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AbstractAbstract
The year 2008 marked the first time that half of the world’s
population lived in urban areas instead of rural or suburban (BBC
News, 2008). While it might seem a Luddite sensibility in this day
and age to question the moral basis of an urban humanity, the
transition to urban living brings with it the fundamental question
of whether such a change is a positive one. Answering this
question requires not an economic or psychological standard by
which to measure, but the decidedly social metric of “community,”
that is whether or not urban humans en masse have positive
experiences with one another. Thus, the question for the
contemporary world is what viable possibilities for experiencing
“community” exist in urban neighborhoods, and what obstacles
and challenges exist. We cannot assume the fact of community
simply because a group of people live in the same area; rather, we
must identify what contributes or hinders community formation
in urban neighborhoods. This paper uses a case-study of Printer’s
Row, an urban neighborhood in Chicago, to explore the
possibilities for community in such settings, as well as to uncover
the processes behind community formation - or the lack thereof.
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Printer’s Row is a small neighborhood in Chicago just south of
the historic downtown area called the Loop. The neighborhood’s
name developed at the end of the 19th century from the large
printing houses clustered around the central paper delivery
location, Dearborn Station, and thus the 3 block by 3 block strip
of the South Loop area (bounded on the west by Clark, on the
east by State, on the north by Harrison, and on the south by
Polk) became known as Printer’s Row (see Figure 1). Formerly the
center of Chicago’s red light area known as the Levee District, by
1910 the locales of vice had moved south to 22nd Street and the
printing industry had taken hold (Gordon and Paulett, 12). The
concentrated printing industry in Printer’s Row faded as trucks
became better able to disperse paper throughout the city, and by
the 1960s the area was full of abandoned buildings.

Map of Printer's RowMap of Printer's Row

Includes Historic and Larger boundaries.

The 1970s saw a renaissance in Printer’s Row as developers drew
on its proximity to public transportation and the downtown Loop
area to convert the empty buildings into attractive lofts meant for
professionals working in the Loop. At roughly the same time, a
wave of artists and entrepreneurs moved into the neighborhood
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and opened studios and shops, branding Printers Row as a young
and exciting place to live near the economic center of the city.
Throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and into the 21st century, Printer’s
Row continued to experience economic development. Dearborn
station was converted into retail space in the mid-1980s with
roughly 14,000 square feet of offices, stores, and restaurants
(Dearborn Station, 2009). New condominiums, including eight
condos constructed since 2000 alone, joined the renovated
printing buildings to provide additional housing in the
neighborhood, and a new 1800-resident student center opened
on the western edge of Printer’s Row in 2004 for students of
Columbia College Chicago, DePaul University, and Roosevelt
University. Even excluding the students, the population in the
Loop and Printer’s Row has grown somewhere between
200-300% in the last 20 years (US Census, 2000). This
rejuvenation earned Printer’s Row the oft-written title of one of
the most vibrant communities in Chicago: “Printer’s Row feels
like a small, family-oriented neighborhood . . . a self-contained
community” (Chicago Traveler, 2009).

Is Printer’s Row a community? Almost every guidebook, historical
record, and advertisement for Printer’s Row highlights the
uniqueness of the neighborhood, especially in light of its close
proximity to downtown Chicago. This apparent contradiction,
a “true community” near a community-less area like the Loop,
seems to be validated by the number of residents and business in
Printer’s Row. The new condos, the converted buildings into lofts
and apartments, the sizable population of students now living in
or near the neighborhood, the restaurants and retail shops that
have opened in the neighborhood since the late 1970s, all of these
factors seem to confirm that a community exists in Printer’s Row
- yet this a priori assumption need not be the case. Is a mall with
an attached hotel a community? Do economic establishments plus
warm bodies automatically produce community? Answering this
question is the core goal of this paper, and in order to do so it is
first necessary to unpack exactly what a community is - and what
it is not.

METHODOLOGYMETHODOLOGY

I began visiting Printer’s Row in early April 2009 and made
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bi-weekly visits to the site through early June. While the exact
boundaries of the area referred to as Printer’s Row are somewhat
contested across sources, varying from the historic 3-by-3-block
area to a much larger section of the South Loop consisting of
roughly 8 blocks east-west by 3 blocks north-south stretching
north to Congress and west to Wells (see Figure 1), I decided to
use the larger area as the bounds for this research project. I began
the study as an observer, walking around the neighborhood at
different times of the day, and I gradually began talking to people
in the neighborhood informally. Near the end of the study I began
scheduling formal interviews with institutional personnel, as well
as employees as many of the local businesses.

The most glaring lacuna in my data collection is with Printer’s
Row residents themselves. I spoke with restaurant patrons,
business owners, and city officials, but the number of actual
residents I spoke with is limited to eight individuals. While my
interviews granted me vital data on economic and historic
changes to the neighborhood, my limited access to residents also
limits the scope of claims I can make concerning their own
perceptions of their experiences of community. This problem is
somewhat alleviated by the data I collected on public interactions,
often tracking the same individuals across multiple site visits for
extended periods of time and tabulating the types of interactions
these residents had with other people. My observations did not
extend inside residential buildings, but the amount of data
collected in businesses and on the sidewalks are telling about the
sort of community that exists outside the confines of individual
apartment buildings, and my conclusions concerning
“community” in Printer’s Row would only be affected if
community was tightly confined to residential buildings or group
encounters within domiciles, which is unlikely.

COMMUNITYCOMMUNITY

The term “community” has as wide usage in the social sciences
as it does in common parlance. Among the roughly 25 different
etymological distinctions the Oxford English Dictionary offers for
“community,” four capture the main distinctions within both
popular and academic understandings of the concept. One use
of “community,” first used in 1426, focuses on an aggregation of
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people geographically: “A body of people who live in the same
place, usually sharing a common cultural or ethnic identity.
Hence: a place where a particular body of people lives” (OED,
2009). The second definition focuses on unity through shared
beliefs: “A body of people practising communal living (esp. with
shared ownership of property) on ideological or political grounds;
More generally: a commune” (OED, 2009). The third definition
speaks to “community” in a more general way as the social fact of
shared and interacting existence: “Life in association with others;
the social state” (OED, 2009). The fourth definition focuses on
bonds of obligation and reciprocity: “Social cohesion; mutual
support and affinity such as is derived from living in a community”
(OED, 2009).

VideoVideo

//www.youtube.com/embed/ymZJlN1HWQE

These four definitions touch on important tensions with the way
the word “community” is used: it can connote weak ties that are
simply part of modern social life, specific geographic boundaries,
a mental belief system or sense of identity common to a group of
people, or to mean expected actions that come with membership
in a group. These different uses of the word “community” in
everyday language, ranging from labels to identity to mental unity
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to activity, are a strong staging ground for understanding
community in the urban neighborhood. These same tensions will
aid in constructing an applied definition of “community” to be
used in this study.

The social scientific literature generally follows the same four
broad denotations outlined in the OED. In 1887, Ferdinand
Tönnies offered a dichotomy of social life into two broad
categories: Gemeinschaft (often translated as “community”) and
Gesellschaft (often translated as “society” or “association”). The
former definition centers around individuals acting in relation to
the group’s interests and norms (like religious communities or
small towns), while the latter term referred to social ties regulated
primarily by individual self interest (such as in businesses). It is
important to note that Tönnies’ taxonomy relies on both a mental
orientation toward a group as well as actual observable action,
rather than simply one or the other.

While Tönnies focuses on producing conceptual rather than
empirical distinctions, in “The Metropolis and Mental Life” (1994)
[1903], Georg Simmel offers a very pragmatic analysis of what
sort of community is possible in urban life. The urban dweller
cannot simply expand the sorts of close-knit ties that exist in
rural life to all fellow city-goers because of the cognitive and
emotional limits to remembering and interacting with such a large
number of people. Instead, the metropolitan individual adopts a
blasé attitude and, more importantly for this study, creates smaller
groups through which to express difference in relation to other
groups as well as to experience the community of sameness within
the group’s boundaries (Simmel 38). While Simmel laments the
fact that freedom and individual expression within these urban
intimate groupings vary indirectly with size, there is an implicit
re-capturing of small-town life within such groups that Simmel
applauds. It is this small-town life, with its familiarity and
involvement in each other’s lives, that is at the root of Simmel’s
conception of community as a “deeply felt and emotional
relationship” (Simmel 31).

In contrast to Simmel’s analysis based on group size in the urban
setting, the early Chicago School focused on ecological and
geographic determinants of community. In the landmark work
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The City, Park and Burgess (1918) argue that ecological factors
form distinct communities through economic and ethnic
competitive pressures and aggregate in fairly homogeneous
clusters of people in distinct geographic spaces. Other Chicago
School authors focused on distinct ethnic groups and the way
these similarities produced particular ways of life, including Louis
With (1928), Thomas and Znaniecki (1918), and Morris Janowitz
(1952). These studies depict homogeneous residents within urban
spaces that produce patterns of obligation, shared knowledge,
mutual involvement, and a density of familiarity and recognition
in the space where they lives. This conceptualization of
community follows closely the geographic and ethnic
connotations of “community” discussed earlier, though
contemporary analysis have focused more on how differences in
race, ethnicity and class produce complex neighborhood dynamics
that impact possibilities for “community” (Wilson and Taub,
2006).

Drawing on the Chicago School’s view of community, Anthony
Orum (1998) cites Park (1952): "Sociological research may very
properly begin with the community . [because] the community
is a visible object. One can point it out, define its territorial lim-
its, and plot its constituent elements, its population, and its
institutions on maps." Orum’s own work on Austin, Texas
highlights the way local residents create community through
organizing around neighborhood change, and thus identity with
a place as both a name and a set of values is integral to Orum’s
understanding of community (Orum 1987). The differentiation
from other communities both geographically and organizationally
is important in Orum’s analysis of how community is formed.

What viable options for “community” exist in contemporary
urban neighborhoods? There are limits to answering this question
from a conceptual standpoint: first, focusing on community as
people within geographic bounds avoids the question of what
is happening within these bounds that constitutes community.
Second, conceptualizing community as ethnic similarity posits
sameness as synonymous with community and thus leaves the
term analytically empty. Third, community should be observable,
and a focus on community as ideological homogeneity privileges
mental cohesion without active externalization and hence cannot
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be observed. At the same time, urban neighborhoods offer
empirical limitations for what sort of community can be
experienced. Economic, political, demographic, organizational,
and transportation issues all enable and limit how community
can be realized. In the following section, data from Printer’s Row
illustrates how these processes limit and challenge the types of
community that can exist.

EVIDENCE FROM PRINTER’S ROWEVIDENCE FROM PRINTER’S ROW

Many of my earliest encounters with Printer’s Row came through
repeated visits to Café Mediterra (Dearborn and Balbo). Situated
just north of the historic Dearborn Station and just South of
the iconic Sandmeyer’s Bookstore in the center of Printer’s Row,
Café Mediterra is a locally-owned coffee shop and restaurant that
serves delicious breakfast and quick take-out sandwiches at lunch.
The cliental is fairly homogeneous, consisting of mostly
professionals in their early thirties to late fifties with very few
younger or older people coming inside, even though both
populations are clearly present on the sidewalks and in the nearby
residential buildings. On one of my initial visits to the café I
noticed a student menu posted in the bathroom but not
prominently displayed at the counter where orders and placed,
and in order to solve this mystery I asked the waitress about their
student clients:

ME: How about students? I saw you have a student menu.

WAITRESS: We try to get them to come in, especially a few years ago

when the new dorm opened, but it never came to much, we don’t get many

students here at all.

ME: So, who do you get, who is most of your cliental?

WAITRESS: Hmmm . . . Lots of business people, people on breaks from

around the loop or their home offices, people like that.

ME: Younger people, or older?

WAITRESS: In-between, not young like, like you or me, but not older.

This quick exchange confirmed what I had been observing: that
students and the older residents were not frequenting the
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restaurant even though they lived nearby. The fact of geographic
proximity, that residents were living in the same buildings and
in the same neighborhood, does not immediately translate into
shared use of businesses or into interactions.

I eventually came to recognize a few familiar faces at the Café
(which highlighted the fact of how many people were not familiar
faces). One regular customer was an elderly man who sat at the
same table in the center of the Café almost every weekday wearing
the same turquoise windbreaker. One day, while I was considering
striking up a conversation, he beat me to the punch:

MAN: I’ve seen you in here before.

ME: Uh, yes, and I’ve seen you. You always sit at that table.

MAN: Yes I do, 5 days a week when I can make it. I’ve been coming here

since it opened.

ME: So you’ve been in the neighborhood a long time?

MAN: Since the 60s, I moved into an apartment on Clark in the 60s. Wasn’t

a great neighborhood then, not at all.

ME: Has it changed a lot since then?

MAN: Much safer. There also used to be more art shops and flower stores

and little businesses then, lots of printers still back in the 60s. It got a lot nicer

in the 90s, safer and more people moving in, used to be no-one lived here,

just worked here. Some business opened up here in the 80s and 90s cause it

was cheaper than downtown, but most went away. Now it’s safer and there’s

more people.

ME: Who’s moving in?

MAN: Oh, mostly people who work downtown, I don’t really know for sure.

That’s who I see around and who I see sitting here.

ME: [laughing] Me, too. I’ve been trying to learn about the neighborhood,

so I’ve walked around and watched people.

MAN: Yeah, used to be you saw artists and regular people, now it’s all suits.

[Note: at this moment a man in a suit was walking by that I could see and the

older man couldn’t.]

ME: What about the college students?
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MAN: They’re nearby but not really here much. Not so much right here,

more over on State Street.

ME: Oh.

MAN: Well, I’m off. See you around.

ME: Bye!

This conversation illustrates how the influx of economic
development and corresponding increase in population density in
Printer’s Row created a heterogenous set of residents: students,
Loop professionals, and the remaining old-guard residents from
the 1960s and 1970s. As the neighborhood became safer, more
professionals and students moved into the neighborhood, but
these different populations did not partake in local establishments
in the same ways. The conversation with the older man helped me
understand how State Street was catering to the college students
through fast-food restaurant chains and entertainment businesses,
none of which existed in Printer’s Row proper.

Printer’s Row boasts a local community center named Grace Place
that houses a host of organizations and events. Weekly
Episcopalian church services, a Saturday soup kitchen for the
homeless, a weekly child care center, and offices for organizations
including an anti-war campaign all reside within the
centrally-located building. I visited Grace Place and had a
conversation with the building manager, Albert, and learned that
the community center was actually oriented more towards the
larger Chicago area and less specifically towards Printer’s Row:
the weekly church services were mainly people from outside the
neighborhood; the soup kitchen for the homeless had volunteers
mostly from the northern neighborhoods; the day care was used
by low-income workers from across the near South Side of
Chicago. Other than the annual Printer’s Row Literary Festival,
my informants could not identify a neighborhood-specific event
or organization. Even as Printer’s Row “improved” by the criteria
of safety and population density, the unity of the population that
used to be “artists and younger people” degraded.

I sought-out a location that would seem ripe for a interactions
between the diverse, and so I visited the historic Sandmeyer’s
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Bookstore that I assumed would appeal to students, professionals,
and older residents alike. I quickly struck up a conversation with
the woman working the counter:

ME: So do you think [the neighborhood has] changed a lot?

WOMAN: Well, it has changed, like all places do, the pioneers move in until

they can’t afford it. The early people living here were artists and architects,

but now it’s mostly professionals.

ME: Do are most of the pioneers gone?

WOMAN: Some are still around, but most can’t afford it.

ME: I’ve been hanging around the neighborhood, and I’ve seen lots of these

professionals like you’re saying. I’ve also seen a lot of students here.

WOMAN: Oh yes, there are a lot more students.

ME: Has that changed the area much?

WOMAN: Yes, it has, but I think its been for the better. The students add

more people on the streets so it feels safer, and the restaurants do to of

course, but mostly the students. And mostly at night is when it feels safer,

they don’t go to bed as early as us so there are just more people around. You

know, the Harrison stop over, over there -

ME: That’s the Red Line, right?

WOMAN: Yes, that’s the Red Line, the Harrison stop used to be closed on

the weekends and you couldn’t just jump downtown, now you can all the

time . . . And the students are living in what used to be old apartments, it’s a

change, but they like it because you can go outside and jump on the train and

be at a, go to - go to a concert or a park, but it’s still nice and quiet here, but

safe.

The woman at the bookstore (who I later discover was one of
the owners, Ellen Sandmeyer) enjoys the students because of the
additional “eyes on the street” they offer, but also notes that one
reason students like the neighborhood is so they “can go outside
and jump on the train” to downtown. This implies that students
reside in Printer’s Row but spend their leisure time outside
Printer’s Row, and my conversations with students confirms this
hypothesis: one student informed me that,

“Naw, other than a sandwich every now and then, or a quick drink, me and
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all my friends generally head north once class gets out, or hang in U-Center

[University Center, the new dorm and shops]. I’m not really sure of all what’s

in Printer’s Row, other than the taco place [Flaco’s Taco] and Bar Louis’ we

go to every once in a while . . .”

The geographic separation between residence and leisure seems to
be a signature trait of Printer’s Row for all but the few “pioneers”
still in the neighborhood. The availability of public transportation
serves as an appealing selling trait of the neighborhood, but also
facilitates the building of friendship groups and leisure patterns
outside the neighborhood.

This understanding of a separation between where people live
and where they spend time, and hence where “community” is
formed, was further reinforced by a visit to one of the Printer’s
Row bars. Villains Bar and Grill, situated at the southwest end of

Printer’s Row, is a dive bar1 whose cliental is mostly working-class
people from their late twenties to late forties and includes very
few students or Loop professionals. After frequenting the bar
a few times I established a rapport with one of the bartenders,
Giana, who helped me meet some of the regulars:

ME: So has the economic crisis hurt business much?

GIANA: Naw, people want to drink more! [she and people around the bar

laugh]

ME: [laughing] Really, you’ve seen more people coming in?

GIANA: [laughing] Not really much, but there hasn’t been a decrease. ‘Cept

maybe in tips, but that’s always the first to go when money’s scarce.

ME: Who are most of the regulars here, business people from the loop or

students from those dorms or what?

GIANA: No, not students much, though we’re trying to get more of them,

but too many are underage, and they go to the stuff over on State Street

[gestures a few times to emphasize how State Street is “way over there”].

ME: So not students - who is it?

A “dive bar” refers to a business selling alcohol that has not invested much money into its decorations or ambiance; it is a place
to get a beer and not much else, and is usually sustained by local residents. It is often contrasted with a “sports bar” or a “fancy
bar.”

1
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GIANA: Well, we don’t see many suits except right around 5 o’clock, but

even then not that many. Mostly people who live West of here, or

south-South Loop.

MAN 1 [mid-thirties, white, wearing jeans and a collared shirt, seems

middle-class]: Most of the people I know here live down by me on 12th

street, around Michigan or a little west.

ME: You guys walk here?

MAN 2: Yeah, sometimes, but usually someone drives. How you get here?

ME: I’m down in Hyde Park, so I bus it up here, or drive if I’m with a group.

MAN 3 [friend of MAN 2, same demographics]: Some people come from

West of here, near the Target and stuff, and sometimes we get people from

north side neighborhoods, just where-ever

ME: So none of you guys actually live in this neighborhood?

MAN 2: No, I think people who live here are more up-scale bar types.

GIANA: Hey, what’s that supposed to mean! [she laughs, as do we]

ME: No bars near where you live?

MAN 3: Yeah, one or 2, but this one has better food - and easier bartenders.

[Giana mocks being offended as we laugh]

GIANA: In your dreams.

MAN 3: Every night, Giana. [everybody laughs]

Just as students leave the neighborhood for leisure time,
non-residents come into Printer’s Row on a routine basis for their
leisure time. Talking to business owners throughout Printer’s
Row, it became apparent that many of the professionals who live
in the neighborhood follow a similar pattern, going to work in
the Loop as well as spending their leisure time outside of Printer’s
Row. The proximity of similar neighborhoods allows residents
to chose locations outside their neighborhoods but still within
a reasonable travel time and thus become regulars not of their
local neighborhood bar, but of their favorite bar period. The easy
movement between neighborhoods allows businesses to exist
without needing to draw directly on neighbors, which detracts
from the frequency of neighbor-on-neighbor interactions.
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DISCUSSIONDISCUSSION

It is clear in the data from Printer’s Row that a few key factors
were constantly in play determining the quality of community in
the neighborhood. First, economic development played a large
role in the residential mix that populated the neighborhood.
Conceptions of community as ethnically or professionally similar
populations are undermined when economic development
patterns bring students, professionals, and older artists and
entrepreneurs together into the same space. Second, the
availability of public transportation to neighborhoods with more
resonant leisure establishments opens the opportunity for
residents to develop bonds of similarity and patterned interactions
outside their home neighborhood so that community can easily
be “outsourced” to areas with existing community rather than
developing it locally. Third, the availability of businesses and
community organizations to facilitate repeated interactions and
the growth of community is dialectically tied to the residential
population, which respond to and influences the people who live
in the neighborhood in a mutually-reinforcing pattern. Fourth,
and perhaps most importantly, there is not much “there” that is
distinctly Printer’s Row, other than a history and a name. There
is no neighborhood-specific newspaper, there are no
neighborhood-specific Parent Teacher Associations, there are no
neighborhood-specific advocacy groups. In 2005 the Historic
Printers’ Row Neighbors organization became the South Loop

Neighbors with a focus on the larger Chicago South Loop area,2

and while continuing to advocate for Printer’s Row issues such as
improvement of the small park in the center of the neighborhood,
the organization focuses much of its efforts on projects outside
Printer’s Row. The change in organizational name reflects a
change in Printer’s Row identity: while having a unique history,
it’s population and business interests are similar to the rest of
the South Loop. This change also fits well with the political
boundaries that place the entire South Loop into the City’s second
ward under Alderman Fioretti, and the South Loop Neighbors
has a more unified scope that better matches the alderman’s

While the exact date is not clear, the newsletters before June of 2005 all featured the logo for the Printer’s Row Neighbors and
thereafter used the logo for the South Loop Neighbors.

2
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jurisdiction compared to the Printer’s Row Neighbors
organization.

These four factors (economic, public transportation, local
organizations, and distinctiveness) are key in understanding what
sort of community is possible in urban neighborhoods. There is
no single definition of “community” in urban neighborhoods - nor
is it an unlimited range of options. Printer’s Row illustrates how
economic development can change the residential make-up, and
it seems that without a critical mass of homogeneous residents,
businesses and organizations that cater to residents, and thereby
create familiarity and a sense of neighborhood identity, will not
arise. If a distinct neighborhood identity does not arise, then
boundaries between neighborhoods can become destabilized and
the possibility for neighborhood disappearance becomes tangible.
Mobility to more distinct neighborhoods with identities that
appeal to the heterogenous residents (northern neighborhoods for
students, the Loop for professionals) decreases the amount of time
spent and density of interactions within the neighborhood, and
creates barriers to community formation. While many of these
factors are related to the age and economic differences among the
three resident populations, the structural factors converging in
Printer’s Row would have a similar effect regardless of age.

My research in Printer’s Row highlights one important aspect
of community that the literature fails to mention: throughout
the research period, there were moments of vibrant familiarity
and recognition, moments when two individuals loudly greeted
one another and signaled their knowledge of the other person’s
biography through using names or mentioning friends or the
workplace. While Simmel is not explicit about exactly what
small-town community looks like, it would seem that it would be
full of moments like these, and that this sort of community has
three fundamental characteristics: 1) a relatively high density of
familiar faces; 2) specific biographical knowledge about a sizable
portion of people; and 3) identification with a distinct space. The
students who go to the north-side neighborhoods on a routine
basis would experience all three of these characteristics; Loop
professionals at work as well as after work would as well; so
would residents of a small town. From a sociological standpoint,
community needs to be something shared and observable,
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something in the world of interactions between people, and these
three characteristics satisfy the requirements for a sociological
understanding of community.

I observed moments of this sort of community during my
fieldwork in Printer’s Row. In the two months of my research I
saw the older man who was a regular at Café Mediterra talk to two
other people, and both times he loudly greeted them and started
a conversation. One day I was recognized by the server at the
Café as a regular, which was communicated by a loud greeting and
then a similarly loud “Hobo breakfast again today?” All of these
encounters shared a few similar traits: they are easily observable
through their volume, rapid speech exchanges, and the content
of the conversation revealing biographical facts that signal
familiarity. When I was discussing the neighborhood with the
building manager for the local community center, Albert, this
vibrancy of community was illustrated:

ALBERT: Oh yeah, there’s a bunch of new building over there on a, a, on

Clark near the river, lots of new buildings. Didn’t used to be nothing but

parking lots and semis parked out there.

ME: Do you know who’s moving into these buildings?

ALBERT: Well, it’s all sorts of people, but mostly people in suits. Used to be

more artists and younger people, now it’s more, well, more richer people.

ME: I’ve seen lots of students walking around -

ALBERT: They’re from the new university buildings around here.

ME: I saw that big one -

ALBERT: University Center, yeah, that’s new. Used to be a high school,

then it became a prep school, and about 4 years ago they build that new

big building with lots of students and fast food. It was - Hey! There he is!

[spoken to a termite sprayer who has just walked through the door]

SPRAYER: Albert! How’s it going, my man! [they shake hands]

ALBERT: Good to see you, Jimmy! Here, let me let you into the room so you

can get to what you need.

SPRAYER: Thanks, Albert. We’ll talk in a few. [walks inside]
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ALBERT: [to me] You want to come in and take a look around?

ME: Yeah, sure, thanks.

It is interesting to note that the moment Albert saw a familiar
face, he immediately smiled, raised his voice, and greeting the
man. The termite sprayer, Jimmy, responded in the same way,
smiling as he shook Albert’s hand. The whole interaction was over
in a few seconds, but it was an extremely vibrant and energetic
exchange that, again, signaled specific biographical information
(each other’s names) and an inviting demeanor through smiles and
physical contact. This moment of community abruptly entered
and then departed the ongoing conversation between Albert and
me in a way that could not be ignored.

CONCLUSIONCONCLUSION

What might we expect to see based on the four key factors
limiting community (economic, public transportation, local
organizations, and distinctiveness)? Greater resident homogeneity
should lead to increased neighborhood economic development
that keeps residents in the neighborhood and thus increasing their
interactions as well as familiarity with one another. More stark
differences between adjacent neighborhoods should lead to
residents developing greater neighborhood identification, as well
as greater involvement in neighborhood-specific organizations.
Decreased access to public transportation should lead to greater
neighborhood identification and time spent in the neighborhood,
but so would increase homogeneity and economic development
while retaining easy access to public transportation. More
neighborhood-specific organizations should lead to increased
neighborhood differentiation from adjacent areas, as well as
increased homogeneity of residents as the “branding” of the
distinct neighborhood increases.

In the end, there is not much of a community in Printer’s Row.
Geographically it is losing distinctiveness and becoming part of
the larger South Loop. There is little commonality in terms of
age, profession, or ethnic identity among the residents. There are
almost no neighborhood-specific organizations. There is a low
level of familiarity and repeated interactions among residents.
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Yet it is exactly this dearth of community that is so generative
for understanding what community is, how it forms, and what
contributes to community. Throughout this paper, I have
studiously avoided referring to Printer’s Row as a community,
though the temptation was strong. The tendency in the literature
to refer to any group living in rough geographic proximity as
a “community” veils the analytic work that must be done to
determine what quality of social interactions are shared between
residents. In Printer’s Row, the rare moments of vibrant
familiarity highlight an interactional understanding of community
that the literature has not sufficiently explored. It is difficult for
us to think of a space filled with the same people over a length of
time as not being a community - yet it is exactly this tendency that
this paper aims to deconstruct.
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