Preface: The City as a Social Contract

Think of the city as a social contract.  
A social contract is an agreement between the members of a community regarding the terms of their togetherness: their mutual understanding about what members of the community can expect from each other.  Sometimes, parts of the social contract can be formalized: written constitutions or other historical documents may spell out specific obligations, limitations, privileges, or liberties, or they may articulate broad principles which members are expected to follow and uphold.  In other cases, parts of the social contract may be informal: ideals, expectations, and other cultural elements that embody the spirit of a people and serve as guidelines for private behavior and public policy.
There are at least three big questions which a social contract addresses: (1)  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1what do you owe society; (2) what does society owe to you; and (3) is there a community of which we are all a part?  These questions are not easy to answer, but we can imagine a wide range of responses.
For the first question, at one extreme we might imagine someone responding that s/he owes society nothing.  Less extreme responses might suggest a very minimal level of commitment: you should obey the laws, for example, in the sense that what you owe is strictly contractual and thus strictly limited (although this raises the question: what sorts of laws are appropriate?).  You might also say that you owe society your best effort to maintain yourself and your family and not become a burden to anyone else.  At another extreme, we might argue that you are obliged work for the betterment of all; in this case, individuals might be required to serve in their nation’s armed forces, to pay large amounts of money in taxes, to limit the use of their property to protect the environment, or tolerate a wide range of beliefs and behaviors that are different from or even inconsistent with their own.  
We can also imagine similar responses to the second question: society owes you nothing, although that might be equivalent to anarchy.  However, you could argue that social obligations should be kept to an absolute minimum and that government (as a formal expression of those obligations) should be limited to the enforcement of contracts and public safety.  At the other end of the spectrum, you could argue that society owes you a package of opportunities and assistance that will lead to a good life: decent housing, prospects for economic betterment, a comfortable retirement, affordable healthcare, a clean environment, and an education.  
These two questions are really asking about the terms of mutual obligation that we envision between ourselves and others, and here we are really thinking about the third question: is there a community that encompasses us all?  Put somewhat differently, we can ask: who is included in the community for which we make mutual obligations and spell out the terms of individual liberty?  We can certainly think of community in less comprehensive terms: my family, my church, my neighborhood, my race or ethnicity, my network of friends.  Or we can think of it in even more comprehensive terms: the world constitutes a community; we are all part of a human family; or all part of life on earth.  Identifying our community is one step toward specifying what the terms of togetherness are within that group, however defined.  In other words, whom do we think about when we talk about mutual obligations?  Who constitutes us?

Urban areas are one of the most important places (arguably the most important) where we answer these questions.  In cities, the physical proximity of people forces us to decide what we owe each other and what the boundaries of community are.  What government does, or does not do, is an especially important part of these answers, for government requires resources (like taxes) to operate, it provides services that can make urban living much more tolerable (even pleasant), and it imposes restrictions on what each of us can do (how we use our property, for example).  Because we live near other people and are part of those institutional arrangements, we are, in effect, defining community through our lives and actions and our choices about what government does.  Another, often overlooked, element of the problem of how to define community arises from the fact that cities and regions usually operate as systems: as labor markets, as environmental systems (involving the movement of air, water, and pathogens), and as economic units.  Whether these de facto linkages are recognized as bonds of community is one of the great problems of urban living.
In this course, I will argue that these questions have become all the more difficult to answer since we have become so fragmented as an urban community.  The sprawling, multi-centric metropolis is not only very difficult to govern, it has become a very hard community to identify and hold together.  Given that we are so diverse and so widely separated, and that we experience so little in terms of shared spaces, it has become extremely challenging to pinpoint what about us constitutes a community.  As we will see, this challenge will make our jobs as administrators all the more problematic as we try to deal with the pressing problems of governance, economic growth, poverty, and urban planning faced by cities at the turn of a new century.  
So, as you work through the material for this course, keep these big questions in mind.  How are they manifesting themselves in each of the subject areas we explore?  How are the answers changing?  Why are they changing?  How do those changes affect what government can or cannot do?  In short, I encourage you to think of the elements of urban life we explore as the physical and institutional responses to the key questions of the social contract.
