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SPACE AND COMM U N ITY - THE SPATIAL FOU N DATIONS OF 

U RBAN N E I G H BORHOODS 

An Evaluation of Three Theories of Urban Form and Social Structure 

and Their Relevance to the Issue of Neighborhoods 

Yodan Rofe 

Introduction 

Neighborhoods have been centers of concern for c i ty p lann ing and 
urban theory s i nce the late n i neteenth century. Accord ing to scholars 
and act iv i sts such as Ttinn ies ( 1 887) in Vien na, and Jane Adams 
(Tro lander 1 98 7) and later Robert Park and his associates in Ch icago 
(Park 1 925 ;  Wirth 1 938), the soc ia l  prob lems of the large city stemmed 
from the deter ioration of local commun ity ties wh ich had been based 
on frequent face-to-face meet ings, and their  rep lacement by casual  
bus i ness l i ke i nteract ions among strangers. They bel ieved that a major 
part of the problem was the b lu rr ing of clear boundaries between 
sett lements as they were engulfed in rap id ly growing metropol i tan 
areas. U n its of sett lement ceased to have an identif iable structu re to 
wh ich people cou ld  relate. 

This l i ne of reason ing cu lm i nated i n  Clarence Perry's 
"neighborhood un it" parad igm. H is 1 929  monograph begins w ith the 
assert ion that the prob lem of neighborhoods i s  that they lack clear 
physical defi n i t ion .  Perry integrated this assert ion with ideas that were 
emerging i n  two other d i sc ip l i nes. The fi rst was the idea of the 
neighborhood as a un it of deve lopment for the rea l estate ind ustry. A 
s ingle large deve loper would lay out and bu i l d  streets, subdivide the 
land, construct bu i ld i ngs, and package the completed product for sale 
(Weiss 1 98 7) .  The second idea was developing i n  the f ield of traffic 
engineeri ng, i n  response to ris ing motor veh icle ownersh ip .  It defined 
the city as an aggregate of local traffic ce l l s, separated from each other 
by arter ia l  routes that carried the through-traffic. 

Through the neighborhood un it parad igm, Perry took what seemed 
to be techn ical solut ions for traffic prob lems and for the cha l lenges of 
large-scale rea l  estate development, and he endowed them with socia l  
s ign ificance. I n  doing so,  he a lso seemed to offer a techn ical solut ion 
for the problem of creat ing commun ity i n  urban and suburban 
neighborhoods. The neighborhood un i t  concept was widely adopted 
as a model for post World War II res idential deve lopment th roughout 
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the world (Dah i r  1 947; APHA 1 948). The design of residentia l  areas 
under the precepts of the neighborhood un i t  parad igm was supposed 
to create spat ia l  commun ities, not merely res idential areas. 

The assumptions underlying the neighborhood un i t  parad igm, 
however, have come under increas ing scruti ny. The app l i cation of the 
neighborhood unit concept has consistently fa i led to create local 
spat ia l  commun ities. I ndeed, res idents of a neighborhood un it may be 
unaware that the neighborhood exists; instead, they orient the i r  l ives 
around thei r  routine paths of movement and a mu ltitude of attractions 
(Banerjee and Baer 1 984) . 1 There is a l so reason to be l i eve that the 
neighborhood unit concept has contr ibuted to the fragmentation of 
cit ies. 

Webber ( 1 964 and 1 970) and F ischer (et al .  1 977 and 1 982) show 
that the absence of c lose commun i ty t ies with i n  the spat ia l  
neighborhood does not necessar i ly mean that i ts  res idents are lonely or 
a l ienated or that the fabric of society is breaking down.  I n  the modern 
metropol i s, they argue, transportation and commun ication systems 
a l low people to overcome d istance and choose the i r  fr iends and 
interests from a wider arena. People in  larger urban areas develop 
extens ive soc ia l  networks based on common interests and k i nship;  and 
they are less dependent on their local area for compan ionsh ip  and 
assi stance than people l iv ing i n  smal l towns and rural areas. So it was 
proc la imed that "commun ity without prop inqu i ty" was poss ib le, and 
spat ia l  proxim ity was no longer important for socia l  re lat ions (Webber 
1 970) . 

Most people, however, cont inue to bel ieve that the neighborhood 
area in which they l ive is important to the qua l i ty of the i r  l i fe - even if 
they are not dependent on that neighborhood for soc ia l  contact or 
l ive l i hood (Banerjee and Baer 1 984) . The wave of neighborhood 
organ iz ing that started in the 1 960s showed that people w i l l  
sometimes fight to  protect the i r  neighborhoods from external th reats. 
More recently, proponents of the New U rban ism are reviv ing the idea 
that local commun ity may be enhanced by the spat ia l  design of 
neighborhoods. 2 Large-sca le res idential development a l so cont inues to 
be guided by the concept of the neighborhood un i t  - stripped of its 
socia l  intent, but reinforced by lega l ly constituted homeowners 
associations and/or by the phys ical boundaries of wal l s  and armed 
guards in gated commun ities. 

To eva luate these d ivergent tra ins of thought, i t  is important to 
revis i t  the question of urban neighborhoods. Do they have a socia l  
mean i ng? How do neighborhoods relate to one another, and to the 
c i ty as a whole? What function(s) do they fu lfi l l  i n  the l ives of 
ind ividuals and i n  the l i fe of the city? Does the physical form of the 
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city - its street pattern and bu i ld ing  fabric - affect the l i kel i hood of 
neighborhood format ion and the qua l i ty of neighborhood l i fe?  

Three Approaches to Spatial and Morphological Theory 

These quest ions wi l l  be examined in th i s  essay by assess ing  th ree 
approaches to spat ia l  and morphological analysis of urban space. The 
fi rst two approaches, " imagi ng the environment" and "non­
correspondence theory" descr ibe the arrangement of society in space. 
They descr ibe locat ional decis ions regard ing home and workplace, as 
wel l  as the dynamic patterns of movement, encounter, and avoidance 
that recur  in space. The th i rd, "morphological or morphogenet ic 
theory" exp lores the arrangement of space by society. I t  describes the 
processes by which land i s  transformed, bu i lt, and ma inta i ned to 
create sett lements. 

Imaging of the Environment 
The fi rst approach, " i magi ng the environment," considers the ways 

in which people structure the i r  knowledge of the environment. It is 
based on Lynch's ( 1 960) p ioneer ing work, The image of the city, and 
its later app l i cations. Lynch's basic hypothes is  is that space i nfl uences 
soc ia l  structure by its vary ing degree of imageab i l i ty, i .e . ,  its capacity 
to be perce ived and remembered . Areas which are access ib le, dear, 
and memorable become part of the mental structu re of a l l  or most 
people in the commun ity, form ing a part of comm u n i ty identity .  
Lynch describes five types of elements that people use to structure 
the i r  environment cogn itively: d i stricts - areas that are perce ived to be 
rough ly homogeneous; paths - l i near e lements that people use 
regu lar ly in the i r  da i ly  movement; edges - which are perceived to 
mark the trans it ion from one area to another; nodes - poi nts of 
concentrat ion or po int  elements that serve as meet ing p laces; and 
landmarks - notable point e lements that are recogn ized by people, but 
that are external to their l i fe. 

Most empi rical studies us ing Lynch 's  i mage-mapping approach 
have not focused on neighborhoods. Nevertheless, several ins ights 
about neighborhoods can be inferred from that l i terature. F i rst, major 
streets, the i r  organ ization, and their re lat ionsh ip  to surround ing areas 
are the pr imary e lements that people use to structu re the i r  knowledge 
of the env i ronment. Rather than be ing perce ived as boundaries 
between neighborhoods (as they are v iewed with i n  the neighborhood 
un i t  parad igm), they . are seen as the integrators and spines of 
neighborhood areas (Appleyard 1 970; Banerjee and Baer 1 984; Lynch 
1 960 and 1 977; Mi lgram 1 977) .  

Second, i nd iv idual  image maps often ind icate knowledge of the 
subject's neighborhood of res idence, of the city center and the more 
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notable areas and landmarks (the same p laces that often are the ma in  
tour ist attractions of the city), and of  specif ic locations i n  the city that 
are known because of the ind iv idua l 's occupation (Appleyard 1 970; 
M i l gram 1 977) .  Several stud ies, however, found that the ab i l i ty to 
image the city environment extensively and accurate ly varied with 
socia l  and econom ic c lass (Appleyard 1 970; Banerjee and Baer 1 984; 
and Mi lgram 1 977) .  The impl icat ion of th is f ind ing is that people of 
lower soc ia l  and econom ic status are more dependent on the i r  local 
area for information, compan ionsh ip, and services. The relatively 
educated and wel l-off can function adequately, both econom ical ly and 
socia l ly, i n  •non-place urban realms• (Webber 1 964) . I n  contrast, the 
absence of a good neighborhood environment means that the less 
advantaged m ight become cut off from the econom ic and soc ia l  l i fe of 
the c i ty. Th is  has equ i ty impl ications that have not been considered by 
the advocates of the city as a non-p lace rea lm (see, e.g., Webber 
1 964) . 

Th i rd, people 's images of the i r  c i ty reflect the i r  neighborhood 's  
abi l ity to function as a po int  of  entry i nto the larger physical ,  soc ia l ,  
and economic networks of the c i ty. Warren and Warren ( 1 977) ,  
studying the socia l  networks of neighborhoods, observe the operation 
of th is  phenomenon. They point out that a referral to a job open ing, 
i nformation about the ava i lab i l i ty of needed services, or access to c ity 
offic ia ls  for resolv ing a local problem may often become known 
through casual conversat ion with neighbors. 

lynch ( 1 9 77) showed that youths l iv ing in  older central 
neighborhoods of Cracow and Warsaw exh ib i ted a better sense of their 
neighborhood and i ts connection to the city as a whole and had a 
larger and more diverse set of acquaintances than youths with s im i lar  
c lass and educational backgrounds l iv ing i n  postwar deve lopments of 
the same ci t ies .  The med ieval u rban pattern of the older city center 
neighborhoods somehow fac i l i tated the integration of the i r  young 
res idents i nto the l i fe of the city as a whole. 

· 

Gur  and Enon ( 1 990) made a s im i lar fi nd ing in the i r  comparative 
study of th ree neighborhoods with d i fferent spat ia l  configurations i n  
Trabzon, Turkey. The i r  study shows that an area with trad it ional 
spat ia l  structure i n  the center of the city induces better neighborhood 
relat ionsh ips: 

1 1 0 
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cons idered in  this study. There is  no interdependency, 
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fam i ly" is the h ighest; the frequency of contacts is the 
h ighest; activities are sporadic, informal, smooth and in 
depth. (C ur and Entin 1 990, 1 44, emphas i s  added) .  

Together, these f ind ings - part icu larly the prom inence of major  
streets i n  people's percept ions of the i r  environment - ind icate that 
neighborhood identity has more to do with shared movement paths 
and the potent ia l  encounters that they generate than with group 
identificat ion w ith a clearly defined territory. They also suggest that 
trad it ional  non-grid urban patterns are somehow better at induc ing 
these more casual  and i nformal encounters. 

I n  spite of these i mportant fi nd i ngs, neither Lynch ( 1 98 1 )  nor 
Banerjee and Baer ( 1 984) devise a concept of neighborhood based on 
th!;! ro le of major streets as generators of soc ia l  encounters. I n stead, 
Lynch sees the problem of neighborhoods as one of territor ia l  
defi n it ion : i .e . ,  f ind ing a balance between very sma l l  soc ia l ly  
homogeneous c l usters of  houses; and larger and more diverse 
neighborhoods that w i l l  a l low access and part ic ipation i n  
government. 3 The role o f  physical form i n  estab l i sh ing t h i s  balance i s  
unclear. After d iscuss ing several parad igms for urban neighborhoods, 
Banerjee and Baer a lmost seem to d i spense w ith the idea of 
neighborhoods altogether, preferri ng to ca l l  them "environmental 
areas . "  They propose a grid-based organ ization of the c ity that w i l l  
ensure free access and w i l l  b e  more i n  tune with the dom inance of 
paths in people's perceptions of their  local areas. They hope that 
d i fferentiat ion of subcenters through un ique land uses and arch i tecture 
w i l l  create local identity with i n  the larger grid system .  

A Structured Non-Correspondence Model o f  
Society a n d  Space 

The second approach, a non-correspondence model ,  is based on 
Jane jacobs' ( 1 96 1 )  ideas about neighborhoods in terpreted with i n  the 
context of the "space syntax" theory deve loped by H i l l ier and Hanson 
( 1 984; Hanson and H i l l ier 1 987) .  I t  suggests that urban space can 
b ind together an otherw ise soc ia l ly  fragmented society by structur ing 
movement to i ncrease the probabi l i ty of encounters between 
i nd iv idua ls  from d i fferent socia l  categories. 

jane jacobs ( 1 96 1 )  develops a theory of space in c i t ies that i s  based 
on the idea of non-correspondence between territory and human 
groups, but  is a lso m i ndfu l of  the funct ional  i mportance of  
neighborhoods. She begins wi th  a c la im that  the un ique feature of 
large cit ies is the omnipresence of strangers: 

G reat cit ies . . .  d i ffer from towns and suburbs in bas ic ways, 
and one of these is that cit ies are, by defin ition, fu l l  of 
strangers. To any one person, strangers are far more 
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common in  big cit ies than acquaintances. More common 
not just in  places of publ ic assembly, but more common at 
a man's own doorstep. (Jacobs 1 96 1 ,  4 1 -42, emphasis 
added). 

Accord ing to jacobs, this feature i s  necessary for the economic and 
cu ltural vital ity of cit ies, and it  is the main reason why cit ies are great 
incubators of i nnovat ion.  I t  is also a source of potent ia l  danger and 
soc ia l  breakdown.  The l i fe of the city depends on the degree to which 
its streets are perceived to be safe. Moreover, safety must be ach ieved 
without restrict ing access and creat ing turfs - the creation of turfs 
would be counterproductive, because it would l im i t  the number of 
poss ib i l it ies for new and potentia l ly  innovative encounters. 

In her ana lysis, jacobs emphasizes the importance of street 
neighborhoods as socia l  spaces. She sees them as fu l fi l l i ng th ree 
essent ia l  purposes: mainta in ing  safety through mutual pol ic ing and the 
watchful eyes of people; ass im i lat ing ch i ld ren into the i ntricate socia l  
wor ld of the city by being constantly seen and supervised by adu l ts 
pass ing on the street; and al lowing people the freedom to determ ine 
their degree of contact and encounter with other people. 

Streets perform these funct ions not as a resu l t  of soc ia l  
homogeneity, but because of the mutual interest that most people have 
in keeping the street safe and habitab le.' The safety is borne out of 
da i ly  and frequent (even i f  swift and superfic ia l )  meet ings. These 
encounters are made more probable by spat ia l  prox im i ty and by 
shar ing of routes on dai ly com ings and go ings .  

· 

jacobs postu lates that th ree types of spat ia l  commun it ies are 
necessary in the city. The street neighborhood performs the funct ions 
of basic safety and soc ia l ization at the street leve l .  The city as a whole 
provides the •commun ities of interest" or socia l  networks i n  which 
ideas and goods are created and exchanged; i t  i s  a lso the locus of 
pol it ical power. F i na l ly, there is an intermed iate level (an area with ·  a 
popu lation of 30,000 to 1 00,000, which she cal l s  d i strict), that is sma l l  
enough to  be  responsive to  the street level neighborhood, bu t  has 
enough pol it ical power to i nfl uence city ha l l ,  i f  necessary.5 

jacobs provides a convincing description of how street 
neighborhoods work. Th is  is arguably the most memorable aspect of 
her work. Unfortunately, her explanations for how these street 
neighborhoods arise, how they are connected to the city as a whole, 
and how i ntermed iate d i stricts are formed from streets are less 
successfu l .  jacobs expla ins the pivotal role of the street, but she is not 
clear about the c i rcumstances that make some streets busy and fu l l  of 
l i fe, and others deserted . Her descriptions are rich in physical deta i l£ 
but her four prescript ions for urban d ivers ity are very general .  

1 1 2  



Space and Community, Rofe 

Moreover, her taxonomy of spat ia l  commun it ies leaps d i rectly from the 
street-scale to the m uch larger d i strict-sca le.  She never d i scusses the 
role or  importance of the urban street pattern as a bridge between 
those two scales. 

To tackle these issues, we need a more r igorous way of descr ib ing 
and analyz ing  u rban form. Hanson and H i l l ier prov ide the too ls  
necessary to do that. I n  their  1 98 7  art icle, they start by reviewing the 
neighborhood theory and territori a l i ty debate; and they show that both 
s ides assume space can be s ign ificant to socia l  l i fe only i f  there i s  a 
correspondence between h uman groups and defi ned terr itories. 
Advocates of the "neighborhood un it" parad igm c la im that the absence 
of such a pattern is patho logical and should be remedied by des ign .  
On the other s ide,  the opponents of neighborhood theory conclude 
that, s i nce people do not seem to have mean ingfu l soc ia l  re lat ions 
with i n  spat ia l ly proximate areas, spat ia l  prox im ity is of no s ign ificance 
i n  modern cit ies. 

Hanson and H i l l ier try to move beyond the territor ia l  model for 
space-society relat ionsh ips .  They observe that a l l  people belong to 
two k inds of soc ia l  group ings: spat ia l  by v i rtue of prox im ity, and trans­
spat ia l  by be longing to a certa i n  soc ia l  category. ' They argue, 
however, that space and society can be structured to maxim ize the 
probabi l ity of encounters between people from d i fferent categories: 

Space may not be structured to correspond to social groups, 
and by impl ication to separate them, but on the contrary to 
create encounters among those whom the structures of 
social categories divide from each other. In other words . . . 
Space can reassemble what society d ivides. (Hanson and 
H i l l ier 1 987, 265) .  

Based on their studies, th i s  structured non-correspondence does not 
occur i n  urban areas that are arranged h ierarch ica l ly. Instead, i t  is 
found i n  cit ies with trad it ional u rban patterns that are not strictly 
h ierarchica l .  Wh i le  there may be a d i fference between major and 
m inor streets i n  trad it ional  urban patterns, access from adjacent 
propert ies i s  un iversa l ,  and the grad ient of streets is not layered (e.g., a 
m i nor a l ley cou ld open d i rect ly onto a major thoroughfare) . I n  
contrast, modern h ierarch ical street patterns are arranged so  that 
access to major roads i s  l i m ited and i ntermed iate-level roads are 
layered between local streets and major roads. Street categories i n  
h ierarchical systems a lso d i ffer from one another i n  terms o f  the i r  
degree o f  access from adjacent properties. 

H i l l ier and his co l l eagues explore the re lat ionsh ip  between street 
configurat ion and the probabi l ity of encounters. Us ing a method of 
settlement layout analysis cal led "space syntax," they deve lop a 
measure for the level of integration of any part icu lar street i nto the 
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global street network ( H i l l ier and Hanson 1 984).8 Their research 
program (wh ich was performed pr imar i ly on Eu ropean and 
Med iterranean cit ies character ized by "deformed grids" - non-grid 
urban patterns of piecemeal growth) has uncovered s ign ificant 
negative correlat ion between this measure and the incidence of cr ime 
( H i l l ier 1 988) and a pos itive corre lat ion between integration and street 
encounters (H i l l ier, Penn, Grajewski ,  and Xu 1 993) .  

The i r  analys i s  also shows that the "deformed gr ids" of trad it ional 
settlement patterns can s imu ltaneously ach ieve global integration and 
loca l identificat ion.  I n  deformed grids, the most integrated streets ­
what H i l l ier ca l l s  the " i ntegrative core• of the sett lement - are not 
loca l i zed at the center, but reach throughout the city. Moreover, 
h ighly segregated streets - which create a "backwaters• fee l i ng - can 
be found in the center of c i ty as wel l  as on the outsk irts. 9 

These i nvestigations lead H i l l ier to a conjecture regard ing the socia l  
role of the urban street pattern: 

cit ies are not so much mechan isms for generat ing contad as 
mechan isms for generating a potential field of probabilistic 
co-presence and encounter. . . .  In other words, the pattern of 
co-presence has both a describable pattern and a known 
cause. Such a wel l-defined entity deserves a name. We 
suggest it  should be cal l ed the virtual community: 
community because it is a form of group awareness in a 
col lectivity; v irtual because it  has not been real ized through 
interadion among its members. The virtual community is 
the product of spatial  design. ( H i l l ier, et al. 1 987, 248) 

Hanson and H i l l ier point out that at present we seem to lack design 
strategies which w i l l  orient a project into the global street system to 
ach ieve local identification and global integration s imu l taneously. 
Instead, we re ly on h ierarch ical systems of orderi ng, such as the 
funct ional c lassification of streets and the neighborhood un it, wh ich 
resu l t  i n  the break-up of the potent ia l  f ield of encounters. 1 0  

Morphogenetic Theory 
The th i rd set of ideas, summarized under the head ing 

•morphogenetic theory, • concentrates on the evol utionary process of  
city bu i ld ing as  it affects street layout, plot l i nes, and structures. 
Morphogenetic theory attempts to describe the h i storical process of the 
development of urban form and its spat ia l  consequences. It exp la ins  
the soc ia l  and institutional forces that shape the envi ronment. Th is  
h i storical perspective is necessary to exp la in  the homogenization and 
d i fferentiation of areas i n  the urban pattern - processes that a l low for 
the emergence of neighborhoods. 

The roots of the morphological analysis of c ity plans are found i n  
t he  detai led geograph ical studies undertaken by  German and  French 
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geographers i n  the late n i neteenth and early twentieth centuries 
(Wh itehand 1 98 1 ) . The German geographer M.  R. G .  Conzen 
deve loped and refi ned the concepts of his theory i n  a series of studies 
of various B rit ish towns (Conzen 1 98 1  a and 1 98 1  b). 

I n  his town plan ana lysis, Conzen exam ines the way i n  which 
streets, p lots, and bu i l d i ngs change over t ime. He uses an array of 
concepts to descr ibe the processes of change i n  urban form . The most 
fru itfu l is the concept of "fri nge belts ."  These are areas that l ie beyond 
some man-made or natural l im i t  which h inders the cont in uous 
deve lopment of the town. " Fr i nge belts go th rough th ree phases of 
deve lopment. Fixation occurs when deve lopment i s  determ i ned by a 
fixat ion l i ne. Expansion occurs when fri nge belt uses expand into 
nearby areas that are not yet desi red for residentia l  uses, as a resu l t  of 
the i nterna l  dynam ics of the inst itut ions that locate there. 
Consolidation occurs as the fri nge belt is hemmed in by surround ing 
res identia l  growth or by the expansion of central city uses. 

As a city grows, its "burgage pattern" ( i ts b lock and plot pattern) 
changes in several ways: by bu i ld ing  rep letion (the i ncrease of land 
coverage and/or height of bu i ld i ngs); by bu i ld ing  recession (the 
destruct ion of some bu i ld i ngs that become obso lete); and by 
metamorphosis of the lot pattern (subdiv is ion or conso l idation of p lots) 
(Conzen 1 98 1  b). Change in p lan areas can be "adaptive" (changing 
the lot pattern without changing the street pattern) or "augmentative" 
(changing the lot and street pattern s imu ltaneously) ( id . ) .  

By studying h i storical c i ty maps, the ex ist ing urban form can be 
deconstructed i nto the complex resu lts of these dynam ics and the i r  
in teract ions.  T h e  ana lys i s  breaks down the city p l a n  i nto 
morphogenetic p lan un i ts, each characterized by a d i fferent 
combinat ion and phase of the processes described above. " Th is  
approach a l lows the researcher to describe how g loba l  dynam ics (e .g. ,  
popu lation growth, the i ntrod uction of new technologies, cyc les of 
expansion and recession, changes i n  profess ional cu l ture, or 
government po l ic ies) affect the type and the rate of change i n  d i fferent 
morphological areas. In part icu lar, i t  shows the s ign ificant i nfl uence of 
inst itut ions on land use patterns. Because i nst itut ions are less 
dependent on access ib i l ity, many of them tend to locate in fr inge belts. 
Later, they may be pushed to expand the i r  ho ld i ngs as a resu l t  of 
i nternal dynam ics. As the city expands to engu lf  them, the i r  re lative 
i nsensit ivity to the operations of the land market often resu lts i n  their  
conti nued presence on central and va l uable land, a d i stort ion of the 
street pattern, and an anomaly i n  the land market. 

Conzen does not focus on neighborhoods. However, h i s  work 
provides a framework for understanding how the varied landscape of 
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the city - i nc lud ing neighborhoods - comes i nto existence. Recently, 
other authors have approached the problem of neighborhoods us ing 
morphological th ink ing and add ing an urban design perspective. 
Although they do not rely on Conzen's work for thei r  concepts or 
term ino logy, they share the same goa ls :  to learn about the product ion 
of space th rough t ime, and to try to infer from th is  process the soc ia l  
forces that  are at work. 

Moudon ( 1 986) invest igates d i fferent processes of deve lopment and 
the i r  effect on private and public space and on the flex ib i l i ty of 
deve lopment. 1 3  Specifical ly, she relates form to patterns of ownersh ip, 
imp l ic i t  and exp l ic i t  ru les of design and layout, and the processes of 
product ion.  She shows that space is structured at myriad sca les, 
ranging from the room to the settlement. These sca les are partia l ly 
l i n ked, but have a degree of autonomy. For example, a change i n  
bu i ld ing technology and  style may occur wh i l e  lot s izes, setbacks, 
bu i ld ing height, and street orientation remain the same. In that case, 
the i nternal configurat ion and the external appearance of bu i ld i ngs 
may change dramatica l ly, but the neighborhood structure w i l l  remain  
intact. 

Moudon uses th i s  framework to ana lyze the effect of 1 950s urban 
renewal on San Francisco's u rban form . Dur ing that period, the 
trad it ional system of l i m ited lot s izes and informal .contro ls was 
replaced by a system in  which larger lots were deve loped under formal 
contro ls .  Moudon concl udes that th is change resu lted i n  a less 
pred ictable and less consistent urban form . I t  caused a loss of order 
and conti nu ity in  the structure of space from the room to the 
neighborhood scale .  Accord ing to Moudon, the trad it ional pattern 
a lso proved much more flex ib le and adaptable to changing needs than 
the more modern pattern of deve lopment. Moudon is not exp l ic it 
about why the trad it ional mode of development proved to be more 
adaptable, except to comment that the ru les of lot s ize and house 
combi nation common in San Francisco unti l redeve lopment in tlie 
1 950s "responded to general and seem ingly t ime less requ i rements in 
the use of space• (Moudon 1 986, 1 32) better than the separation of 
uses and composit ional freedom a l lowed in  the s ixt ies and seventies. 

Southworth and Owens ( 1 993) study the morphology of the 
suburban sett ings that make up such a large part of the bu i l t  
env i ronment of  the U n ited States. They ana lyze several locations i n  
the San Francisco Bay Area a t  three d i fferent sca les: commun ity, 
neighborhood, and street form. 

At the commun ity level ,  they d i st inguish several d i fferent k i nds of 
street patterns (speculative grid i ron, i nterrupted para l le ls, i ncremental 
i n fi l l , various cui-de-sacs, and loop patterns); three forms of growth 
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processes (concentric, scattered, and instant growth); and two types of 
land use patterns (str ip  commercia l/cont inuous res identia l  and 
conta i ned commercia l/fragmented res ident ia l ) .  Part icu lar 
configurat ions and processes are assoc iated with d i fferent t ime periods 
when the cit ies were developed, the stages of suburban izat ion, and the 
form of the i n i t ia l  sett lement. I n  genera l ,  recent deve lopment tends to 
be: ( 1 )  more fragmented at the commun ity sca le, (2) prod uced by 
scattered or i nstant growth processes, and (3) characterized by cul-de­
sac and loop street patterns. 

At the neighborhood sca le, they show a change between five street 
pattern types, depend i ng on the period of development. The change i s  
character ized by a decreased ratio of street length to  neighborhood 
area and a decrease in the n umber of intersect ions per un i t  area. They 
suggest that th i s  may imp ly a decrease in choice and i nteraction 
probabi l it ies, but an increase i n  the sense of control of one's 
immed iate surround ings. 

At the street sca le, they note a sh i ft from narrow street frontages to 
wide frontages in the 1 950s. Recent ly, there has been a return to 
narrow lot frontages, perhaps for economic reasons. They a lso note 
the replacement of the front porch by mu lt ip le car garages, reflect ing 
the dec l i ne i n  loca l  neighborhood l i fe and the domi nant ro le of dr iv ing 
i n  suburban commun it ies. 

Both Moudon and Southworth and Owens analyze space at more 
than one scale; and they observe that a lthough there is some logical 
connection between the scales, there is  a l so a great deal of 
independence. The authors hesitate to d raw socia l  conc l usions, shying 
away from physical determ in ism.  Instead, the i r  i nvest igat ions center 
on documenting the h i storic changes in the physical environment and 
on understanding and descr ib ing that environment as an autonomous 
phenomenon . 

The Spatial Foundations of Neighborhood 

Together, these theoretical approaches give us the too ls with which 
to bui ld a new neighborhood theory. U rban neighborhoods emerge 
from patterns of i nteraction created by shared use of paths and 
fac i l i t ies. The " imagi ng the envi ronment" l i teratu re shows that urban 
patterns and phys ical form are important elements in structur ing 
i nteract ion because they structure movement. It a l so demonstrates that 
d i fferent urban patterns are not equal in the i r  ab i l i ty to fac i l i tate 
i nteractions. The structured non-correspondence model of space and 
society exp la ins  the importance of neighborhoods and places them in 
the larger context of a theory of urban form. The morphogenetic 
theory gives us ins ights about the emergence and dec l i ne of 
neighborhoods. 
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Some genera l izations about neighborhoods can be made, based on 
th i s  review of theoret ical approaches and empi rical stud ies. F i rst, i t  
appears from Banerjee's and Baer's stud ies that the neighborhood 
environment is sti l l  important to most people - even those who are 
wel l-off and wel l-connected and do not need to rely on the 
neighborhood for their l ivel i hood -or the i r  pr imary soc ia l  contacts . We 
learned from other stud ies that neighborhood is even more important 
to the less wel l-off, the less powerfu l ,  ch i ld ren and adolescents, and 
the elderly - al l of whom depend on it for essential services and for 
h uman contact. 

The neighborhood cannot be understood as a clearly defi ned 
territor ia l  entity corresponding to a group of people with c lose socia l  
t ies .  Instead, it has a much looser structure, based on shared images of 
the area that are born out of repeated movements along i ts  streets. As 
such, it is created out of e lements that exist at several over lapping and 
interrel ated scales: a bu i ld ing c l uster, a street face b lock, an 
intersect ion, a city square, a neighborhood park, a main street, a local 
i nstitut ion . Whi le  these shared e lements exist at d i fferent leve ls  of 
scale, they are not organ ized h ierarch ica l ly. Instead, they overlap to 
create a conti n uous fabric. 

Each person l iv ing i n  a neighborhood has a un ique sense of it, in 
part determ ined by h i s/her routine movements. The . spat ia l  pattern, 
however, creates a probabi l i ty that certa in  routes w i l l  be favored over 
others for common use; so personal  images of the neighborhood are 
shared to some degree. The overlap among these images creates a 
system of mutual recogn it ion and awareness over space that can 
extend beyond each ind ividua l ' s  personal  experience. The system 
may be reinforced by local institutions: a church, a pub l ic  l i brary, a 
favorite coffee shop, a grocery, a p layground, a stretch of shopping 
street. A l l  have the abi l ity to un i fy the rea lms of several smal ler areas, 
because they become prom inent in many i nd ividual image maps. 

F ina l ly, the un ique socia l  role of the urban neighborhood i s  to 
create local identity wh i le  s imu ltaneously integrat ing its res idents i nto 
the city as a whole (Warren and Warren 1 977) . This is ach ieved 
through the urban pattern 's  ab i l ity to create a "virtual commun i ty" - a 
potential f ield of probab i l istic co-presence and encounter, generated 
by pred ispos ing people's movement to certa in  paths (H i l l ier, et a l .  
1 987) .  U rban patterns that have developed piecemeal over t ime  seem 
to do a better job at creat ing th is fie ld .  

Neighborhood Theory as a Response to Changing N eeds 

What prompted scholars to look for new ways to make sense of the 
city and to come up with the concept of "neighborhood" ?  
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One answer is that the changi ng s ize of metropol i tan areas 
prompted th i s  work. As c i t ies become larger, their global order 
becomes more d i fficu l t  to understand. H i l l ier, et a l .  ( 1 993) 
demonstrate that as an u rban system becomes larger, its " i ntel l ig ib i l ity" 
(a measure that gauges our abi l i ty to in fer how wel l- i ntegrated a street 
is from the number of loca l ly v is ib le j unct ions with other streets) 
becomes lower. 1 4  As c i ties burgeoned, both local ident ity and global 
integrat ion dec l i ned. Profess ionals and scholars, struggl ing to 
understand the city as a whole, as a bas is for act ion, found it  necessary 
to " impose" some order on the urban system. The grid structure was 
meant to ensure that global in tegration of the city was mai nta i ned. 
Perry's work reflects a search for an order ing principle that would 
preserve local ident ity as wel l .  His search led to the neighborhood 
un l t  parad igm, wh ich i mposed a s imp l ist ic cel l u lar order on the city. 1 5 

As m uch of the l i terature reviewed here shows, most people's 
knowledge of the city i s  fragmented . They know the i r  own res identia l  
neighborhood, the commerc ia l  and symbo l i c  centers of the i r  
metropol itan area, a n d  some part icu lar areas connected t o  the i r  
profess ional  ro le. B u t  they may b e  complete ly ignorant o f  nearby 
areas that are off of the i r  normal da i ly  paths.  

Alternatively, scholars working  to devise a concept of 
neighborhood may have been responding to two events of the 1 920s 
which mark a turn ing  point in c i ty bu i ld ing  pract ices. The confl uence 
of the advent of the automobi le  and the attendant b irth of the 
profess ion of traffic engi neeri ng, with the appearance of large rea l 
estate deve lopers gave r ise to profess ional  act ivity that tried to t ie 
together the regional  network of major roads and the design of 
neighborhoods as complete commun it ies. Control over the street was 
progressively removed from the owners of abutt ing property and 
transferred to profess ionals employed by city governments (McShane 
1 979). 

Many of the professionals, however, d id  not understand the street 
as a complex soc ia l  space. I nstead, c iv i l  engineers redefi ned it  as 
movement space and infrastructure conduit .  That narrow defi n it ion 
led to a h ierarch ical categor izat ion of streets that segregated local and 
through-traffic and underm i ned the soc ia l  ro le of major urban streets. 
The most in tegrated streets in the city fabric - major urban streets ­
were transformed i nto the most segregated, so that loca l and non-local 
movement d id not mix. Streets assume soc ia l  functions prec isely 
because they concentrate and channel movement, and because they 
integrate local and non-local movement in the same space. Therefore, 
arter ia ls  that are planned for movement only and restrict access to 
abutt ing property cannot fu l fi l l  their function as soc ia l  integrators. 
Meanwh i le, local streets - supposed ly p laces of local soc ia l  
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in teraction - tend to be unpopulated because they are not on usefu l 
routes to anyone's dest ination . ' 6  Fragmentat ion of the city was an 
i nevitable s ide-effect, because segregati ng the movement funct ion of 
streets necessari ly segregates the i r  socia l  functions. 

The begi nn i ng of large-sca le production of planned commun ities 
after World War I ,  both in  the Un ited States under private ausp ices and 
i n  Eu rope under socia l  housing programs, made the design of 
neighborhoods a profess ional •problem ."  Previous ly, land subdivis ion 
and homebu i ld ing proceeded separately. Land was subdivided and 
sold to ind ividuals who deve loped it i n  sma l l  i ncrements. As 
deve lopers, local governments, and housing associat ions developed 
the resources to buy large areas of land and to f inance large-scale 
res idential development, they needed new guidel i nes. The 
neighborhood unit parad igm provided the solution to the problem. 
Whi le the socia l  fa i l ure of the parad igm has been acknowledged, i t  
remains entrenched both i n  profess ional pract ice and standards and in 
bank ing and development practices. 1 7 Even the arguments of the New 
U rban ists fa i l  to address the issue, because they a lso th ink  in terms of 
separated and identif iable commun it ies, not in terms of the structure of 
the urban whole, out of which neighborhoods ar ise based on local 
d i fferences between more and less in tegrated streets. The fu l l  effects of 
these changes were not fe lt unti l after World War I I ; and they are on ly 
now beginn i ng to be documented by the stud ies of Moudon, 
Southworth and Owens, and others work ing i n  the morphogenetic 
trad it ion.  

Neighborhoods are important because they provide one of the 
gateways to the soc ia l  l i fe of cit ies.  The neighborhood is a gateway in 
time, as a chi ld s lowly expands h i s  or her knowledge of the 
neighborhood to the city as a whole. And it  i s  a gateway to p lace, as 
local  connections provide a key to larger socia l  and econom ic 
networks, or as a neighborhood becomes un ique enough to attra_ct 
v is i tors from other areas. 

Neighborhoods are not a l l  equal in the i r  abi l ity to function in these 
ways, or in the i r  abi l ity to respond to cha l lenges that or ig inate in the 
outside world. Part of the d i fference stems from d ifferences in the i r  
spat ia l  organ izat ion.  The  spat ia l  foundation of  neighborhoods may be 
i ncreas i ngly important in a world where people move often and thus 
have less t ime to develop loca l attachments, and i n  a p l ural istic world 
where the integrat ive force of rel igious or other central institutions i s  i n  
dec l i ne. Spat ia l  prox im ity and civi l ized, shared use of publ ic  space 
can help weave the fabric of an otherwise fragmented society. 
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N OTES 

•whereas the neighborhood concept looked inward to a s ingle core of 
interest, our respondents showed mult ip le nodes on their maps. Whereas 
the neighborhood concept used major streets as a boundary to exclude 
others, our respondents drew non-bounded, open street systems that 
connected with adjacent parts of the city . . .  • (Banerjee and Baer 1 9B4, 1 62) .  

Peter Calthorpe's ( 1 993) Transit  Oriented Development (TOO) un its, in  
particu lar, seem almost identical to Perry's Neighborhood Un it, except that 
they are centered around a transit stop instead of a primary school .  

In an effort to avoid the insu larity, prejudice, and pol itical weaknes• that 
often typifies real ethn ic  neighborhoods, theorists searched for the optimal 
size for a homogeneous neighborhood and the best way to relate i t  to 
s im i lar nearby neighborhoods (Gans 1 96 1 ;  lynch 1 9B 1; Rapoport 1 9BO; 
see a lso Warren and Warren 1 977; Alexander, et al. 1 977). 

Banerjee and Baer find that for a core number of services and setti ngs, there 
i s  a complete consensus across racia l  and economic l i nes. Moreover, there 
is no function or sett ing that i s  important to some groups but is 
objectionable to other groups. On the bas is of these find ings, it i s  d ifficult 
to see the need for homogeneity i n  neighborhoods. 

The commun ity boards i n  New York City (establ i shed in  1 975) are an 
example of such an intermed iate level polit ical organ ization. Marcuse's 
( 1 990) examination of them shows that their effectiveness depends to a great 
degree on the social and economic level of their participants and the 
polit ical power that they can wield .  Moreover, they are dependent upon 
the economic fortunes of the region as a whole to provide opportun it ies in 
which they can exercise leverage. 

These are: m ixed primary uses, dens ity, short blocks, and a mixed bui ld ing 
stock that includes many older bu i ld ings. 

They cal l categorical groupings "trans-spat ia l "  rather than "non-spat ia l , "  
precisely because their  nature is to transcend space and create social 
sol idarity across d istances. 

This measure is the mean number of turns one has to make in  order to reach 
a particular street from a l l  other streets in the system. 

Despite their d i fferent approaches and conclus ions, H i l l ier's work seems to 
rely on and confirm lynch's in i t ia l  ins ight on the importance of orientation 
for pedestrian movement in  cit ies. Spat ia l  configuration structures 
movement by making . some streets seem more access ib le than others by 
v irtue of their degree of connectivity (wh ich is the measure of the number of 
streets d i rect ly accessible from one particular street) and • inte l l ig ib i l ity• (the 
abi l ity to learn about the global structure from the local surroundings, 
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expressed by the correlation between connectivity and integration 
measures) . 

1 0 
Two other noted design theoreticians have reached s im i lar conclusions, 
al though fol lowing very different theoretical routes. Alexander, et a l .  ( 1 9Bn 
frame one overriding rule for urban design: Always make sure that every 
project is making a contribution to the larger whole (the global structure in  
H i l l ier's terms). John Habraken ( 1 994) a lso points out  that contribution to 
the global whole (the •field" in h is  terminology), is the prime respons ib i l i ty 
of the des igner. 

1 1  These l ines are cal led •fixation l i nes• by Conzen. In many ways they are 
s im i lar to Lynch's •edges. "  Examples include a city wal l ,  a rai lway l ine, a 
freeway, a deep ravine, a river - any l ine that creates a marked d iscont inu i ty 
in the land that must be overcome in order for the development of the city 
to continue beyond it. 

12 Conzen ian morphological analys is  and factorial u rban ecology (Berry and 
Kasarda 1 97n employ s imi lar logic and analyt ic processes. The key 
difference is that the uni ts of morphogenetic analysis are bu i l t  up through 
their development h istory, rather than imposed arbitrari ly by census tract 
boundaries. One wonders about the potential for combin ing the two in a 
study which starts with morphogenetic analysis of the plan, and then 
invest igates the social makeup of those morphological areas through t ime. 
It is poss ib le that the morphogenetic input can expla in the. h i storic forces 
that caused social groups to distribute themselves and modify their 
surroundings, add ing a t ime d imension to the social analysis as wel l .  

1 3  As  defined by  Moudon, •flex ib i l i ty, • i s  the abi l ity o f  urban form to 
accommodate different uses and to adapt to social changes over t ime. 

1 4  • intel l ig ib i l ity" i s  a second order measure that H i l l ier defines as the 
correlation between the measure of global integration of each street ( i .e. ,  i ts 
connection to a l l  other streets in the system) and the local property of 
connectivity (the number of streets that are connected d i rectly to it) . 

1 5  Unfortunately, most of the ordering principles used to date as a bas is .of 
intervention in the city were based on hierarch ical ideas and are not wel l  
suited t o  describe the complex order o f  the city (Alexander 1 966) . 

16 H i l l ier has also demonstrated this phenomenon in  high density housing 
estates, so i t  cannot be attributed solely to the low densit ies and automobi le  
rel iance typical of  American post-war suburban development. 

1 7 Southworth and Owens note continu ing and even increasing fragmentation 
of suburban development in  recent years. 
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