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They pictured the city’s growth pattern as a series of circles. 
Moving out from the center, each circle was dominated by a 
particular type of activity and residential pattern, from cen-
tral city ghettoes and rooming houses to working-class 
apartments and bungalows, to middle-class housing, to 
upper-class suburbs (Park, Burgess, and McKenzie [1925] 
1967). See Figure 13.11 for an illustration of this pattern.

Urban ecologists further refined the Chicago School’s 
original ideas by exploring social, economic, political, and 
technological systems of cities’ spatial patterns (Abu-
Lughod 1991). Several processes constantly take place in 
urban areas: residential segregation; invasion by a new 
ethnic, religious, or socioeconomic group; and successive 
movement by that group. These processes are part of 
dynamic city life (Berry and Kasarda 1977).

Robert Park’s work influenced our understanding of 
urban life, but we now know it was tainted by his belief that 
Blacks were biologically and culturally inferior to Whites and 

not capable of civilized urban life (A. Morris 2015). Decades 
before Park and the Chicago School published their work on 
urban life, W. E. B. Du Bois completed The Philadelphia 
Negro, the first empirical study of urban Black people (Du 
Bois [1899] 1996). It revealed how rural Blacks who migrated 
to cities adjusted to urban life while dealing with past and 
present racial discrimination. In doing so, he showed that 
Blacks were confronted and stymied by socially constructed 
obstacles generated by a racist society rather than innate or 
cultural inferiority. Largely ignored or dismissed by White 
social scientists of the time, The Philadelphia Negro and other 
works by Du Bois have only recently been acknowledged as 
groundbreaking studies. Indeed, Du Bois may have been the 
first completely empirical sociologist in the United States.

Racial discrimination is a continuing and troubling issue 
in many urban areas of the United States. Despite some reduc-
tions in racism in the nation, American cities—especially 
northern cities—have high levels of residential segregation. 

FIGURE 13.11  Burgess’s Theory of City Growth
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Note: The Chicago School envisioned urban growth as a series of concentric circles, with ethnicity, class, residential patterns, and types of  
activity evolving with each ring removed from the central city.

Source: Park et al. ([1925] 1967:55).


