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First, the move toward centrality. What opportunity do urban his-
torians face? “The role of social history,” Olivier Zunz declares, “is to
connect everyday experience to the large structures of historical
analysis and major changes of the past. We believe that history should
illuminate the complex interplay between large structural changes and
alterations in the character of the dynamics of populations, social
hierarchies, and routine social life.”® Since Zunz and I thrashed out
that conception of social history’s mission together, you will not be
surprised to learn that I agree with it. I only want to add that urban
history plays a starring role in the drama.

To treat urban history as quintessential social history gives us the
means of addressing central historical questions such as:

 How, if at all, do the ways that ordinary people cope with daily life
impinge on power and policy at a national or international scale?

o What actual difference does it make to the quality of life what sort of
political system people live under?

e Do rising technological and organizational complexity rob life of its
spontaneity and wonder?

o How and why did capitalism come to be the dominant form of economic
organization in western countries?

e How and why did relatively large, centralized, and unified national
states displace the city-states, city-empires, dynastic empires, and fed-
erations that once predominated among the world’s states?

Those who do not care for such suprahistorical questions can use urban
history to address grand problems at a national scale. In American

history, for example, urban historians can reasonably ask:

e To what extent did iEo.mvSma demands for popular sovereignty inform
American struggles of the 1760s and 1770s?
o Did the Civil War pit fundamentally incompatible ways of life against

each other?
e Did a new alliance of big capital and the state crush working-class

radicalism in the 1870s and 1880s, thus producing what analysts now

describe as American exceptionalism?
e To what degree, and why, did the range of trades open to urban blacks

narrow after 1890?
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Much of urban history’s agenda, furthermore, deals implicitly or
explicitly with the impact of global processes on small-scale social life
or (more rarely) the impact of small-scale social life on global pro-
cesses. Every study of an urban real estate market touches the chang-
ing ways in which capitalists and political authorities interact to
manage space. Each examination of work and family in cities enters
a site buffeted by the great winds of economic and demographic
transformation. All analyses of migration, race, religion, class, and
ethnicity in cities treat, at least implicitly, influences that operate on a
regional, national, or even international scale. We read Olivier Zunz’s
superb history of Detroit between 1880 and 1920 not only to learn
about that beleaguered city but also to understand how the growth of
factory-based industry reshaped American social life as a whole.’
While disagreeing sharply with many of Mumford’s ideas, Zunz takes
up the challenge set by Lewis Mumford: to trace relations among large
shifts in economic organization, alterations of urban geography, and
changes in the quality of social life.

Dare I praise Mumford? Eric Monkkonen scores Mumford as a
snobbish sentimentalist who neglected the details and realities of
urban history.® One need not share Mumford’s sometimes arrogant and
inconsistent tastes, however, to recognize the power of two features
that set him off as a great urban historian: first, his insistence on the
close connection between internal lives of cities and particular con-
figurations of power and production within which they lay; second,
his fashioning of a theory in which the relative concentrations of state
power and of commercial-productive activity stamped the character
of urban life, including the degree to which it was tolerable at all.”
Mumford’s Baroque City differed from his Coketown chiefly in their
relative emphasis on royal power and industrial production. Whatever
we think of Mumford’s analysis, it demonstrates the feasibility of
fashioning theories that cross city boundaries to provide coherent
accounts of life on the small scale and the large.

Monkkonen also argues that the short-lived “new urban history
collapsed because its practitioners failed to develop a more effective
way of summarizing its results, avoided reflection on the more general
significance of its main findings, and turned away from the enterprise

rather than countering the widespread criticism it generated.® I remem-
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chiefly on individual characteristics, and so on.”” It neglects three
fundamental features of social inequality:

1. Few inequalities actually compound into uniform hierarchies; viewed
over more than a single pair, most varieties of inequality are fragmen-
tary and inconsistent. A web provides an apter metaphor than a ladder.

2. Inequalities between any two social units vary significantly from one
setting to another as a function of resources available to each party in
that setting and relations with third parties activated by presence in that
setting.

3. Any particular actor’s power, influence, and control over resources
generally decline with time and distance. One party is often very
powerful, rich, or prestigious vis a vis another on his home territory,
but weak elsewhere; a theorist of inequality might try to contend with
this difficulty by calling the party that exercised superiority in a larger
territory or long time period higher-ranking, but only at the risk of
neglecting variability in the parties’ relative power, wealth, or prestige.

More than anything else, prevailing conceptions of social mobility
entirely neglected the exercise of power—power of ethnic groups and
power of political authorities. That recognition leads to identification
of the fundamental problem: Treatment of each city as a sample case
from a national frame blinds analysts to relations between processes
generating or sustaining inequality in any particular city and regional,
national, or international flows of capital, labor, and political power.
Urban history connects with general history through just such interactions.

The study of state formation provides an unexpected but compelling
case in point. Everywhere that cities have grown, their ruling classes
have gained privileged access to the trade and capital of large regions.
States have always expanded through the amassing of armed force. At
times the distinction between cities and states has virtually dissolved;
historically, city-states and city-empires in which state authorities and
urban ruling classes overlapped have constituted one of the most
common forms of government at the larger scale. Where urban elites
and state authorities formed partly distinct categories, they sometimes
warred and always bargained; they could find common ground to the
extent that states acted to protect trade and capital and to the extent
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action nonetheless produces systematic, durable social structure. The
answer, it seems to me, lies in four principles: a) all social interaction
consists of incessant errors, constantly corrected, b) people draw their
correction mechanisms from historically accumulated shared under-
standings, from culture, ¢) interaction occurs within constraining webs
of previously established social relations that it alters incrementally,
and d) both culture and social relations change systematically and lay
down durable social structure. That is why historicism matters.

In his discussion of the way that craft organizations persisted within
some industries well into the era of mass production, Arthur Stinch-
combe has long since provided an important example of that sort of
historicizing analysis."” Allan Pred has similarly shown how existing
connections among cities in eighteenth-century North America con-
strained subsequent growth of the North American urban system.” In
a phrase faintly echoing Karl Marx, Pred has preached that “[p]eople
do not produce history and places under conditions of their own
choosing, but in the context of already existing, directly encountered
social and spatial structures.”"

Such reasoning contrasts sharply with unhistoricist or antihistoricist
explanations of social life, including the life of eities, as the immediate
effect of market forces, or prevailing national attitudes, or other causes
that act instantaneously, generally, and heedless of prior events. Anti-
historicist thought often appears in historical analysis, for example in
great swaths of economic history. A fine example of antibistoricist
thinking in urban history comes, indeed, from Lewis Mumford. In
Mumford’s City in History, the prevailing conjunction of political and
economic power largely determines the activity and form of cities,
regardless of the paths by which they have arrived at their present
condition. A historicist alternative could, in principle, fly as bold and
sweeping as Mumford’s analysis; so far, however, in Mumford’s
domain the chief large-scale historicist enterprises consist of archeo-
logical, town-planning, and architectural compendia. Such studies
sometimes cover large spans of time and space, but in those cases
always lack synthetic power. A truly historicist synthesis to compete
with Mumford’s stands high on the agenda of an anabiotic urban
history. '

Allan Pred grounds his sophisticated analysis in two elementary
postulates: a) a person can only be in one place at a time, and b) each
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Wellman, and others call “structural sociology”; it begins with the idea
that the fundamental units of social organization are neither individu-
als nor societies, but social relations.! Social relations between pairs
of individuals compound into networks whose form varies signifi-
cantly, for example from the long chains of relationship created by
migration between a Jamaican village and Toronto to hierarchical
connections among mobile engineers or surgeons. The analysis of
network structure makes it easier to see constraints placed by a given
configuration of social relations on succeeding sets of social relations
among the same actors.

The linking idea is simple and powerful: Past social relations and
their residues—material, ideological, and otherwise—constrain pre-
sent social relations, and consequently constrain their products as well.
Once an employer has established ties with a particular source of labor,
those ties affect her subsequent recruitment of labor, and may well
reproduce themselves. Once developers have laid down a certain
urban structure, that structure defines opportunities for further devel-
opment. Once people adopt a certain national language, that language
circumscribes the other people with whom they can easily communi-
cate. Such processes produce connectedness within time and space
that goes beyond simple temporal and spatial autocorrelation; every
existing structure takes the place of many theoretically possible alter-
native structures, and its very existence affects the probabilities that
the alternatives will ever come into being. In short, social processes
are path-dependent. Their explanation, furthermore, always requires
specification of counterfactuals—possible outcomes that did not occur
in these times and places. That is, to repeat, why history matters.

Consider some examples. Proletarianization of one generation of
workers strongly affects opportunities of the next generation of work-
ers to become capitalists, artisans, or peasants. Efforts of great powers
to build up the military capacities of friendly Third World states shape
the likelihoods that national armed forces will take over those states.
Creation of collective-action repertoires through struggles between
woionroﬁoa and their challengers limits possibilities of action for all
parties in the next round of struggle. Intergroup conflicts over jobs,
land, or political power create new social actors: active social classes,
occupational guilds, political communities, ethnic groups, parties, and
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Restoring agency to ordinary immigrants, the new sociology and social
history of immigration has also restored history to immigration; in-
stead of timeless recurrence of social mobility, we have contingent
actions of individuals and groups set firmly in time and space, with
durable but likewise historically contingent consequences.

Do not get me wrong. I am not for a moment advocating a return to
descriptive particularism on the ground that human life is complicated,
varied, and unpredictable. On the contrary, I am claiming that human
life conforms to a deep order. That order does not lie, however, where
urban historians ordinarily look for it: in uniform behavior of large
categories of people or standard sequences of multiple lives. It lies
instead in the combinatorics of multiple causes.

Relations among circular migration, chain migration, and ethnic

solidarity iltustrate what I have in mind. Contrary to the logics of
minimizing distances and multiplying opportunities, over and over
again people have established regular migrations between two widely
separated locations, then concentrated their migration within that
bipolar system rather than continuing their search for opportunities
outside of it. Instead of maximizing, they have satisficed. Chain
migration is, of course, the arrangement in which social ties persist
between people at a particular origin of migration and a particular
destination of migration, with people at the destination sending back
information about new opportunities, recruiting new immigrants, and
helping them make the move; every student of immigration has fan-
tastic but perfectly familiar tales to tell about sustained flows between
small villages and urban neighborhoods that lie thousands of miles
apart.
Migration chains often—I think almost always—originate in circu-
lar migration, in circuits whose members stay tied to the same base,
but periodically move away to earn money by peddling, digging,
harvesting, building, working in factories, or other easily transportable
activities. In such circuits, earners typically restrict their expenses and
repatriate a significant share of their income, investing it in land,
consumer durables, or social solidarities back home. Under some
conditions, a few members of such circuits prolong their stays at one
of the destinations. Those conditions are regular and comprehensible,
but we do not yet have a satisfactory general model of their operation;
here is another worthy challenge for urban historians.
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ing to imputed national or racial origin. The social organization of
mass migration surely contributed powerfully to the creation of dura-
ble inequalities in American cities and the United States as a whole.
If urban historians want subjects to bring them fame outside their own
bailiwick, the explanation of durable ethnic and racial inequality, as
well as of differential cohesion within ethnic and racial categories,
certainly qualifies. The analysis of migration, however, simply illus-
trates the great opportunity urban history faces, and has not so far taken
full advantage of. Cities constitute our best laboratories for investiga-
tion of historical contingency—the way that social action in a given
time and place constrains what will happen next there and in adjacent
places, what will happen after that, and so on through long strings of
path-dependent processes.

With all these references to “path-dependence,” “historicism,
“contingency,” and similarly abstract notions, readers may fear that I
am recruiting players for a strange game onan alien field—economics,
sociology, or philosophy, perhaps, but not urban history. Certainly I
am claiming that urban historians could participate more centrally in
epistemological and ontological debates that now range across history
and the social sciences. But I also claim that urban historians who
follow my advice will command more attention from fellow terre-a-
terre historians as well as from general readers. For to unravel the
causes and effects of durable inequality, of violent xenophobia, of
stable democracy—all clearly subjects within the purview of urban
history—is to enlighten and even to improve the world at large.

Yet my jeremiad is almost by definition a waste of time. I expect
no one to jettison current urban research and rush out to follow my
demanding agenda. Urban historians, for the most part, love particu-
lars and fear grand schemes. If one thing is clear about them, further-
more, it is that for all their love of hectoring each other, they respond
almost exclusively to concrete, imitable examples of good work that
help answer questions they regard as worth addressing. They look for
practical demonstrations of feasibility and profitability of new ap-
proaches rather than the cleverness of appeals that people make for
those approaches. If practical examples come in modules that conform
nicely to the requirements of doctoral dissertations, so much the better;
urban history demands so much devotion that most practitioners have
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