CLASS OUTLINE: Sociology 394Y Urban Health in Toronto

Friday September 24th, 2004

Overview

■ THEMES:  centralization; decentralization; transformation of cities; importance of cities; heterogeneity; diversity; homogeneity; depersonalization; alienation, surveillance; urban; rural

■ QUESTIONS RAISED:  density vs. dispersal; urban core vs. suburbs; cities = civilization; where are zones of power in cities; are the zones of power still in cities; nature vs. culture; what is the ideal city (does it/can it exist?)

________________________________________________________________________

Students’ Comments & Questions on the articles:

Article:  “Urbanism as a Way of Life” by Louis Wirth. 

Louis Wirth's article mentions that the rapidity of urban development has accounted for urban problems and our lack of awareness of them. This is especially true of areas like Brampton where many of my family members and friends have recently migrated to. (Kashfia)
I find the idea of the cities a la carte an interesting and plausible one in which each individual defines the boundaries of their own city. I however fail to see how this will fit into the broader organizational structure of the city. (Sume)

The author defines the city as the “relatively large, dense and permanent settlement of heterogeneous individuals.  The large numbers account for individual variability, the relative absence of intimate personal acquaintanceship, the segmentalization of human relations which are largely anonymous, superficial, and transitory, and associated characteristics.”  I agree with his sociological definition of city and it’s phenomenon. (Theresa)

While I would agree with Wirth in terms of the affect of density and size of population on the social activities and organizations of cities, I would have to disagree with the points he makes about the relationship between the city and its heterogeneous nature.  (Gabriel)

Modern cities like Toronto become characterized not by a common established industry but the heterogeneity of the individuals that flourish here. (Emily)   

In a big city, one can be surrounded by thousands of people and still feel very lonely. I believe that part of the reason why people move to the suburbs is because they really are closer-knit communities where people know their neighbours and the people in their communities and many people, especially if you’re not from the city, don’t find that same sense of closeness there. (Andrea)

Wirth points to the city as a forum which accommodates both diverse economic classes and groups of interest. (Justin)

Article:  Megalopolis Unbound by Robert Fishman.

Robert Fishman’s article clearly depicted the rapid development of suburban communities (“the new city”) and its drastic effects on the environment and on the less affluent groups whose homes had become the base for such territorial, economic, and social expansions. (Maria)

To compliment for large population sizes schools, hospitals, shopping centers, and all the rest of the necessities are built to make life easier for those living in the suburbs. (Naajia)

In my point of view, his whole article seemed so “pro-elite” (therefore undermining the views and experiences of the minority) and he focused on how the traditional type of city was better than the ‘big city’/ ‘new city’.  (Jen)

The Brampton situation also summarizes Robert Fishman's article. (Kashfia)

The article explained the phenomenon of decentralization with good examples, but since it is all American Cities, I am not sure if it will apply to the Canadian model, especially Toronto areas. (Theresa)

The article opened my eyes to some issues surrounding this move to the suburbs, all of which I was not previously aware of, or at least had not really given much thought to. (Mallory)

With what Fishman describes as “edge cities” Popping up start picturing Mississauga and Scarborough being the new city. Following his line of reasoning this fits well but I find it hard reconciling them as such. (Sume)

In the absence of an adequate explanation for the survival of the core area I am led to wonder whether there are certain key features of the core area that social scientists have missed over the years -- features that remain distinct to the core and thus justify its existence in the new city. (Gabriel)

Fishman helps to correctly define a city with this observation of “city life”, the problem that I find with this observation is that it neglects to comment upon those individuals who do not have access to these “city defining” destinations described.  (Emily)   

I could not help but imagine the city of Toronto and how it fit in so well with the descriptions of city change over the last few decades. (Shannon)

‘what is wrong with living in an environment ubiquitously generic?’  What does the traditional city provide that makes it the better choice?  Does the answer lie with the importance of the traditional urban core?  (Justin)
Article:  “Introduction:  Variations on a Theme Park” by Michael Sorkin

He talks about control which is of course present in theme parks to protect against crimes etc. In my opinion I don’t think that the suburban areas are like that. If they are considered to be like theme parks than I don't think they are just the suburban areas, they are almost all the areas except the Ghettos. (Naajia)

I think the second characteristic being "obsession with security" is absolutely true… Sorkin is correct to say that new cities are similar to theme parks.  (Kashfia)

The challenge may then be to make these changes occur in ways that provide greater opportunities for all, that do not increase the destruction of the natural environment, and do not turn our lives into “variations of a theme park”. (Mallory)

I don’t think that the suburbs, at least of Toronto, are quite as homogeneous as these articles make them sound. In fact, there is quite a lot of diversity in terms of race and ethnicity in my personal experience. This could be because the articles were referring to American cities for which I cannot speak to and which very well could be the case. (Andrea)

The new city is like a huge bomb in slow motion.  They start in a central area expanding to a larger diameter sucking everything natural away. (Jen)
Some additional thoughts and questions:

If the “new city” simply allows more people to enjoy a homogenized, consumerist middle class culture, then questions must be asked about the effects that it has on one’s sense of community and identity, as well as its effects on the joys and passions and diversities of life. (Mallory)

 In Toronto at least, public transit seems to be one of the last on a list of agendas for politicians. (Ester)

Which brings me to an idea, if you asked 10 people (say our class) to draw a basic map of Toronto including all the cities and suburbs, what would the maps look like?  (Shannon)

To what extent has the transformation of the ‘new city’ and its generic urbanism affected civic pride, community relations and the willingness of residents to engage in civic involvement/duties and contribute to social resources? (Justin) 
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