Layered with the traces of previous generations’ struggles to earn a living, raise chil-

2 Urban Landscape History: dren, and participate in community life, the vernacular land-
scape, as John Brinckerhoff Jackson writes, “is the image of
The Sense of Place and the Politics of Space our common humanity—hard work, stubborn hope, and

mutual forbearance striving to be love.””* His definition carries
cultural geography and architecture straight toward urban
social history. At the intersection of these fields lies the his-

tory of the cultural landscape, the production of space, human
: [ patterns impressed upon the contours of the natural environ-
Authentic knowledge of space must address the question of its I ment, It is the story of how places are planned, designed,
built, inhabited, appropriated, celebrated, despoiled, and dis-
carded. Cultural identity, social history, and urban design are
here intertwined.

production.

Henri Lef: ®, The Production of Space

Indigenous residents as well as colonizers, ditchdiggers as
well as architects, migrant workers as well as mayors, house-
wives as well as housing inspectors, are all active shaping the
urban landscape. Change over time can be traced in incre-
mental modifications of space as much as in an original city
plan or building plan. This chapter sketches a way to frame
the social history of urban space, a scholarly terrain where
many fields overlap. It combines an approach to aesthetics
(based on work dealing with the sense of place from the
humanities, architecture, and landscape traditions in geog-
raphy and environmental psychology) with an approach to
politics (based on work on space in the social sciences and
economic geography) and suggests how both apply to the his-
tory of urban landscapes.

Place” is one of the trickiest words in the English language, a
suitcase so overfilled one can never shut the lid. It carries the
resonance of homestead, location, and open space in the city
as well as a position in a social hierarchy. The authors of
books on architecture, photography, cultural geography,
poetry, and travel rely on “sense of place” as an aesthetic
concept but often settle for “‘the personality of a location” as a
way of defining it. Place for such authors may engage patterns
in the mellow brick of an eighteenth-century building, the
sweep of the Great Plains, the bustle of a small harbor full of
sailboats, but such images can easily become cliches of tourist

.
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advertising. In the nineteenth century and earlier, place also
carried a sense of the right of a person to own a piece of land,
or to be a part of a social world, and in this older sense place
contains more political history. Phrases like “knowing one's
place” or “a woman’s place” still imply both spatial and
political meanings.

People make attachments to places that are critical to their
well-being or distress. An individual's sense of place is both
a biological response to the surrounding physical environ-
ment and a cultural creation, as geographer Yi-Fu Tuan has
argued.? From childhood, humans come to know places
through engaging all five senses, sight as well as sound, smell,
taste, and touch.? Extensive research on perception shows the
simultaneous engagement of several senses in orientation and
wayfinding. Children show an interest in landmarks at three
or earlier and by age five or six can read aerial maps with great
accuracy and confidence, illustrating the human ability to
perceive and remember the landscape.*

As social relationships are intertwined with spatial percep-
tion, human attachment to places attracts researchers from
many fields. Environmental psychologists Setha Low and
Irvin Altman define “place attachment” as a psychological
process similar to an infant's attachment to parental figures.
They also suggest that place attachment can develop social,
material, and ideological dimensions, as individuals develop
ties to kin and community, own or rent land, and participate
in public life as residents of a particular community. (Some
earlier sociological studies of the aftermath of urban renewal,
those that convey the process of mourning for a lost neigh-
borhood, have utilized attachment theory as well® to explain
the power of human connections to places that may no longer
exist physically.)

Cultural landscape studies, as geographer Carl Sauer devel-
oped them, focused on the evolution of places and included
the “combination of natural and man-made elements that
comprises, at any given time, the essential character of a
place.””” Cultural landscape has much more specific meanings
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than place. Yet the earliest cultural landscape methods for
studying places, and people’s shaping of them and attach-
ments to them, were not adequate to convey their political
dimensions. Unlike social history, which developed in the
1960s with an urban bias, cultural geography from the 1940s
on leaned to the study of rural, preindustrial landscapes,
rather than the complicated urban variety, mapping ethnicity
along with vernacular house types or patterns of cultiva-
tion, considering ecology but avoiding issues of political
contestation.?

As the productive landscape is more densely inhabited, the
economic and social forces are more complex, change is
rapid, layers proliferate, and often abrupt spatial discontinu-
ities result that cultural landscape studies seem unable to
address adequately. One can’t simply turn to economic geog-
raphy (or any other kind of quantitative analysis) because
there the human experience of place is often lost. Rather, the
cultural geographer’'s model of landscape needs to be better
anchored in the urban realm, retaining the biological and
cultural insights necessary to convey the sense of place while
adding more focused analysis of social and sconomic conflict.
This is the project of many politically sensitive geographers
today, including Michael Dear, Jennifer Wolch, David Harvey,
Neil Smith, Derek Gregory, and Kay Anderson.® At the same
time, environmental historians like William Cronon are
claiming some of this subject matter, with phrases that sound
rather like Sauer: “‘if environmental history is successful in its
project, the story of how different peoples have lived and used
the natural world will become one of the most basic and fun-
damental narratives in all of history, without which no
understanding of the past could be complete.”1° Yet for many
environmental historians, the deployment of land and natural
resources has been the central preoccupation, without much
concern for the aesthetic and social aspects of the built envi-
ronment, although the two are intertwined.

At the heart of Carl Sauer’s definition of the cultural land-
scape was “the essential character of a place.” It has often
proved easier to study either the natural or the built compo-
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nents of a cultural landscape than to wrestle with the com-
bination of the two in the concept of place. In recent decades,
as geographers John Agnew and James Duncan have shown,
social scientists have frequently avoided “place” as a con-
cept, and thus have sidetracked the sensory, aesthetic, and
environmental components of the urbanized world in favor of
more quantifiable research with fewer epistemological prob-
lems.!! Some have argued for the importance of an increas-
ingly “placeless world,” or a “non-place urban realm,” but
speaking critically of bad places is more effective than dis-
missing them as places.!? The process that transforms places
demands analysis. As a field of wildflowers becomes a shop-
ping mall at the edge of a freeway, that paved-over meadow,
restructured as freeway lanes, parking lots, and mall, must
still be considered a place, if only to register the importance
of loss and explain it has been damaged by careless develop-
ment. Places also suffer from clumsy attempts to market them
for commercial purposes: when small towns in Iowa that once
seemed to embody everyday life in the Midwest developed
“themes” to make them more attractive to tourists, the places
became caricatures of themselves.?3

If place does provide an overload of possible meanings for the
researcher, it is place’s very same assault on all ways of
knowing (sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste) that makes it
powerful as a source of memory, as a weave where one strand
ties in another. Place needs to be at the heart of urban land-
scape history, not on the margins, because the aesthetic qual-
ities of the built environment, positive or negative, need to be
understood as inseparable from those of the natural environ-
ment,** Together these two provide the basis for considering
the history of the American urban landscape.

Henri Lefebvre, the French sociologist who began writing
about the “production of space” over two decades ago, pro-
vides a framework that can be used to relate the sense of place
encountered in cultural landscape studies to the political

Claiming Urban Landscapes as Public History

19

economy. Lefebvre argues that every society in history has
shaped a distinctive social space that meets its intertwined
requirements for economic production and social reproduc-
tion.’s In terms of production, Lefebvre would be close to
cultural geography in identifying spaces or landscapes shaped
for mining, manufacturing, commerce, or real estate specula-
tion. Most original is his analysis of the space of social repro-
duction, which ranges over different scales, including the
space in and around the body (biological reproduction), the
space of housing (the reproduction of the labor force), and the
public space of the city (the reproduction of social relations).
Here he links the physical to the social in decisive ways.
{More speculative are his analyses of the role of artists’ repre-
sentations of space, and the role of popular political mave-
ments in creating “counter-space” in opposition to existing
political structures.) Gultural critic Fredric Jameson, in Post-
modernism, assessed Lefebvre’s importance: he “called for a
new kind of spatial imagination capable of confronting the
past in a new way and reading its less tangible secrets off the
template of its spatial structures—body, cosmos, city...."16

Lefebvre suggests that the production of space is essential to
the inner workings of the political economy. A small factory
on a stream near a waterfall, with a boarding house and a
couple of workers’ cottages, announces New England in the
earliest stages of textile production; a vast aerospace complex
next to a suburban tract of ten thousand identical houses
exemplifies defense industries and their work force one hun-
dred and fifty years later. But Lefebvre also sees commonali-
ties between the tract houses, the identical suites in corporate
skyscrapers, and the identical shops in malls, suggesting that
a quality of late capitalist space is the creation of many iden-
tical units—similar but not “placeless” places—by the large
commercial real estate market that has become, in itself, a
distinguishing feature of the economy. And just as analysts
begin to count the environmental costs that this production of
endless units of salable space may entail, so the cultural costs
in terms of identity, history, and meaning can be weighed.”
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Lefebvre’s approach to the production of space can provide a
framework for constructing some specific social histories of
urban places. Depending on the kinds of arguments historians
want to make (and the resources available in oral histories,
social histories, and buildings), research might explore work-
ing landscapes, territorial histories of groups in the popula-
tion, or political histories of building types. The first focuses
on economic production as it is tied to social reproduction,
the others make social reproduction the ‘major theme.

The production of space begins as soon as indigenous resi-
dents locate themselves in a particular landscape and begin
the search for subsistence. The place may grow into a town,
inhabited by new waves of settlers. Many cities begin with
farming, mining, fishing, or trading rather than manufactur-
ing. The farm laborers, the miners, the fishermen, or the stall
holders in the market, and their families, are the earliest
builders of the economic enterprise that eventually becomes
a city. Space is shaped for both economic production—barns,
or mine shafts, or piers, or a factory—as well as for social
reproduction—housing for the workers, managers, and own-
ers, a store, a school, a church. As the town grows, configuring
streets and lots formalizes the earliest uses of land and path
systems. This leads to infrastructure such as paved roads,
bridges, water systems, streetcars, and railroads, all of which
have substantial environmental effects.

All of these different kinds of private and public planning
activities and public works have a social as well as a techno-
logical history.1® People fight for and against them. People
also construct and maintain them (figure 2.1). The ditchdig-
gers and piledrivers, the streetcar workers and the railroad
mechanics, the canal drivers and crane operators represent
class, ethnic, and gender history shaping the landscape in
ways that have barely been studied. As environmental histor-
ian Patricia Nelson Limerick has observed, “Workers, often
minority workers, provided the essential labor of envi-
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2.1 Workers’ landscapes. Chinese American railroad workers on the tracks, next to an Anglo

American supervisor, near Lang, California, 1876. (Security Pacific Collection, Los Angeles Public

Library.)
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ronmental change, and members of minority groups often
absorbed a disproportionate share of undesirable envi-
ronmental impacts ... yet environmental history and ethnic
history have been very separate enterprises.”

The history of the railroad in the nineteenth century offers
just one of many possible examples. One can understand the
railroad in engineering terms, as the history of trains and
tracks, or in architectural terms, as stations and freight yards,
or in urban planning terms, as the right and the wrong side of
the tracks, without fully capturing its social history as the
production of space. Limerick notes that twenty-nine Chinese
workers died while building Wrights Tunnel for the South
Pacific Coast Railroad through the Santa Cruz Mountains in
California in 1879, and dozens more were injured. Other his-
torians have commented that the Chinese “contributed” to
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California’s economic development. Limerick goes farther:
the “‘price of progress’ had registered in the; smell of burnt
human flesh.”1® She concludes, “In our times the rediscovery
of the landscape hinges on just such recognitions as this one.”
One could add that coming to terms with ethnic history in the
landscape requires engaging with such bitter experiences, as
well as the indifference and denial surrounding them.

Like the dwelling, which may be typical of the way millions
were sheltered, something as basic as a railroad or streetcar
system changes the quality of everyday life in the urban
landscape, while marking the terrain.?? For some it provides
jobs in design, or construction, or operation, or maintenance;
for others, it makes a journey to work through the city possi-
ble; for a few, it may bring profits as an investment. John Stil-
goe has shown how to study the clustering of different
vernacular building types along railroad lines, and the con-
cept of the space of the railway as a “metropolitan corri-
dor.”2! As Limerick shows, there is also an important
underlying story to tell about the work force and the social
space of the metropolitan corridor, from the people who
blasted the tunnels and drove the trains right down to the
workers who kept the cars clean and emptied the trash. From
the perspective of social history, it is this story about the
work force that can turn an abandoned set of railroad tracks
or a decaying freight shed into a potential resource for proj-

ects concerned with larger public meanings in the urhan
landscape.

Territorial Historles of Cities Based on Race and Gender

Clai

Lefebvre emphasized the importance of space for shaping
social reproduction. One of the consistent ways to limit the
economic and political rights of groups has been to constrain
social reproduction by limiting access to space. For women,
the body, the home, and the street have all been arenas of
conflict. Examining them as political territories—bounded
spaces with some form of enforcement of the boundaries—
helps us to analyze the spatial dimensions of “woman’s
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sphere” at any given time.?? And just as gender can be map-
ped as a struggle over social reproduction that occurs at vari-
ous scales of space, the same is true of race, class, and many
other social issues.

As Michael Dear and Jennifer Wolch have written, the inter-
play between the social and the spatial is constant: “Social
life structures territory ... and territory shapes social life.”23
Ghettos and barrios, internment camps and Indian reserva-
tions, plantations under slavery and migrant worker camps
should also be looked at as political territories, and the cus-
toms and laws governing them seen as enforcement of terri-
tory.2* The territories of the gay and lesbian communities can
be mapped. So can those of childhood or old age. The spatial
dimensions of class can be illuminated by looking at other
boundaries and points of access.?® Since many of these cate-
gories interlock, studying how territories defined by gender,
class, race, ethnicity, sexual preference, or age affect people’s
access to the urban cultural landscape can be frustrating.

How can one find evidence about social groups’ experiences
of these overlapping territories? Frequently observations
about urban space are ignored by historians because the com-
ments appear to be spatial description rather than social ana-
lysis, but they can form the basis of a territorial history
focusing on access to the public spaces of the city. For exam-
ple, Loren Miller, Jr., an African American lawyer who grew
up in a middleclass family in Los Angeles in the 1940s,
didn’t see a segregated movie house until he went to Kansas
in 1948. He could go to the beach any time on the streetcar.
But he observed, “As teen-agers, we knew not to drive into
Compton, to Inglewood, not to drive into Glendale 'cause you
would just be out, with your hands on top of the car, ... LAPD
did the same thing. You got too far south on Western, they

\,
“would stop you.” This man also remembered, as a child,

having Japanese American neighbors interned, going to visit
them in temporary quarters at the Santa Anita race track, and
finding that “soldiers with guns wouldn’t let me go on the
other side of the table, and they wouldn't let me play with my
friends.”26 This is one individual account of spatial barriers
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about race. Another writer, Lynnell George, comments on this
city in the 1940s, “Off-limits for people of color it Los
Angeles ran the gamut . . . not West of Main, not Glendale after
dusk, never ever Fontana and its dusty flatlands dotted with
burning crosses.”??

Accounts like these begin to make it possible to map spatial
segregation for the larger African American community: not
only streets and neighborhaods, but schools, hotels, stores,
fire stations, swimming poals, and cemeteries would be some
of the places to examine. Photographs often convey territorial
history as well, documenting hoth residential segregation and
communities’ struggles against territorial exclusion (figures
2.2, 2.3).%" In images of public space from the 1940s, a small
cafe has different entrances for “White” and “Colored” lab-
eled over the doors, while a movie theater has a large arrow
painted on the side of the building, pointing “Colored” to an
exterior stair leading to a balcony. Documentary photography,
newspaper photography, commercial photography, and ama-
teur snapshots all reveal different sides of a city. It can be
revealing to consider the gender and ethnic background of the
photographer as well as the architectural subject selected for
the picture.

A territorial history based on limitations of gender in the
public spaces of the city would use similar sources and would
put buildings or parts of them off limits, rather than whole
neighborhoods.2? In the twentieth century, spatial segregation
includes private men’s clubs, university faculty clubs, pro-
grams in higher education, and numerous other spaces. The
segregation need not be absolute—women might be permitted
to attend a class, but sit separately, or they might be allowed
to enter a club as men’s guests, provided they remained in a
special room reserved for ladies, and so on. In the nineteenth
century the list would be longer, and forbidden activities
might include voting, entering a public saloon, or sitting in
the main body of an assembly hall rather than the more
restricted balcony. To understand the intersecting segregation
of race, class, and gender, the spatial dimensions of tradi-
tional “woman’s sphere” have to be studied in combination
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2.2 Territorial historles. Exclusion of Japanese Americans from a residential neighborhood
in Hollywood, California, took the form of signs as well as deed restrictions, 1920s. {Visual

Communications.)

2.3 Territorial histories. Segregated tract, with African American observer, Los Angeles County,
early 1950s. (Southern Callfornla Library for Social Studies and Research; the original source is

possibly the Californla Eagle, Charlotta Bass Collection.)
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2.4 Territorial histories. Male and le stud,

ing soparately at a lecture on physics, Uni-

versity of Michigan Medical School, late 1880s. (Bentley Historical Library, University of Michigan.)

26 Claiming Urban Land: as Public History

27

with the spatial limits imposed by race or class. Because
white women’s clubs, charities, and suffrage organizations
were often segregated, African American women sometimes
formed their own parallel groups, with their own meeting
places, to help working women and girls in their own com-
munities.?? Or, to take another example, one photograph of a
class at a state university open to women in the 1890s shows
the men and women sitting separately. It is equally important
to ask if there appear to be people of color present, segregated
by gender and race, sitting at the very back of each group
(figure 2.4).

Political divisions of territory split the urban world into many
enclaves experienced from many different perspectives. Cog-
nitive mapping is a tool for discovering fuller territorial
information about contemporary populations. Urbhan planner
Kevin Lynch studied mental images of the city by asking
people to draw maps or give directions.3! At the time, in 1960,
Lynch suggested that such images could be combined into a
composite portrait of a city, useful to urban designers, but not
all Bostonians see Boston the same way. Subsequent studies,
including some of Lynch’s own, explored class, gender, age,
and ethnicity. Most striking was a study done in Los Angeles
that showed graphically the differences between the residents
of an affluent white suburb, an inner-city African American
neighborhood, and a mixed neighborhood close to downtown
that had long been home to new immigrants working in
downtown factories and using a few downtown bus lines.32
The space of the city, as understood by these different groups,
varied greatly in size as well as in its memorable features
(figures 2.5, 2.6, 2.7). The maps are striking images of inequal-
ity of access to the city.

Lynch’s work from the 1960s and 1970s suggests not only that
the sprawling, spatially segregated city is difficult for citizens
to map, but also that architects and planners, as well as spe-
cialists in public history, have an important role to play in
making the entire city more coherent in the minds of its cit-
izens. Out of Lynch’s work comes what Fredric Jameson has

called “an aesthetic of cognitive mapping.” Acknowledging
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2.5, 2.6, 2.7 Cognitive maps of Los Angeles as perceived by predominantly Anglo American resi- some of the political limits of Lynch’'s work, Jameson
dents of Westwood, predominantly African American residents of Avalon, and predominantly Latino applauds the potential of his insights about how to give indi-
resid of Boyle H (The Visual Envir of Los Angeles, Los Angeles Department of viduals a heightened sense of place, and suggests that map-
City Planning, April 1871, pp. 9-10.), ping can raise political consciousness.?® This is a direction
some individual artists are exploring, as well as groups like
New York’s Chinatown History Museum and London’s Com-
mon Ground (discussed in the next chapter).
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Another way to analyze the production of space historically is
to look at power struggles as they appear in the planning,
design, construction, use, and demeolition of typical buildings,
especially dwellings. While architectural history has tradi-
tionally been devoted to stylistic analyses of the works of a
small group of trained architects, recently more attention has
been given to vernacular buildings and urban context3:
Buildings are rich sources for analyzing the material condi-
tions of urban life.? Buildings—tens of millions of them—
can be surveyed, identified, and classified according to shape
and function, but a larger sense of their political meaning is
necessary.”® Camille Wells, social historian of architecture,
puts it this way: “most buildings can be understood in terms
of power or authority—as efforts to assume, extend, resist, or
accommodate it.”37

Urban historians, such as Sam Bass Warner, who studied
Boston’s streetcar suburbs, James Borchert, who looked at
Washington's African American alley dwellings, and Eliz-
abeth Blackmar, who looked at the growth of Manhattan’s
rental housing from colonial times onward, demonstrate how
the built world’s dimensions illuminate a larger urban econ-
omy.®® These methods have influenced architectural histo-
rians interested in the political uses of design. Architectural
studies of communitarian settlements and company towns
reveal spatial struggles at every turn. In a similar way, Gwen-
dolyn Wright's study of the politics of urban planning and
architecture in the cities of French colonies has suggested
how power can operate from the top down through the reg-
ulation of the built environment.?®

Like work on the cultural landscape, much scholarship on
ordinary (or vernacular) buildings has focused on rural or
small town subjects, on agriculture or craft industries. More
has been written about farmhouses and barns than urban
boardinghouses or saloons, more about rural one-room
schools than urban public high schools.?® (Some scholars
would still prefer to define the field this way. For them, the
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best vernacular building will always be the purest, the best
preserved, or the most elaborate example of its physical type.)
A simple, rural building, constructed by local people whao
may also own and occupy it, can illustrate a process of the
production of space that is much less difficult to analyze than
urban real estate (figure 2.8), although it may still convey
some surprises—such as women doing the construction. Yet
greater potential lies in using the methods developed with

preindustrial material to look at urban types like the tene-

2.8 Dwellings and social reproducti Rural ver 1] hitect and the building pr
house in Chamisal, New Mexico, receiving a new application of adobe by lacal women, 1940.

(Photograph by Russell Lee, Library of Congress.)
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2,9 Dwellings and social reproduction. A much less r ic ver : urban t ts and

market on the Lower East Side of New York, ca. 1900, (Library of Congress.)
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ment, the public library, or the office building, to provide broad
social interpretations of construction and habitation. Most can
be learned from urban building types (figure 2.9) that repre-
sent the conditions of thousands or millions of people.s

Writing the social history of buildings can hegin with material
culture theory and method, identifying “mind in matter,*42
but beyond evaluating an urban building as an artifact it is
necessary to probe the complexity of habitation and finance,
turning not only to building plans but to all the public records
of ownership, taxation, and regulation that may exist. The
final results of research for an urban building type can be a
complex social history linked to many ordinary buildings.+?
In the city, this social history includes the builder, and also
the owner or developer, the zoning and building code writers,
the building inspector, and probably a complex series of ten-
ants. The production of space on an urban scale involves
them all. The basic arithmetic of how much it cost to buy the
land and construct the building is balanced by how much rent

was collected from how many tenants over how many years.

In a typical New York tenement at the turn of the century,
many people’s sordid habitat was one landlord’s money ma-
chine, generating 25 percent return on investment per year.**
There were few reasons to diminish profits through main-
tenance expenses, since legal enforcement of building codes
and safety regulations was minimal. What did it mean in
terms of the sensory experience of place? The building will be
a more evocative source than any written records. One can
read about unhealthy living conditions, but standing inside a
tenement apartment—perhaps 400 square feet of living space
for an entire family, minimal plumbing, only one or two
exterior windows—leaves a visitor gasping for air and looking
for light. The claustrophabic experiences of immigrants living
for decades in crowded, unhealthy space (as part of the
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reproduction of the labor force) are conveyed by the building
in a way that a text or a chart can never match. Environmental
history may come in the form of “black spot” charts of tene-
ment residents dying of lung diseases, photographs of filthy
communal privies serving hundreds of people, and sidewalks
piled a yard high with uncollected garbage, but the building
itself is the very best resource for inferpreting the experience.
Because a tenement was typical of hundreds of thousands of
tenements all over the city, its implications for the historic
urban landscape are broad. One building tells the story of
thousands of developers and millions of tenants. It represents
daily life in New York at the turn of the century better than
historic houses of refined architectural quality.ss

From an Ordinary Dwelling to an Urban Residential Neighborhood

Dwellings are the basic, repeated units in an urban neighbor-
hood. In a nineteenth-century or early twentieth-century
American city, dwellings cluster along with related buildings
such as public bathhouses, food markets, bakeries, union
halls, schoals, clubs, nickelodeons, saloons, and settlement
houses. All of these begin to form a historic urban working-
class neighborhood that can be researched through sources
such as fire insurance maps and institutional records of trade
unions and settlement houses, as well as information on in-
dividual buildings. There are patterns of gender segregation,
places such as saloons where no respectable woman could
g0.%° And there are patterns of ethnic and racial division, as
well as distinctive ethnic building types.

Architectural historian Dell Upton once observed: “Large
urban ethnic groups evidently built little that was distinctive
but instead expressed their ethnicity through language, food
customs, religion and social organizations.”+? Hawever, eth-
nicity, as well as race, class, and gender, can be uncovered as
a shap@g force of American urban places, provided one looks
at the production of social space carefully. In Eastern Euro-
pean Jewish neighborhoods, distinctive ethnic building types
include synagogues; in Chinese American neighborhoods,

Claiming Urban Land: as Public History

35

laundries, herb shops, seamen’s boardinghouses; in Japanese
American neighborhoods, temples, nurseries, and flower mar-
kets. (The researcher needs ta be able to use sources in Yid-
dish, Chinese, and Japanese as well as English.}

There are distinctive design traditions for outdoor spaces
associated with different ethnic groups—yards or gardens
planted in certain ways identify African American or Portu-
guese or Chinese or Latino or ltalian residents.*® Stoops and
porches, and the ways these are used, also speak about ethni-
city and gender. Religious shrines do too, and street games for
children. A world of shared meanings builds up, couched in
the language of small semiprivate and semipublic territories
between the dwelling and the street that support certain kinds
of typical public behavior. Architect and planner James Rojas
has analyzed the ways such spaces are created and used by
residents in East Los Angeles, what he calls “the enacted en-
vironment.”® Larger spatial patterns associated with ethnic
groups have been studied in certain cities, such as Asian
American patterns of building and ownership in the state of
Washington, Chinese American gateways and underground
passages in Vancouver, Canada, or Latino public plazas in Los
Angeles, African American alley dwellings in Washington, or
Puerto Rican casitas in New York.5°

The story of the casita in New York City is particularly fasci-
nating, as it is a rural dwelling converted into a public place.
The casita represents a conscious choice by community orga-
nizers to construct the rural, preindustrial bohio (an eight-by-
ten wooden house with a porch and a front yard) from the
island as a new kind of community center in devastated tene-
ment districts such as East Harlem, the South Bronx, and the
Lower East Side (figure 2.10). Here rural vernacular archi-
tecture was chosen to serve a polemical function, emphasiz-
ing the importance of the “enacted environment” as a bridge
between built and natural worlds. At the casitas community
organizers host political meetings, musical events, and
classes. They often organize community gardening on vacant
lots. Painted in coral, turquoise, or lemon yellow, these

dwellings recall the colors of the Caribbean and evoke a
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to the reproduction of sacial relations. Dilapidated and aban-

doned tenements in New York City provide the context for a Puerto Rican casita, a rural house type

built as a political gathering place in an East Harlem neighborhood that includes a vacant lot used for

a community garden, 1989. (Photograph by Martha Cooper.)
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memory of the homeland for immigrants who find themselves
in Alphabet City or Spanish Harlem.

The casitas and their community gardens play against the
context of abandoned tenements and litter-strewn lots. The
organizers have produced their own public space, setting up a
series of oppositions—past/present, inviting/uninviting, pri-
vate/public. They offer an alternative kind of social repro-
duction within their space, at the same time that they critique
the available space, past and present, for Puerto Rican workers.
As they attest the power of one cultural landscape to con-
tradict another, they offer an example of Lefebvre’s ‘‘counter-
space.” In this way, they resemble the political murals of East

Urban Land as Public History

2.11, 2.12 Urban neighborhoods host many vernacular arts traditions that enable different ethnic
groups to claim public space. In Los Angeles, Latino murals enliven the Estrada Courts housing
project: the Virgin of Guadalupe and a more militant woman with a machine gun, 1980. (Photo-

graphs by Dolores Hayden.)
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Los Angeles, which also set up a political dialogue with the
surrounding city end its traditions of housing for Latino
workers (figures 2,11, 2.12).5

Ethnic vernacular arts traditions have often operated in a
similar way to instill community pride and signal the pres-
ence of a particular community in the city. Japanese Amer-
icans have created flower decorations for streets. Anglos have
made fruit, flower, and vegetable architecture for festivals.
Mexican Americans have developed hand-painted signs for
both commercial buildings and trucks. Many communities
enjoy more than one medium. A study of Italian Americans in
South Philadelphia by Dorothy Noyes shows how Italian
immigrants and their descendants made their presence felt

through masonry, confectionery, window dressing, and street
festival design.52

Festivals and parades also help to define cultural identity in
spatial terms by staking out routes in the urban cultural land-
scape. Although their presence is temporary they can be
highly effective in claiming the symbolic importance of
places. They intermix vernacular arts traditions (in their cos-
tumes, floats, music, dance, and performance) with spatial
history (sites where they begin, march, and end). African
American jazz funerals marching through the streets of New
Orleans, Chinese New Year parades, saint’s day processions
in Irish American or Italian American Catholic commu-
nities,*® and graveyard ceremonies for the Day of the Dead in
Mexican American communities are just a few examples of
ethnic traditions with long histories. Slightly different from
the religious parades, political parades have been represent-
ing communities and their causes for a long time, from work-
ers with the tools of their trades to suffragettes, as scholars
such as Susan Davis and David Glassberg have shown.5* In
the last forty years, civil rights marches in southern cities,
women'’s marches to “Take Back the Night” or win abortion
rights, and Gay and Lesbian Pride parades in major cities have
also established their participants in public space, as part of
campaigns to achieve greater political representation.5s His-
torical changes in parades can reveal larger social trans-
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formations, such as when a group is or is not too controversial
to march, or when an entire parade is overtaken by commer-
cial interests and every float becomes an advertisement.

An ordinary urban neighborhood will also contain the history
of activists who have campaigned against spatial injustices.
Whether one uses territorial histories, or cognitive mapping,
or some combination of the two methods, it is possible ta
identify historic urban places that have special significance to
certain populations fighting spatial segregation of different
kinds. Territorial history will point to a church where major
civil rights meetings were held, or a local newspaper that
crusaded for fair housing, or the first place in a city where
women tried to vote, or the first place where new immigrants
were allowed to own land, or the first integrated primary
school. There are also sites of assassinations, lynchings, mas-
sacres, and riots with political histories that should not be
fargotten. The motel where Martin Luther King was shot, the
Lorraine Motel in Memphis, is now a national civil rights
museum, but every city and town has similar landmarks
where territorial struggles have been waged. Finding these
buildings and interpreting their history is one additional way
to fuse the social and political meanings of space with the
history of the urban landscape.

From the Urban Neighborhood to the City and the Region
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As one maves from the scale of the neighborhood to that of
the city, many works of urban history contribute to the
understanding of cultural landscape history. A new American
urban social history has begun to be written in the last two
decades, a history that takes ethnic diversity as a starting
point and recognizes disparate experiences of class and gen-
der as well. For many years, urban history was dominated by
3 kind of “city biography” that projected a single narrative of
how city leaders or “city fathers”—almost always white,
upper- and middle-class men—forged the city’s spatial and
economic structure, making fortunes building downtowns
and imposing order on chaotic immigrant papulations. This
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narrative tradition in urban history bore many similarities to
the “conquest” histories of the American West.

In contrast, urban histories of the twenty-first century may
begin by noting that in 1984 white males became a minority in
the paid labor force in the United States.5® Urban historians
discovered workers in the 1960s and women in the 1970s. In
the 1980s, as the history of suburban development became an
essential part of urban history, spatial issues gained more
attention.57 In the late 1980s and 1990s, historians have been
reconstructing the entire city, exploring the whole as seen
from African American, Latino, Chinese American, or Jap-
anese American perspectives. While socially oriented studies
of ethnicity and race have a long tradition, the new, ethnic
urban histories often emphasize the sharpness of spatial as
well as cultural distinctions.*® Soon the United States may
have an urban history that encompasses the whole of the
population, and the whole of the city, socially and spatially.
Previous histories of American cities already seem dated if
they focused only on the prosperous, white parts of cities—
Manhattan without Harlem or the Bronx, Boston without
Roxbury, the Westside of Los Angeles without East or South
Central Los Angeles. As Toni Morrison’s Playing in the Dark
suggests, Anglo American literature has often been con-
structed using the presence of African Americans to help
define “whiteness’: “Through significant and underscored
omissions, startling contradictions, heavily nuanced conflicts,
through the way writers peopled their work with the signs
and bodies of this presence—one can see that a real or fabri-
cated Africanist presence was crucial to their sense of Amer-

icanness.”%® This could be said of some older urban histories
as well.

New texts ask, “Who built America?”’® Not only is the history
of different ethnic communities becoming more fully repre-
sented, but historians increasingly place women at the center
rather than the periphery of economic and social life in the
city. In contrast to the older city biographies that focused on
city fathers and their conquest of the economic and physical
obstacles to economic growth, women’s history has brought a
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new emphasis on city mothers, the half of the city consisting
of females of all races and classes, nurturing the rest of the
population. Following the lead of scholars who worked on
women of color a decade ago,5? historians studying working
women of every ethnic group have led the way to the broadest
synthetic accounts of urban life, exploring textile mills and
canneries, tenements and courtyards, where women strug-
gled for sustenance for themselves, their families, and their
communities.5? Work in the home and paid work are com-
plementary parts of women’s urban economic activity, sug-
gestihg that urban history, ethnic history, women'’s history,
and labor history are not separate categories. All of these
studies of urban working women contain the outline of a
larger urban narrative uniting women, children, and men in
the struggle for survival, both in the market economy and in
the home.

At the same time that social histories of the city are becoming
more inclusive and spatial, environmental historians are
showing how the old “city biography” tradition failed to
convey the dynamic economic and spatial process of building
a city, which depended on natural resources extending
beyond the city limits. A city has a hinterland of economi-
cally dependent places. For Chicago, the cattle ranges of the
West and the wheat fields of the Midwest were the environ-
mental resources harnessed by the owners of railroads,
slaughterhouses, grain elevators, and meat-packing plants
headquartered in the city. For Los Angeles, the growth of the
city required aqueducts reaching up through the Owens Val-
ley and out to the Colorado River. An environmental analysis
of both the central city and these far-flung places reveals the
economic history of a city far better than a narrower look.?3

Space as a Social Product, Local and Global
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“Space is permeated with social relations; it is not only sup-
ported by social relations but it is also producing and pro-
duced by social relations.” So Henri Lefebvre sums up the
complex, contradictory nature of space.®4 As the production
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of built space increases in intensity and scale during the later
twentieth century, the politics of space becomes more difficult
to map. Freeways connect dispersed locations of workplaces
and dwellings, typical of contemporary working landscapes.
As interstate freeways carry automobiles speeding at 55 miles
per hour, it becomes more difficult to analyze the experience
they provide in terms of human perception and memory, but
easier to track the production of that American automotive
space as the world’s largest and most grandiose public works
project.®s ““At the same time as a regional dispersion of activ-
ities is occurring, the global migration of capital leads to
manufacturing processes scattered around parts of the world,
while housing and factories lie abandoned in older, industrial
inner cities in the United States.

In The City and the Grassroots, Manuel Castells has noted,
“The new space of a world capitalist system, combining the
informational and industrial modes of development, is a
space of variable geometry, formed by locations hierarchically
ordered in a continuously changing network of flows: flows of
capital, labor, elements of production, commodities, informa-
tion, decisions, and signals.” He concludes that “the new
tendential urban meaning is the spatial and cultural separa-
tion of people from their product and from their history.”
While suggesting that what “tends to disappear is the mean-
ing of places for people,” he finds many social movements
mobilized against this loss of meaning in places. In a similar
vein, David Harvey describes the process of the ““destruction,
invasion, and restructuring of places on an unprecedented
scale,” caused by “‘changing material practices of production,
consumption, information flow, and communication coupled
with the radical reorganization of space relations and of time
borizons within capitalist development.’’s¢

These changes affect older central cities with particular
architectural impact, and the inhabitants of devastated areas
need to understand the complex forces that have led to pre-
sent configurations. Territorial histories based on race and
class and gender can be illuminating, as well as the analysis of
worker’s livelihoods and landscapes. Today suburban malls
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and edge cities are proliferating, and many inner-city neigh-
borhoods struggle for economic viability.5” Both citizens and
planners may find that urban landscape history can help to
reclaim the identities of deteriorating neighborhoods where
generations of working people have spent their lives. As Har-
vey suggests, paradoxically, “the elaboration of place-bound
identities has become more rather than less important in a
world of diminishing spatial barriers to exchange, movement
and communication.”’®® Understanding the history of urban
cultural landscapes offers citizens and public officials some
basis for making political and spatial choices about the future.
It also offers a context- for greater social responsibility to
practitioners in the design fields.

This chapter has explored some of the ways that social history
is embedded in urban landscapes. This subject needs to be
grounded in both the aesthetics of experiencing places with
all five senses and the politics of experiencing places as con-
tested territory. Much the same can be said for organizations
of historians, preservationists, or environmentalists, or of
individual artists and designers, who wish to use the social
history of places to make more resonant connections to public
memory. Places make memories cohere in complex ways.
People’s experiences of the urban landscape intertwine the
sense of place and the politics of space. If people’s attach-
ments to places are material, social, and imaginative, then
these are necessary dimensions of new projects to extend
public history in the urban landscape, as well as new histories
of American cultural landscapes and the buildings within
them.

Urban Landscape History
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