
POUGHKEEPSIE, N. Y. (above); GREENHILLS, OHIO, urban 
neighborhood (right>. "The block-by-block accretion of the 
big city, along its corridor avenues, is in all important 
respects a denial of the vastly improved type of urban 
grouping that our fresh inventions have brought in." 
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What a city? • 
I S 

By LEWIS MUMFORD 

MOST OF OUR housing and city planning has 
been handicapped because those who have under
taken the work have had no clear notion of the 
ocial functions of the city. They sought to 

derive these functions from a cursory survey of 
the activities and interests of the contemporary 
urban scene. And they did not, apparently, sus
pect that there might be gross deficiencies, mis
directed efforts, mistaken expenditures here that 
would not be set straight by merely building sani
tary tenements or straightening out and widen
ing irregular streets. 

The city as a purely phy ical fact ha been 
subject to numerous inve tigations. But what is 
the city as a social institution? The earlier an
swers to these questions, in Aristotle, Plato, and 
the Utopian writers from ir Thomas More to 
Robert Owen, have been on the whole more sat
isfactory than those of the more systematic 
sociologists : most contemporary treatises on 
"urban sociology" in America throw no impor
tant light upon the problem. 

One of the soundest definitions of the citv was 
that framed by John Stow, an honest ob er~·er of 
Elizabethan London, who said: "Men are con
gregated into cities and commonwealths for 
honesty and utility's sake, these shortly be the 
commodities that do come by cities, commonal
tie , and corporations. First, men by this near
ne s of conversation are withdrawn from bar
barou fixity and force, to certain mildnes, of 
manner , and to humanity and ju tice .... 
~ood behavior is yet called urbanitas because it 
i· rather found in cities than el ewhere. In urn, 
by often hearing, men be better persuaded in 
religion, and for that they live in the eyes of 
oth;rs, they be by example the more easily 
trained to justice, and by sharnefa tne s re-
trained from injury. 

"And whereas commonwealths and kingdom. 
c~nnot have, next after God, any urer founda
tion than the love and good w111 of one man 
towards another, that also is clo ely bred an<l 
maintained in cities, where men by mutual society 
and companying together, do grow to alliance , 
commonalties, and corporations." 

It. is with no hope of adding much to the es
'ent1al insight of this description of the urban 
proce that I would um up the ociological con
cept of the city in the folk>wing- term : 
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The city i , a related collection of primary 
groups and purpo ive a ·sociation · : the first, lik • 
family and neighborhood, arc common lo all 
communitie , while th· s ·cond arc · p ·cially 
characteri tic of city lif c. These varied g-nmp. 
support them clvc through ccono111ic organiza
tion that are likewi ·e of a more or ks ur
porate, or at least publicly r ·gulakd, characl •r; 
and they are all housed in p ·rmancnt struct tires, 
within a relatively limited ar<'a. The t•ssent ial 
phy ical means oi a city's ·.· ist •nc ar ·the Ii. ul 
ite, the durabl belt ·r, th p ·rman ·11t fa -ili

ties for a embly, intcrchang ·. and tora 0 t•: the 
es ential social means arc th · social did i1111 of 
labor, which erve · not merely th economic lifi.: 
but the cultural procc · •s. 'I h • city in it com
plete sense, then, i a g":ug raphi · pl ·u:-., an eco
nomic organization, an institutional proct•ss, a 
theater of social action, and an csthcti svmhc I 
of collective unity. The ity f ost r art ;tnd ;,, 
art; the city creates th· tlwakr and is the thlah'r. 
It is in the city, the city a theater, that man· 
more purpo ive activities ar' focu . t>cl. and 
work out, through conflicting and co p ·rating 
personalitie , event , groups, into mr n• ignifi
cant culmination . 

Without the ocial drama that rnml s into 
existence through the focusing and intcn ifica
tion of group activity thcr i not a singl • fun -
tion performed in the city that could not b • JI r
formed-and has not in fa t b en p rform d
in the open country. The phy ical organization 
of the city may clcflat thi drama or make it 
fru trate .: or it may, through th d •liberal 
effort of art, politic , and ·ducation, mak th 
drama more richly ignificant, a a tage 't. 
well-designed, intensifie and underline the g -
lures of the actor and the action of the play. Tt 
is not for nothing that men have <lwelt o of ten 
on the beauty or the uglin of citi : the at
tribute qualify men' ocial activitic . nd if 
there is a deep reluctance on the pa.rt of the tru 
city dweller to iea.Y hi ramped quart r for 
the phy ically more benifm environment of a 
ubnrb--even a model gard n uburb !-hi in

stinct are usually justifi •d: in it · variou and 
many-sided life, in its very opportunities for 
~ocial di harmony and conflicti the city er ate 
drama ; the uburb lack it. 

One mav <le crib the citv. in it s cial a pect. - -
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SCHOOL by Richard J. Neutra. ROW HOUSES, Greenbelt, Md. 

"Today we must treat the social nucleus as the essential element in every valld c ity pion· 
the spotting and inter-relationship of schools, libraries, theaters, community centers is the first 
task in defining the urban neighborhood and laying down the outlines of an Integrated city." 

expansion, beyond which further urban growth 
tends to paralyze rather than to further impor
tant social relationships. Rapid means of trans
portation have given a regional area, with a 
ra~ius of from forty to a hundred miles, the 
unity that London and Hampstead had before 
the coming of the underground railroad. But 
the activities of small children are still bounded 
by a walking distance of about a quarter of a 
mile; and for men to congregate freely and fre
quently in neighborhoods the maximum distance 
means nothing, although it may properly define 
the area served for a selective minority by a uni
versity, a central reference library, or a com
pletely equipped hospital. 

The area of potential urban settlement has 
b~en vastly increased by the motor car and the 
airplane; but the necessity for solid contiguous 
growth, for the purposes of intercourse, has in 
turn been lessened by the telephone and the radio. 
In the Middle Ages a distance of less than a half 
a mile from the city's center usually defined its 
utmost limits. The block-by-block accretion of 
!he big city, along its corridor avenues, is in all 
unportant respects a denial of the vastly im
proved type of urban grouping- that our fresh 
inventions have brought in. For all occasional 
typ~s of intercourse, the region is the unit of 
· ?c1al life: but the region cannot function effec
tively, as a well-knit unit, if the entire area is 
den ely filled with people-since their very pres
~nce will clog its arteries of traffic and congest 
it social facilities. 

Limitations on size, density, and area are ab
~olutely necessary to effective social intercourse; 
and they are therefore the most important instru
ments of rational economic and civic planning. 
~h~ unwillingness in the pa t to establish uch 
hnut has been due mainly to two facts: the as-
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sumption that all upward change in magnitude 
were signs of progress and automatically "good 
for business", and the belief that such limita
tions were essentially arbitrary, in that they 
proposed to "decrease economic opportunity"
that is, opportunity for profiting by conge tion 
-and to halt the inevitable course of change. 
Both these objection are uper titiou . 

Limitations on height are now common in 
American cities; drastic limitations on den ity 
are the rule in all municipal hou ing e tates in 
England: that which could not be done has been 
done. Such limitations do not obviously limit the 
population itself: they merely give the planner 
and administrator the opportunity to multiply 
the number of center in which the population is 
housed, instead of permitting a f cw existing cen
ters to aggrandize them elves on a monopoli tic 
pattern. 

These limitations are necessary to break up 
the functionless, hypertrophied urban ma es of 
the past. Under this mode of planning, th 
planner proposes to replace the "mononucleated 
city'', as Profes or Warren Thom1»on ha called 
it, with a new type of "polynucleated city", in 
which a cluster of communities. ad quately 
paced and bounded, hall do duty for the badly 

organized mass city. Twenty such citic , in a 
region whose en ironment and who e re ource 
were adequately planned, would have all the bene
fits of a metropolis that held a million people, 
without its ponderous di abilities: iL capital 
frozen into unprofitable utilities, and its land 
values congealed at level that stand in the way 
of effective adaptation to new need . 

Mark the change that i in process today. The 
emerging sources of power, tran port, and com
munication do not follow the old highway net
work at all. Giant power strides over the hill . 
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PICKWICK LANDING, a TY.A town where deficient planning 
permitted strewing of houses along a roadway cut without 
re lation to schools, community centers, or even to its superb 
natural setting. 

as a special framework directed toward the crea
tion of differentiated opportunities for a common 
life and a significant collective drama. As in
direct forms of association, with the aid of signs 
and symbols and specialized organizations, sup
plement direct face-to-face intercourse, the per
sonalities of the citizens themselves become 
many-faceted: they reflect their specialized in
terests, their more intensively trained aptitudes, 
their finer discriminations and selections: the 
personality no longer presents a more or less 
unbroken traditional face to reality as a whole. 
Here lies the possibility of personal disintegra
tion; and here lies the need for reintegration 
through wider participation in a concrete and 
visible collective whole. What men cannot 
imagine as a vague formless society, they can 
live through and experience as citizens in a city. 
Their unified plan and buildings become a sym
bol of their social relatedness; and when the 
physical environment itself becomes disordered 
and incoherent, the social functions that it har
bors become more difficult to express. 

One further conclusion follows from this con
cept of the city: social facts are primary, and the 
physical organization of a city, its industries and 
its markets, its lines of communication and 
traffic, must be subservient to its social needs. 
Whereas in the development of the city during 
the last century we expanded the physical plant 
reckles ly and treated the essential social nucleus, 
the oraan of <TOvernment and education and 
social service, as mere afterthoughts, today we 
must treat the social nucleus as the essential 
clement in every valid city plan: the spotting 
and inter-relation hip of schools, libraries, thea
ters, community centers, is the first task in de
fining the urban neighborhood and laying down 
the outline of an integrated city. 

ARC HIT EC TU RA L RECORD 

In giving this sociological answer to the ques
tion: What is a City? one has likewise provided 
the clue to a number of important other ques
tions. Above all, one has the criterion for a clear 
decision as to what is the desirable size of a city 
-or may a city perhaps continue to grow until 
a single continuous urban area might cover half 
the American continent, with the rest of the 
world tributary to this mass? From the stand
point of the purely physical organization of 
urban utilities-which is almost the only matter 
upon which metropolitan planners in the past 
have concentrated-this latter process might in
deed go on indefinitely. But if the city is a thea
ter of social activity, and if its needs are defined 
by the opportunities it offers to differentiated 
social groups, acting through a specific nucleus 
of civic institutes and associations, definite limi
tations on size follow from this fact. 

In one of Le Corbusier's early schemes for an 
ideal city, he chose three million as the number 
to be accommodated: the number was roughly 
the size of the urban aggregate of Paris, but that 
hardly explains why it should have been taken 
as a norm for a more rational type of city 
development. If the size of an urban unit, 
however, is a function of its productive organ
ization and its opportunities for active social in
tercourse and culture, certain definite facts 
emerge as to adequate ratio of population to 
the process to be served. Thus, at the present 
level of culture in America, a million people 
are needed to support a university. Many fac
tors may enter which will change the size of both 
the university and the population base; neverthe
less one can say provisionally that if a million 
people are needed to provide a sufficient number 
of students for a university, then two million 
people should have two universities. One can 
also say that, other things being equal, five mil
lion people will not provide a more effective uni
versity than one million people would. The 
alternative to recognizing these ratios is to keep 
on overcrowding and overbuilding a few existing 
institutions, thereby limiting, rather than ex
panding, their genuine educational facilities. 

What is important is not an absolute figure 
as to population or area: although in certain as
pects of life, such as the size of city that is 
capable of reproducing itself through natural 
fertility, one can already lay down such figures. 
What is more important is to express size always 
as a function of the social relationships to be 
served. There is an optimum numerical size, 
beyond which each further increment of inhabi
tants creates difficulties out of all proportion to 
the benefits. There is also an optimum area of 
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WYTHENSHAWE, MANCHESTER, ENGLAND, A TOWN FOR 
100,000. A permanent a9ricultural belt of 1,000 acres. Scat· 
tered open spaces comprise another 1,000 acres. A t otal 
open space of 1 acre to SO people. Space for outdoor 
recreation includin9 a 100-acre 9olf course. The park con
tains 250 acres. Two parkways with an avera9e ri9ht-of-way 
of 300 feet . Sites are reserved for a civic center, schools, 
churches, shoppin9, and industry. The shoppin9 districts are 
placed at the juncture of four "nei9hborhood units." 

ignoring the limitation of wheeled vehicles; the 
airplane, even more liberated, flies over swamps 
and mountains, and terminates its journey, not 
on an avenue, but in a field. Even the highway 
for fast motor transportation abandons the pat
tern of the horse-and-buggy era. The new high
ways, like those of New Jersey and Westchester, 
to mention only examples drawn locally, are 
based more or less on a system definitively 
formulated by Benton MacKaye in his various 
papers on the Townles Highway. The mo t 
complete plans form an independent highway net
work, i olated both from the adjacent country
side and the towns that they bypass: as free 
from communal encroachments as the railroad 
system. In such a network no single center will, 
like the metropoli of old, become the focal point 
of all regional advantages: on the contrary, the 
whole region becomes open for settlement. 

Even without intelligent public control, the 
likelihood i that within the next generation thi 
di ociation and decentralization of urban facili
tie will go even farther. The Townle High
way begets the Highwayless Town in which the 
need, of clo e and continuous human association 
on all levels will be uppermo t. Thi is just the 
opposite of the earlier mechanocentric picture of 
RoadtO\'\'n, as pictured by Edgar Chambles and 
the Spanish projector of the Linear City. For 
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the highwayless town is based upon the notion 
of effective zoning of functions through initial 
public design, rather than by blind legal ordi
nances. It is a town in which the various func
tional parts of the structure are isolated topo
graphically as urban islands, appropriately de
signed for their specific use: with no attempt to 
provide a uniform plan of the same general pat
tern for the industrial, the commercial, the 
domestic, and the civic parts. 

The first systematic sketch of this type of town 
was made by Messrs. Wright and Stein in their 
design for Radburn in 1929; a new type of plan 
that was repeated on a limited scale-and ap
parently in complete independence-by planners 
in Ki::iln and Hamburg at about the same time. 
Because of restrictions on design that favored a 
conventional type of suburban house and stale 
architectural forms, the implications of this new 
type of planning were not carried very far in 
Radburn. But in outline the main relationships 
are clear : the differentiation of foot traffic from 
wheeled traffic i11 independent systems, the in
sulation of residence quarters from through 
roads; the discontinuous street pattern; the 
polarization of social life in specially spotted civic 
nuclei, beginning in the neighborhood with the 
school and the playground and the swimming 
pool. This type of planning was carried to a 
logical conclusion in perhaps the most functional 
and most socially intelligent of all Le Corbusier's 
many urban plans: that for Nemours in North 
Africa, in 1934. 

Through these convergent efforts, the princi
ples of the polynucleated city have been well 
established. Such plans must result in a fuller 
opportunity for the primary group, with all 
its habits of frequent direct meeting and face
to-face intercourse: they must also result in 
a more complicated pattern and a more com
prehensive life for the region, for this geo
graphic area can only now, for the first time, be 
treated as an instantaneous whole for all the 
functions of social existence. Instead of trust
ing to the mere massing of population-to produce 
the neces ary social concentration and social 
drama, we must now seek these results through 
deliberate local nucleation and a finer regional 
articulation. The words are jargon; but the im
portance of their meaning should not be missed . 
To embody the e new possibilities in city life, 
which come to u not merely through better 
technical organization but through acuter socio
logical under tanding, and to dramatize the ac
tivities them elve in appropriate individual and 
urban tructure . form the task of the coming 
generation. 
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" ~ SUNNYFIELD ESTATE, ENGLAND, Loin9°b11llt. ••• pa9ea 66- 71 . This de· 

velopment by Architects A. W. Kenyon and T. Alwyn Lloyd was the ru•lt 

of a competition arranged with the London Archlt•ct•ral Auoclatlon. 
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