Week 3: Dispersion and Decentralization
In the lectures on Immigration and the Great Migrations, I talked about two big and diverse groups who come to American cities in the twentieth century.  Recall that in the introductory lecture on the “Big Picture,” I noted that cities are one of the key places where we ask ourselves who is part of our community; and the demographic changes discussed in the two demographic lectures revealed part of that problem: new groups – immigrants and African-Americans – came to cities, thus initiating a new dialogue about who we are.  This dialogue is also affected by, and in turn affects, where we live in cities; said another way, demographic change must be understood alongside geographical change: who lives in the city is important, but where they live, how they get around, and how the city is arranged are also crucial aspects of this problem.  In this lecture, I will look at two other important demographic and geographical changes (what we might call social geography) over the last century that have had profound effects on how we define community.

An important part of the story of t SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1wentieth-century urban development involves dispersion (the growth of urban centers around the country) and deconcentration (or decentralization: the spreading out of cities).  At the beginning of the twentieth century, large cities in America were generally confined to the northeastern quadrant of the United States.  By 2000, large cities could be found in the south and west as well as the northeast and midwest, thus making metropolitan life a characteristic of every region of the country.  Decentralization is still the prevailing trend within each metropolitan area.  In 1900, most city dwellers lived within a five mile radius of the central business district (CBD), which was the unchallenged center of commerce and population, and, consequently, a very diverse area.  By 2000, urban population was spread dozens of miles from the CBD, with malls, shopping centers, and suburbs catering to specific classes and ethnic groups.  Cities have become amorphous zones of population without unifying centers.  Old cities tended to be frosty and focused (that it, in colder climates and relatively compact), while new cities are warm and sunny and multi-centered (that is, they are characteristic of warmer areas of the country and lack a single central business district), but all cities show unmistakable signs of decentralization.  In the course of a century, therefore, Americans transformed urban life and created a new pattern of settlement unknown to their grandparents.
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Here you see the distribution of population between urban and rural areas.  Most Americans lived in rural areas (including small towns) until 1920, when for the first time a majority of Americans lived in cities.  Note, however, that between 1960 and 1990 population on the urban fringe grows more than population in central places.  Note also that the rural population on farms declines to a small number, while rural non-farm residents increase.
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This graph shows the same information as the previous, but in terms of percentages.  Note that in 1920 over 50 percent of Americans lived in cities for the first time.  That trend continues through today, though what we mean by cities in the twenty-first century (with small downtowns and vast suburban areas) is rather different than what we saw in 1900.
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United States White Black Latino

Total:

281,421,906 211,460,626 34,658,190 35,305,818

Urban:

222,360,539 158,982,581 31,101,789 32,918,193

Inside urbanized 

areas

192,323,824 134,757,190 28,098,005 29,800,720

Inside urban clusters

30,036,715 24,225,391 3,003,784 3,117,473

Rural

59,061,367 52,478,045 3,556,401 2,387,625

Total:

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%

Urban:

79.0% 75.2% 89.7% 93.2%

Inside urbanized 

areas

68.3% 63.7% 81.1% 84.4%

Inside urban clusters

10.7% 11.5% 8.7% 8.8%

Rural

21.0% 24.8% 10.3% 6.8%

Urbanized area: An area consisting of a central place(s) and adjacent territory with a general 

population density of at least 1,000 

Urban cluster: A densely settled territory that has at least 2,500 people but fewer than 50,000. 


This graph shows that blacks and Hispanics are still more likely to live in urban areas than whites, who continue to make up a majority of the population.  Note that whites are somewhat underrepresented in cities (79 percent of the population is urbanized, but only 75 percent of whites are) and somewhat overrepresented in rural areas (21 percent of the population lives in rural areas, with almost 25 percent of whites living there).  Nearly 90 percent of blacks and 93 percent of Hispanics live in urban areas.
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Here you can see the effects of dispersion.  In 1870, the south, northeast, and midwest, had about the same size populations, with the west a mere fraction of their totals.  The south and midwest grow at about the same pace until 1930, at which point the south and west start to grow faster.  By 1990, the west had surpassed the northeast in size.
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Here is the same information in percentage terms.  Note that the northeast and midwest made up about 65 percent of the population in 1870, with the west comprising less than 5 percent.  Growth in the west since 1870 has been dramatic, and combined with growth in the south especially after 1970 meant that by 1980, the south and west surpassed the northeast and midwest in population.
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1 New York 3,437,202

2 Chicago 1,698,575

3 Philadelphia 1,293,697

4 St. Louis 575,238

5 Boston 560,892

6 Baltimore 508,957

7 Cleveland 381,768

8 Buffalo 352,387

9 San Francisco 342,782

10 Cincinnati 325,902

11 Pittsburgh 321,616

12 New Orleans 287,104

13 Detroit 285,704

14 Milwaukee 285,315

15 Washington 278,718

16 Newark 246,070

17 Jersey City 206,433

18 Louisville 204,731

19 Minneapolis 202,718

20 Providence 175,597

Largest Cities in 1900


As you look at this list, ask yourself where these cities are located.  There are only two cities here that are not in the northeast or midwest: San Francisco, a major west port city, and New Orleans, a major southern port city.  All the other cities are northeastern or midwestern and most are either manufacturing or commercial centers.
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Rank City Population

1 New York 7,891,957

2 Chicago 3,620,962

3 Philadelphia 2,071,605

4 Los Angeles 1,970,358

5 Detroit 1,849,568

6 Baltimore 949,708

7 Cleveland 914,808

8 St. Louis 856,796

9 Washington 802,178

10 Boston 801,444

98 Phoenix 107,000


This list from 1950 does not look all that different from 1900.  Note that Los Angeles has jumped to number 4, growing from almost nothing in 1900 to a city of almost 2 million by 1950.  LA is the only western city among the top 10 (San Francisco is no longer among the biggest cities).  All the rest are northeastern or midwestern cities.  I include Phoenix to show how this city, which will be among the top 10 in later decades, shows almost no signs of greatness in 1950.
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Rank City Population

1 New York 7,071,639

2 Chicago 3,005,072

3 Los Angeles 2,966,850

4 Philadelphia 1,688,210

5 Houston 1,595,138

6 Detroit 1,203,339

7 Dallas 904,078

8 San Diego 875,538

9 Phoenix 789,704

10 Baltimore 786,775


By 1980, the biggest cities in the country show a very different patterns of dispersal.  New York, Chicago, Philadelphia, Detroit, and Baltimore are northeastern and midwestern, but LA, Houston, Dallas, San Diego, and Phoenix are western or southern cities.  Note as well that Detroit, Philadelphia, Chicago, and Baltimore have lost population; only New York, among northeastern and midwestern cities, continued to grow.  In so far as there was growth in these cities, it was in the outlying metropolitan regions, not in the cities themselves.
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Rank City Population

1 New York 7,322,564

2 Los Angeles 3,485,398

3 Chicago 2,783,726

4 Houston 1,630,553

5 Philadelphia 1,585,577

6 San Diego 1,110,549

7 Detroit 1,027,974

8 Dallas 1,006,877

9 Phoenix 983,403

10 San Antonio 935,933


With the arrival of San Antonio in the top 10, western and southern cities now account for 6 of the largest urban areas in the country.  Note that Chicago, Philadelphia, and Detroit have continued to lose population and Los Angeles has overtaken Chicago for the number 2 spot.
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Rank City Population

1 New York  8,008,278

2 Los Angeles  3,694,820

3 Chicago  2,896,016

4 Houston  1,953,631

5 Phoenix  1,321,045

6 Philadelphia  1,517,550

7 San Diego  1,223,400

8 Dallas 1,144,646

9 San Antonio  1,188,580

10 San Jose  894,943


Although Chicago has grow slightly, only Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia represent the northeast and midwest on this list.  7 of the top 10 are now in the west or south.  Three of those (Dallas, Houston, and San Antonio) are in Texas; three (LA, San Diego, and San Jose) are in California, and one is in Arizona (Phoenix).
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		Rank 		City 		Population 

		1		New York		3,437,202

		2		Chicago		1,698,575

		3		Philadelphia		1,293,697

		4		St. Louis		575,238

		5		Boston		560,892

		6		Baltimore		508,957

		7		Cleveland		381,768

		8		Buffalo		352,387

		9		San Francisco		342,782

		10		Cincinnati		325,902

		11		Pittsburgh		321,616

		12		New Orleans		287,104

		13		Detroit		285,704

		14		Milwaukee		285,315

		15		Washington		278,718

		16		Newark		246,070

		17		Jersey City		206,433

		18		Louisville		204,731

		19		Minneapolis		202,718

		20		Providence		175,597



Largest Cities in 1900
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Largest Cites in 1900





				1980		

		Rank		City		Population

		1		New York		7,071,639

		2		Chicago		3,005,072

		3		Los Angeles		2,966,850

		4		Philadelphia		1,688,210

		5		Houston		1,595,138

		6		Detroit		1,203,339

		7		Dallas		904,078

		8		San Diego		875,538

		9		Phoenix		789,704

		10		Baltimore		786,775
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				1990		

		Rank		City		Population

		1		New York		7,322,564

		2		Los Angeles		3,485,398

		3		Chicago		2,783,726

		4		Houston		1,630,553

		5		Philadelphia		1,585,577

		6		San Diego		1,110,549

		7		Detroit		1,027,974

		8		Dallas		1,006,877

		9		Phoenix		983,403

		10		San Antonio		935,933
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				2000		

		Rank		City		Population

		1		New York 		8,008,278

		2		Los Angeles 		3,694,820

		3		Chicago 		2,896,016

		4		Houston 		1,953,631

		5		Phoenix 		1,321,045

		6		Philadelphia 		1,517,550

		7		San Diego 		1,223,400

		8		Dallas		1,144,646

		9		San Antonio 		1,188,580

		10		San Jose 		894,943
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				1950		

		Rank		City		Population

		1		New York		7,891,957

		2		Chicago		3,620,962

		3		Philadelphia		2,071,605

		4		Los Angeles		1,970,358

		5		Detroit		1,849,568

		6		Baltimore		949,708

		7		Cleveland		914,808

		8		St. Louis		856,796

		9		Washington		802,178

		10		Boston		801,444

		98		Phoenix		107,000
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% Urban	1990	1980	1970	1960	1950	1940	1930	1920	1910	1900	1890	75.2	73.7	73.5	69.900000000000006	56.5	56.2	51.4	46.3	40.200000000000003	36	        Central place	31.7	29.6	31.5	32.300000000000004	        Urban fringe	31.9	31.8	26.8	21.1	% Rural	24.8	26.3	26.5	30.1	43.5	43.8	48.6	53.7	59.8	64	        Rural nonfarm	23.2	23.8	21.3	22.6	        Rural farm	1.6	2.5	5.2	7.5	








		URBAN AND RURAL (2000)								

										

		 		United States		White		Black		Latino

		Total:		281,421,906		211,460,626		34,658,190		35,305,818

		Urban:		222,360,539		158,982,581		31,101,789		32,918,193

		Inside urbanized areas		192,323,824		134,757,190		28,098,005		29,800,720

		Inside urban clusters		30,036,715		24,225,391		3,003,784		3,117,473

		Rural		59,061,367		52,478,045		3,556,401		2,387,625

										

		Total:		100.0%		100.0%		100.0%		100.0%

		Urban:		79.0%		75.2%		89.7%		93.2%

		Inside urbanized areas		68.3%		63.7%		81.1%		84.4%

		Inside urban clusters		10.7%		11.5%		8.7%		8.8%

		Rural		21.0%		24.8%		10.3%		6.8%



		Urbanized area: An area consisting of a central place(s) and adjacent territory with a general population density of at least 1,000 

		Urban cluster: A densely settled territory that has at least 2,500 people but fewer than 50,000. 
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Urban	1990	1980	1970	1960	1950	1940	1930	1920	1910	1900	1890	187051543	167054638	149332119	125283783	74423702	68954823	54304603	42623383	30583411	22559367	        Central place	78847231	67035742	63913205	57981280	        Urban fringe	79410811	72146954	54526801	37840552	Rural	61658330	59491167	53878039	54041888	57245573	53820223	51406017	49348883	45411164	40062883	        Rural nonfarm	57786747	53873264	43276785	40596990	        Rural farm	3871583	5617903	10601254	13444898	
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