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The recent debate in JEMS between Ceri Peach on the one hand, and Mike 
Poulsen, Ron Johnston and James Forrest (henceforth PJF) on the other, has two 
main foci, one narrow and the other broad. The narrower issue concerns whether 
or not Britain has ghettos. Peach argues in the negative (1996; 2009; 2010); in 
particular, he exposes PJF’s expansive and fluid definition of ‘ghetto’. PJF 
provided evidence, for example, that Leicester’s Indian population ranks with 
African Americans in Chicago in terms of segregation (eg. Johnston et al. 2002; 
Poulsen 2005) but appear now to equivocate regarding the degree of 
ghettoisation in England (see Johnston et al. 2010). More broadly, the debate 
represents a new round in the arguments over depicting and measuring ethnic 
and racial segregation and diversity in urban residential neighbourhoods. Peach 
reminds us that the coins of the realm in segregation research have been single-
number indices of segregation and that they still retain considerable value. PJF 
respond by defending approaches which supersede single-number indices and 
which can better account for nuance and complexity in racial and ethnic 
neighbourhood mix. 

Like Peach, we, too, question PJF’s neighbourhood classification criteria and 
worry about any careless deployment of the heavily freighted term ‘ghetto’. 
More generally, we re-assess all the labels PJF deploy in their classification 
scheme. Akin to PJF, however, we are also concerned about the limitations of 
single-index measures of segregation in a time and place—the contemporary US 
where we perform our own analyses—that is increasingly characterised by both 
segregation and diversity. However, while PJF’s approach can identify multiple 
minority-group-specific types of polarised enclaves and/or ghettos, for racially 
mixed neighbourhoods their scheme only allows the distinction of 
neighbourhoods with a clear, white, numerical minority from those where whites 
are less-strongly represented. This means that we are empirically unable to ‘see’ 
diverse neighbourhoods where a non-white group is the most numerous. 

It may appear at first blush that we oppose both Peach and PJF. On the 
contrary, we aim to add a couple of phrases (and, thinking wishfully, perhaps a 
full stop) to the end of this particular scene in the segregation index saga by both 
augmenting and critiquing both Peach’s and PJF’s arguments. We do this by 
showcasing a neighbourhood classification scheme—designed to visualise the 
geography of segregation and diversity in the US—that supplements insights 
yielded by aspatial single-index summary measures. A particular value of the 
scheme is the information it yields on temporal changes in this geography 
acquired via the construction of neighbourhood transition matrices. 

 
‘To Ghetto or Not to Ghetto’; That is Not  the Question 

 
This subheading derives from Borjas (1998)—a dreadfully titled research paper if 
ever there was one. It reflects the loose usage of the term ghetto (Borjas was 



	  

applying it to immigrants and, of course, implies choice in the matter of being 
ghettoised), one that is unfortunately, in our view, too widespread. Lest we 
forget, the ghetto is ‘a modern institution of oppression’ (Wilder 2010). On this 
score, we side with Ceri Peach. One aspect of Peach’s (2010) response to PJF 
(Johnston et al. 2010) centres on the deployment of the term ghetto to depict 
certain segregated spaces in England. Labels carry rhetorical power and Peach is 
right to question PJF’s definition and use of the term ghetto. We also note that 
this seems like déjà vu, given Wacquant’s (1997) observation—now over a decade 
old—that a ‘pernicious premise’ of the ‘ghetto’ was the dilution of its meaning 
when divorced from historical origin and sociological content. PJF’s attempt to 
define ghettos on the basis of the racial/ethnic composition of neighbourhoods 
and the city/metropolitan distribution of these population groups across 
neighbourhoods—a compositionally defined ghetto—is illustrative of 
Wacquant’s first pernicious premise. 

There’s a bigger issue here, however. PJF’s categories are named and attached 
to an inconsistent set of theoretical understandings about urban social processes. 
For example, the category ‘assimilation–pluralism enclaves’ describes places 
where there is a plurality of whites and there are two or more non-white groups 
present. They describe this as ‘a situation consistent with the hypothesised 
process of spatial assimilation’ (Johnston et al. 2006, 320). As we describe 
elsewhere (Holloway et al. 2011), and many researchers concerned with 
residential integration have shown, such ‘mixed’ areas may be only transitorily 
mixed and may become more-deeply segregated over short periods of time.  

Pushing this idea a little more, PJF’s Type I category is named either ‘isolated 
host communities’ or ‘white citadels’, with the latter phrase drawn from Marcuse 
and van Kempen (2000). They designate their Type V and VI categories 
‘polarised enclaves’ and ‘ghettos’ respectively, and capture multiple intensities of 
segregation. These labels and the concepts that motivate them resonate with the 
idea that urban space is demarcated by institutional and structural racism 
imposed by the hegemonic social group. Setting aside the theoretical merits of 
this perspective, these notions fit poorly with agentic–ecological spatial 
assimilation theory. The conceptually jarring juxtapositioning of these 
constructs within the categorical definitions of PJF’s scheme weakens its power 
and utility, producing a perception that PJF simply cherry-picked from multiple 
frameworks rather than constructing a classification scheme built around a 
consistent theoretical structure. 
A second limitation of PJF’s approach falls along the same lines; they represent 
predominantly white (‘host’, ‘settler’) neighbourhoods on one end of their 
continuum (and, importantly, identified first in their methodological approach) 
and predominantly non-white neighbourhoods on the other. Notably, only the 
latter are labelled as examples of ‘segregation’, as if isolated white enclaves are 
somehow not segregated. An example of this logic is found in the fact that, to 
qualify for designation in category VI—‘ghetto’—a non-white group needs to 



	  

comprise 60 per cent of the neighbourhood’s (tract, block, etc.) population (as 
well as having 30 per cent of that group’s city-wide population living in such 
neighbourhoods). They describe these as ‘display[ing] the most extreme forms 
of spatial segregation’ (Johnston et al. 2006, 320) despite the fact that, to qualify 
for Type 1—‘isolated host communities’—neighbourhoods must be at least 80 
per cent white (host, settler, etc.). This framework thus ignores the critical race 
and whiteness theory that (rightly, in our view) recognises that ‘white’ is a racial 
category of great ontological power (eg. Price 2010). To suggest (even 
inadvertently) that white spatial isolation is somehow distinct from the 
problematic of segregation is to undermine the potential of their schema to 
understand racialised landscapes. 

 
Much Ado… 

 
Returning now to the index issue, Peach (2009; 2010) makes the case for the 
continued deployment of single-number indices, to which PJF counter that ‘[i]f 
mix is the dominant situation, methods are needed that identify rather than 
obscure it’ (Johnston et al. 2010: 697). They concede that single-index measures 
might still apply in situations where minorities are ‘largely separated from the 
rest of the population’ (2010: 697), but assert that such single measures have 
become especially limiting when most members of ethnic minorities live in urban 
neighbourhoods with varying degrees of racial and ethnic diversity.  

Here we side in general with PJF. They differentiate areas (neighbourhoods, 
tracts, blocks, wards, etc.) that are predominantly white (called, variously, ‘host 
society’, ‘settler society’ and, more recently, ‘charter group’) from all others. 
They subdivide these white areas into two categories depending on whether the 
percentage ‘white’ is greater than 80 per cent (‘Isolated Host Communities 
[Citadels]’) or between 50 and 80 per cent (‘Non-Isolated Host Communities’). 
All remaining areas are then divided—based on the degree of racial 
compositional mixing in the neighbourhood—between Type III areas, where 
whites are a substantial minority of the area’s population (called ‘Assimilation–
pluralism enclaves’) to Type IV areas (‘Mixed enclaves’ that are not dominated 
by any single group) and finally Type V and VI areas that are dominated by a 
single minority (non-white) group. Rhetorically and in practice, PJF are careful 
to delineate that there are multiple variants of the last two categories in their 
scheme—one for each minority (non-white) group present in the population. 

By and large, the PJF framework consists of six basic categories (the last two 
can be expanded as needed to account for multiple non-white minority groups).1 
It has several strengths. First, as the debate with Ceri Peach highlights, their 
approach recognises multiple ‘types’ of segregation, including the possibility that 
areas are compositionally plural. This is important in many contexts, as urban 
spaces—especially in, but certainly not limited to, the global North—contain an 
increasingly complex mix of people claiming different racial, ethnic and ancestral 



	  

histories. Second, PJF’s scheme provides a conceptually stable taxonomy that 
they then apply to studies of change over time and, more commonly in their own 
research, to cross-national research, where the specific racial groups identified in 
national censuses differ. Third, more recently—and something we also 
applaud—they have engaged in mapping neighbourhood racial and ethnic 
geographies (eg. Johnston et al. 2009). 

Despite these strengths and their claims about revealing ethnic mix, to our 
eyes PJF’s framework is designed to reveal multiple types of segregation, not types of 
residential diversity. This may seem at first sight like a fine point, but it is not. 
Their scheme cannot reveal specific types of diverse neighbourhoods where the 
diversity is about mix, not the presence/absence of a white population. The irony 
here, of course, is that PJF’s goal is to develop methods for conditions where 
‘mix is the dominant situation’ (Johnston et al. 2010: 697). In both cross-sectional 
and change-over-time senses, it is increasingly important to recognise the 
various types of mixed neighbourhood (as well as the degrees of mixing), with 
attention paid to the specific non-white groups that characterise these spaces. 
Second, it is very difficult in the PJF approach to identify areas of true 
compositional diversity. Even though they describe their ‘assimilation–pluralism 
enclaves’ as having the greatest ethnic mix, these areas can be up to 50 per cent 
white. Perhaps their category IV places (‘Mixed-minority enclaves’) come 
closest, as they must have at least 70 per cent of their population drawn from 
non-white minority groups, but we wonder if such a classification could rely on 
something other than the absence of white people.  

Like many geographers, we are sympathetic to the arguments against 
segregation analyses that ignore space. We are encouraged that PJF’s recent 
work (some of which is forthcoming) injects geography and, more specifically, 
mapping, into a developing suite of analyses (eg. Johnston et al. 2009). We 
considered using either PJF’s schema, a modified version (eg. Brimicombe 2007), 
or something altogether different (eg. Denton and Massey 1991), but chose an 
alternative route. Our approach to neighbourhood classification stemmed from 
research built on an interest in understanding racial diversities across three 
scales: individuals, households and neighbourhoods. Our lens, then, was racial 
diversity, while it appears to us that PJF approach the classification of residential 
space through their interest in ethnic concentration, particularly in regard to its 
implications for separation from whites. Faced with the possibility of having to 
variously modify PJF’s Type V and VI neighbourhoods, we decided to explore 
alternative means to succinctly map the dimensions of racialised spaces in US 
metropolitan areas. In other words, we still saw a need for an approach, designed 
from the ground up, to highlight both multiple types of segregation (without 
implying an ontological distinction between white isolation and minority-group 
segregation) and multiple types of diversity.  

Accordingly, our schema takes seriously both Peach’s concern about labels and 
PJF’s concern about capturing racial and ethnic mixing. Our technique maps 



	  

neighbourhood types for all groups simply and cleanly, without privileging one 
group in the analysis. Moreover, and critically, we use this technique to make the 
case that segregation and diversity must be jointly understood; they are 
necessarily related but not, as much of the literature implies, as binary opposites. 
Our view is that the residential spaces of many US metropolitan areas are 
simultaneously and increasingly marked by both racial segregation and racial 
diversity. A fuller exposition is available in a forthcoming paper (Holloway et al. 
2011) and at www.mixedmetro.com. Leaning on PJF’s comment that 
‘[m]ethodological improvement is a major element of social science progress’ 
(Johnston et al. 2010: 701) leads us to assert that recent advances in publishing 
technologies and visual methods—especially the use of colour—open new ways 
of seeing and understanding geographies of segregation. 

 
Locating both Segregation and  Diversity  

 
A classification scheme should be based on a-priori logic. Many segregation 
measures attempt to capture the degree to which groups residentially live apart 
from one another; we start from the position of trying to assess the degree to 
which racialised groups live together (or not) in neighbourhoods. We use scaled 
entropy to measure neighbourhood ethnic and racial diversity at the census-tract 
scale. We identify census tracts by three levels of diversity (low, medium and 
high); we subdivide low- and medium-diversity tracts by the numerically 
dominant racial group (see Holloway et al. 2011 and www.mixedmetro.com for 
the mathematical details). One strength of our entropy-based approach is that it 
forces scholars to think beyond single-group numerical dominance, or even pairs 
of groups, when considering the multiplicity of groups. We can also easily map 
residential diversity and segregation, as well as begin to examine the dynamics 
of racialised urban space, by examining the transition matrices associated with 
the classification system through comparing the classification of neighbourhoods 
over time. 

Because Chicago features prominently in many discussions of residential 
segregation in the US, and because both Peach and PJF make reference to it also, 
we use this metropolitan area to illustrate our analysis. This takes a cartographic 
form (Figure 1), which we distill into a transition matrix (Table 1). 

 
[FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 
[TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

 
Figure 1, the urbanised area of Chicago with tracts matched to 1990 

boundaries, depicts the texture of neighbourhood racial segregation and 
diversity for two time periods. In both 1990 and 2000, the concentrations of 
neighbourhoods numerically dominated by whites, blacks and Latinos are 
evident, with only one low-diversity Asian-dominated tract downtown. The 



	  

relative absence of highly diverse neighbourhoods in both time periods is also 
noticeable. Contrasting 1990 with 2000, the maps reveal, firstly, the reduction in 
the number of tracts we describe as white, low diversity, secondly the numerical 
and spatial stability of black, low-diversity tracts, and finally the growth in the 
number of Latino-dominated neighbourhoods. 

Because the tracts are matched across time period, we can distill the map 
classifications into transition matrix form in Table 1. This shows that about 30 
per cent of tracts changed category, 1990–2000 (1-[sum of diagonals/grand 
total]*100). Not so for low-diversity, black-dominated tracts—over 96 per cent 
(340 out of 352 tracts) of those in 1990 remained that way in 2000. In 
comparison, about 64 per cent of low-diversity white-dominated tracts remained 
in that category 1990–2000 (541/849). Most of the un-diverse white tracts that 
shifted class moved to being moderately diverse and white-dominated. The 
proportion of low-diversity, black-majority tracts actually grew from 19.5 per 
cent of the total in 1990 to 20.2 in 2000 (by way of comparison, in the population 
of all US census tracts—not shown here—this proportion dropped slightly from 
5.36 to 5.13 per cent). Table 1 also shows the growth of highly diverse tracts (8 
to 15). We can also use a matrix such as this to observe that 326 (18 per cent of 
all) tracts became more racially diverse in the 1990s, 77 became less racially 
diverse, and 37 became more diverse and changed race class. 

Table 1 can also become the means to dig deeper into the racial dynamics of 
Chicago in other ways. For example, fusing this classification scheme with 
information about population counts by tracts allows this next step. While the 
number of low-diversity, black-dominated tracts was remarkably stable in the 
period 1990–2000, the populations they contained shifted in the following way. 
We calculate that, in 1990, these tracts accounted for 71 per cent of Chicago’s 
black population; despite the fact that the number of such tracts increased over 
the 1990s, they accounted for a smaller proportion of Chicago’s black population 
in 2000—61 per cent. In contrast, as the number of low-diversity, white-
dominated tracts declined from 47 per cent of the total to 31 per cent, the 
proportion of Chicago’s white population living in such tracts increased from 52 
to 58.5 per cent.  

This brief description simply hints at the rich potential of thinking about 
segregation and diversity simultaneously. For example, our method shows three 
aspects of how the neighbourhood geography of whites has shifted from 1990 to 
2000 in Chicago. There were fewer low- and moderate-diversity white spaces in 
2000 than there were in 1990 (1,064 v. 1,190). The proportion of moderately 
diverse white tracts increased between 1990 and 2000. Whites, however, were 
increasingly concentrating/segregating despite, or perhaps because of, a rapidly 
changing urban racial landscape—there were fewer white dominated 
neighbourhoods but, overall, whites were more likely to live in the whitest/least-
diverse tracts in 2000 than they were in 1990. 

 



	  

The ‘Strange Eventful History’2 of Depicting Segregation 
 

Scholars will continue to have their own preferences about how to measure 
segregation and diversity. They will continue to innovate and produce new 
means to help us better understand the fundamental processes at work in 
residential processes. Our intent in this debate article was not to referee or 
resolve the differences between PJF and Peach. We sought, rather, to extend 
Peach’s critique of PJF’s loose deployment of the term ghetto while expanding 
PJF’s argument about the importance of capturing racial and ethnic 
neighbourhood mixing. Our classification schema is inherently spatial, offering a 
visual platform from which to inspect patterns of residential neighbourhood 
racial segregation and diversity. We strived for a neutral language to describe 
our categories; we devised labels that made sense in the US context and its 
associated civil rights legislation. All such schemes raise questions about cut-offs 
and the placement of neighbourhoods in the appropriate categories; they also 
risk rendering certain groups and neighbourhood experiences invisible. 
Nevertheless, we are confident that our method accents not only the 
geographical form of US racialised urban landscapes but also the temporal 
stabilities and instabilities in the racial make-up of it’s neighbourhoods.  
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Notes 
 
[1] As these scholars acknowledge, their scheme is based on arbitrary divisions 

(as are all such schemes).  
[2] Jaques in Shakespeare’s play As You Like It (Act II, Scene VII, line 164). 
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Table 1 Chicago: Neighborhood Transition Matrix 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	  

Figure 1 Chicago 
 
 

 



	  

 
 
 


