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By destroying the World Trade Center towers in Lower Manhattan, the terrorist
attacks of  September  reminded us yet again of the fragility of great cities.
Their concentration of people and activities has always made cities vulnerable to
disruption by terrorism, warfare, natural disaster, technological breakdown, social
disruption, and other forces. As a preeminent global symbol of U.S. financial power,
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media influence, and cultural dominance, the very skyline, the profile, of New York
City became a prime target in the acts of savagery directed against America, eclips-
ing even the assault on the Pentagon, near the seat of national government. New
Yorkers reacted to the / tragedy with an emotional outpouring of solidarity for the
victims, often reflected in the poignant memorialization of public space (Figure ).

In addition to the carnage of nearly , lost lives, the World Trade Center
attacks destroyed or severely damaged nearly  million square feet of office and
retail space in Lower Manhattan, forcing , of the area’s workers to relocate to
other areas (Figure ). The crippled public transportation infrastructure, which will
take years to rebuild, put the Financial District’s remaining , jobs at risk.
New York City’s economy stands to lose roughly  billion and , jobs over
three years, according to an economic impact analysis by the New York City Part-
nership and Chamber of Commerce ( ). As the Lower Manhattan Rede-
velopment Corporation debates various proposals for rebuilding “Ground Zero,”
it serves us well to ponder the historical geography of America’s largest city.

In recent decades a growing literature has focused on the role of New York City
as one of the dominant “command centers” in an integrated world economy (Abu-
Lughod ; Godfrey and Zhou ; Sassen ). The “global-city hypothesis”
posits that such transnational centers articulate financial transactions, corporate
decision making, advertising campaigns, mass-media networks, legal and other ser-
vices, and other political-economic functions (Friedmann and Wolff ; Friedmann
). The increasing dependence on such leading financial and corporate service
sectors has come to dominate redevelopment agendas in restructured downtowns
(Fainstein ; Godfrey , ). An associated “dual-city hypothesis” asserts
that the rise of the financial and corporate service sectors, along with the decline of
urban industry and union employment, has exacerbated socioeconomic inequality
in this and other global cities (Mollenkopf and Castells ; Sassen ).

The disruption of the stock market and financial services in Lower Manhattan
after / raised questions anew about the viability and even the desirability of con-
centrating corporate activities in such pivotal central business districts. In fact, New
York’s international visibility masked a long civic preoccupation with the city’s eco-
nomic viability in an age of urban flight and corporate decentralization. Since World
War II corporations have been leaving New York for lower-cost regions, and by the
time of the city’s virtual bankruptcy in the mid-s many pundits had written off

America’s largest center as a decaying, if somehow quaint, relic of the past. The
subsequent financial revival and cultural efflorescence, which now appears to have
peaked in the late s, partially obscured the prolonged periods of economic stag-
nation, political ineptitude, crime, and social unrest of the past. At the current mo-
ment of transition in New York City’s fortunes, it is instructive and even reassuring
to review a series of notable books and an epic-length public television documen-
tary calling our attention to the city’s historic tragedies and transformations.

 Recent urban histories remind us that New York’s contemporary prominence
was never assured in advance. In fact, the city’s saga exhibits a variety of unpredict-


