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438 Reviews of Books

Dimensions in Urban History: Historical and Social Science Perspectives on Middle-Size
American Cities. By J. Rogers Hollingsworth and Ellen Jane Hollingsworth. Madison:
The University of Wisconsin Press, 1979. Pp. viii, 184. $19.50.

The urbanization-city development process in American history has been the focus of
numerous scholarly investigations. Economic historians in particular, bringing the per-
spective and methods of economics to bear, have made significant contributions to this
burgeoning literature. In Dimensions in Urban History the Hollingsworths propose a
broader, more ambitious undertaking: the application of the wide panopoly of social sci-
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ence concepts and theory to understand better the historical process of urban develop-
ment. As such this book lays claim to a wide potential readership.

The text is divided into a brief introduction and four chapters. The introduction and
first chapter form the core of the authors’ treatise. In these 56 pages the authors first re-
strict their analysis to “middle-sized” cities containing between 10,000 and 25,000 in-
habitants in 1900 and not exceeding 250,000 during the entire period since 1870. Second,
and more importantly, utilizing concepts from various social sciences they attempt to
identify certain “ideal types” that both differentiate middle-sized cities at a point in time
and explain their development over time. The goal in developing their typologies, as in all
social science theorizing, is to simplify or abstract from reality in order better to explain
reality. The reality they seek to explain is “...the way in which social and economic
structure become intertwined with political structures, political culture, and situational
factors, for it is the variation in the interaction of structural, cultural, and situational fac-
tors which is responsible for the diverse urban configurations which exist” (pp. 12-13).

As the above quote suggests, the typology developed rests on the structural, cultural, en-
vironmental, and situational characteristics of an urban area. These characteristics in turn
dictate the degree of vertical differentials (for example, the socioeconomic stratification
system), horizontal differentials (for example, diversity in structure), and community au-
tonomy. These three dimensions are used to develop the ideal types: (1) autocratic, (2) oli-
garchic, and (3) polyarchic communities. At the risk of oversimplifying what is a relatively
rich typology, the basic tendency is for vertical differentials and community autonomy to
decrease as one moves from the first to third type community, while horizontal differenti-
ation increases.

Chapter 1 presents an analysis of development, broadly defined, on urban type. Al-
though the basic tendency is for cities to move from autocratic through oligarchic to poly-
archic forms, such progression is neither automatic nor mechanistic. The chapter also in-
vestigates the relationships between community type, political culture (traditional versus
legal-rational), and public policy (caretaker services, amenity provision, maintenance of
community morality and order, and promotion of economic growth).

The final three chapters elaborate the conceptual framework advanced in the initial
chapter. In chapter 2, three Wisconsin cities, Eau Claire, Janesville, and Green Bay, are
analyzed over the 1870-1900 period. For each city a common approach is used. First, the
structural characteristics (economic, social, and political) are investigated. Emphasis on
horizontal and vertical differentiation is combined with environmental and situational
characteristics to evaluate the typology (all oligarchic) and unique aspects of each commu-
nity. Second, the political culture of each city is explored. Finally, the preceding analysis
is combined to explain the content of municipal public policy. For all three community
structures, processes and policies both exhibited the characteristics and changed in direc-
tions consistent with the model advanced in the preceding chapter.

Chapter 3 investigates, for 278 middle-sized cities in 1900, the impact of various aspects
of voting behavior and community socioeconomic characteristics on late-nineteenth-cen-
tury public policy. Although the authors do not suggest that these two community dimen-
sions have no impact, they argue strongly in favor of a more eclectic approach, such as
that outlined in chapter 1, in understanding the nuances of policy formulation.

In the final chapter the authors develop a classification scheme based on their concep-
tual apparatus for middle-sized cities during the period of early industrialization (1870-
1900). Unfortunately, data limitations force exclusion of certain characteristics such as po-
litical culture and political and economic autonomy, thereby restricting the analysis to two
dimensions: socioeconomic structure and governmental activity. For each dimension sev-
eral indicators are chosen, scored, and averaged, and then each city is ranked as being
high, medium, or low. The result is a 3 X 3 matrix classifying 278 observations. For com-
parative purposes each community is also assigned one of seven economic-base identifica-
tions (for example, manufacturing, diversified, commercial). Although a significant por-
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tion (46 percent) of the entries fall along the diagonal cells (for example, low
socioeconomic status/low government activity), each cell contains at least fifteen observa-
tions. Certain common and intriguing patterns do emerge, but equally notable is the mix-
ture of economic-base “types” in each cell as well as the lack of correlation between region
and matrix location (for example, New England cities appear in all nine cells).

Any book such as Dimensions in Urban History that adopts such a theoretic yet catholic
approach to urban dimensions and development is bound to have shortcomings. The cru-
cial question, however, remains: is the book’s claim to a wide readership justified? To this
question the answer must be affirmative. It is a well written, broad ranging, and thought
provoking treatise. Ultimately I must concur with the authors’ assessment of their own ef-
forts: “[w]hile each reader may have some disagreement with this type of . . . analysis, we
hope he will also find his imagination stimulated by our efforts” (p. 173).

ROGER F. RIEFLER, University of Nebraska-Lincoln
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