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Series Editor's Introduction

Contemporary history continues to witness a series of momentous changes, altering what was only recently familiar ideological, political and economic terrain. These changes have prompted a new awareness of subjective, sexual, ethnic, racial, religious and cultural identities and of the ways these are constructed in metropolitan centres, regions and nations at a time when these spheres are themselves undergoing a period of critical transition. Recent theory has simultaneously encouraged a scepticism towards the supposed authenticity of personal or common histories, making identity the site of textualised narrative constructions and reconstructions rather than of transparent record. In addition, new developments in communication and information technology appear to be altering our fundamental perceptions of knowledge, of time and space, of relations between the real and the virtual, and of the local and the global.

The varied discourses of literature and media culture have sought to explore these changes, presenting life as it is negotiated on the borderlines of new hybridised, performative, migrant and marginalised identities, with all the mixed potential and tension these involve. What emerge are new, sometimes contradictory perceptions of subjectivity or of relations between individuals, social groups, ideologies and nations, as the inner and public life are rewritten in a cultural environment caught up in religious and political conflict and the networks of global consumption, control and communication.

The series ‘Tendencies: Identities, Texts, Cultures’ follows these debates and shows how the formations of identity are being articulated in contemporary literary and cultural texts, often as significantly in their hybridised language and modes as in their manifest content.

Volumes in the series concentrate upon tendencies in contemporary writing and cultural forms, principally in the work of writers, artists and cultural producers over the last two decades. Throughout, its consistent interest lies in the making and unmaking of individual, social and national identities. Each volume draws on relevant theory and critical debate in its discussion inter alia of questions of gender and sexuality, race and ethnicity, class, creed and nation, in the structuring of contemporary subjectivities.

The kinds of texts selected for study vary from volume to volume, but most often comprise written or visual texts available in English or widely distributed in English translation. Since identities are most often confirmed or redefined within the structures of story and narrative, the series is especially interested in the use of narrative forms, including fiction, autobiography, travel and historical writing, journalism, film and television.

Authors are encouraged to pursue intertextual relations between these forms, to examine the relations between cultural texts and relevant theoretical or political discourse, and to consider crossgeneric and intermedia forms where these too bear upon the main concerns of the series.

Peter Brooker

University College, Northampton




Introduction The Miasma of Urbanisation

In his novel Philadelphia Fire (1990) John Edgar Wideman’s narrator, commenting on how to respond to ‘the tragedy of a city burning’, proposes:

What we need is realism, the naturalistic panorama of a cityscape unfolding. Demographics, statistics, objectivity. Perhaps a view of the city from on high, the fish-eye lens catching everything within its distortion, skyscraper heads together, rising like sucked up through a straw. If we could arrange the building blocks, the rivers, boulevards, bridges, harbor, etc. etc. into some semblance of order, of reality, then we could begin disentangling ourselves from this miasma, this fever of shakes and jitters, of self-defeating selfishness called urbanization.1


Wideman’s narrator articulates a common desire for urban legibility: to know the city as a whole, to render it visible and readable. This is a fantasy of much modern and postmodern urban aesthetics and theorising, in which quests for legibility have long stimulated efforts to explain the ‘truth’ of the city.2 However, Wideman also slyly undermines the quest, suggesting that the effort to obtain a privileged perspective on the city produces a ‘distortion’ of its object. The will to transparency only produces opacity, and point of view remains mired in the ‘miasma’ of urbanisation. Wideman not only offers a formal lesson in urban perception here, he is also addressing issues of cultural and ideological distortion. The city the narrator is trying to get an objective perspective on is a particular city, Philadelphia, at a significant time in its history, the aftermath of an incident in which police fire-bombed a row-house killing members of an Afrocentric cult. In other words, the vision he seeks is one of racial clarity; that it is not forthcoming is indicative not of the failure of his vision (optical or ideological) but of the ways in which ‘race’ is entangled with common perceptions of ‘the city’.

The promise of legibility has a particular significance when we consider the role of race in representations of the city. Noting that ‘racialised metaphor’ is commonly used to articulate contemporary urbanism, Michael Keith and Malcolm Cross argue that race ‘is a privileged metaphor through which the confused text of the city is rendered comprehensible’.3 In other words, race commonly functions to frame ways of seeing and reading the city, though this is not necessarily an explicit or transparent practice. As Wideman implies above, the relationship between the city as material environment and as imaginary space is one that is rendered opaque as well as transparent by the workings of representation. He draws our attention to the (il)legibility of race as this is composed within networks of spatial production and cultural representation. In this study, the generative relations of space, race, and representation are brought under analysis with the understanding that they provide us with a provisional framing of the city as a readable and visible entity.

The socio-spatial restructuring of the American city in the 1980s and 1990s has been widely represented in literary and visual forms – including novels, journalism, photography, film and television – which have contributed to the forming of a new urban imaginary, a conceptual restructuring which not only reflects but also shapes contemporary urbanism. This imaginary is not a unified construct, but rather a confusing and conflicting ideological terrain of values and assumptions, fears and desires, in which race plays an important structuring role. Not for the first time, but in distinctive and intensive ways, the ‘problem of race’ in the United States has been focused in urban centres in the last twenty years, and more specifically within the postindustrial ghetto.4 In this book I will examine some of the ways in which race is posed as a ‘problem’ in representations of American cities and analyse ways in which it has been represented as a lived experience and a complex ideological formation conditioned by urbanisation. My study is consciously skewed towards a white (WASP and ethnic) and black (African-American) axis of urban relations and I will argue that patterns of concentration and dispersal, and of acculturation and social mobility, have shaped distinctive imaginary investments in the spaces of the urban core on the part of both white and black cultural producers.5


Postmodern Urbanism and the Crisis of Urbanity

The cores of American cities have been radically transformed in the last twenty years: accelerated patterns of deindustrialisation and growth of service-based urban economies; new patterns of decentralisation and recentralisation, with the movement of people and offices to suburban areas offset by economic and cultural redevelopment of core neighbourhoods; the influx of immigrants, mostly from sources in south-east Asia and Latin America; the regeneration of the culture industries of city cores under the influence of an unregulated global capitalism; the privatisation and militarisation of publics spaces; and the concentration of a new urban ‘underclass – all have contributed to changes in the spatial, cultural and political form of the city. The redifferentiation of urban space caused by these changes has produced new forms of concentration and separation and new conceptions of centrality and marginality. It has also prompted anxious concerns about the uses and perceptions of urban cores as cities implode into fragmented spaces and explode into metastasised urban agglomerations. While these changes have historical roots stretching well beyond the last twenty years they have coalesced in this period to produce a perceptible crisis of urbanity which poses compelling questions: what are cities for? what does civic identity mean? ‘can we all get along?’. The last of these questions, voiced by Rodney King in the aftermath of violence in Los Angeles in 1992, is perhaps the most haunting refrain of the urban imaginary I examine.

This crisis of urbanity has become a notable issue of representation in American culture and I will return to it throughout this study. In the formulation of the classic tradition of American urban studies (from the Chicago School onwards) urbanity is the phenomenon of collectivity which emerges from the close proximity of strangers and face-to-face relations in public urban space.6 It valorises the multifarious forms of social interaction and interdependence in the city – the erotic and aesthetic variety of street life, the close encounters with strangers, the freedoms of access and movement in public spaces – positing these as the very essence of urban life and the necessary conditions of democratic citizenship. Today, this pluralistic view of urban life still has its adherents but is now broadly questioned as the close proximity of strangers in the city refuses to cohere into a civic unity and public space becomes increasingly privatised, commodified and militarised. The crisis of urbanity in the United States reflects both the inadequacies of its conventional formulations and its failure to ideologically map the difference of urban social relations. What remains of the classic discourse tends toward nostalgic lament for the ‘loss’ of public space while postmodern urban planners and designers revalorise the meaning of urbanity to promote ‘liveable’ spaces for the (predominantly white) middle classes.7 In each instance the centrality of race to the configuration of contemporary urbanism is rarely acknowledged.

While it is a truism that the American city is always being reinvented and exists in a perpetual state of reconstruction – driven by dialectics of growth and decline, settlement and flux – this is not a comfortable assumption for all Americans. Contemporaneous and seemingly contradictory forces of regeneration and decline have not only followed economic patterns but have referred to broader ideological investments in the city; they impinge on a public consciousness of urban development and stimulate a deep-seated ambivalence toward the city which has a long cultural history in the United States. The American city has long been ‘an abstract receptacle for displaced feelings about other things’, and narratives of anti-urbanism can be traced from at least the mid nineteenth century.8 Robert Beauregard has argued that since the mid twentieth century antiurbanism has been powerfully motivated within ‘a fully developed discourse on urban decline’ in the United States, one that has been expanded and elaborated upon to express wide-ranging social contradictions and antagonisms in the last fifty years. This discourse is tied to the material conditions and transformations of urban society, but it is also a symbolic screen for national concerns. As Beauregard observes, the discourse ‘functions to site decline in the cities. It provides a spatial fix for our more generalized insecurities and complaints’.9 In the 1980s and 1990s the discourse of urban decline has served to focus anxieties about the dissolution of the national culture, about citizenship and about race relations. It has mediated the crisis of urbanity as a register of contemporary concerns about the formation and functions of American society. This mediation has compressed the meanings of urban transformation into stock representations – narratives, images and metaphors – of decline.

With reference to race in particular, Beauregard argues that ‘urban decline and race become intertwined as cause and consequence … by displacing race onto decline white society avoids its complicity in inequalities and injustices … by displacing decline onto race American society abandons the city to minorities’.10 Perhaps the most potently racialised metaphor of decline applied to the cores of contemporary American cities is that of the underclass. The concept of the underclass has been widely disseminated, though never clearly defined. On the one hand, it refers to the hypersegregation of the postindustrial ghetto – the intense concentration of poverty in increasingly isolated inner-city areas – and the deproletarianisation of the urban poor. On the other hand, the underclass is a compelling and powerful myth of behavioural deficiencies which combines common assumptions about poverty and race. It generates images of criminals, delinquents, crack addicts and unwed mothers, and of an urban scene in which crime, drugs, unemployment, welfare dependency, indiscriminate violence and educational failure are norms of existence. More insidiously it signifies ‘blackness’; it is a term of racial categorisation that connotes and normalises what Daniel Moynihan once egregiously termed ‘a tangle of pathology’ in urban black poverty.11 Applied to the underclass, the metaphor of urban decline associates spatial deprivation and decay with the pathological separateness of black ghetto poverty.

New spatial patterns of racial difference and segregation are not only naturalised by discourses of decline but also by discourses of regeneration. The reenchantment with urban cores signified by gentrification and redevelopment of central cities posits an urbanism – of lifestyles in liveable spaces – which is thoroughly, if rarely explicitly, racialised. This revalorisation of urban cultural capital promotes an ersatz celebration of urbanity as a highly regulated and commodified experience of community. It is evident not only in the gentrification of urban cores but more broadly in the ‘new urbanism’ of postmodern planning and design. The new urbanism emerged, in part, as a reaction against modernist planning associated with sprawl, the isolation of buildings from the environment, and the dominance of the automobile, to project plans for denser forms of settlement based on ‘town’ or ‘neighbourhood’ models, to revalue pedestrian movement and revive the life of the street, and reduce transport pollution. However, even as it seeks to correct planning errors of the past the new urbanism reproduces the modernist belief in planning social cohesiveness and conformity through the built environment. As Michael Sorkin observes, ‘new urbanist developments are underpinned by a labyrinth of restrictive covenants, building regulations, homeowners’ association codes of behavior, and engineered demographic sterility’. More than this, he argues, they ‘produce a new kind of spatial apartheid’ by ‘harboring a single species – the white middle-class – in a habitat of dulling uniformity’.12 The new urbanism is supported by discourses of neotraditionalism, environmentalism and communitarianism which have taken a strong hold on American urban planning and design in recent years – proclaiming goals of producing ‘liveable’ or ‘safe’ cities they compound nostalgia, insecurity and paranoia in the relations between race and space.

The spatial apartheid promoted by postmodern urbanism involves both social and mental structures of exclusion as these are materialised in the built environment of American cities. Mike Davis has produced an influential analysis of these structures as characteristic features of what he terms ‘fortress L.A.’:

Welcome to post-liberal Los Angeles, where the defense of luxury lifestyles is translated into a proliferation of new repressions in space and movement, undergirded by the ubiquitous ‘armed response.’ This obsession with physical security systems, and, collaterally, with the architectural policing of social boundaries, has become a Zeitgeist of urban restructuring, a master narrative in the emerging built environment of the 1990s.13


For Davis, social inequality and spatial segregation are reinforced by a fortress mentality, itself responding to ‘underlying relations of repression, surveillance and exclusion’ in the city.14 Davis’ warnings about ‘the destruction of public space’ have resonated with a wide readership (and his apocalyptic prose has earned him a key role as a commentator on ‘the culture of fear’ in 1990s America).15 In urban studies many commentators have followed him in drawing attention to the increasing control and privatisation of space in American cities. The fortress aesthetic Davis identifies in the built environment of Los Angeles has been broadly recognised and analysed: common examples include the inward-turning shopping mall, the indoor atriums of corporate office buildings, the proliferations of theme parks and festival marketplaces, all spaces that are rigorously disciplined through practices of gating, signage and surveillance. It is an aesthetic that denotes an escapist and exclusionary urbanism in which ‘form follows fear’ as much as it follows finance, and the privatisation of space is dependent upon externalised others, often identified with ‘the street’.16

While the classic discourse of urbanity often works to idealise urban encounter and contact, the more common reality of the postmodern city is avoidance and denial. It is widely argued that the predominant structure of feeling in urban social encounter in the United States is fear and the response is to reduce contact, as Richard Sennett observes when he remarks ‘we now measure urban spaces in terms of how easy it is to drive through them, to get out of them’.17 Perhaps, but there remains the question of who ‘we’ are in relation to the space of fear. Confrontation with difference in urban space is a positional and relational matter – demarcating the self and the other, the citizen and the stranger – and in some part dependent upon the mental productions and cultural representations of stereotyping. Race can play a significant role here, structuring barely conscious perceptions and prejudices. Beauregard argues that ‘as cities become increasingly black and Hispanic, they literally become psychologically unthinkable for whites’.18 This is inaccurate, for what happens is that cities become more intensely psychologised as sites of racial anxieties, symbolic scenes of repression and conflict in which race is projected as a disturbing force of disorder. These considerations of a racialised postmodern urbanism will be returned to in this study, most particularly in the first chapter which deals with ‘white paranoia’ about urban others. As well as examining images of blackness in the white mind, though, I will go on to examine forms of black-produced representations of paranoia and desire about the postmodern city which establish alternative articulations of urban blackness.

If the idea of urbanity has been all but abandoned in its classic form and crudely diminished by postmodern urbanism, it nonetheless hovers as a horizon of possibility in imaginary associations with place. Place, understood as a space of provisional self-definition or communal definition, remains powerfully affective in urban culture. Places are charged with emotional and mythical meanings; the localised stories, images and memories associated with place can provide meaningful cultural and historical bearings for urban individuals and communities. Some theorists argue that place is being erased by the spatial experiences of late capitalism – the simulacral, the hyperreal, the depthless – yet it persists as a site of spatial contiguity, of interdependence and entailment, which take on contours of identity and location through representation. The symbolic importance of place must be set against the idea that fear and disassociation are the dominant modes of postmodern urban experience. Associations with place also produce imaginary intersections between ethnic and racial groups. John Eyles has argued that ‘the effects of race and ethnicity vary’ in responses to place:

For blacks, race and place remain closely intertwined because of majority group prejudice and discrimination as well as the operation of the urban economy. For the members of groups based on religion and ethnic origin, ethnicity and place have become more or less dissociated, with associations being largely determined by ethnic desires rather than majority group pressures.19


Eyles is right to draw attention to the ways in which the divisions and uses of urban space differentiate ethnic and racial groups and shape responses to place. Yet his categorical description of this difference is reductive, for desire and discrimination are not symmetrically opposed conditions for ethnic and racial responses to place. The structures of feeling expressed in desire, memory and paranoia are differentially experienced by cultural groups but not evenly distributed among them. As we shall see, the imaginative investments in the transformations of urban space by white and black cultural producers more often than not conflict but are also closely entwined.

As a space of difference the city is not simply a crucible of ethno-racial relations (the ‘melting pot’) or a multicultural smorgasbord (the ‘urban mosaic’), but a site of intersubjective and collective encounters through which the formation of identity is spatialised. The nature of the encounters registered in literary and visual representations examined here suggest the intensity of the crisis of urbanity, as the point of contact in public space is only rarely portrayed as one of engagement or community. However, if (as Davis suggests) ‘repression, surveillance and exclusion’ are the underlying relations of postmodern urbanism, the forms they take in representation have accentuated rather than diminished the connections between white ethnic and black associations with urban spaces. The urgency attached to many representations of race relations in American cities demands recognition of how all urban dwellers are affected by the failures of social interaction and interdependence in the city. This urgency is eloquently evoked in the lower frequencies of the narrator’s address to the reader in Wideman’s Philadelphia Fire: ‘Who am I? One of you. With you in the ashes of this city we share. Or if you’re not in this city, another one like it. If not now, soon. Soon enough to make it worthwhile for you to imagine this one, where I am’.20


Urban Space and Representation

As the city changes, so too the academic disciplines geared to study it, and the models of reading and seeing which represent it. Long a subject for cross-disciplinary study in the humanities and social sciences, the city has in recent years become the focus of a great deal of new theoretical work by scholars in urban sociology, cultural geography, and critical theory. This current thinking has blended social theory, aesthetics and cultural critique, generating new vocabularies which are reframing questions of identity, location, place, positionality, territoriality and diaspora.21 These disciplinary and theoretical convergences have not provided a unitary method but there is a detectable common interest: the making of space as a social product.

Our common understanding of space is that it is simply there, intangible but given. To treat space as a social product, though, prompts fresh consideration of the instrumentality of space as a register of not only built forms but also of embedded ideologies. This entails a demystifying of space as natural and transparent so that it is understood as a product with particular, localised meanings. Such demystification has already been well advanced by the work of Henri Lefebvre, David Harvey, Edward Soja and others who have tapped the critical potentials of spatiality as a positive response to the decline of historicism (the waning sense of history and grand narratives) in the postmodern era. Lefebvre has produced voluminous meditations on ‘the production of space’, advancing schematic and typological analyses which have had a profound impact on contemporary studies of urban space and spatiality. He wants us to see that space is not simply the parameter or stage of social relations and actions, rather that it is operative in the ‘assembly’ of these. He argues that traditional dualities of physical space and mental space are bridged by the processes of the production of space, especially as these are enacted through ‘spatial practice’, which he founds on the material experience of social relations in ‘everyday life’.22 Harvey and Soja have built on and influentially promoted these ideas in Anglo-America contexts to emphasise the productivity of urban space under conditions of an advanced (postmodern and global) capitalist political economy.23

These theorists are variously concerned to expose the workings of power – to unveil capitalism – in the spatial forms and fabrics of the city. However, while questions of representation figure centrally in their thinking, their critiques of the ‘illusion of transparency’ in conceptions of space tend to delimit the role of representation (and more particularly its cultural forms – ideational, narratological and imagistic) in the production of space. They share a concern (due in some part to their Marxist orientations) that images or textual representations of reality may be attributed a false ‘epistemological precedence’ over the realities of lived social space.24 This seems a legitimate concern given their politicised interests, but it threatens to ignore the workings of representation in the production of space as simultaneously real, symbolic and imaginary. The making of urban space requires critical consideration of the conditions and effects of the signifying practices, discourses and images which give it legible form. Analysis of the formations and functions of representation is one of the ways in which study of literary and visual culture can contribute to the new understandings of space and spatiality. Representation does powerful cultural work to produce and maintain, but also to challenge and question, common notions of urban existence; in doing so it shapes the metaphors, narratives and syntax which are widely used to describe the experience of urban living. Analysis of visual and textual representations of urban space is not simply a study of images of places or narratives of urban consciousness. Rather it responds to the cultural work of representations of urban space, which offer us specific reading and visual practices for approaching the spatiality of the city.

Literary and visual representations are active in the spatial productions and reproductions of the city as visual culture and as psychic space. Vision and visuality are recurrent issues of critical attention in this study, for they respond to ideological conditions of visibility which (as we saw with John Edgar Wideman’s commentary above) are already saturated with meanings, including racial(ised) meanings. The relation between power and vision, for example, is evidenced in many strands of urban life: in the surveillance of the urban populace; in the scopophilic and voyeuristic desires (to look, to be seen) associated with urban street and commodity relations; in the signage which directs and prohibits movement; and in the sighting of bodies as erotic or dangerous. While urban vision may be ubiquitous, its workings are not at all transparent: in considering the legibility of race in urban space we need to be attentive to the meanings of both visibility and invisibility. We must also recognise that the desire for legibility is a powerful animus in representations of urban space where the presence and meanings of race may be only very obliquely recorded. Urban space and subjectivity are intricately related and we can analyse the formations of unconscious as well as conscious responses to race in literary and visual representations. Categories of spatial duality – of inside and outside, of self and other – are commonly used in representation to portray the city as a psychic space, resonant with drives and impulses which trigger memory, stimulate desire, or cause fear. In this psychic environment race is often figured as uncanny, an eruptive force in the symbolic order of the city; the subject of acts of repression, displacement and dislocation.

While this study combines analysis of novels, films (narrative and documentary), journalism and photography, it is not intended as a comprehensive survey of representative urban texts, rather it offers close critical analysis of selected texts which variously reflect and critique emergent patterns of postmodern urbanism and which are particularly responsive to issues of race and racism in the production of urban space. The interdisciplinary treatment of literary and visual texts respects the discrete conventions of different modes and mediums of representation while showing how these expressive forms interact with each other as well as with broader productions of urban space. Throughout this study I will examine how practices of reading and seeing the city inscribed in textual representations work to render race legible. Conceptually, the relations between race, space and representation connect the subject areas around which the chapters are structured: white paranoia about urban decline; imagined urban communities of the past; the racialised underclass and the postindustrial ghetto; and urban crime and justice.

The first chapter examines selected texts that reflect a public paranoia about urban decline and represent whiteness as an increasingly visible and insecure social category in urban contexts. It provides close critical analysis of Tom Wolfe’s novel Bonfire of the Vanities (1987) and the films Falling Down (1992) and Strange Days (1996). These texts very explicitly depict New York and Los Angeles as unevenly developed, polarised and segregated cities. With different degrees of critical consciousness and purpose they posit a paranoid urban imaginary which projects white fears and fantasies onto scenes of social disorder and degeneration. The spatial divisions that secure relations of centredness and marginality are transgressed to produce disorienting experiences for the protagonists who encounter threatening others. The liberal perspectives that characterise the texts produce muddled messages about pluralism, multiculturalism, justice and citizenship, yet attest to the efficacy of the discourse of urban decline as a register of (post)national concerns.

Urban spaces constitute key sites of memory for ethnic and racial groups. The second chapter examines how selected texts interpret the historical development of associations between identity and place and reconstruct the urban past in the terms of the present. The urban histories represented reflect diverse responses to patterns of immigration and migration, economic progress and socio-cultural assimilation, and to the meanings and values of community. I argue that memory has become an important resource of urban identity amidst the socio-spatial restructurings of postmodern urbanism, but emphasise that it is not the privileged preserve of any cultural group and is a highly unstable ground for competing reclamations of the urban past. The memory work of urban representation is inflected by a volatile cultural pluralism and I chart the effects of this on developments in American literature to show how and why the ‘reclaiming’ of the urban past from distinctly ethnic and racial perspectives has become a significant issue of representation in American literature since the 1970s. Textual analysis is focused on novels by Irish-American and African-American authors: William Kennedy’s Ironweed (1983), Colum McCann’s This Side of Brightness (1998), Toni Morrison’s Jazz (1993) and John Edgar Wideman’s Philadelphia Fire (1991). These texts all treat urban spaces as lieux de mémoire, unstable sites inscribing buried connections between the urban past and present, but they significantly diverge in their different cultural perspectives on the changing configurations of urban space, showing how differently rooted and routed forms of urban passage (ethnic and racial) find form in narrative memory.

As noted above, the myth of the underclass has become a potent interpretive framework for focusing ‘the problem of race’ in the American city, and isolating it in particular ways within the postindustrial ghetto. The third chapter will begin by examining the myth of the underclass as a cultural and political construct that has a distinct historical emergence and development in public discourse and argue that it articulates and reinforces common assumptions about race and urban poverty. These assumptions have been reconfigured in the proliferating narratives of the underclass that, since the mid 1980s, have crossed many modes and mediums of representation. I look closely at examples from journalism, photography, documentary film and narrative film. The first three texts examined – Alex Kotlowitz’s ethnographic journalism There Are No Children Here: The Story of Two Boys Growing Up in the Other America (1991), the film Hoop Dreams (1994) and Camilo Jose Vergara’s book of photojournalism The New American Ghetto (1998) – all represent documentary ventures into the inner city to record ‘how the other half lives’. As liberal ethnographies of underclass life they encourage different modes of empathic identification – with narratives of innocence and aspiration, with images of spatial deprivation – but also reinforce a sense of intractable difference and distance surrounding the black ghetto poor. The section on narrative film focuses on representations of the postindustrial ghetto in African-American cinema, recording the emergence of a ‘new ghetto aesthetic’ in this cinema in the 1990s and analysing the films Boyz N the Hood (1991) and Just Another Girl on the IRT (1992). In some ways echoing the documentary impulses of the above texts these films use a coming-of-age trope to link knowledge, space and empowerment as a complex network of forces in racial identity formation, but produce different and mixed messages about the postindustrial ghetto as a site of blackness.

The final chapter focuses on issues of race, crime and justice as represented in selected novels and films. Crime genres have proved notably malleable in responding to contemporary urbanism and a number of writers and filmmakers have sought to stretch or challenge genre conventions in their treatments of race and racism. The first section looks at the hard-boiled detective fiction of the African-American author Walter Mosley, with close attention to his novel Devil in a Blue Dress (1990). It argues that Mosley very self-consciously appropriates elements of conventionally white detective fiction and combines them with tropes of African-American literature (such as invisibility and passing) to write a noir history of black life in postwar Los Angeles and investigate the shifting meanings of racial difference and identity. This is followed by a detailed comparative analysis of Richard Price’s novel Clockers (1992) and Spike Lee’s film of the same name based on the novel, released in 1995. These texts are driven by social concerns in their representations of the drug-dealing subculture of blighted black neighbourhoods, but they articulate these concerns in different ways and with different results. The novel tells a crime story of shifting points of view – black and white, clocker and cop – and assembles immense social detail in an ambitious effort to reinvent the social realist novel and report on the state of racial affairs in urban America. Lee’s film switches focus – privileging the point of view of the black clocker – and uses striking cinematography to shift the moral and social implications of the narrative into a distinctively African-American register of concerns. Taken together, these texts raise fascinating questions about the ethos of the writer/filmmaker’s spatial and ideological relationships to the realities of black urban poverty.

Literary and visual representations make the production of urban space available for analysis, but they do not define the meaning of the American city or even an American city. They provide provisional frames of legibility. Even by bringing selected texts together for the purposes of analysis, I make no greater claim for my own syntheses and critique. The ‘truth’ of the city is not in these pages. What is here, I hope, is the rudiments of an interdisciplinary mapping of relations between space, race and representation which may provide useful guidelines for further critical inquiry. I do not offer an answer to the ‘miasma’ of urbanisation, but work to identify some elements of legibility within it.
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