
CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: TOWARD A PSYCHOLOGICAL THEORY 
OF URBAN IMAGERY 

What is a city? To the engineer acting in his professional c:=:tpa
city, it may be primarily a network of services; to the transportation 
specialist, primarily a series of interconnecting vehicular systems; to 
the economist, primarily an economic sub-system. To the inhabitants, it 
is each and all of these. A reknowned historian once conjectured that 
history may be of no consequence at all, and that what is important is 
what people think history is. The same may perhaps be said of cities: 
the planners· guidebook and the geographer's map are probably of less im
portance in describing and assessing a city than the impressions formed 
by the inhabitants in their day-to-day interaction with the urban environ
ment. 

In this study, we have chosen to focus upon people's conceptions 
of the physical forms of several cities, of the visible objects and col
lections of objects which make up the "urban fabric." The sum total of 
these impressions for any given individual has been termed his "image" 
by Kevin Lynch (1960) and we shall employ this term in describing the 
graphic results of the present study, reserving the term "scheme" for the 
overall "mental representation" or conceptual organizati~:m of the city -
the totality of a participant'sl impressions of a physical environment. 
We assume that this schema bears some resemblance to "objective" physical 
form of the environment, but that the deviations of schemata from these 
objective descriptions and from each other provide interesting information 
about the type of relationship established between a person and his en
vironment. This assumption is further elaborated in Chapter I. 

Investigations similar to the one described here provided a 
basis for our study. These involved several cities in the united states 
(Lynch, 1960), the proposed site of Ciudad Guayana, Venezuela (Rodwin, 
1965), and cities in Lebanon (Gulick, 1963), Holland (De Jonge, 1962), . 2 
and Italy (Carr, 1965). . 

One major object of this investigation was the identification of 
the influence of physical form upon schemata, as previously defined. In 
the Republic of Mexico four cities established by the Spanish conquista
dores within a few years of each other display a marked and rather unique 
diversity of form. These cities - Mexico, Puebla, Guanajuato,and San 
Cristobal las Casas - are the material of this study, and their inhabitants 
the subjects. 
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There are a number'of ways in which "schemata" of a city can be 
assessed and described. The object of this study was, in summary, an 
analysis of responses to the general questions: "what parts of the city 
are most important to you?" This question was asked in a number of 
different ways, to obtain as rich a response as possible. The methods 
used involved obtaining both graphic depictions, or maps, drawn from 
memory, and verbal descriptions, through face- to-face interviews . The 
verbal descriptions requested varied from simple lists of places best 
remembered to evaluations of changes which had occurred in the city, 
and changes which were expected or desired at some future time . Only 
the graphic depictions are analyzed here. 

The schema is not a "percept" per se, in the sense in which 
psychologists generally use the word; rather, it is some pattern of 
remembered percepts, significances, and symbolic values. When combined 
with perceptions and plans in the immediate present, it provides a basis 
for orientation within the city, decisions on where to go and how to get 
there, and for value judgments concerning elements of the city. For ex- ' 
ample, the pedestrian's schema of Mexico City may exclude the Anillo 
yeriferico, or circumferential freeway surrounding the center of the city, 
since it is of no value as a mode of location . Another pedestrian's 
schema may include the Periferico because it is negat i vely valued as a 
barrier to locomot i on on root. A motorist;s schema may include it because 
it is positively valued as aid to locomotion by motor vehicle . 

A key word in the above paragraph is "remembered." The schema is 
an organized pattern of things remembered; as such, it can be assessed in 
the way in which memory is traditionally studied. In interviewing an 
inhabitant of a city, we can request that he supply us with a schema in 
the absence of other information, and ask for recall; we can provide him 
with an outline of the urban physical structure and request recognition; 
or we can provide him with an unstructured list or pattern of elements 
and request reorganization. These measures are arranged in order of in
creasing "sensitivity" in the sense that the last- named can be expected 
to elicit more responses than the first. It is easier to reorganize or 
select (recognize ) than to recall in the absence of other stimuli. For 
example, an interviewee given an extensive list of places and asked to in
dicate their position on a map will mark more locations than another inter
viewee simply given an outline map and asked to locate any objects he re
members. In turn, for those persons familiar with the use of maps as loca
tional devices, an outline map acts as more of a memory prod than does a 
blank sheet of paper. 

Unlike the image, the schema is not necessarily composed entirely 
of things known or once seen. A little introspection indicates that we 
are perfectly capable of forming schemata of environments which we have 
heard of but never experienced. Those of us who are constantly bombarded 
by communications have little difficulty in formulating schemata - however 
impoverished and removed from reality - of any point on the globe, or of 
points far removed from it. The moon, for example, has been schematized 
in various centuries and by various people as perfectly round, perfectly 
smooth, covered with oceans, or composed of green cheese. 

As with "image," the use of the term "schema" seems to imply the 
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presence of a "map in the head. II On this issue, we return for our defense 
to that school of psychology which nearly erased the study of imagery, and 
adopt a behavioral viewpoint. Rather than speculating concerning the 
kinds of neural connections or cortical representations associated with 
schemata, we are content to postulate certain behavioral outputs that 
ought to be associated with the presence of certain kinds of schemata, 
and to define the schemata in terms of the emitted behavior. 

This space of the schema is a simplification, in accordance 
with the needs and experiences of the schematizing individual, of some 
portion of that large and complex space we call "objective reality." 
The simplification is necessary because the complex objective reality 
must be handled by people with limited capacity for information storage, 
manipulation, and retrieval. Even if "embellishments" of reality oc
casionally appear (the "rumor-spreading" phenomenon), they occur at the 
expense of some other portion of the schema. 

We may also talk about "static" and "dynamic" schemata. In form
ing a static schema, the individual simply i magines himself to be within 
a space and describes its points verbally or graphically. The dynamic 
schema differs from the static in that not only are the elements of the 
maps- its points, areas, and boundaries- important, but so are the indi
vidual's interaction with these points (how he imagines himself to be 
moving among them). This study of Mexican cities is largely concerned with 
the generation of static schemata. But the schema is the result 0f a 
variety of interactions with the environment; both static and dynamic 
schema are generated by both static and dynamic types of interaction with 
the environment3- and, presumably, vice-versa, although the other face of 
this cause-effect coin is not the subject of our investigation. 

The full practical significance of knowing what parts of the city 
are most frequently noted by its inhabitants cannot be assessed within the 
context of the present study. As Shelton (1967) indicates, when a person 
mentions a place, all we know is that the place is somehow important to him. 
The importance may be visual, historical, econimic, political, or something 
else. What has been accomplished in this study is a "mapping" of the hier
archical importance of various urban locations for the people interviewed. 
Such a hierarchical mapping should provide a foundation for further research 
into the bases for urban planning; such future research should be concerned 
with obtaining a thorough knowledge of why certain groups of people, such 
as those in this study, note or attach significance to certain places in 
their urban environments. 
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