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No great town can long exist without 
great suburbs — Frederick Law  
Olmsted, creator of Central Park

I have sat through many presen-
tations on Smart Growth, the 
environmental effects of urban 

sprawl, and the joys of high-density 
lifestyles for the young, the hip, and 
the childless. Rarely, if ever, do I hear 
much discussion from advocates of 
city planning on topics conducive 
to family formation and flourish-
ing: safety, education, and affordable 
housing. 

This is not a slam on urban liv-
ing. If you are not yet ready to start 
a family, or have already passed 
through that phase of life 
(as has this reviewer), or 
have enough income to live 
the urban life, it is a won-
derful thing. City living in 
San Francisco, Chicago, 
Manhattan, Singapore, 
London, or Tokyo has great 
allure, given the cultural, 
professional, and gastro-
nomic opportunities in 
those privileged preserves. 

There is that matter of 
income disparity and in-
equality. But, in the gentri-
fying “glamour zones,” one 
can easily overlook the harsher reali-
ties of life designed for only a small 
slice of the overall population.

Former New York Mayor Michael 
Bloomberg even went so far as to 
suggest that a successful city must 
be “a luxury product” focused on the 
wealthy with the surplus income to 
support the rest of the population. 
“If we can find a bunch of billion-
aires around the world to move here, 
that would be a godsend,” opined 
Hizzoner. We have come a long way 

from those vibrant New York work-
ing-class and middle-class mixed-
use neighborhoods that cultural 
commentator Jane Jacobs sought to 
protect from gargantuan and sterile 
urban redevelopment in her 1961 
classic The Death and Life of Great 
American Cities. 

The problem arose when thought 
leaders, planners, developers, and 
some environmental advocates made 
this lifestyle choice the norm for the 
mass of humanity who, largely but 
not exclusively, find fulfillment in 
family life, that “haven in a heartless 
world,” according to Christopher 
Lasch, Edmund Burke’s “little pla-
toon,” and the fundamental building 

block of Aristotle’s polis. This is the 
fulcrum of geographer Joel Kotkin’s 
argument in The Human City: Ur-
banism for the Rest of Us.

Population growth is declining in 
the United States and the rest of the 
world, but it has gone bust in the 
dense urban core of our major cities. 
The highest percentage of women over 
40 with no children — 70 percent — 
are in the expensive, and dense, areas 
of Washington, D.C. In Manhattan, 
half of the households are single. 

“Perhaps the ultimate primary 
example of the new child-free city is 
San Francisco, where there are now 
80,000 more dogs than children,” 
proclaims Kotkin. It also has the 
highest percentage of households 
without children 18 or younger of 
any major American core city. Nearly 
half of the parents of young children 
in the city said they planned to leave 
in the next three years, according to 
a survey by the mayor’s office. The 
same basic pattern holds in Europe 
and Asia.

Kotkin, described by David 
Brooks of the New York Times as 
“America’s uber-geographer,” is the 
author of seven prior books, a presi-
dential fellow in urban futures at 
Chapman University, and executive 
director of the Center for Opportu-
nity Urbanism in Houston. He has 
recently spent a lot of time in Sin-
gapore, which informs much of his 
thinking in The Human City.

The author makes many salient, 
provocative points and dis-
plays his impressive com-
mand of the literature. His 
insights are original and 
contrarian. He takes a re-
visionist position, decry-
ing the “cult of density” 
and “retro-urbanism” while 
defending “dispersion” as 
optimal for human flour-
ishing.

Kotkin shares Jacobs’s 
distaste for the baneful in-
fluence of the brilliant ar-
chitect Le Corbusier, who 
took Manhattan as his 

inspiration but believed it was not 
dense enough. Its skyscrapers were 
“too small.” His vision of the city 
was that of “a miracle of machine 
civilization,” skyscrapers rising like 
crystals and serving as “a magnificent 
instrument for the concentration of 
population.” 

Writing in the 1920s, Le Cor-
busier preached a technological op-
timism which Jacobs skewers in her 
writings. “A town,” wrote Le Cor-
busier, “is a tool.” Where Jacobs saw 
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residents live in suburban areas,” says 
Kotkin. “Overall, 44 million Ameri-
cans live in the core cities of 51 ma-
jor metropolitan areas, while nearly 
122 million Americans live in the 
suburbs.” Moreover, the suburbs are 
now very diverse areas with a greater 
richness of ethnicities. It seems im-
migrants are just as predisposed to 
getting a house in the suburbs as are 
native-born Americans.

“Ultimately, to thrive and expand 
in the coming decades, urbanism 
needs to restore the central role of 
families,” argues Kotkin. “To flour-
ish in the long run, cities need to be 
more than ‘entertainment machines’ 
or dense receptacles for those who 
wish to reduce their carbon foot-
print. 

“Cities are about people and about 
creating conditions for upward mo-

bility, but they are 
also about growth 
and development of 
the next generation. 
This means we need 
greater emphasis not 
on dense downtowns 
but on those remain-

ing residential districts — like Dit-
mas and Flatbush — that can still 
accommodate families in areas not 
far removed from the historic urban 
center.”

Of course, Kotkin applauds the 
movement of business to the sub-
urbs along with the rise of telecom-
muting enabled by the Internet, for 
which he has great hope.

As it happens, suburbs on the 
periphery are changing, not just 
ethnically, but also in terms of a 
greater mix of urban uses and den-
sities, both business and residential, 
not necessarily contemplated by 
Jane Jacobs, but now incorporated 
into some, not all, New Urbanism 
thought. With change there comes, 
inevitably, friction and unexpected 
outcomes. 

Two articles from the Wall Street 
Journal illustrate the realities of sub-
urban growth as discussed by Kot-
kin. In “Why Some Suburbs Are 

Trying to Be More Like Cities,” El-
iot Brown relates the efforts of New 
Rochelle, New York, an older sub-
urb, to revitalize its downtown, in-
cluding rezoning for planned office 
towers to attract new employers and 
younger workers as residents. “In 
short, this suburb is trying to look 
urban,” writes Brown. 

He also mentions Tysons Corner, 
Virginia, a gigantic shopping area re-
cently serviced by the Washington, 
D.C. Metro system, now going ver-
tical and high-density. (Reviewer’s 
personal observation: not enough 
sidewalks for pedestrians.) Research 
Triangle Park in North Carolina, “a 
bastion of isolated corporate cam-
puses,” is now trying to develop 
1,500 apartments mixed in with of-
fices. Such cases cause Bruce Katz of 
the Brookings Institution to observe, 
“The suburbs are mimicking cities 
just like cities were mimicking sub-
urbs.” Well, maybe.

In “Suburbs Divide on Develop-
ment, the Journal’s Chris Kirkham 
relates a controversy in Flower 
Mound, Texas, a Dallas suburb with 
a quarter-acre lot-size minimum. 
Citizens went ballistic when a de-
veloper proposed a 750-unit mix of 
apartments, senior living, and town-
houses, the latter geared toward mil-
lennials. Protestors sported T-shirts 
emblazoned with the words “low 
density” at council meetings. The 
plan was cut back to 97 homes start-
ing around $450,000, up from the 
mid-$300,000 range in the original 
plan.

As the late Tip O’Neill famously 
said, and Joel Kotkin would surely 
recognize, all politics is local. The 
key lesson is that, despite the myo-
pia of many urban policy experts, 
there is important work to be done 
in suburbia.
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at George Mason University. He may be 
contacted at tmehan@awwa.org. 

human vibrancy in the potpourri 
of spontaneous neighborhoods and 
the swirl of businesses and homes, 
he saw disorder. Unsurprisingly, he 
admired dictatorial figures such as 
Napoleon III and Adolf Hitler. 

Notwithstanding the Great 
Recession, there continues 
to be an inexorable move-

ment of people to the suburbs. Dis-
persion is the dominant trend in the 
United States and globally. It is sim-
ply ignored by elite opinion. 

“Planners may crave more densi-
ty, but the secular trend in the mar-
ketplace is toward ever more disper-
sion. . . . [A]lmost all of the world’s 
34 megacities have declined in ur-
ban density from their peaks, even as 
they continued to add population,” 
notes Kotkin. Cities 
become less dense as 
they become larger, 
and cities in the de-
veloping world are 
“spreading out even 
faster” than those in 
the rich countries. 

It is all about affordability of 
housing for families. With home 
ownership rates lower than ever, 
and increasing land use restric-
tions, the humane arguments for 
dispersion are becoming more 
compelling. Yet, the determination 
of planners and opinionmakers to 
ignore these trends has resulted in 
a lack of preparation for or thought 
about this reality. 

Who is thinking about provision 
of park land and the protection of 
riparian corridors for water qual-
ity and wildlife? Some architects, 
thankfully, are starting to think 
more deeply about suburban public 
spaces, with a view toward facilitat-
ing community interaction.

In 1950 only half the residents of 
American major metropolitan areas 
lived in the suburbs. Since then, 90 
percent of metropolitan growth has 
been on the periphery. “Today, near-
ly 75 percent of metropolitan area 

Despite the myopia  
of many experts, there 
is important work to  
be done in suburbia
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