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     Although groups of researchers and intellectuals are periodically grouped together under "schools of thought", 

it is no simple matter to determine the contours, existence, or nature of such schools. A "school" is sometimes a 

convenient shorthand label used to designate a group of connected ideas, and sometimes the description of a locale 

from which ideas emanate. Under the second rubric, there is no a priori reason for ideas grouped together because 

they emanate from a particular place to be connected in terms of their content in any way. 

     The Chicago and L.A. Schools of Urban Studies are certainly schools of the second type: at particular times, 

(a) innovative and dynamic researchers in the field of urban studies happened to emerge in the 1920s and 1930s

in Chicago, and in the 1980s and 1990s in Los Angeles. They are also, I will argue, schools of the first type, and it 

is the nature of the ideas that each school has tended to develop that truly sets them apart. 

     During the 1920s, (b) the Chicago school innovated in two ways. First, from an epistemological and 

methodological perspective, it applied evidence-based research approaches (the “scientific method”) to the social 

scientific study of cities. And second, it produced detailed knowledge of a particular city Chicago that was at the 

forefront of trends in urban development: it was the transport hub for the entire Midwest, the scene of innovative 

industrial, social, and architectural trends, and growing rapidly. 

     In the 1980s, much the same can be said about (c) the Los Angeles School. From an epistemological perspective, 

some of its key proponents, led by Michael Dear and Edward Soja, adopted a postmodern approach to understanding 

the city. From an empirical perspective, it produced detailed knowledge of one of the world’s largest, most 

automobile-dependent, and most multi-ethnic cities. 

Shearmur, R. (2008) Chicago and L.A.: A clash of epistemologies, Urban Geography 29(2), 167-176  
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