space-time
compression proposed by Harvey (79) and Giddens (63) as a feature of contem-
porary social life. Jameson (90) argued that late capitalism has a distinctive
cultural logic that is reshaping the form and functioning of the city (224a). Boyer
(23) calls it the “city of illusion,” Zukin (254) the “city of cultural consumption,”
and Rutheiser (203) the “nonplace urban realm” where the packaging of cities
as commodities creates the “city of scenographic sites” (23).

Dorst’s (49) extraordinary analysis of Chadd’s Ford, Pennsylvania, as an
image, idea, ideological discourse, and assemblage of texts—a written sub-
urb—and of the preservation of Chadd’s Ford as a representative display of a
place that exists putatively only in Andrew Wyeth’s paintings, demonstrates
the theoretical power of ethnography when applied to a postmodern site. Dorst
employed the concept of postmodern hyperspaces constructed to behave like
depthless surfaces to explain the visual impact of the mirror-glass surface of
the Brandywine Museum and its enframed scenes (49:108).

Conversely, Fjellman (55) considers the ultimate city of illusion: Walt
Disney World in Orlando, Florida. He argued that Walt Disney World has
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become the major middle-class pilgrimage center in the United States, “partly
because of the brilliance of its cross-referential marketing and partly because
its utopian aspects appeal strongly to real peoples’ real needs in late capitalist
society” (55:10). The cinema structures one’s experience there, with activities
constructed as movie scenes: Thus, all experience is composed of surfaces
similar to the “veneer” and “vignette” of Dorst’s Chadd’s Ford.

Another approach has been to document the “imagineering” of the post-
modern city, as in Rutheiser’s (204) study of how Atlanta’s nondistinctive
identity was “repackaged” for the 1996 Olympics into an image of “traditional
urbanity” (203), and McDonogh’s (148) exploration of the ideological impact
of Olympics planning on the reconstitution of public space and citizenship in
Barcelona. Sieber (219) showed how postindustrial port cities use the revitali-
zation of the waterfront to create downtown tourist sites with middle-class
images of housing complexes and shopping malls, while Cooper (41) traced
the transformation of spatial ideologies for imagining the Toronto waterfront.
Ruble (200) also critiqued the reshaping of the image of a provincial Russian
city in the postsocialist transition. In each of these revitalization schemes,
histories and monuments of public memory are manipulated to create a seam-
less presentation of the city’s revalorized cultural heritage (22, 164, 218).

Hong Kong has also been identified as an important site of postmodernity.
The four eroding ecologies of the merchant city, the industrial city, the finan-
cial city, and the capital city have created colonial spaces with working-class
conditions adjacent to commodity spaces with new towns and high-rise build-
ings (44). The contradictions of these spaces can be seen on any Sunday when
groups of Filipina domestic workers picnic on blankets, filling the cement
sidewalks and streets because the city will not provide public parks and recrea-
tion; while during the week a staggering number of street hawkers sell their
wares next to transnational corporate buildings (221). The skyscraper architec-
ture of Hong Kong derives from modernist ideas of town planning, but these
buildings are transformed by the hyperdensity of the site (1). Dovey (50)
argued that these corporate towers are produced by the forces of creative
destruction that are emblematic of the condition of postmodernity (79).

THEFORTRESSCITY Imagine private police guarding New York City’s wealthy
Upper East Side, or private highways running along the median strip of Los
Angeles’s freeways (163a). Remember the fortified encampments of futuristic
films such as Road Warrior (1982) and Mad Max (1980) or the underground
prison of the recent film Twelve Monkeys (1996). These are all images of the
fortress city, conceived of by Davis (46) and modeled on Los Angeles.
Davis’s fortress city is drawn from his radical history of the development of
Los Angeles, in which he traces the control of media, seizure of land, busting
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of unions, rigging of water rights, and exclusion of minorities from political
participation, all of which has resulted in the destruction of public space. Davis
explains that the resulting militarization (47) took a long time to develop, with
many periods of working-class and minority resistance producing minor suc-
cesses. However, the riots in South Central Los Angeles and movies such as
Boyz in the ‘Hood (1991) suggest that unequal social relations solidified with
the continued infusion of capital from movie-making businesses and Pacific
rim financial services that accelerated land speculation, development, and
rising housing prices.

The social production of the fortress city is explained in Fainstein’s study of
the logic of large development projects in such cities as New York and London
(52:1):

This built environment forms contours which structure social relations, causing
commonalities of gender, sexual orientation, race, ethnicity, and class to
assume spatial identities. Social groups, in turn, imprint themselves physically
on the urban structure through the formation of communities, competition for
territory, and segregation—in other words, through clustering, the erection of
boundaries, and establishing distance.

Large mixed commercial and residential development projects reinforce the
segregation of the divided city, further cutting off communities by visual
boundaries, growing distances, and ultimately, walls. Merry (151) argued that
in- middle-class and upper-middle-class urban neighborhoods residents seek
privacy because they desire peace and can afford it. Such neighborhoods are
marked by patterns of avoidance of social contact: building fences, cutting off
relationships, and moving out in response to problems and conflicts. Govern-
ment simultaneously expands its regulatory role: “Zoning laws, local police
departments, ordinances about dogs, quiet laws, laws against domestic and
interpersonal violence, all provide new forms of regulation of family and
neighborhood life” (152:87).

In the fortress city, youth gangs and homeless youth are part of the new
social imaginaries: “[N]ew social subjects are created and create themselves in
and through the social space of the city” (201). Space takes on the ability to
confirm identity (132), and gangs compete for limited urban spaces (91), as
institutional and private forces increasingly constrain and structure the lives of
street addicts and other marginalized groups within the public arena (242).

Within this context, acts of violence and crime are increasingly feared.
Anderson (5) discussed the “streetwise” behavior of Philadelphians: in which
residents cross the street when faced with oncoming young black males. Wac-
quant (239) portrayed the perceived isolation of families in Chicago’s Black
Belt, where the streets are deserted and no longer patrolled by police. Bourgois
(21) described the fear and sense of vulnerability experienced by El Barrio
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residents and by anthropologists faced with the everyday violence of those
who sell crack in East Harlem, New York City. African-American adolescents
in Baltimore perceive this violence as both within and against their communi-
ties (97), while suburbanites and the black and Latino urban-working poor do
not accept a structural economic analysis of criminality but instead blame
crime on individual actors rather than on social forces (20).

Most studies of the fortress city focus on Los Angeles, Chicago, and New
York, even though the United States does not have a monopoly on this type of
social and physical development. Brazil offers examples of fortification and
urban violence that match any US venue (213). Banck (8) documented grow-
ing fear with the increased differentials of consumption by class. Linger (125)
has written an ethnography about brigas, violent confrontations that are a kind
of cultural performance occurring during Carnival. Caldeira (30) described the
increasing fear of street crime and building of fortified enclaves in Sdo Paulo,
and Low’s research in Caracas, Venezuela, is informed by the fear middle-
class residents experience when they leave their gated compounds. The for-
tress city is on the horizon as a new built form and device of social control that
should be studied as part of our inquiry into growing urban economic inequal-

ity.
Religion and Culture

THE SACRED CITY Levy’s (122) insightful account of Hinduism and the
organization of the traditional Newar city of Bhaktapur presents the city as a
“mesocosm,” an essential middle world that symbolically mediates between the
cosmological universe and the experience of everyday life. Bhaktapur is said to
be an archaic city, one that uses “marked” symbols to solve the problem of
cultural communication among many people, and Levy provided an analysis of
how these symbolic forms, such as sacrifice, festival calendars, and the pantheon
of divinities, work to order a very large and complex city. Civic life is a
“choreographed ballet” (122:17) of religious observance and practice. Parish
(172), also working in Bhaktapur, reiterated that the city is a sacred setting for
collective ritual, “a mandala of shrines” (172:21) that embodies the Hindu
religious system and cosmology within which individuals locate and create
moral selves. Lynch (136) also examined the construction of identity, but in the
Hindu city of Mathura, where ancestral place becomes a metaphor for the
self-identity of the Chaubes, a community of priests who act as guides and ritual
specialists performing the necessary rites for pilgrims at Krishna’s birthplace.
The image of the sacred city is analyzed through its symbolic form in Hindu
(122, 136, 172) and Islamic cities (2, 189), but there are other aspects of
sacredness. Research on religion as a basis of urban resistance movements (29,
189, 243), as a basis of class politics (236), as an expression of gay identity
(217), and as a vehicle of immigrant survival (26) suggests that religion plays a
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variety of roles in the lives of urban residents. Reeves (189) in particular
argued that religion as a form of resistance goes unnoticed in Northern Egypt
and therefore is not controlled or countered. Burdick’s (29) work in Brazil,
however, suggests that there are many religious discourses in the arena, some
of which produce strong counterreactions.

THE TRADITIONAL CITY Several studies of cities in Japan, India, and China
consider the maintenance of tradition within the urban context. While not
contributing directly to a theory of the city, these studies investigate dimensions
of urban life often overlooked by other researchers.

Bestor’s (14, 15) work on a shitamachi neighborhood in Tokyo and Robert-
son’s (191) study of newcomers in a small Japanese city portray urban experi-
ence as a struggle for balance between the maintenance of tradition and the
pressures of rapid social change. Kondo (110), however, examined the rela-
tionship of work and self-concept, in which a person’s occupational status may
come into conflict with traditional values and sex-role obligations. Japanese
urban studies also consider the maintenance of traditional forms of status
privilege and status recognition, in business (74, 230) and among the nobility
(118). A fascinating study of a Mongol city in China focuses on the many
details of urban social hierarchies and provides insights into the management
of marriage and romance within this traditional setting (92).

Indigenous studies of urban processes provide an important window into
indigenous conceptualizations of problems and culturally significant themes.
Edited volumes by indigenous authors on urban anthropology in China (72)
and on urban sociology in India (187, 188) include a number of articles
emphasizing ongoing conflicts between the desire to preserve cultural tradi-
tions in the face of rapid social change.

Images of the city, however, are not the only contribution that anthropolo-
gists have been making to an anthropology of cities, and the final section of
this review discusses how anthropologists have approached the city through
the concepts of space, time, knowledge, and aesthetics.

THEORIZING THE CITY: SPACE, KNOWLEDGE, TIME,
AND AESTHETICS

The view that contemporary cities not only pose problems intrinsic to the
metropolitan experience, but that they also underscore and transform many of
the most traditional concerns of the discipline—the social organization of space;
the meanings of knowledge, group, and power; and the intricacies of commodity,
exchange, and political economy—nhas been taken up by a group of scholars
involved in the theoretical revitalization of the field (for a similar undertaking,
see also 135, 251). The concern has been to articulate understandings of
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particular cities—Vienna; Barcelona; Valencia; Savannah; Atlanta; New York;
Toronto; Accra; Shanghai; Tokyo; Belize City; and San José, Costa Rica—with
broader anthropological concepts of space, knowledge, time, and identity. The
inquiry began not with imagining the city as a metaphorical object but with
imagining urbanites: residents, homeless people, planners, municipal bureau-
crats, and architects experiencing the city through the social relations, political
economic, and planning processes outlined in the previous section.

The Cultural Meaning of Urban Space (197) reflects an attempt to under-
stand “the meaning of urban spaces through the knowledge of the people who
live within them” (197:xi). The studies are characterized by the search for the
underlying social and cultural values and power politics that give form and
meaning to the cityscape and the built urban environment. McDonogh’s (150)
ethnography of “emptiness” provides an evocative theoretical category that
marks not an absence of urbanness but a zone of intense competition that
betrays the imposition of urban power. Low (130) focuses on the historical
emergence of spatial meanings of power relations in the Spanish American
plaza, while others are concerned with the symbolic mapping of contested
arenas of urban social interaction such as privacy (178), neighborhood (16),
and schooling (202). Research on the design of housing (42, 134) and place
attachment to urban space (4) also contribute to this ongoing venture.

Setting Boundaries (179) is more concerned with boundaries and perime-
ters, that is, the way in which “physical and conceptual boundaries are inte-
grally tied to the creation, maintenance, transformation and definition of social
and societal relations—of socio-cultural behavior and action” (179:3). In these
chapters the concept of boundary is dealt with both spatially and metaphori-
cally, which links the materialist and metaphorical analyses of social and
spatial demarcation (for a similar concept within cultural geography, see 223).

Many of the ideas explored in these volumes have been further elaborated
by asking how meaning is created through both the social production of space
and the social construction of space (133, 192), and how power is represented
in the history and evolution of the built forms (117, 120, 131, 195). An
ethnographic approach to the study of urban space including four areas of
spatial/cultural analysis—historical emergence, sociopolitical and economic
structuring, patterns of social use, and experiential meanings—is one means of
working out this theoretical agenda (133).

Rotenberg has also proposed a second project, that of identifying other
forms of metropolitan knowledge as a “subset of the knowledge people gain
from their lived experience and value socialization” (197:xii). City dwellers
share the knowledge because they live in dense and specialized concentrations
of people, information, built form, and economic activity. Rotenberg (194)
speaks of the “salubrity of sites” as a way to understand how metropolitan
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knowledge is made manifest on the urban landscape. For example, in Land-
scape and Power in Metropolitan Vienna (195), he elaborated this idea by
tracing the history of open spaces and gardens in Vienna and documenting
how these spaces have become a spatial template of urban symbolic communi-
cation.

An additional project, the study of time, directs urban researchers to con-
sider how schedules coordinate the circulation of people in the city as a means
for studying embedded power relations. Rutz argued that “a politics of time is
concerned with the appropriation of the time of others, the institutionalization
of a dominant time, and the legitimation of power by means of the control of
time” (205:7). Rotenberg’s (193) study of Viennese urban schedules, Lovell’s
(128a) study of street time in New York City, and Gounis’s (67a) documenta-
tion of the daily homeless shelter routine in New York City demonstrate the
tyranny of urban schedules over individuals subject to their control. Local
control of both time and space are critical to the survival of homeless people
who live in urban public spaces (86).

The most recent contribution to this urban dialogue is Rotenberg’s (196)
contention that the identity of the city also structures residents’ urban experi-
ence, adding urban identity to place and time as universal sources of metro-
politan knowledge. This proposal resonates with Sennett’s (216) interest in
embodied urban experience. These universal characterizations bring us tempt-
ingly close to earlier essentializing discourses but also provide provocative
material for perceiving how the city as a set of processes links experience and
structure.

One other promising project is the study of ethnoaesthetics. Although much
of this literature focuses on indigenous media and aesthetic and political sensi-
bilities (65), the implications of this work transform our notions of the urban,
global, transnational, and marginal. In the city, where culture-making often
occurs, “performing aboriginality” takes on new aesthetic and identity mean-
ings (158). Bright & Bakewell (25) in Looking High and Low also attempted to
reposition art and ethnoaesthetics to redefine notions of cultural identity. Ur-
ban murals and low-rider cars provide examples of how the city constitutes an
important dimension of the aesthetic (24). Although relatively undeveloped as
part of the urban discourse, the study of ethnoaesthetics and cultural identity
and the demystification of art and artistic creation (140) are useful in analyzing
the culture of cities (109, 254).

CONCLUSIONS

The anthropological literature on the city published since 1989 has incorpo-
rated a number of models and paradigms from other disciplines. The influence
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of political economy, architectural and planning theory, cultural studies, urban
sociology, and cultural geography can be seen in the increasing attention to
economic, political, and discursive models of the city. However, poststructural
and postmodern epistemologies have resulted in a recasting of the questions
and modes of inquiry used to study the city. The dominant research trends in
anthropology appear to be poststructural studies of race, class, and gender in
the urban context; political economic studies of transnational culture; and
symbolic and social production studies of urban space and planning.

A number of theoretically useful images and metaphors of the city organize
this inquiry. Some—the ethnic city, divided city, deindustrialized city, and
global city—have had an impact on the body of research and have encouraged
ongoing projects. For instance, the ethnic city has encouraged discussion of
assimilation and the development of ethnic politics, and the global city has
focused attention on the unique roles of cities in the development of transna-
tional cultures. Other images suggest future research endeavors: The symbolic
structure of the sacred city suggests further inquiry into the symbolic structure
of secular cities and the study of the relationship between public symbols and
the organization and meaning of everyday urban life. The contested city is a
powerful image for poststructural studies that enriches the investigation of
conflict and resistance in both the public and private urban realms. The prom-
ise of the informational city is already reflected in the growing number of
studies on the hegemony of media and information technologies, and the
image of the fortress city has influenced research on social inequality and
residential segregation.

Some areas of research have been particularly influential within the broader
field of urban studies and urban policy. The anthropological twist on globali-
zation has focused attention on the transnational aspects of migration, culture-
making, and identity management, and on the shifting cultural environments
and meanings that contextualize (and decontextualize) behavior. Ethnogra-
phies offer an experience-near critique of inner-city life that provides a more
complex understanding of the differences between cities’ and residents’ re-
sponses to racial segregation and class inequality such that research based on
one city—Chicago—is held suspect. Anthropological critiques of planning
and design projects provide a methodology and framework for decoding the
ideological intentions and material consequences of architectural plans and
landscape designs, while radicalized fieldwork retains the power to demon-
strate the how, why, and when of urban processes.
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