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faster than that seen in other large U.S. cit-
ies such as Boston, Baltimore, New York, 
Philadelphia, and San Francisco, was due 
to Chicago’s centrally located geographic
position; in other words, it was in many
ways “landlocked,” because although it 
sits on Lake Michigan, there was no water
route to the city from the Atlantic Ocean
until the Erie Canal opened in 1825, which
opened the Great Lakes region to shipping 
(including migration of people). Three years 
later, the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad—
the first U.S. passenger train with a route
from a mid-Atlantic city to central areas—
started operating. These two transportation 
advancements created a continuous stream 
of (im)migration to the Chicago area, which 
only increased with the completion of the 
transcontinental railroad in 1869, linking
both coasts with the midwestern portions 
of the country.4
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It is important to keep in mind that in the 
early to mid-1800s, many arge U.S. cities 

had virtually no formal social agencies such 
as we have today to handle problems of o 

social workers, building inspectors, garbage  
Once police agencies did start in some of 

these cit- their duties often included tasks we 
associate with other agencies, such as finding 

lost children and collecting garbage, primarily because there weren’t other agencies 
to perform these tasks. Therefore, communities were largely responsible for solving
their own problems, including crime and delinquency. However, by the late 1800s,
Chicago was largely made up of citizens who did not speak a common language 
and did not share one another’s cultural values. This phenomenon is consistent with 
Census Bureau data from that era that show 70% of Chicago residents were foreign-
born and another 20% were first-generation American. Thus, it was almost impos-
sible for these citizens to organize themselves to solve community problems, because
in most cases they could not even understand one another. This resulted in the type 
of chaos and normlessness that Durkheim predicted would occur when urbanization 
and industrialization occurred too rapidly (see previous chapter); in fact, Chicago
represented the archetypal example of a society in an anomic state, with almost a
complete breakdown in control. There were many manifestations of this breakdown 
in social control, but one of the most notable was that children were running wild on
the streets in gangs, with little intervention from the adults in the neighborhoods. So 
delinquency was soaring, and it appeared that the gangs were controlling the streets
as much as any other group.

So the leaders and people of Chicago needed theoretical guidance to develop solutions 
to their problems, particularly regarding the high rates of delinquency. This was a key
factor in why the Department of Sociology at the University of Chicago became so 
important and dominant in the early 1900s. Essentially, modern sociology developed
in Chicago because the city needed it to solve its social problems. Thus, Chicago
became a type of laboratory for the sociological researchers, and they developed a
number of theoretical models of crime and other social ills that are still empirically 
valid today.

This type of run-down 
residential area was key 
in early theories of crime, 
such as the Chicago 
School of criminology, 
also known as the theory 
of social disorganization 
or Ecological School.
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Chicago School of 
criminology: theoretical
framework of criminal 
behavior that emphasizes 
the environmental impact 
of living in a high-crime 
neighborhood, applies 
ecological principles 
to explain how cities 
grow, and highlights
levels of neighborhood 
organization to explain 
crime rates.


