
ProLogue: 

from Cities to 

megaPoLitans

In a space as large as France and the Low Countries, the 
Netherlands and Belgium— considered some of the 
world’s most densely settled regions— America’s “mega-
politan” areas house more than 2.5 times as many people. 
In fact, although they occupy only 17 percent of the 
contiguous 48 states’ land base, America’s megapolitan 
areas are more densely settled than Europe as a whole. 
Or the United Kingdom. Or Japan. Or India. Table P.1 lists 
the 10 megapolitan clusters we define in this book; the 
principal cities in each; and the comparably dense indus-
trialized country in 2010 and projected for 2040 (holding 
these industrialized countries’ 2010 population constant). 
The 10 megapolitan clusters we propose would, as a 
group, form the world’s third most populous country, 
behind China and India. The sooner the United States 
recognizes it has evolved into a nation of 20- some very 
densely settled economic engines, the better able it will 
be to sustain long- term economic development to mid- 
century and beyond.

the new Kid in town: megapolitan areas 
and Clusters
A common misconception about the United States is 
that it has low population density. This view is held even 
by some public policy experts, who argue that because 
we are so spread out, the country cannot support 
European- style passenger rail. Economist Paul Samuel-
son is one such expert. His 2009 Washington Post op- ed 
captures this view:

What works in Europe and Asia won’t in the United 
States. Even abroad, passenger trains are subsidized. But 
the subsidies are more justifiable because geography 
and energy policies differ.

Densities are much higher, and high densities favor 
rail with direct connections between heavily populated 
city centers and business districts. In Japan, density 
is 880 people per square mile; it’s 653 in Britain, 611 in 
Germany and 259 in France. By contrast, plentiful land in 
the United States has led to suburbanized homes, offices 
and factories. Density is 86 people per square mile. Trains 
can’t pick up most people where they live and work and 
take them to where they want to go. Cars can.
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We disagree. Certainly, the overall average popula-
tion density of the United States— about 100 persons 
per square mile— is roughly half that of Western Euro-
pean countries, but the comparison is misguided. The 
contiguous 48 states extend about 3,000 miles east- 
west and about 1,000 miles north- south, for about three 
million square miles total. If federally owned land is 
excluded, as well as the sparsely populated states of 
the northern plains, the population density would 
rival Western Europe’s. In our view, we need to target 
many long- range planning and public policy efforts to 
where people live, not where they don’t. As we show 
in this book, two- thirds of the U.S. population lives on 
less than 20 percent of the privately owned land. The 
United States is not so much a collection of 50 states, 
more than 3,000 counties, or more than 30,000 cities 
and places as it is a federation of 23 megapolitan areas 
composed of networks of multiple large metropolitan 
areas. This is America’s new economic geography.

As early as the 1880s, geographers and demographers 
understood there were two Americas, one as densely 
settled as Europe and the other open frontier. As Debo-
rah Popper, Robert Lang, and Frank Popper (1997, 2001) 
have shown, the 1870 Census imposed the frontier 

concept to remove the vast American wilderness from 
any calculation of how settled or developed the nation 
had become. Henry Gannett, the census’s original geog-
rapher, is the first social scientist to explicitly argue that 
only the developed parts of the United States should be 
used in determining infrastructure demand and type, 
and for urban comparisons with Western Europe. He 
even showed an explicit disdain for those who failed to 
recognize this fact:

I was asked not long ago, by a foreigner, “What is the 
density of settlement in your country?” to which I was 
obliged [to give] the true Yankee rejoinder, “What por-
tion of my country?” The average density of settlement 
of such a country as this some parts of which are peo-
pled as fully as the oldest parts of Europe, while great 
stretches, empires in extent are as yet almost without 
inhabitants, means nothing, and the question of my 
friend implied an ignorance. (Gannett 1882, 70)

Gannett might as well have been speaking directly to 
Samuelson, who, despite not being foreign, nonetheless 
misses this basic point about America: the settled parts 
of the United States are often as densely built as Europe. 

Table P.1. American Megapolitan Clusters and Comparably Dense European Countries

Megapolitan Cluster Principal Cities
Comparably Dense  
Industrial Country in 2010

Comparably Dense  
Industrial Country by 2040

Cascadia Seattle– Portland Switzerland Great Britain

Sierra Pacific San Francisco– Sacramento >United Kingdom <The Netherlands

Southwest Los Angeles– San Diego– 
 Las Vegas– Phoenix

The Netherlands <Taiwan

Mountain Denver– Salt Lake City >Great Britain <The Netherlands

Texas Triangle Dallas– Fort Worth– Austin–  
San Antonio– Houston

Switzerland United Kingdom

Twin Cities Minneapolis– St. Paul Portugal >Denmark

Great Lakes Chicago– Detroit– Cleveland– 
Pittsburgh

United Kingdom <Japan

Florida Tampa– Orlando– Miami Belgium South Korea

Piedmont Atlanta– Charlotte >Denmark Germany

Megalopolis New York– Boston– 
Philadelphia– Washington, D.C.

<The Netherlands The Netherlands

Note: The sign < means the megapolitan area density is about 50– 200 fewer persons per square mile than in the comparable nation, while > 
means the density is about 50–200 more persons per square mile; no sign indicates the density is within about 50 persons per square mile. 
Figures compare developed nation population in 2010 to megapolitan cluster population in 2010 and 2040. All ranges are illustrative.
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A big difference, however, is that Europe has stopped 
growing, while the United States is on track to gain 90 
million more residents between 2010 and 2040. That is 
the equivalent of adding a nation more populous than 
Germany to the United States, and the vast majority of 
the increase will be in megapolitan areas. Thus, in the 
spirit of Henry Gannett, one of the most insightful geog-
raphers of the 19th century, we propose to look at the 
parts of the United States that are as settled as Europe 
and seek solutions that may in fact borrow from Germany 
or France.

from megalopolis to megapolitan

The Megapolitan concept seems to have popularized 
the idea that the modern cities are better reviewed not in 
isolation, as centers of a restricted area only, but rather as 
parts of “city- systems,” as participants in urban networks 
revolving in widening orbits.

— Jean Gottmann, Megalopolis Revisited

Geographer Jean Gottmann, writing more than two 
decades after publishing his influential book, Megalopo-
lis (1961), understood the impact that his thinking had 
had on urban theory.1 Today, two decades later still, a 
new transmetropolitan geography is emerging that 
advances many of Gottmann’s ideas. Researchers in the 
United States and Europe are proposing new methods 
for classifying and tracking the megalopolis (Faludi 2002; 
Yaro and Carbonell 2004; Yaro, Carbonell, and Barnett 
2004; Carbonell and Yaro 2005). And while Gottmann 
was specifically referring to the northeastern United 
States, the latest research extends the concept to clus-
ters of networked metropolitan areas around the world. 
For example, European researchers argue that large- scale 
urbanized areas are the primary geographic unit for 
integration into the world economy (Faludi 2002). The 
European Union currently has one well- defined “global 
integration zone”— the area inside the “Pentagon” that 
runs from London to Hamburg to Munich to Milan to 
Paris, and back to London (Schon 2002).

Our book expands on Gottmann’s megalopolis 
themes and insights to account for trends in American 
transmetropolitan development.2 Gottmann’s original 
study of the Northeast’s megalopolis (1961) held that 
the region was unique in several ways, including its large 
size and commercial inventiveness. When Gottmann 

revisited his earlier thoughts on the megalopolis in the 
late 1980s (Gottmann 1987; Gottmann and Harper 1990), 
he acknowledged that several other U.S. regions could 
qualify as megapolitan. He pointed in particular to the 
Midwest and West Coast, but he also saw a nascent meg-
alopolis forming in the South around Atlanta. This study 
identifies 10 megapolitan areas across the country, not 
just in the Northeast.

Gottmann’s work influenced academics but had no 
impact on the way the U.S. Census Bureau defines space, 
probably in part because his 1961 work discussed a single, 
unique region. But the idea of a functional transmetropoli-
tan geography is one that warrants the Census Bureau’s 
attention. Regional economies now clearly extend beyond 
an individual metropolitan area. The megapolitan concept 
recognizes this fact and suggests a new geography to 
show which regional economies are linked.

A geographic concept, once formally recognized by 
the Census Bureau, gains power. As an example, rural 
development advocates lobbied the Census Bureau for 
years to redefine more heavily settled rural areas as quasi- 
metropolitan places (Lang and Dhavale 2004). In 2003 
the U.S. Office of Management and Budget, which over-
sees the Census Bureau, responded with the designation 
“Micropolitan Area.” Now micropolitans are literally on the 
map. Businesses, government agencies, and planners have 
new geography to work with. Publications took notice— 
Site Selection Magazine, for example, started a list of “Top 
Micro politans” in which to locate businesses (Starner 2005).

Megapolitan areas have a similar potential. Once 
megapolitan areas are officially recognized, private 
industries and government agencies will embrace 
them.3 And there are clearly cases in which the mega-
politan scale is the most logical one at which to address 
problems. An example here is the debate over the fate 
of Amtrak— America’s National Railroad Passenger 
Corporation— during the George W. Bush administra-
tion, which wanted to eliminate all Amtrak funding in the 
2006 federal budget. Defending this action, former U.S. 
secretary of transportation Norman Mineta wrote in the 
February 23, 2005, New York Times, “The problem is not 
that Americans don’t use trains; it is that Amtrak has failed 
to keep up with the times, stubbornly sticking to routes 
and services, even as they lose money and attract few 
users.” Amtrak is a national rail system with one profitable 
line connecting big northeastern cities that offsets losses 
on service to remote rural areas. As shown in Figure P.1, 
megapolitan areas have two qualities, concentrated 
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populations and often corridor form, that make them 
excellent geographic units in which high-speed rail 
could be feasible.

the evolving megapolitan idea
The concept of a large- scale, transmetropolitan urban 
structure has been debated among planners since the 
early 20th century. The idea can be traced to a famous 
exchange in the pages of the New Republic during the 
summer of 1932 between noted theorist and critic Lewis 
Mumford and Thomas Adams, director of the Region Plan 
of New York and Environs (now the Regional Plan Asso-
ciation, or RPA).4 The debate pitted what Fishman (2000) 
calls “regionalists” (led by Mumford) against “metropoli-
tanists” (led by Adams). Metropolitanists believed that 

20th- century cities would maintain their 19th- century 
form even as they grew to 10 or 20 million residents and 
extended 50 or more miles from the center (Thomas 
2000). They also argued that most investment should 
therefore go to fixing the metropolitan core.

Regionalists saw a radical shift in metropolitan structure, 
away from a monocentric metropolis and toward a more 
dispersed network of cities and villages arrayed across a 
vast— although integrated— space they called the “urban 
region” (Fishman 2000). After the mid- 20th century, most 
new urban growth occurred outside the regional core, 
which fueled the development of sprawling and often 
connected metropolitan areas. The proposed urban region 
concept is thus the progenitor of the megapolitan area.

In the year following the Mumford- Adams debate, 
urban sociologist R. D. McKenzie (1933) published The 

Figure P.1. The 10 megapolitan clusters and 23 megapolitan areas of the contiguous 48 states by 2040
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Metropolitan Community. This book formally laid out the 
regionalist’s thinking. McKenzie argued that American 
metropolitan development “is tending to concentrate 
more and more in large regional aggregates. In every 
such aggregate, the population tends to subdivide 
and become multinucleated in a complex of centers 
that are economically integrated into a larger unity” (1). 
According to John L. Thomas (2000, 50), Gottmann’s 
Megalopolis “effectively completed the analysis of metro-
politan regionalism undertaken by R. D. McKenzie three 
decades earlier.” Like McKenzie, Gottmann emphasized 
economic integration.

The RPA’s Second Regional Plan in the 1960s (the first 
appeared in the 1920s under Adams) produced a series 
of reports on growth patterns in the New York metropoli-
tan area. One such report, The Region’s Growth (1967), had 
a section titled “The Atlantic Urban Region.”5 This region 
stretched from Virginia to Maine and covered essentially 
the same area as Gottmann’s megalopolis.6 The RPA report 
extended Gottmann’s work by including new data analysis 
to show regional integration. It also projected the spread 
of urbanization to the year 2000 (which looks very simi-
lar to current patterns).7 The RPA report featured an aerial 
photo- portrait that documented variation in growth pat-
terns from the cores to the edges of the region.

Interestingly, The Region’s Growth appeared just before 
the explosion of suburban office development in the 
early 1970s (Garreau 1991; Lang 2003; Lang, Blakely, and 
Gough 2005). For example, Dulles airport and its accom-
panying access road through Fairfax County, Virginia, are 
shown as the “metropolitan fringe” in the photo- essay. 
Today, the Dulles Corridor anchors one of the nation’s 
biggest high- tech concentrations.8

The Region’s Growth raised an important point: Is the 
Atlantic urban region a “super- city or a chain of cities?” 
The report found that:

The main difference between an urban area at the scale 
of the Atlantic Urban Region and the traditional met-
ropolitan scale is that the emerging larger form has a 
multitude of major nodes whose areas are likely to be 
largely autonomous. Nevertheless, the individual urban 
centers benefit from mutual proximity, and there is 
bound to be increased integration. (RPA 1967, 35)

As we show in this book, the continuing spread and 
growing integration of large- scale urban space since 
1967 now confirm the Northeast as a supercity. We call 

such a supercity a “megapolitan” area, with combinations 
of them constituting “megapolitan clusters.” There are 
several of them.

While Gottmann’s and the RPA’s works were influential 
in the 1960s, and Gottmann’s definition has a prominent 
place in geography dictionaries, the megalopolis concept 
had little lasting impact outside academic geography 
(Baigent 2004, 687). But that is now starting to change. 
The current RPA president, Robert Yaro, has kept the idea 
of the megalopolis alive in recent years. Yaro argues that 
Americans should do large- scale European- style “spatial 
planning” (Yaro and Carbonell 2004; Yaro, Carbonell, and 
Barnett 2004). To that end, Yaro and Armando Carbonell 
from the Lincoln Institute of Land Policy organized a 
meeting at the Rockefeller Brothers Foundation head-
quarters in Tarrytown, New York, to begin a coordinated 
effort at advancing this idea. The RPA’s role in promot-
ing the megalopolis makes sense. Greater New York is 
the nation’s most populous metropolitan area, and it lies 
at the center of the oldest and largest megalopolis. The 
RPA also has the deepest history with the concept, which 
dates to the Adams- Mumford exchanges of the 1930s.

Progression of thought
In this book, we develop various ways of looking at a 
new metropolitan geography that has established itself 
in the contiguous 48 states. Specifically, we consider 
megapolitan areas, composed of at least one metropoli-
tan area with an estimated population of two million by 
2040 that connects, via commuting patterns, at least one 
metropolitan area of more than 250,000 people in 2040 
creating a string of such metropolitan areas, with no 
more than 180 miles between these anchors; and mega-
politan clusters, composed of megapolitan areas that are 
networked either by commuting, trucking, or commuter 
airline to one another but where there is no more than 
three times the distance used to define a megapolitan 
area between anchor metropolitan areas at their fur-
thest distance (essentially 550 miles), all such areas in the 
cluster having reasonably similar terrain, climate, culture, 
economic base, and sociopolitical orientations.

In all, we derive 10 megapolitan clusters and 23 mega-
politan areas (see Figure A.1). We limit our analysis to the 
United States in large part because of data comparabil-
ity; over time, we hope to expand the construct to all of 
North America, though perhaps no farther south than 
Mexican metropolitan areas adjacent to the U.S. border.
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organization of Megapolitan America
This book is organized into five thematic areas. The first 
area, the structural and historical background germane 
to subsequent arguments in the book, reviews alterna-
tive views of American urban, metropolitan, and regional 
spatial constructs leading to the megapolitan construct 
(Chapter 1), suggests that megapolitan areas present new 
governance challenges (Chapter 2), and shows how we 
define and apply the megapolitan construct in a man-
ner that may guide future data collection efforts by such 
agencies as the Census Bureau (Chapter 3). (The Appendix 
details the progression of Census Bureau thought in defin-
ing urban, metropolitan, micropolitan, and combined 
metropolitan area concepts.) The next thematic area, 
the interplay of urban and rural landscapes, explores the 

megapolitan landscape in terms of a rural- megapolitan 
continuum (Chapter 4), the rise of the megapolitan area as 
the new economic core or center of America (Chapter 5), 
and its relative attractions for sustained growth (Chapter 
6). The third theme has to do with numbers, such as popu-
lation trends (Chapter 7) and development (Chapter 8). 
The fourth thematic area, the key implications of a mega-
politan America, takes up transportation issues (Chapter 
9) and land, water, and air resource use (Chapter 10). The 
last thematic area, a synthesis of data, analyzes megapoli-
tan measures and trends for each of the 10 megapolitan 
clusters, covering all 23 megapolitan areas (Chapters 11 
through 20). We conclude with an epilogue calling the 
21st century the megapolitan century in the progression 
of America’s evolution.




